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He honors Scholasticism only in the letter and not in the spirit who does not 
know and appreciate it in its development from Patristic theology.1 
 
[The] work of renewing and adapting the doctrinal patrimony of Scholasticism 
generally and of St. Thomas in particular must evidently be carried on within 
the broader perspectives provided by Vatican II.2 

 
I. OUT OF THE RUINS? 

 
N 2011 Reinhard Hütter published an article in First Things 
entitled “The Ruins of Discontinuity,” in which he reflected 
on the tumult and disorder of the Catholic theological 

world.3 For Hütter, that world is fragmented by styles of 
thought that sever the theologian from the continuities of 
Catholic tradition, and by an ideology that celebrates “rele-
vance” and “originality” above fidelity.4 In particular Hütter 

 
 1 Matthias Scheeben, The Mysteries of Christianity, trans. Cyril Vollert, S.J. (St Louis, 
Mo. and London: Herder, 1946), 303 n. 11. 
 2 Paul VI, Lumen Ecclesiae. Apostolic Letter Marking the 7th Centenary of the Death 
of St. Thomas Aquinas (20 November 1974), §26 (see n. 13 below for text). 
 3 “The Ruins of Discontinuity,” First Things 209 (January 2011): 37-41. 
 4 Throughout this essay I use the term “tradition” to indicate both a formed 
dogmatic tradition and a broader notion of Christian traditions, some of which are 
closely linked to that dogmatic core, others of which are persistent but less vital (and 
occasionally pernicious). In most contexts the referent is clear; at times it is not simply 
because I want to emphasize the close connection between Tradition and traditions, in 
Yves Congar's language. For a discussion that sets out the different senses of the term in 

I
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points to those who have followed Karl Rahner’s path. Rahner 
himself was schooled in and knew well the Church’s traditions, 
but the manner in which he encouraged the rethinking of tradi-
tional formulae has resulted in newer generations of Rahnerians 
losing any dense connection to the tradition.5 Many of the other 
“greats” of the twentieth century were only isolated giants, and 
have formed no school. Given this mess, Hütter asks, where are 
theologians to be trained, in what “school” of theology can 
thinkers faithful to the Church’s tradition be formed? 
 Looking back to his own Lutheran schooling in Germany, 
Hütter remembers an education amid the remnants of distinct 
theological schools that were still able to form theologians; each 
encompassed and integrated the range of academic theological 
disciplines, and each looked back to a theological giant of the 
nineteenth century. Where, he asks, do we find parallel schools 
in the current Catholic context, schools that draw together 
practitioners in the different theological disciplines, and that 
form students of theology as faithful adherents to the Catholic 
intellectual tradition? Hütter culminates his argument by 
celebrating one school, which he terms “Ressourcement 
Thomism.”6 For Hütter, this emergent school offers new 
potential, a Thomism that is faithful to tradition, committed to 
renewal in the wake of the Second Vatican Council, and intel-
lectually expansive, working in direct conversation with 
exegesis and with Protestant thought. 
 While “Ressourcement Thomists” come in many stripes, 
Hütter himself offers a quite distinctive agenda—and it is with 
his particular version that this article is initially concerned.7 
                                                           
theological usage see Yves Congar, Tradition and Traditions: An Historical and A 
Theological Essay (New York: Macmillan, 1967), 296-307. 
 5 For a similar and perhaps even more pointed critique see Michel René Barnes, 
“Ebion at the Barricades: Moral Narrative and Post-Christian Catholic Theology,” 
Modern Theology 26 (2010): 511-48. 
 6 Reinhard Hütter and Matthew Levering, eds., Ressourcement Thomism: Sacred 
Doctrine, the Sacraments, and the Moral Life: Essays in Honor of Romanus Cessario, 
O.P (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2010). 
 7 Hütter does not offer a list of those he would include within this “school,” but by 
looking at this volume and a little beyond we can identify a range of very impressive 
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Hütter’s main response to his diagnosis has been to articulate a 
Thomist anti-historicist realism in which theology is a wisdom 
interrogating and attending to reality by means of a “perennial 
philosophy.” This article will suggest a different answer to one 
of the key questions Hütter poses: how in the modern context 
can theologians faithful to the Church’s tradition be formed? I 
will propose that we can best answer this question by shaping a 
theology of tradition in the light of themes that may be taken to 
constitute an essential part of Vatican II’s call for theological 
renewal and then, consequently, by shaping an account of 
theological practice concomitant with this vision. This argument 
is not offered as an argument against renewed Thomism(s) in 
general, nor against theological realism, and to it different 
Thomisms will have different responses. 
 

II. HÜTTER’S THOMISM 
 
 We need, first, to sketch in a little more detail Hütter’s 
Thomism. The subtitle of an article published in The Thomist 
during 2010 captures his goal: “Renewing Theology by 
Recovering Its Unity as Sacra Doctrina.”8 The article contrasts 
the young Walter Kasper’s The Methods of Dogmatic Theology 
(which originated in a lecture given in 1967) with the Spanish 
Dominican Francisco P. Muñiz’s The Work of Theology (1953). 
Kasper celebrates understanding as necessarily traditioned, but 
he sees tradition as both revealing and veiling truth. We must 
thus ask historical questions so that we can grasp how tradition 
hides, and see with clarity the new questions forced upon us in 
every age. Kasper struggles to hold together this perspective 
with an insistence that universal claims to truth are not to be 

                                                           
theological minds. The list, however, is also highly diverse, and I make no claims about 
the “school” as a whole. 
 8 “Theological Faith Enlightening Sacred Theology: Renewing Theology by 
Recovering Its Unity as Sacra Doctrina,” The Thomist 74 (2010): 369-405. Reprinted as 
“‘A Forgotten Truth?’—Theological Faith, Source and Guarantee of Theology’s Inner 
Unity,” in Dust Bound for Heaven. Explorations in the Theology of Thomas Aquinas 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2012), 313-46. 
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abandoned. Hütter argues that because the future cardinal was 
then so in thrall to a Heidegerean historicist ontology, he is 
drawn toward viewing dogma as a series of historically bound 
statements that need recasting under the demands of the 
historical moment. 
 For an alternate vision, Hütter first draws attention to the 
manner in which Muñiz views theology as a unity. Making use 
of Thomistic categories, Muñiz argues that the theological 
disciplines constitute a totum potestativum:  
 
[T]he potential parts of Theology are the various activities, functions, or 
offices which it exercises with regard to its object. In each of these parts the 
complete nature of Theology must be preserved not, however, all of its force 
(tota ejus virtus). The whole essence of Theology must be retained, since it is 
entirely one and the same habit which elicits each and every one of the several 
activities, but not the complete power of Theology, because this complete 
power is not actuated in each activity.9 
 
Muñiz offers his account of theology after reflecting on 
Thomas’s account of the human soul as active in each of its 
functions and yet not active with all of its power. The model 
serves the useful function of showing both that each sub-
discipline within theology must operate under the guidance of 
the divine gift of faith, and that the various subdisciplines must 
be appropriately ordered and interrelated. 

 
 9 The book originated as Francisco Muñiz, “De diversis muneribus S. Theologiae 
secundum doctrinam D. Thomae,” Angelicum 24 (1947): 93-123. Muñiz was part of a 
group who argued for the priority of Wisdom as a fundamental descriptive category for 
sacra doctrina in Thomas alongside the more commonly celebrated scientia. See, e.g., J. 
M. Ramírez, De hominis beatitudine, vol. 1, in Jacobus M. Ramírez, O.P., Opera 
Omnia, ed. Victorino Rodríguez, vol. 3, tom. 1 (Madrid: Consejo superior de 
investigaciones científicas, 1972); William A. Wallace, The Role of Demonstration in 
Moral Theology: A Study of Methodology in St. Thomas Aquinas, (Washington, D.C.: 
The Thomist Press, 1962), 57-70; Kieran Conley, A Theology of Wisdom: A Study in St. 
Thomas (Dubuque: The Priory Press, 1963); J. A. Weisheipl, “The Meaning of Sacra 
Doctrina in Summa theologiae I, q. 1,” The Thomist 38 (1974): 49-80. On this 
movement as a whole see Mark F. Johnson, “God's Knowledge in Our Frail Mind: The 
Thomistic Model of Theology,” Angelicum 76 (1999): 26-45. 
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 Hütter then draws attention to the complementary manner 
in which Muñiz, standing in a tradition of commentary partially 
critical of early modern commentators, views theology under 
the primary rubric of wisdom: 
 
First, theology is called wisdom because it both concerns itself with principles 
and deduces conclusions. It is a form of contemplation that learns to see all 
things in light of the first principles. Second, theology is discursive wisdom, 
because it thereby distinguishes itself from faith on the one side and the 
infused gift of wisdom on the other. Third, theology is exercised under the 
light of divine revelation which essentially distinguishes it from purely human 
wisdom, which is metaphysics in its highest mode, that is, natural theology.10 
 
Within this overall scheme, theology has different parts, but the 
whole is one discipline. Hütter then remarks that it is “obvious” 
that Muñiz’s account “cannot simply be adopted as if nothing 
had happened theologically in the last fifty-five years,” but he 
offers no account of any particular aspect that requires change. 
Hütter’s vision of theology and its subdisciplines in this article is 
a complex one, and oversimplification would be a great in-
justice. Nevertheless, it may be possible, even in short compass, 
to highlight some of its constitutive features. 
 The introduction and first chapter of Hütter’s excellent essay 
collection Dust Bound for Heaven reveal two things. First, 
Hütter sets his vision of theology against a very particular crisis: 
 
The assumption that there is an investigation that is capable of exploring the 
principles of reality as they antecede and thus make possible the particular 
sciences is what has fallen into a deep crisis.11 
 
His most fundamental critique of modern Catholic theology 
here is that it succumbs too easily to historicist relativism, and 
thus fails to protect that which is at theology’s core, the ability 
to interrogate reality itself in the light of a certain knowledge of 
God. We can, then, note a shift. Whereas “The Ruins of 
Discontinuity” focuses on the failure of most current theological 

 
 10 Hütter, “Theological Faith,” 394-95. 
 11 Hütter, Dust Bound for Heaven, 33. 
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schools to sustain and inculcate appropriate faithfulness and 
attention to tradition, “Renewing Theology” identifies the crisis 
as a misunderstanding of theology’s ability to interrogate and 
describe the real. In this latter focus one can also fairly see 
echoes of an assumption important throughout the revival of 
Thomism in the nineteenth century: Thomas’s thought is 
peculiarly appropriate for the modern age precisely because it 
can so well be turned to an apologetic use against all, from Kant 
to Nietschze, who would detach us from knowledge of what is. 
Indeed, in the same vein, we should note the number of times 
Hütter speaks of this Thomist vision as containing a “perennial” 
philosophy. How far does Hütter see Thomas as the theologian 
for the Catholic? In “The Ruins of Discontinuity” Hütter 
certainly speaks of desiring schools in the plural, but he does 
not seem to celebrate any other school. Indeed, in the 
introduction to Dust Bound for Heaven, Hütter turns to the late 
John Senior’s works, appearing to endorse Senior’s judgment 
that “the summa theologiae is the norm and measure of all 
Catholic theology before and since. . . . Saint Thomas . .  . holds 
the mean between dogma and opinion.”12 
 On this basis, it is not unfair to identify three features as 
central in the vision that Hütter suggests will best promote 
theological renewal. The first is that theological subdisciplines 
are unified through receiving a common gift of theological faith 
and a common end in the task of a learned discursive wisdom 
that interrogates the nature of reality in God’s light. Second, 
Hütter argues for a strong apologetic focus on defending the-
ology’s possibility over against modern relativism. Third, there 
is the persistent hint that Thomas alone is up to these tasks. 
 

III. SANCTA THOMA PRAESERTIM MAGISTRO 
 

 In the background to Hütter’s argument lies the question of 
Thomas’s status. There is no need to rehearse a half-century of 
magisterial references to this question; it will be sufficient to 

 
 12 Ibid., 6. 
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note an important tension. The Second Vatican Council’s 
decree on the training of priests, Optatam Totius, famously 
presents the culmination of dogmatics in the following terms: 
 
lastly, in order to throw as full a light as possible on the mysteries of salvation, 
the students should learn to examine more deeply, with the help of 
speculation and with St. Thomas as teacher, all aspects of these mysteries, and 
to perceive their interconnection.13 
 
Other documents demonstrate far greater ambiguity. In a 
famous passage of the encyclical Fides et Ratio John Paul II 
writes: 
 
It should be clear in the light of these reflections why the Magisterium has 
repeatedly acclaimed the merits of Saint Thomas’ thought and made him the 
guide and model for theological studies. This has not been in order to take a 
position on properly philosophical questions nor to demand adherence to 
particular theses. The Magisterium’s intention has always been to show how 
Saint Thomas is an authentic model for all who seek the truth.14 
 
Furthermore, throughout these texts, while Thomas remains a 
peculiarly suitable model, nothing is said in more general terms 
about Scholastic tradition or method (although one could 
certainly make something of Optatam Totius’s reference to 
“speculation”). 
 One particularly revealing text is Paul VI’s letter Lumen 
Ecclesiae, written on the 700th anniversary of St. Thomas’s 
death in 1974. There we find the following comment: 
 
[The] work of renewing and adapting the doctrinal patrimony of Scholasticism 
generally and of St. Thomas in particular must evidently be carried on within 

 
 13 Optatam Totius 16: “deinde ad mysteria salutis integre quantum fieri potest 
illustranda, ea ope speculationis, S. Thoma magistro, intimius penetrare eorumque 
nexum perspicere alumni addiscant.” Unless otherwise noted, magisterial texts and 
translations are taken from the Vatican web site (www.vatican.va). Translations have 
occasionally been adapted, without individual mention. The current code of canon law 
carries this forward; see canon 252 §3. 
 14 Fides et Ratio 78. 
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the broader perspective [ampliorem rerum prospectum] provided by Vatican 
II.15 
 
What is this “broader perspective”? There are many possible 
answers to this question, but among those things which 
constitute this “broader perspective” is surely the frequently 
mentioned “pastoral” concern for the manner in which Chris-
tian belief is presented. This concern is easily misunderstood as 
primarily a matter of “presentation” and thus somewhat 
secondary. (Indeed, opposing “pastoral” to “doctrinal” has been 
a fairly persistent rhetorical move among those who seek to 
downplay some aspect of the council’s work.)16 
 One of the most important ways in which this “pastoral 
concern” took concrete form was in the framing of conciliar 
texts and particular statements within them with clear state-
ments of “salvation history” that are narrative in form, that root 
particular concerns in the central theme of God’s redemptive 
action in Christ, and that focus on scriptural and patristic 
language and forms of expression. As is clear from subsequently 

 
 15 Paul VI, Lumen Ecclesiae. Apostolic Letter Marking the 7th Centenary of the Death 
of St. Thomas Aquinas (20 November 1974), §26 (AAS 58 [1966]: 723): “Ut patet, hoc 
opus, ad accommodatam renovationem doctrinalis patrimonii sive Scholasticae sive S. 
Thomae spectans, exsequendum erit secundum ampliorem rerum prospectum, quem 
Concilium Vaticanum II.” The letter refers to Optatem totius 16. John Paul II's 1979 
apostolic constitution Sapientia Christiana on ecclesiastical universities and faculties has 
almost nothing to say about St. Thomas, though with reference to both theology and 
philosophy Lumen Ecclesiae is referenced as providing appropriate norms. 
 16 One origin of the use of “pastoral” to describe the council’s work is John XXIII’s 
opening speech of October 11, 1962. In the light of my later discussion it is worth 
noting how this speech links an appropriate pastoralis presentation of the faith to a 
fuller and deeper (amplius et altius) penetration of that faith, one that follows from 
using the new scholarly methods that may appropriately be taken up by the Church. The 
pastoral flows immediately from the better grasping of the central mysteries for our 
time, and depends on some real clarity about the practice of theology in this context. 
One might also point to the theological note attached to Gaudium et Spes emphasizing 
that the text is called “pastoral” because “while resting on doctrinal principles, it seeks 
to express the relation of the Church to the world and modern mankind.” Here 
“pastoral” is necessarily linked to, and flows from, an understanding of faith, even as it 
also seeks to establish particular and contingent relationships with contemporary 
concerns and phenomena. 
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published diaries and commentaries, the concern to frame 
matters thus was a commonly expressed goal of some of the 
most well-known and influential periti at the council. The deci-
sion of the various revising committees to take this approach, 
and then the decision of the council fathers to endorse their 
efforts, does not mean that there was a conciliar endorsement of 
the theology of those who worked on the documents. But it 
does mean that examining the emphases in their theology that 
underlay some of their most decisive contributions to the 
conciliar texts may provide a plausible way to examine what it 
might mean to speak about the “wider perspectives” within 
which Paul VI wanted us to consider the place of Thomas in our 
theological thinking. 
 The remainder of this article will outline four conversations 
that together offer an alternative vision of what is necessary for 
addressing the problem that Hütter correctly identifies. These 
conversations nest in each other: the fourth is a dimension or 
consequence of the third, the third of the second, and the 
second of the first. The first conversation invites a discussion 
about the vision of tradition sustained by and between some 
significant periti at Vatican II, and suggests that this vision may 
be understood as one of the main “wider perspectives” within 
which the council encourages a renewal of theological practice. 
The second is an invitation to reconsider the nature of a dogma 
(and hence at some remove the Church’s tradition of doctrine) 
in the light of this theology of tradition. The third suggests the 
importance of seeing forms of historical attention as, hence, 
intrinsic to the task of “speculative” theology, while the fourth 
suggests the importance of some rarely raised questions about 
what culture of memory we think appropriate for the theo-
logical enterprise. It is important to note that while these 
arguments owe a deep debt to the broad family of thinkers who 
are grouped under the label of ressourcement, they often draw 
on perspectives that are often only inchoate in their work, and 
which were rarely drawn together by them or their students 
after the council. 
 



520 LEWIS AYRES 
 

 

IV. ON TRADITION: THE LINE AND THE CIRCLE 
 
 One might begin with a simple question: how does Catholic 
theology understand theologically the history of Catholic 
thought? When Leo XIII encouraged the use of Thomas in 
Aeterni Patris, he traced a history of Christian rational argu-
ment, running from the “apologists” through Augustine to 
Boethius, John Damascene, and Anselm. The focus of Leo’s 
concern is philosophia, in part because it sustains and defends 
the “higher science” of theology. Thomas himself is extolled 
because of the skill with which he summarizes, orders, and 
explores this earlier heritage.17 
 In writing thus Leo implicitly offers a theological reflection 
on the history of theology, asserting one version of the belief 
that the history of theology has a concrete and providential 
form leading from the Fathers through the speculative genius of 
Scholasticism. Such a view of the history of theology finds its 
roots in those who, in the late fourth and early fifth centuries, 
compiled florilegia from earlier patristic writings, and in the 
increasing veneration shown for a gradually canonized set of 
“Fathers” in conciliar documentation. It is fostered also, ob-
viously enough, by the celebration of many of these figures in 
our liturgical life. Catholic Christianity has not conceived of this 
theological history as a cloud of witnesses who simply sit side by 
side, but as a historical series. Aeterni Patris thus offers one 
example of a fairly common, largely linear account of tradition 
in which the Fathers are supplemented by the speculative genius 
of Scholasticism.18 

 
 17 Aeterni Patris 14-17 (ASS 12 [1879]: 97-115): “the doctors of the middle ages, 
who are called Scholastics, addressed themselves to a great work-that of diligently 
collecting, and sifting, and storing up, as it were, in one place, for the use and 
convenience of posterity the rich and fertile harvests of Christian learning scattered 
abroad in the voluminous works of the holy Fathers. . . . Among the Scholastic Doctors, 
the chief and master of all towers Thomas Aquinas, who, as Cajetan observes, because 
‘he most venerated the ancient doctors of the Church, in a certain way seems to have 
inherited the intellect of all.’” 
 18 This of course begs a question about how we view the present in theological terms.  
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 Modern concern with the nature of theological “develop-
ment,” and the proliferation of narratives that place much 
weight on the shift into “modernity,” make the question of how 
we conceive theologically of our theological history particularly 
acute. Catholics cannot buy into post-Enlightenment narratives 
that present the arrival of modern philosophical concerns as 
enabling a rewriting of previously “mythical” accounts of the 
divine. Nor can they invest much in accounts that offer a simple 
story of decline and fall (whether the fall follows Constantine, 
the Gregorian reform, or the Reformation). To throw too much 
money at either would be to forget that ultimately the Spirit 
guides the Church. Thus, our narratives must speak of God’s 
faithfulness and, however they deal with continuity and dis-
continuity on the microlevel, they must also speak of a gradual 
unfolding before us of the truth of the divine being and action. 
Even so, there is a necessary complement to a purely linear 
account of this unfolding. 
 In fact, one of the central threads running between the 
various theologians of ressourcement who were influential as 
conciliar periti is a set of suggestions toward a rather different 
theology of theological history. How we understand the place 
of the “Fathers” of the first few centuries is of particular 
importance here. In a 1968 essay, Joseph Ratzinger, the young 
admirer of Henri de Lubac, Yves Congar, Marie-Dominique 
Chenu, and Jean Daniélou, offered two basic insights. First, and 
a priori, the age of the Fathers cannot be formally closed, 
because the age of the doctors of the Church continues. But, 
second, we can speak of such an age because there was a period 
in which the basic canon of Scripture was formed and accepted, 
and in which the basic content of Catholic dogma was formed 
as a reading of that Scripture. The same period also saw the 
development of our fundamental liturgical forms and the basic 
practices of the Catholic spiritual life. There is a unifying 
concern in patristic theology to draw together individual 
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dogmatic concerns within an overall narrative of God’s salvific 
economy.19 
 In writings of about the same vintage, Ratzinger also argued 
a number of times that the Church’s fundamental dogmatic 
formulae are embedded in a variety of historically given 
perspectives and interpretations that must be taken together, 
symphonically, if we are to be appropriately pointed toward the 
divine mystery. This symphony of perspectives finds its root in 
the complex and foundational traditions of patristic exegesis.20 
One example of this approach is provided by a 1972 meditation 
on the links between baptism and the confession of faith. 
Ratzinger contrasts a manualist style of describing baptism’s 
function and form with a historical investigation of the manner 
in which baptism, confession, and the communal liturgy were 
interrelated. Such an investigation enables us to get some sense 
of the heart of the relationship in its foundational period, in 
particular helping to reveal the developing baptismal rite as 
performing our entrance into God’s unified salvific action.21 
Understanding how parallel ways of presenting the links 
between baptism, the confession of faith, and liturgy converge 
on a common action highlights that which is most central. This 
style of attention to the patristic witness provides a way of 
entering a theological and spiritual unity, of grasping the core of 
what it is to enter the Church and thus to see with some clarity 
an action that still lies at the heart of the Church’s life. 
 At the same time, Ratzinger’s example hints at a necessary 
blurring of the boundaries between “historical” and “theo-
 
 19 Joseph Ratzinger, “Die Bedeutung der Väter für die gegenwätige Theologie,” 
Theologisch Quartalschrift 148 (1968): 257-82; trans. in Principles of Catholic 
Theology: Building Stones for a Fundamental Theology, trans. Sr. Mary Frances 
McCarthy (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1987), 133-52. For another example see 
Congar’s very similar account of why the Fathers matter, but cast with a far stronger 
polemic against over evaluation: Tradition and Traditions, 440-50. 
 20 Eg., Ratzinger, Principles, 173-74. For a contemporary argument along similar 
lines, though without the focus on patristic exegesis as the source, see Kevin Hughes, 
“Bonaventure contra Mundum? The Catholic Theological Tradition Revisited,” 
Theological Studies 74 (2013): 372-98. 
 21 Ratzinger, Principles, 101-12. 
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logical” judgments. We should not imagine that, whereas the 
historian only makes judgments about what was said or done, 
the theologian conceives normative “concepts” with reference 
to but also independent of the historian’s work. Such a division 
is problematic on both sides. Historical judgments are fre-
quently shot through with normative and teleological judgments 
and do not necessarily fail for this. Identifying, for example, 
how particular discussions or conflicts are part of an emerging 
theological account, or how they strikingly differ from later 
expressions may (especially in the thinking of one who studies 
in the light of the Church’s tradition of theological formulation) 
be intrinsic to these judgments being “historical,” and yet the 
same relationships in these judgments may also be intrinsic to 
the thinking of one who seeks to understand better that which is 
later defined and its wider doctrinal context. On the other 
hand, theological judgments are also best conceived as part of a 
matrix, and as close attention to ways in which doctrines are 
articulated together in a formative thinker may draw us in new 
ways to the heart of a particular doctrine, or of the inter-
relationship of doctrines, so the same attention may also help us 
in identifying that which is and is not central in a particular 
doctrine.22 
 Ratzinger’s discussions in the two essays referenced above 
depend on themes articulated in different ways by earlier 
ressourcement theologians. Chenu, Congar, Daniélou, and de 
Lubac shared a concern to show how theological thinking is 
rooted in both the spiritual realities of encounter with Christ 
(and thus is always at heart an encounter with the divine 
mystery) and the cultural context of a particular time and place 
(and thus necessarily has a history that demands our attention). 
For these four, also, the significance of early Christian 
theologians rests on their formative articulation of the unified 

 
 22 As will become clear, while I am happy with the analogy that Marie-Dominique 
Chenu drew between returning to the sources of Christian faith and returning to first 
principles in speculation (see the text quoted in n. 26), I would also argue that such 
historical investigations should be conceived as partly overlapping with the speculative. 
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scriptural witness to the mystery of Christ.23 For de Lubac 
especially, the historical unfolding of Christian thought is not a 
linear process of logical deduction, but both the continuous 
presence of the same mystery, the same person, and a 
continuously emerging tradition of reflection in the light of that 
mystery. From another perspective, what de Lubac offers is not 
a purely linear narrative of theological succession, but also an 
account of the early Fathers as a constant accompanying 
presence through that development.24 A linear account is cer-
tainly necessary, but it may and perhaps should be accompanied 
by a more “circular” account in which the Fathers are the 
beating heart of our articulations of the faith, whatever other 
body surrounds and is driven by that heart. 
 It is important to note the Christological engine driving this 
account of tradition: we may speak both of a linear account and 
of a circular account because this is the manner in which Christ 
mediates to us understanding of God’s action in him.25 In a 
powerful summary passage, Congar writes as follows: 
 
 23 The elements of this focus are revealed in three famous essays and one book. See 
M.-D. Chenu, “Position de le théologie,” RSPT 25 (1935): 232-57 (ET in Faith and 
Theology, trans. Denis Hickey [New York: Macmillan, 1968], 15-35); Jean Daniélou, 
“Les orientations presents de la pensée religieuse,” Études 79 (1946): 5-21; “La 
Théologie et ses sources: Réponse,” Recherches de science religieuse 33 (1946): 385- 
401; and M.-D. Chenu, Une École de théologie: Le Saulchoir, privately published, 1937; 
republished, with accompanying essays by Giuseppe Alberigo, Étienne Fouilloux, Jean 
Ladrière, and Jean-Pierre Jossua, and a postscript by Chenu (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 
1985). For a good overall discussion see Brian Daley, “The nouvelle théologie and the 
Patristic Revival: Sources, Symbols and the Science of Theology,” International Journal 
of Systematic Theology 7 (2005): 362-82. 
 24 See Henri de Lubac, “The Problem of the Development of Dogma,” in Theology in 
History, trans. Anne Englund Nash (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1996), 248-80. The 
same perspective, Blondelian in origin, also guides his account of the unity of the four 
senses of Scripture. See, for brief discussion, Hans Boersma, “Nouvelle théologie” and 
Sacramental Ontology: A Return to Mystery (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 
158-60. 
 25 One might here also point to the parallel in Hans Urs von Balthasar, for whom the 
character of revelation and its impact on the Church throughout time are governed by 
the language of Christ's person and then by our learning to exist within Christ's person. 
Balthasar's account of distance embedded in the life of the Trinity is fundamental to his 
account of this theme, and this is, of course, one of his most distinctive and most 



 MEMORY OF TRADITION 525 
 

 

[Tradition] is the transmission through time, time which alters all things, of a 
deposit of faith; but, above and beyond the successive transmissions of this 
deposit, Christ the Incarnate Word, reigning as Lord above time, in giving the 
Church its very life, assures too the continuing identity of truth possessed by 
the Church. . . . Tradition is not the simple permanence of a structure, but a 
continual renewal and fertility within this given structure, which is guaranteed 
by a living and unchanging principle of identity. Of this divine principle we 
can say that it concerns the relations between Christ and the Holy Spirit.26 
 
Two complementary emphases are present here. The first 
focuses on the presence of the person of Christ as a living reality 
enfolding history and its inspired interpreters; the second 
focuses on the continual significance of Scriptures and the 
Fathers. Perhaps obviously enough, these emphases interact, in 
the first place because one central function of the Word’s 
guiding presence in history has been to shape the history of 

                                                           
modern themes; yet his account overall is founded in classical Augustinian dynamics. 
For a good introduction see Larry Chapp, “Revelation,” in Edward T. Oakes and David 
Moss, eds., Cambridge Companion to Hans Urs Von Balthasar (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004), 11-23. 
 26 Congar, Tradition and Traditions, 264-65. See also Jean Daniélou, “The 
Conception of History in the Christian Tradition,” Journal of Religion 30 (1950): 171-
79; Yves M.-J. Congar, The Mystery of the Temple, trans. Reginald F. Trevett 
(Westminster, Md.: The Westminster Press, 1962), esp. 236-48. In the case of Congar, 
the influence of Newman and Möhler is of as much importance as that of Blondel. One 
might also refer to Chenu’s account of the method of teaching and research pursued at 
Le Saulchoir: “The return to the sources is, in history, what recourse to first principles is 
in speculation: the same spiritual power, the same rejuvenation, the same 
fruitfulness. . . . Let us observe the general shape of this program of work: a distinction 
of the formal objects [of study] within the very unity of knowledge and of contemplative 
simplicity; attention to posing problems more than to solving them; confidence in 
reading texts, and in the historical method which gives them value; the primacy of 
initial perception over logical elaboration. These attitudes, in themselves and as they 
work together, gain for the mind, along with the freedom to do its work, the technique 
which guarantees success; along with fidelity to its sources, the freshness of its 
intellectual appetite” (Chenu, Une École de théologie, 127 [trans. in Daley, “Nouvelle 
Théologie,” 373]). Balthasar’s theological aesthetics bear witness to the same basic 
conception; see, e.g., H. Urs von Balthasar, “The Word, Scripture and Tradition,” in 
Explorations in Theology, vol. 1, The Word Made Flesh, trans. A. V. Littledate and 
A. Dru (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1989), 11-26. 
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Israel and its Scriptures as the context within which the 
incarnate Christ would be interpreted and adored. 
 This vision of tradition both as linear and as a series of 
concentric circles may be thought of as underlying a number of 
distinctive features apparent in the conciliar texts, and in some 
subsequent magisterial texts. The concern for “salvation his-
tory” is not only apparent in a number of the most important 
prefatory passages added to the final versions of conciliar docu-
ments, but is also taken up specifically in Optatam Totius, 
which advocates for an account of doctrinal study rooted in 
attention to salvation history (historia salutis) and the unfolding 
of Christian doctrinal understanding.27 The style of the texts, 
with their careful attention to scriptural and patristic imagery, 
has been frequently commented upon, and one might note also 
the manner in which the Catechism of the Catholic Church 
consciously follows a similar style.28 Both of these aspects are 
evident also in the form and style of the new liturgical texts, 
especially the Eucharistic prayers of the Novus Ordo composed 
after the council, building on Sacrosanctum Concilium’s own 
reference to the concept of historia salutis.29 Some aspects of 
this theology of tradition are also central to Dei Verbum. That 
text offers a composite account of tradition, framing material 
 
 27 On the early history of the concept in a Catholic context see Ulrich Lehner, 
“Apocalypse, Enlightenment and the Beginning of Salvation History: The Ecumenical 
Friendship of J. J. Hess and A. Sandbichler,” Pro Ecclesia 23 (2014): 219-37. The term 
is certainly a modern one and should not be assumed to be identified with a particular 
premodern term or concept. It does, however, have great usefulness in focusing our 
attention toward the manner in which God reveals, saves, and draws that is found in 
many premodern theological traditions. 
 28 See for example the very helpful essay by John Cavadini, “The Use of Scripture in 
the Catechism of the Catholic Church,” Letter and Spirit 2 (2006): 43-54. 
 29 One of the classic statements is to be found in Cyprian Vagaggini, O.S.B., 
Theological Dimensions of the Liturgy: A General Treatise on the Liturgy, trans. Leonard 
J. Doyle and W. A. Jurgens (Collegeville, Minn.: The Liturgical Press, 1976). See e.g. 
chapter 1 where Vagaggini presents an account of salvation history both as the core of 
patristic and biblical theology and hence as that which should guide theological and 
liturgical renewal. Reference to Vagaggini here should not be taken as an endorsement 
of his view of the history of Trinitarian theology, which relies on an account of the 
differences between East and West that recent scholarship has rendered unsustainable. 
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from earlier magisterial formulations with an emphasis on 
Christ’s teaching of the apostles by the totality of his personal 
presence and his shaping and maintaining of the Church’s 
tradition through the gift of his Spirit.30 But we can see that 
links drawn in the work of those famous periti are present not 
far beneath the conciliar surface. The emphasis on biblical and 
patristic language is intended not to separate us from later 
formulations, but to make clearer what exercises centripetal 
force at the heart of all the Church’s tradition, and to focus our 
attention on the manner of the Word’s address to us. The 
ambiguities of the final conciliar texts sketch a broad field of 
possible paths forward, but this set of themes may surely be 
thought a plausible candidate when we seek to identify Paul VI’s 
“ampliorem rerum prospectum.” If this is so, then we have 
found what may be considered a charge for theological develop-
ment and theological education in the wake of the council. 
 At this point it will be helpful to note the manner in which 
this theological conception of history raises questions about the 
necessity of an opposition central in Hütter’s analysis. His 
analysis of the creeping historicism in Kasper’s early work is 
convincing, but we need not be confined to the two alternatives 
of a wholesale capitulation to historicist ontology or Hütter’s 
account of Thomist realism.31 Neither de Lubac nor Congar, for 

 
 30 For one such analysis see Joseph Ratzinger on Dei Verbum 1 in Herbert 
Vorgrimler, ed., Commentary on the Documents of Vatican II, vol. 3, trans. William 
Glen-Doepel et al. (New York: Herder & Herder, 1969), 170-80, at 164: “the 
fundamental compromise which pervades it is more than a compromise, it is a synthesis 
of great importance.” 
 31 The question of how one defines and traces the history of “historicism” has given 
rise to a complex tradition of scholarly reflection. Besides the classic studies of such 
figures as Friedrich Meinecke and Georg Iggers, see the more recent work of Frederick 
Beiser, The German Historicist Tradition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011). 
Beiser has been the subject of some critical reviews, especially for his focus in this work 
on neo-Kantians and his ignoring of Hegel. For his views on the latter see his essay 
“Hegel’s Historicism” in Frederick Beiser, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Hegel 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 270-300. Also helpful is Maike Oergel, 
Culture and Identity: Historicity in German Literature and Thought 1770-1815 (Berlin: 
De Gruyter, 2006). 
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example, were significantly influenced by Heidegger, and the 
theological outlook they shared pushes both toward positions 
that escape much of Hütter’s critique. Congar, in particular, 
offers a fairly explicit sacramental account of the temporal. A 
little before the summary account of tradition quoted above, he 
writes: 
 
Sacred history, the history of the Church as the Church of God, is made out of 
the succession of God’s ‘visitations’ thanks to which men elicit those responses 
of faith and love by which the city of God is built up. In a theological analysis, 
this moment of the divine activity, which logically precedes our free decisions 
or reactions, is attributed simultaneously to God and to the sacred humanity 
of Christ, our head . . . [thus] the history of the Church as the People or City 
of God . . . unfolds at the heart of secular history as the gradual realization of 
man’s covenant relationship with God.32 
 
The passage summarizes a theme central in Congar (as should 
also be clear from the previous quotation): the importance of 
attending to the history of salvation (historia salutis) at the heart 
of the world’s history, and to Christ’s presence guiding that 
history.33 Again, while there is no one densely developed 
ressourcement account of this theme, something like it is to be 
found in a number of those authors associated with the 
movement. Daniélou, in particular, offers extensive parallel re-
flections, especially in The Lord of History.34 For our purposes, 
while this robustly theological account of the historical asserts 
the sacramental character of God’s gradual intervention in 
history, it may also serve as a bulwark against historicist 
ontologies of the sort Hütter opposes, because within it the 
historical unfolding of the Church’s understanding of revelation 

 
 32 Congar, Tradition and Traditions, 262-63; cf. ibid., 406ff. 
 33 Congar, Mystery of the Temple, esp. 236-48. I return to this passage below. It is 
worth noting that Congar’s Christological language here is paralleled by the same 
language at Lumen Gentium 7. 
 34 Jean Daniélou, The Lord of History: Reflections on the Inner Meaning of History, 
trans. Nigel Abercrombie (London: Longmans, 1958), esp. part 2, pp. 149-278. More 
theoretically see also idem, “The Conception of History.” There is an excellent 
introduction to this emphasis among the theologians of ressourcement in Hans Boersma, 
Nouvelle Théologie, 191-241. 
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opposes a constant relativism in meaning. Historicist ontologies 
may thus be opposed not simply by philosophical realism, but 
also by a theologically governed account of the historical. 
 This nexus of ideas is foundational in my argument not only 
because it points toward a way out of Hütter’s opposition, but 
also because it suggests the possibility and virtue of envisaging 
certain kinds of modern historical consciousness as an 
opportunity for better theological grasping of the character of 
God’s lordship over history and of the manner in which our 
understanding of revelation unfolds. In both Congar and 
Daniélou there is a close relationship between an emphasis on 
the historia salutis, this account of the Church’s history, and 
accounts of tradition as the constantly vital presence of Christ. 
In this sense their inchoate sacramental accounts of the history 
of salvation are a central part of that which undergirds their 
accounts of tradition, and their contributions to Vatican II’s 
“pastoral” perspective. Indeed, we may press a little further. 
This account of the Church’s history as sacramental in character 
is fairly obviously concomitant with the blending of a “circular” 
with a “linear” account of tradition. The “gradual unfolding” of 
our “covenant relationship with God” certainly involves the 
gradual emergence of a more precise articulation of God’s 
action in Christ, but this occurs in the same presence of Christ, 
and the “Fathers” remain with us as the constant heart of all 
later attempts to grasp the interwoven mysteries of faith. 
 

V. DOGMA AND ANAMNESIS 
 
 The next conversation involves treating this inchoate account 
of tradition as the most appropriate context for imagining the 
enterprise of theology.35 A key point of departure is to reflect 

 
 35 This section might also fairly be viewed as a theological counterpart to Alasdair 
MacIntyre’s philosophical comment: “To share in the rationality of a craft requires 
sharing in the contingencies of its history, understanding its story as one's own, and 
finding a place for oneself as a character in the enacted dramatic narrative which is that 
story so far” (Alasdair MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry: Encyclopaedia, 
Geneaology and Tradition [London: Duckworth, 1990], 65; cf. ibid., 201). MacIntyre 
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on how we conceive the nature of dogma. Here we may 
develop a theme found in some postconciliar texts, albeit a 
theme that has not received much attention. The 1989 
International Theological Commission document “The Interpre-
tation of Dogma” describes its subject as an “Anamnese und 
erinnernde Interpretation der magnalia Dei” (“an anamnesis 
and memorializing recall of the mighty deeds of God”).36 The 
various dogmas are thus cast as divinely ordered means by 
which the mighty acts of God in history are recalled to us so 
that they become central points of reference in our theological 
memories.37 
 The document avoids an historicist ontology by means of a 
clear framing statement that the utility and trustworthiness of 
dogmatic formulae rests on divine action. A variety of paths 
thus lie open for speaking philosophically about the character of 

                                                           
also offers some very useful reflections on the ways in which within this “craft” 
investigation of one’s history is also teleological. A tradition is not simply a system of 
“reference from the present to the past” but must involve a reflection within which “a 
certain continuity of directedness emerge[s]” (116) contributing “toward the formation 
of a system of thought and practice” (149). 
 36 “Dogmen sind als ein verbum rememorativum zu interpretieren. Sie sind als 
Anamnese und erinnernde Interpretation der magnalia Dei, von denen die Offen-
barungszeugnisse berichten, zu verstehen. Deshalb müssen sie auf Schrift und Tradition 
bezogen und von ihnen her ausgelegt werden.” For English translation see “The 
Interpretation of Dogma,” in M. Sharkey and T. Weinandy, eds., International 
Theological Commission, vol. 2, Texts and Documents 1986-2007 (San Francisco: 
Ignatius Press, 2009), 39 (my own translation of the key phrase given in the text above 
differs somewhat from that found here): “Dogmas are to be interpreted as a verbum 
rememorativum. They are to be interpreted as a return journey by memory, a memory-
laden recall of the mighty acts of God, which the testimony of revelation presents. For 
that reason they must be brought into focus beginning with Scripture and Tradition, and 
be explained within those parameters.” 
 37 A number of scholars have explored the usefulness of modern discussions of 
memory for the theology of tradition. Two good points of departure that indicate the 
scope of existing discussion are Gerald O'Collins and David Braithwaite, “Tradition as 
Collective Memory: A Theological Task to Be Tackled,” Theological Studies 76 (2015): 
29-42; and Joseph G. Mueller, “Forgetting as a Principle of Continuity in Tradition,” 
Theological Studies 70 (2009): 751-81. My own concern is more directly with the 
dogmatic principles undergirding the theology of tradition, the principles that would 
then shape engagement with these other resources. 
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their reference, but equally importantly a useful theological path 
is marked along which dogma is conceived as God’s unfolding 
of an anamnetic series of vistas back. Yet because much of that 
dogmatic complex concerns the manner in which the divine 
redemptive economy unites creation and redemption as well as 
initiating forms of life and activity within the body of Christ, 
references “back” are also references to the re-creative activity 
that forms and animates everything since. In a preconciliar essay 
Rahner neatly argued that dogmatic formulae are concerned 
with faith, not only in the sense of articulating faith’s content, 
but also with fides qua—with forming hope and directing our 
attention toward the very realities of which they speak and thus 
also toward our response to those realities.38 Developing this 
account we may conceive of dogmas as both initiating us into 
the mysteries of which they speak, and focusing our attention 
on the moments of definition through which they have been 
delivered to us. 
 An ITC document is not per se authoritative, of course, but 
the same thought is echoed in the Catechism of the Catholic 
Church. In discussing the Spirit’s work in the liturgy of the 
word, the Catechism describes the Spirit as “the living memory 
of the Church” (1099: “Spiritus Sanctus vivens Ecclesiae est 
memoria”), “[recalling] to the assembly all that Christ has done 
for us” (1103). This “anamnesis” is an awakening of the 
Church’s memory brought about by the Spirit. Insofar as the 
liturgy recalls the work of Christ and Spirit in the saints, the 
magnalia Dei include the acts of the head in his body, especially 
perhaps insofar as they draw us always toward the heart of the 
redemptive economy of the incarnate Christ. There is a sense, 
then, in which part of what the Spirit recalls for us is the very 

 
 38 See Karl Rahner, “What Is a Dogmatic Statement,” in Theological Investigations, 
vol. 5,. Later Writings, trans. Karl-H. Kruger (Baltimore: Helicon Press, 1966), 42-66,  
esp. 51 (original: “Was ist eine dogmatische Aussage?” Schriften zur Theologie, V: 
Neuere Schriften [Einsiedeln: Benzinger, 1962], 54-81). 
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emergence of the theological/dogmatic enterprise, of an act of 
interpretation and definition that is intrinsic to proclamation.39 
 Presenting defined dogma as a set of trustworthy points of 
reference for theological thinking, and as best understood 
within the action of tradition—a “handing-on” that is formed 
by attention to Scripture, love for the worship and practice of 
the Church and for the resources left us by those held up before 
us in the Church’s memory—is hardly controversial. Likewise, 
to say that theological thinking should seek foundations in 
tradition as thus described, and should find itself constantly 
circling and drawing on the dogmatic, offers no innovation.40 
While the theological and the dogmatic are distinguished for 
good reason, the latter is nurtured by and flourishes within the 
former. The dogmatic is not best comprehended in abstraction 
from the work and controversy that was the context of its birth; 
rather, we should see the dogmatic as, in part, a recalling to us 
of the Spirit’s work in enabling the particular works of handing-
on that gave it birth.41 
 In this sense, dogmas are gifted to us as complex tokens for 
ecclesial memory, drawing us back to the acts of God of which 
they speak, and also to the acts through which the Spirit 
delivers them to us. The complexity of the latter, the sheer 
difficulty of telling them as easily comprehensible stories—both 
because of their reality as aspects of human history, and because 
of the often surprising character of the transformations and 
innovations that they involve—may also bring home to us, if we 
are sufficiently attentive, the nature of exploring faith as a 

 
 39 When Congar and others speak of the historia salutis as a history of “encounters,” 
it is best to interpret these “moments” not as psychological moments of insight (or, 
better, not solely as such), but as particularly important and public moments of the Son 
and Spirit acting to shape our insight and love. 
 40 My language in this and the previous sentence draws on that of the International 
Theological Commission’s Theology Today, §26. 
 41 See, e.g., Theology Today, §17, a paragraph that also nicely illustrates the virtues 
of locating the notion of faith as gift within a wider narrative of the Spirit’s action in 
history. 
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combination of illumination and darkness.42 And this is to bring 
home to us, to educate us in the complexity of the fallen 
intellect’s encounter with Christ, and thus central aspects of 
thought and desire’s reformation. Through such an act of 
unfolding, the Spirit has provided for us a diachronic 
apprenticeship. 
 

VI. NOBILISSIMUS THEOLOGIAE MUNUS43 
 

 If we set something like this account of dogma (and doctrine) 
against the background of the theology of tradition implicit in 
the conciliar texts, what questions must we ask ourselves if we 
are to renew our conceptions of theological practice and teach-
ing? Both Hütter and Muñiz (on whom he draws) present a 
renewed Thomist dogmatic theology as the capstone among a 
range of disciplines, but without any discussion of the internal 
constitution of those disciplines. There is, perhaps necessarily, 
something rather formal about Hütter’s insistence that all 
theological subdisciplines should rely on the theological gift of 
faith in order to achieve an appropriate unity, even if the 
principle should certainly be granted. However, in its formality, 
this insistence fails to face adequately the crisis caused by the 
modern fragmentation of our theological disciplines. There are 
many dimensions of this fragmentation on which many have 
commented, and I have written elsewhere about the task 
involved in rethinking the relationship between dogmatic 

 
 42 To draw attention to the combination of darkness and illumination that faith 
draws us toward is, in part, to offer further reflection on the character of our attention 
to those held up to us in the Church’s memory. I will return to this point below. Here 
the reflections of Chenu on the character of our attention to theological statements in 
their historical specificity still bear remembering. See Une École de théologie, 137; and 
Henry Donneaud, “La constitution dialectique de la théologie et de son histoire selon 
M.D. Chenu,” Revue Thomiste 96 (1996): 41-66. 
 43 See Pius XII, Humani Generis 21. That text refers to Pius IX’s letter Inter 
Gravissimas of October 28, 1870, written in the wake of Vatican I. It can be found in 
Pii IX Pontificis Maximi Acta, prima pars, vol. 5 (Graz: Akademische Druck und 
Verlaganstalt Graz, 1971), 260. Humani Generis refers to the concept of “speculative 
theology” in §§17-18. 
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theology and modern biblical studies.44 Nevertheless, the 
argument of this paper suggests the importance of focusing on 
one question that is particularly important if we are to explore 
how our theological practice sustains appropriate attention to 
tradition: the role of historical study in the exposition and 
exploration of Christian teaching. 
 Rather than considering this relationship within the 
relatively new distinction of “systematic” and “historical” the-
ology, reflecting on the older distinction between “speculative” 
and “positive” theology will better draw our attention to the 
fact that we face here a problem that has beset Catholic 
theology since the Renaissance. The terminology of theologia 
speculativa only enters Latin theology with Alexander of Hales, 
Siger of Brabant, and, of course, Thomas in the thirteenth 
century.45 Thomas attributes the distinction between theologia 
speculativa and practica to Boethius, but this is not quite 
accurate. Boethius had used speculativa, but not in the context 
of defining types of Christian thinking.46 Indeed, while the term 

 
 44 See most recently Lewis Ayres, “The Word Opening the Word: Opening the Space 
of Catholic Biblical Interpretation,” in R. David Nelson, Darren Sarisky, and Justin 
Stratis, eds., Theological Theology: Essays in Honor of John B. Webster (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2015), 37-54. 
 45 E.g., Alexander of Hales, Summa, pars 1, inq. 1, tr. 4, q. 2, cap. 4.4 (Summa 
theological, ed. B. Klumper [Rome: Quaracchi, 1924], 1:215); Siger of Brabant, Quaest. 
in Metaph. 6. comm. 1 (Quaestiones in Metaphysicam, ed. W. Dunphy [Louvain: 
Éditions de l’institut supérieur de philosophe, 1981], 361, ll. 61ff.). For early uses in 
Thomas see, e.g., I Sent., prol., q. 1, a. 3 (Scriptum super libros sententiarum magistri 
Petri Lombardi, vol. 1, ed. P. Mandonnet [Paris: Lethielleux, 1929], 11-14). The 
distinction in fact structures this whole question. The opposition is also to be found in 
Bonaventure's own commentary on the Sentences in dialogue with Aristotle, e.g., II 
Sent., d. 39, a. 1, q. 1, conc. (Commentaria in quatuor libros sententiarum, vol. 2 
[Rome: Quaracchi, 1882], 899-901). Thomas's pupil, Giles of Rome provides an 
interesting example, in part because he makes such explicit use of it (including 
references to Aristotle) in his commentary on the Song of Songs. See In cant., pro. (ET 
Giles of Rome, Commentary on the Song of Songs and Other Writings, trans. Mary 
Brennan, ed. John Rotelle [Villanova, Pa.: Augustinian Press, 1998], 53-57). 
 46 See Thomas, Super Boet. de Trin., q. 6, a. 4. For Boethius see, e.g., In isagog. 
1.3.8; and Aristotle, Topica 6.6 (Aristoteles Latinus, vol. 5.1-3, ed. L. Minio-Paluello 
[Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 1969], 128, l. 27). 
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speculativa is certainly used before the tenth century, it becomes 
popular only following the translations of Aristotle in the 
eleventh century and the revisions by William of Moerbeke in 
the thirteenth.47 When it is used in this Aristotelian context the 
term opposes theology (or thought) that is “speculative” to that 
which is “practical.” The term certainly draws on a long 
Christian belief in the importance of theoria, but in its usage 
from the late thirteenth century it is quite naturally and 
unconsciously associated with the particular forms of Scholastic 
argument it is used to describe.48 
 Yet despite the late appearance of this terminology it 
reconceptualizes features essential to Christian thought since at 
least the second century (even if these features were expressed 
in quite diverse vocabularies), and a wider discussion is 
necessary. Three features that we may take to be constitutive (if 
certainly labile) need mention. First, Christian speculation is 
inherently dialectical. Since the mid-second century, Christian 
thinkers have adapted classical traditions of rhetoric and 
dialectic for the purposes of distinction and definition. Their 
adaptation of these techniques is interwoven with their growing 
sense of what it meant for them to have been given a unified 
scriptural witness consisting of two “testaments.”49 This 
dialectical approach became central not only for the work of 
controversy, but also for the fundamental work of “looking 

 
 47 E.g., Aristotle, Post. Anal. 1.13 (78b-79a); Metaphys. 1.2 (982a); both of these 
passages survive in the earlier translations attributed to James of Venice. A third 
fundamental passage is Metaphys. 11.7 (1064a), which survives only in the later 
translation by William of Moerbeke. 
 48 A more extended argument needs also to consider how far the transition from 
earlier accounts of “speculation” and theoria toward the Scholastic notion of theologia 
speculativa involve the transformation or loss of a conception of thought as “a way of 
life.” The topic is vast and often handled in far too facile a manner. 
 49 For discussion of the historical argument that underlies this comment see Lewis 
Ayres, “Irenaeus vs. the Valentinians: Toward a Rethinking of Patristic Exegetical 
Origins,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 23 (2015): 153-87; and the more extended 
argument to be presented in my current monograph project for Princeton University 
Press, As It Is Written: Ancient Literary Criticism, Hellenization and the Rise of 
'Scripture' 100-250 CE. 
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through” the text of Scripture toward the realities of which it 
speaks. This “looking through” was (in a variety of different 
ways) understood to be demanded of the Christian intellect by 
the very manner in which God creates, redeems, and reveals.50 
Christian speculation is thus related to and dependent on a 
complex view of the scriptural text: belief in the truth and 
trustworthiness of the text (though, of course, more definition 
is necessary here) sits alongside insistence that the text is partly 
intended for elevating the mind toward a richer and fuller grasp 
of the realities it reveals. 
 Second, the Christian speculative imagination is inherently 
synthetic and extensive. One of the first purposes to which 
dialectical tools were turned by Christians was the articulation 
and defense of the Christian gospel as a unified narrative—as a 
fulfillment of Israel’s prophetic witness and then as a unified 
reading of “Old” and “New” Testaments. Locating Israel’s 
prophecy within a narrative of divine action (one that finds its 
heart in the work of the incarnate Word, such as we find in Acts 
2:14ff. or Hebrews 1-3) is in many ways the foundational 
activity of Christian speculation. Moreover, discussions about 
the “appropriateness” of particular arguments against the 
background of the Christian story as a whole were a constant in 
Christian speculative arguments from a very early point. In 
these senses at least Christian thought is constantly synthetic. 
But the term “extensive” is also useful to indicate the impulse of 
the Christian speculative thinker to explore ways in which 
Christian discussion of what is enables the assimilation of other 
systems of thought, and how Christian thought may be 
extended to address new questions and phenomena. 
 The third constitutive aspect of the Christian speculative 
imagination is its reconstructive impulse. This term indicates a 
range of actions that initially stem from ancient rhetoric, 
literary criticism, and philosophy, but it also indicates a range of 
 
 50 In a fuller exposition we would be bound, of course, to explore how far 
engagement with particular traditions of ancient philosophy was intrinsic to this project, 
and how far aspects of, or the legacy of, those traditions are consequently intrinsic to 
the tradition of Christian speculative reason. 
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actions that have grown since the emergence of Renaissance 
philology and modern historicisms. This set is thus broad and 
expands considerably, and yet contains fundamental con-
tinuities. The actions apparent in the earliest centuries of 
Christian speculation include the literary discussion of a text’s 
overall focus, plot, and intent, cultivated by the ancient 
interpreter as a means of interpreting a particular passage, as 
well as the more “historical” exercises of accounting for 
particular statements or texts by offering arguments about the 
contexts of production, or the broad conventions of a particular 
genre or author. In the modern period, of course, such 
reconstruction has become ever more deeply tied to the 
reconstruction of the circumstances of production, redaction, 
and initial reception—and all this often in the context of 
conceptions of agency and society that need serious 
philosophical and theological interrogation. And yet not only 
do other, earlier forms of the reconstructive persist (and not 
only is there a continuity between these different forms), but 
this article has also shown one way of seeing the rise of some 
modern historicist instincts as a providential opportunity for 
reconceiving the theological enterprise. 
 As a whole, Christian speculation has always also involved a 
tensional relationship between the personal attempt to explain 
and explore, and submission to that which has been received or 
defined. There is no need to dramatize this relationship as that 
between the results of a “free” and personal genius over against 
a conservatism inherent in tradition or institution. Rather, 
individual human minds are called to be more fully themselves 
by existing more consciously in the truth and in harmony with 
others, some partly through the exercise of the intellect at the 
service of the community’s understanding of its faith.51 Insofar 

 
 51 I am happy to admit a debt to Gabriel Marcel's linking of epistemology and 
anthropology in a way that the Thomist should recognize as familial to his speaking of 
the “intelligible background,” within which we seek to think. See, e.g., The Mystery of 
Being, vol. 1, Reflection and Mystery (London: Harvill Press, 1950), chap. 4. Marcel's 
vision is, in some fundamental ways, analogous to the project of those who want to link 
appropriate speculation to the work of praise. I think especially of William Desmond's 
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as this process is a shaping of the will and desire, as much as of 
the intellect, and insofar as this always involves being led in the 
darkness of faith, the shaping of the mind is an encouraging of 
that which is always marked by the weakness and confusion that 
results from sin, and always liable to distortion, mistake, and 
pridefulness even as it enters into that which has been defined. 
There is an anxiety appropriate to the speculative task—an 
anxiety that is inseparable from prayer for grace. 
 Against this broad background, the distinction between 
“positive” and “Scholastic” or “speculative” theology arose in 
the early sixteenth century, probably in the work of John Mair 
(1467-1550), and remained one of the main divisions in 
Catholic theology through the early 1970s. The central 
constitutive function of “positive” theology was usually identi-
fied as the attempt to show how the texts of earlier Christians 
are consonant with later doctrines they may not have explicitly 
espoused. “Scholastic” or “speculative” theology indicated the 
work of those theologians who utilized the methods of 
Scholastic theology to explore, deduce, and define the content 
of faith.52 Thus the distinction between the positive and the 

                                                           
“metaxological”—see, e.g., God and the Between (Oxford and New Malden, Mass.: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2008), chap. 6. The same perspective is to be seen through the 
hyperbolic attacks on Scholasticism of Jean Yves Lacoste, From Theology to Theological 
Thinking, trans. W. Chris Hackett (Charlottesville, Va., and London: University of 
Virginia Press, 2015), 63ff. 
 52 On the history of this division see Ulrich G. Leinsle, “Sources, Methods and Forms 
of Early Modern Theology,” in Ulrich Lehner, Richard Muller, and A. E. Roeber, eds., 
Oxford Handbook of Early Modern Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
forthcoming). For more extensive discussion see Yves M.-J. Congar, A History of 
Theology, trans. and ed. Hunter Guthrie (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1968), 
170-75; Riccardo Quinto, Scholastica: Storia di un concetto (Padua: Il Poligrafo, 2001), 
238-55;  Hubert Filser, Dogma, Dogmen, Dogmatik : Eine Untersuchung zur Begründung 
und zur Entstehungsgeschichte einer theologischen Disziplin von der Reformation bis zur 
Spätaufklärung   (Münster : LIT Verlag, 2001). Jean-Louis Quantin, Le catholicisme 
classique et les pères de l’église: Un retour au sources (1669-1713) (Paris: Études 
augustiniennes, 1999), 103-11.                                                                                                                      A different tradition sees the origin of the terminology 
in Thomas’s emphasis at Quodlibet IV, q. 9, a. 3 on distinguishing in theology between 
“an sit” and “quid sit.” Whether or not this distinction lies in the background, my own 
interest is in the particular tone of the distinction between the positive and the 
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speculative embodied tensions and questions that have been 
formative for Catholic theology throughout modernity: How 
does the theologian cope with the disjunctions that modern 
historical techniques reveal between the texts of those who laid 
down or established the language and conceptual structures of 
belief, and the more complex languages and positions of 
Christian faith, especially as expressed within Scholastic tradi-
tions? How far is it possible to narrate continuities in faith over 
the centuries, and how far can historical investigations provide 
warrant for beliefs that appear explicitly only in later centuries? 
 The agenda this distinction forces upon us may be seen 
clearly by examining the role that it played in Congar’s 
theology. In his 1950 DTC article “Théologie” Congar uses it 
extensively.53 While speculative theology (intellectus fidei) 
involves a contemplation of faith’s object through the 
appropriate use of reason, positive theology (auditus fidei) is an 
application of the tools of historical science to study the manner 
in which God’s revelation has been heard and understood 
within the Church, so as to establish the content of the faith 
examined by speculative theology. While making use of 
historical method, the positive theologian is also “regressive,”54 
because she takes as her point of departure the present teaching 
                                                           
speculative that is dependent on both the rise of Renaissance historical methods and 
assumptions, and the controversial needs of theology since the sixteenth century. See 
Tharcisse Tshibangu, Théologie positive et théologie speculative: Position traditionelle et 
nouvelle problématique (Louvain: Publications de l’université Lovanium, 1965), 74ff.                             
 53 The article was published in an updated version in English as A History of 
Theology. The translation is however rather problematic. See for example the review by 
David L. Balas in The Thomist 34 (1970): 315ff. Congar’s later text La foi et la 
théologie (Paris: Desclée, 1962) already makes far less use of the division as a central 
organizing device, as I discuss below. 
 54 Congar points the reader to Ambroise Gardeil, Le donné révélé et la théologie 
(Paris: J. Gabalda, 1910), see esp. 196-224. See also idem, “La réforme de la théologie 
catholique: Idée d’une method regressive,” Revue Thomiste 11 (1903): 5-19. On Gardeil 
see Guy Mansini, What Is a Dogma? The Meaning and Truth of Dogma in Edouard Le 
Roy and His Scholastic Opponents (Rome: Pontificia universita gregoriana, 1985), esp. 
274-80. See also Andrew Meszaros, “The Regressive Method of Ambrose Gardeil and 
the Role of Phronesis and Scientia in Positive and Speculative Theologies,” Ephemerides 
theologicae lovaniensis 89 (2013): 279-321. 
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of the Church and looks backward, “[proceeding] from the 
certitude of the homogeneity of this development, the sense of 
that homogeneity and knowledge of the final result at least in 
substance.”55 
 Congar’s account of the positive and the speculative is, 
however, not simply descriptive of a traditional division, but 
already an attempt to suggest the possibility of a different vision 
of the two. Congar emphasizes strongly that positive theology 
“is the very core of theology.”56 The positive and the speculative 
are interrelated parts of a whole: “[positive] theology is sacra 
doctrina insofar as it is conscious of its acquired content.”57 It 
should be noted that he is able to draw the two so closely 
together partly because he carefully distinguishes “positive 
theology” from the history of Christian doctrine, emphasizing 
rather formally that the positive theologian operates under the 
“light of revelation.”58 This argument is the result of a certain 
isolation of positive theology from actual historical work—even 
if it contains a principle that we should also sustain.59 
 
 55 Congar, “Théologie,” col. 468: “C’est qu’il procède avec la certitude de 
l’homogénéité de celui-ce, le sens de cette homogénéité et la connaissance du resultat 
final, au moins en sa substance” (History of Theology, 237). Cf. History of Theology, 
232: “The object of positive theology, then, is tradition. That is, the doctrine 
transmitted by the Church from the time of Christ and the Apostles to our own day. 
This has developed little by little both in its expressions and in the understanding which 
believing humanity has had of its tenets.” 
 56 Congar, “Théologie,” col. 463: “en réalité, la théologie positive se situe au Coeur 
meme de la théologie tout court” (History of Theology, 228). 
 57 Congar, “Théologie,” col. 465: “La théologie, c’est sacra doctrina en tant qu’elle 
prend conscience de son contenu acquis” (History of Theology, 232). 
 58 Congar, “Théologie,” col. 466 (History of Theology, 233). See also History of 
Theology, 237: “For the positive theologian, the meaning of a text is clarified from 
within. The fullness of its sense is given in the way of an interior reading which through 
help from doctrinal continuity lights up the implicit by the explicit and gives the 
direction which will open up further development.” 
 59 I would much prefer an account that insists that the theologian undertaking 
historical work is part of the broader community of historical scholars and yet 
distinguished, in the first case, by particular habits of questioning the modes of causality 
used and anthropological assumptions made within that wider community. The same 
historically focused historian, working toward the theological ends of understanding 
and teaching Christian doctrine, should certainly also be understood as operating 
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 Congar’s gradual move toward articulating a deep inter-
relationship between the “positive” and the “speculative” was 
not pursued with the same vigor after the council. In a short 
text, “Après le concile . . .”, provided as an insert to later 
printings of the 1962 text La foi et la théologie, Congar offers 
some further nuance to his use of “positive” and “speculative” 
along the same lines. He points to Dei Verbum’s insistence that, 
although Christ’s speech is certainly necessary, revelation is 
constituted by the person of Christ in its totality. In 
consequence, an account of revelation’s interpretation should be 
an account of historical encounter. However, Congar also 
points to what he sees as a fruitful broadening of the disciplines 
necessary for the work of theology. The “speculative” work 
now no longer includes only an engagement with philosophy 
but also the anthropological and sociological perspectives 
necessary to comprehend the needs of dogmatics in the face of 
modern atheism. Congar did not return to the positive/ 
speculative distinction in his later writings.60 New accounts of 
the theological task seem simply to have eclipsed the distinction. 
 The loss of the terminology of “positive” and “speculative” is 
not to be mourned. It named rather than solved a perennial 

                                                           
“under the light of revelation,” but it is more helpful to understand how this 
illumination should stimulate particular concerns and styles of engagement in the wider 
community, rather than simply positing it as a mode of distinction. Someone might 
question how far my account enables one to conceive of a Church history or a historical 
theology distinct from the historically focused dogmatic practice I am calling for. I am 
not claiming that all dogmatic work should follow this model, but that we should see 
this model as intrinsic to the dogmatic task. We would certainly have to admit the 
highly porous nature of subdisciplinary boundaries, but it remains easy enough to 
conceive the existence of scholars working historically without specific doctrinal ends in 
view (even while they themselves may retain strong faith commitments) and working 
alongside others who envisage themselves as both historians and dogmaticians. 
 60 See, however, “Church History as a Branch of Theology,” in Concilium 57 
(1970): 85-96. This piece has little to add to Congar's earlier reflections; its most 
constructive section is focused on exploring the idea that Christ's truth is still to be 
realized through the history of the “people of God” understood as Christ's body. For 
further discussion of Congar's development after the council see the final section of 
Johannes Bunnenberg, Lebendige Treue zum Ursprung: Das Traditionsverständnis Yves 
Congars (Mainz: Matthias-Grünewald, 1989).  
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problem in modern Catholic theology. However, it must be said 
that the eclipse of this terminology has not led to better 
articulated accounts of the interaction between the theology of 
tradition and historical study. 
 To pose again the question that began this section, what 
questions must we ask ourselves if we are to renew our 
conceptions of theological practice and teaching? One of the 
most pressing is that which follows when we note the 
persistence of the problem explored here: How should we 
describe our disciplines and our goals when we treat the 
historical investigation of the Church’s doctrinal tradition as 
itself part of Christian speculation? I have suggested some 
perspectives within which we may face this fundamental 
question. 
 It may help to note that thinking along these lines need not 
require us to leave the Thomist orbit entirely. In his recent 
discussion of the positive and the speculative, Andrew Meszaros 
argues that theology’s analogically “scientific” character is 
consequent not upon the possibility of our deducing new truths 
from an original deposit, but upon theology’s ability to show 
rationally how the statements of Christian faith may be traced 
back to foundational principles. He then argues that if theo-
logical “science” takes a statement and explores its explanatory 
principles—its causes—we should certainly take into account 
the historical contexts and questions within which that 
statement developed as well as its relationship to the divine 
nature and economy.61 Attention to seeing all such causality in 
relationship to the ultimate divine cause renders possible a 
nuanced engagement with the complex and at times 
impenetrable contexts within which doctrines developed. 
 The argument is a strong one (although Meszaros is more 
convinced than I that such a set of connections is consciously 
deployed by Congar himself). And yet, Meszaros’s account is 
insufficient in two ways. First, “cause” is not an entirely 
appropriate category here. As Quentin Skinner pointed out 

 
 61 Meszaros, “The Regressive Method,” 312. 
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decades ago, knowledge of an expression’s context is certainly a 
good, as is an ever-increasingly broad knowledge of the possible 
sorts of communicative acts that were possible in a given 
context, but this is not the same as identifying causes. 
Interpreting statements—or texts—involves also judging (in 
Austin’s famous phrase) “illocutionary force,” what a given 
agent maybe doing in his or her utterance.62 This may seem an 
abstract point, but it reveals not only a possible terminological 
confusion, but also the complexity and mysteriousness involved 
in theological expression, and the importance of attending to 
these two qualities in interpretation and understanding. Second, 
Meszaros’s argument is concerned with demonstrating the value 
of understanding statements in the contexts of their expression 
(which is certainly a good), but this language is insufficient to 
explain the value of continuing attention to formative figures 
and moments for the increased understanding of dogmatic 
formulae and their interrelationship. For this, we need a fuller 
and more directly theological foundation in a developed the-
ology of tradition, in conjunction with which we will be able to 
envision a wider notion of the speculative. 
 Allusion to the need for us to recognize the complexity and 
mysteriousness of theological expression demands one further 
comment. One of the most important ways in which constant 
exploration of our theological history may deepen and chasten 
our knowledge of the dogmatic tradition is through an in-
creasing knowledge of the darkness and complexity of theo-
logical development. Attending to the complex and sometimes 
surprising exegetical moves made by theologians at these intense 
moments of encounter, attending not only to the clarity of well-
formulated arguments but also to the breaks and tensions that 
are apparent in the development and formulation of doctrines—
all this brings home with compelling force the tensions inherent 
in our knowledge of God (tensions that are themselves 

 
 62 Quentin Skinner, “Meaning and Understanding in the History of Ideas,” History 
and Theory 8 (1969): 3-53, at 39-48. 
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providential and pedagogical), and the character of knowing in 
faith: 
 
after some manner, this dark and loving knowledge, which is faith, serves as a 
means to Divine union in this life, even as, in the next life, the light of glory 
serves as an intermediary to the clear vision of God.63 
 
Such attention should not be understood as enervating one’s 
commitment to the Church’s faith but as focusing on the lines 
of continuity and the mysterious transitions that characterizes 
the Spirit’s work. Good forms of such attention will help us 
resist the draw of simple narratives, and they will increase the 
attention we pay to the complex syntheses and tensions found 
in individual authors who may then remain constant living 
voices in our theological work. At the same time, focusing on 
the articulations of dogmatic statements in particular contexts, 
in particular authors, may force on us new attention to what is 
constant in insight and formulation and what shifts when 
authors wrestle with appropriate conceptualization.64 

 
 63 St. John of the Cross, Subida del Monte Carmelo, 2S 24.4 (ET Ascent of Mount 
Carmel, trans. R. H. J. Steuart [London: Burns & Oates 1983], 177-78): “en alguna 
manera, esta noticia oscura amorosa, que es la fe, sirve en esta vida para la divina unión, 
como la lumbre de gloria sirve en la otra de medio para la clara visión de Dios.” Such 
attempts are intrinsic both to having a magisterial tradition and to any form of attention 
to the particular as a particular instantiation of the whole. 
 64 In some ways R. G. Collingwood’s insistence that the historian can and must “re-
enact” the reflective thought processes of her subjects clashes particularly clearly with 
more recent obsessions with cultural distinctiveness. And yet, I suspect that the 
theologian must sustain something like this position even as we might fairly want to 
emphasize much more than Collingwood the manner in which even when such re-
enactment occurs we illuminate only a small area of the cave that we have entered (and 
that none too clearly), and while we might want also to combine with this something of 
Gadamer’s account of the intrinsic nature of the mutual questioning to any “fusion of 
horizons” (whether or not one accepts in its totality Gadamer's view of history’s unity). 
This comment also indicates where my commendation of Quentin Skinner's analysis of 
persistent problems in historical analysis meets some skepticism about his highly 
astringent view of the possibilities for narrating conceptual continuity through history. 
See R. G. Collingwood, The Idea of History, revised edition, ed. Jan van der Dussen 
(Clarendon Press: Oxford, 1993), esp. 282-302. There is a useful discussion of 
Collingwood’s vision in William H. Dray, History as Re-Enactment: R. G. 
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VII. ON REMEMBERING 
 
 In his recent The Anatomy of Misremembering Cyril O’Regan 
presents Hans Urs von Balthasar as attempting to overcome 
both the Enlightenment’s amnesia of tradition and Hegel’s mis-
remembering of Christian tradition, which was itself an attack 
on Enlightenment amnesia.65 According to O’Regan, Balthasar 
engages in a more comprehensive remembering of Christian 
discourse and culture, more attentive to its central structures, 
and more reflective of its engagement with all realms of human 
cultural production. O’Regan is thus concerned both with how 
well one remembers the scope of theological discourse, and 
with how one adopts styles of remembering that undercut 
failures in remembering. 
 In thus excavating Balthasar, O’Regan is also arguing for an 
intrinsic relationship between one’s theology of tradition and 
one’s mode of remembering the Christian past in a manner that 
holds great promise. I have avoided entering the forest of 
Balthasar in this article largely in order to show how the vision 

                                                           
Collingwood’s Idea of History (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), chaps. 2 and 6. One 
can also usefully compare with Collingwood Dilthey’s own more inchoate project; see, 
e.g., Wilhelm Dilthey, The Formation of the Historical World in the Human Sciences, 
vol. 3 of Selected Works, ed. Rudolf Makreel and Frithjof Rodi (Princeton N.J.: 
Princeton University Press, 2002), e.g., 234-47. My understanding of Gadamer owes 
much to the discussion of Joseph Dunne, Back to the Rough Ground: Practical Judgment 
and the Lure of Technique (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1993). 
While there is philosophical work that is essential here, the claim I make is one that also 
needs defending theologically, through an account of the ways in which Son and Spirit 
work to draw us into recognition of theological truth. A nice analogy may be found in 
Cyril O'Regan, The Anatomy of Misremembering: Von Balthasar’s Response to 
Philosophical Modernity, vol. 1, Hegel (New York: Crossroad/Herder & Herder, 2014), 
297-98. 
 65 O’Regan, Anatomy of Misremembering, 1:8: “for Balthasar, at its most basic level 
tradition consists of the articulate memories provoked by the glory of God disclosed in 
the cross and resurrection of Christ. . . . Tradition is not simply a cornucopia of 
memories held by the church to be faithful to the primal mystery, but a memory of 
memories that critically shifts through individual memories for their aptness, their 
particular qualities, their relation to other perspectives, and their relevance for the 
moment.” 
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of tradition and remembrance presented here may be fairly 
rooted in the council’s own agenda, and hence open to 
articulation in a multiplicity of ways. At the same time, it may 
be helpful to highlight a link that seems not to have caught 
O’Regan’s attention, but which follows from my discussion at a 
number of points, not least at the very end of the immediately 
preceding discussion. If we are to shape an account of attention 
to moments of doctrinal/dogmatic formulation as intrinsic to 
good theological thinking, then we need also to attend in some 
detail to the character of our acts of remembering, to the 
phenomenology of our historical attention. Balthasar certainly 
show us some fundamental aspects of such attention, but he 
does not (so far as I am aware) directly articulate their structure. 
And thus, it may help to end by commenting on one set of 
relationships that are particularly important here. 
 The first thing to note is that the account of tradition, 
dogma, and doctrine sketched so far opens the theological 
tradition as a conversation.66 The meaning of “conversation” 
here becomes clearest in the light of the insistence that historical 
attention in this context should not be understood as primarily 
a tool for excavating warrant for later dogmatic statements, but 
for aiding our grasp of the central doctrinal core of Christian 
faith. We can both proceed in our exploration from an 
acceptance of formulations magisterially taught down the 
centuries, and on this basis engage the multiple ways in which 
that language has been understood, pushed, explored. In the 
context of tradition envisaged as circular as well as linear, a 
conversation may be discerned between those who share a 
common faith, some common terminology, and who participate 
in a common if always changing philosophical tradition, even 
while the participants in this conversation articulate that faith 

 
 66 Again, my emphasis is rather different from that of O'Regan and Balthasar, but the 
parallel in agenda is instructive. See, e.g., O'Regan's account of Balthasar as a 
“supplement” to and “excess” over Irenaeus because Balthasar sustains a complex 
memory of diverse theological tradition, and that alongside and within the act of 
remembering that is the Church's liturgical and spiritual life (Anatomy of 
Misremembering, 296-97). 
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with different concerns and emphases, responding to the divine 
mystery’s claim upon them in different modes. To say that 
exploration, rather than providing warrant, is paradigmatic 
does not deny that there are also many contexts in which the 
historian of dogma and doctrine finds herself exploring themes 
that escaped definition until many centuries later, or questions 
on which final definition takes the form of a judgment on one 
side of a case when both sides seem to have been maintained 
within prior tradition. In such cases our explorations of the 
“conversation” necessarily foreground the complexity and 
mysteriousness of the Spirit’s guidance, exploring the logic of a 
decision without claiming its necessity.67 
 But if we are to engage this “conversation” as one that con-
sists of voices arranged in circular as well as in linear/temporal 
fashion, then we need to ask what patterns of attention, what 
culture of remembering will best form us in and for such a 
conversation. We should search for phenomenologies of atten-
tion that focus around the active recollection of an experience, 
a situation, a period of life, a relationship in our own lives.68 We 
recall multidimensional realities experienced as unique and as 
necessarily mysterious even as the very sound and smell of a 
particular place is recalled—mysterious because of the sheer 
density of the particular in its connections, or of the sheer 
complexity of motivation and desire in our actions.69 The 

 
 67  In developing this theme further it would be important to speak of both Spirit and 
Son, emphasizing that our life as “rememberers” occurs in Christ, is part of the life that 
Christ gives us through his Spirit. I thank Kevin Grove for sharing with me his 
dissertation which explores precisely this theme in an expansion of Augustine. See 
“Memory and the Whole Christ: Augustine and the Psalms” (Ph.D. diss., Cambridge, 
2015), esp. chap. 4. 
 68 I noted earlier the existence of a body of existing research on memory and 
tradition; as far as I am aware, very little focuses on the act of remembering per se. To 
do so would require an approach that is theologically grounded, and also aimed at a 
spiritual phenomenology—a version of Sertillanges's The Intellectual Life written with a 
very different account of the relation between the “positive” and the “speculative” in 
mind. 
 69 In a fuller exposition of good and bad styles of recollection I would argue that the 
a priori projection of intellectual consistency in an author or text is often one of the 
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complexity of such recalling need not be understood as 
rendering impossible the task of understanding, but it should 
remind us of the impossibility of complete narration and push 
us toward accepting that even as we try to remember well we 
must struggle in the unavoidable complexity of the thought or 
the event.70 The virtues of good philology and good textual 
analysis are certainly foundational, but if we are to develop a 
theological practice appropriately attentive to the tradition, a 
focus also on how we incorporate those techniques into an 
appropriate practice of recollection is the natural and perhaps 
even necessary term.71 
 

VIII. AT THE END, THOMAS 
 
 The sketch this article offers is admittedly abstract, and 
certainly does not reflect work within anything that Hütter 
would recognize as a school, even if it draws on themes 
adumbrated by the exponents of ressourcement. But it does 
reveal that one might construe the task of theological renewal as 
very different from that pursued by Hütter, while still 
attempting the inculcation of a better-trained attention to the 

                                                           
most significant problems shaping overly hagiographical exploration of those held up to 
us in the Church's memory. The phenomenology of remembering our own most 
important experiences or relationships provides a good resource for exploring the 
contours of the problem. See Quentin Skinner's wonderful commentary on “the 
mythology of coherence” in “Meaning and Understanding,” 16-22. 
 70 Such a practice of recollection should not be regarded as opposed to a vision of 
magisterial teaching, but rather as an essential dimension of what it means to move 
toward deeper understanding of the manner in which the Spirit teaches the Christian 
community, and the complex ways in which that teaching is developed and instantiated. 
 71 Some aspects of my concern with the character of appropriate narration are 
paralleled in recent historiography concerning the German context, and especially the 
Holocaust. See, e.g., Rudy Koshar, From Monuments to Traces: Artifacts of German 
Memory, 1870-1990 (Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press, 2000); Alon 
Confino, Germany as a Culture of Remembrance: Promises and Limits of Writing 
History (Chapel Hill, N.C.: University of North Carolina Press, 2006). Both of these 
discuss the character of one's attention to the historical only en passant, but both offer 
extended examples of how one must attend with care to styles of narration in the light 
of one's goals. 
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Church’s tradition. Just as some of the main styles of theological 
practice developed since the late 1960s find themselves under 
pressure, changing, and being questioned, it is conversations 
such as the one between Hütter’s model and my own that offer 
some of the most promising settings for the discernment of new 
paths forward. 
 But how is Thomas still the doctor communis? Two com-
ments on a complex topic may help. The first is that Thomas 
surely remains one of the central models of theological practice 
for the Catholic theologian. Theologians of all Catholic stripes 
should welcome the renewal of Thomist theology that has been 
noticeable during recent years. The presence of strong Thomist 
schools among us is a vital part of theological renewal. 
 The second comment is that what it means for Thomas to be 
a model for all will surely be dependent in some vital ways on 
the particular context and time in which that status is envisaged. 
Here Thomas may be taken as a model by being attended to as a 
participant in discussions about the right path for theologians to 
follow. It may be that his own practice is not simply to be 
emulated, but something that shapes our conversation and our 
entry into the other possibilities that the Catholic tradition 
suggests.72 One may, for example, consider Thomas’s relation-
ship to his auctoritates. He provides us with a richly textured 
style of negotiation between authorities that has rarely been 
treated in modern literature as a model for theological 
engagement with the tradition—at least, compared to the way 
that his realism has been treated as exemplary. Now, at one 
level, what he models in this regard is partly unsustainable in an 
age quite differently attendant to the historical context of 
sources and their interrelationship over time. And yet, in two 
ways his witness remains vital for us. 
 Thomas certainly treats his sources as possessing different 
levels of authority, and he certainly sometimes foists opinions 
and distinctions on patristic writers that are not historical (even 

 
 72 My comments here are parallel to, if not identical with, those offered by 
MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions, 77. 
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if they are elegant). Nevertheless, he treats his sources as 
immediate conversation partners, he deals with the tradition in 
a far more circular than linear fashion (to use my earlier 
division), and this should constantly challenge us. At the same 
time Thomas models for us, pushes us toward, some vital 
questions about what it means to envisage the conversation of 
Latin tradition. He suggests for us a particular agenda about 
who constitute our most important reference points (not only 
Latin but also Greek); he reveals also where themes admit of 
multiple perspectives, though only a few seem possible.  
 In all of these ways, Thomas provides a vital tactical 
reorientation for those of us who seek a renewal that dethrones, 
dissects, and questions (in order to embrace as well as reject 
aspects of modernity) the structures of theology that have 
emerged since the council. I do not seek to dethrone Thomas 
himself, but I have sought to force upon us questions about the 
character of renewal that the council itself mandates, even if 
that leaves us, for the moment, in a period of significant 
tension, with a deep need for reliance on grace to bring us 
home. We are, after all, not the ultimate combatants on the side 
of the Good, and if the council’s charge for theological renewal 
may fairly be read as calling us down the path I have sketched, 
then the experimental nature of the project should not 
necessarily disturb.73 

 
 73 Earlier versions of this paper were commented on by Matthew Levering and Bill 
Portier. Participants in the “Ecumenical Readings of Aquinas” conference held at 
Durham in June 2013 and in a seminar at the University of Dayton during February 
2015 offered important critique. The paper was finished during my tenure of a 
Distinguished Fellowship at the Notre Dame Institute for Advanced Study during 
2014-15. I wish to thank Brad Gregory, Fr. Robert Sullivan, Don Stelluto, and the other 
staff and fellows of the institute for creating a community so well suited to intellectual 
exploration. I am also very grateful to Hütter himself for reading an earlier version of 
the paper. 
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T THE CENTER of St. Anselm’s understanding of re-
demption in Cur Deus homo is the notion that sin incurs 
a debt before God and that satisfaction is the payment of 

this debt. A person makes satisfaction by performing some good 
act that outweighs the evil of his sin. What is offered as 
satisfaction, moreover, must not already have been owed to 
God apart from the debt contracted by sin. In other words, 
making satisfaction requires the possibility of performing a 
supererogatory act. Anselm argues that only a God-man is able 
to make satisfaction for human sin. The humanity of the God-
man furnishes him with the possibility of doing something 
supererogatory, since as sinless he was not obligated to undergo 
death. It is the divinity of the God-man, however, that accounts 
for why his death possesses sufficient goodness to atone for sin. 
Great value attaches to Christ’s human death because it is the 
death of a divine person who possesses infinite dignity.1 
 After giving a lengthy exposition of Anselm’s Cur Deus 
homo, Duns Scotus argues in book III, distinction 20 of his 

 
 1 In Cur Deus homo 1.21 (Schmitt ed., 2:88-89), Anselm argues that the magnitude 
of sin’s debt exceeds what any mere creature could pay, and in Cur Deus homo 2.14 
(Schmitt ed., 2:113-15) he explains how the death of the God-man outweighs this debt. 
All references to Cur Deus homo are to Sancti Anselmi Opera Omnia, vol. 2, ed. F. S. 
Schmitt (Edinburgh: Thomas Nelson, 1946). 

A
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Lectura that God could have willed that a human person make 
satisfaction instead of God-man, a purus homo instead of a Deus 
homo. Scholars often explain Scotus’s disagreement with 
Anselm on this point by recourse to Scotus’s understanding of 
divine power. According to this interpretation, Scotus holds that 
it would have been incompatible with divine freedom and 
omnipotence for there to be only one way for him to will that 
satisfaction be made. Douglas Langston, for instance, writes: 
 
[Scotus] puts no restrictions on God’s choice. Since God is the one who 
determines what sacrifice is redemptive for mankind, God can choose any 
method of redeeming mankind. This emphasis on God’s unrestricted freedom 
of choice is, of course, in line with Scotus’ general endorsement of 
voluntarism. Since Anselm’s analysis would lead to a restriction of God’s 
freedom of choice, Scotus, as a voluntarist, must provide an analysis that 
differs from Anselm’s.2  
 
Some scholars also claim that Scotus’s concern to highlight 
divine freedom in this context implies that God’s decision about 
how salvation is achieved is arbitrary, thus undercutting the 
intelligibility of the actual order of salvation. As Joseph 
Schwane writes, 

 
 2 Douglas Langston, “Scotus’ Departure from Anselm’s Theory of the Atonement,” 
Recherches de théologie ancienne et medievale 50 (1983): 227-41, at 240. For a similar 
view, see Luc Mathieu, “Était-il nécessaire que le Christ mourût sur la croix? Réflexion 
sur la liberté absolue de Dieu et la liberté de Jésus-homme, d’après Jean Duns Scot,” 
Duns Scot à Paris, 1302–2002. Actes du colloque de Paris, 2–4 septembre 2002, Textes 
et études du Moyen Âge 26, ed. Olivier Boulnois, Elizabeth Karger, Jean-Luc Solère, and 
Gérard Sondag (Turnhout: Brepols, 2004): 581-91. Mathieu writes, “To imagine that 
there could not be other ways for God to redeem man is, for Duns Scotus, to restrict 
divine omnipotence radically. By what right could a created mind place limits on the 
divine will? That God has willed to save humanity in this way, no one could doubt, this 
is a fact, but this is a fact following from the divine will, which would have been able to 
make another choice” (“Imaginer qu’il n’y aurait pas pour Dieu d’autres moyens de 
racheter l’homme c’est, pour Duns Scot, singulièrement limiter la toute-puissance 
divine. De quel droit une intelligence créée poserait-elle des limites à la volonté divine? 
Que Dieu ait ainsi voulu sauver l’humanité, cela ne fait aucun doute, c’est un fait, mais 
c’est un fait conséquent à une volonté divine qui aurait pu faire un autre choix” [ibid., 
583]). 
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Duns Scotus, the father of the critical method in dialectic, metaphysics, and 
speculative theology, nowhere showed the dark side of that method more 
clearly than in the doctrine of salvation. He usually makes an appeal to the 
free will of God, and, after the collapse of speculative reasons, to the mysteries 
of the faith: this is what he does with the doctrine of salvation.3 
 
It is true that Scotus’s understanding of divine power has some 
influence on how he approaches questions raised by the doc-
trine of redemption. Yet questions about what God could have 
willed with regard to salvation did not originate with him. 
Anselm himself raises questions about what aspects of God’s 
plan of redemption are necessary, and thirteenth-century 
theologians following his lead frequently discuss which aspects 
of Christ’s redemptive work were necessary, fitting, or 
contingent.4 
 Scotus’s understanding of divine power is not the main 
reason why he differs from Anselm and others on the question 
of whether only a God-man could make satisfaction for sin. In 
his commentary on distinction 20 of the third book of the 

 
 3 Joseph Schwane, Histoire des dogmes, tome 4, Période du moyen âge, trans. l’Abbé 
A. Degert (Paris: Gabriel Beauchesne, 1903), 514: “Duns Scot, le père de la méthode 
critique dans la dialectique, la métaphysique et la théologie speculative, n’en a montré 
nulle part plus nettement les ombres que dans la doctrine du salut. Il lui arrive souvent 
de faire appel à la volonté libre de Dieu, et, après la faillite des raisonnements 
spéculatifs, au mystère de la foi: ainsi a-t-il fait pour la doctrine du salut.” Schwane’s 
writings are cited approvingly by Jean Rivière, the great historian of the doctrine of 
redemption, who, after summarizing Scotus’s teaching on Christ’s redemptive work, 
concludes, “Hence Scot [sic] does away with all intrinsic necessity and subordinates 
everything to God’s free-will” (Jean Rivière, The Doctrine of the Atonement: A 
Historical Essay, trans. Luigi Cappadelta [London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co. 
Ltd, 1909], 106-7). In a similar vein, Adolf von Harnack writes, “Duns Scotus draws the 
true logical conclusion from the theory of satisfaction . . . by tracing everything to the 
‘acceptatio’ of God. All satisfaction and all merit obtain their worth from the arbitrary 
estimation of the receiver. Hence the value of Christ’s death was as high as God chose 
to rate it” (Adolf von Harnack, History of Dogma, vol. 6, trans. William M’Gilchrist, 
[Wipf & Stock, 1997, 3rd ed. (originally published 1903)], 196-97). 
 4 For an account of the ways in which understandings of divine power affect the 
Christology and soteriology of Anselm, the Summa Halensis, St. Thomas Aquinas, and 
Duns Scotus, see Corey L. Barnes, “Necessary, Fitting, or Possible: The Shape of 
Scholastic Christology,” Nova et Vetera (Eng. ed.) 10 (2012): 657-88. 
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Sentences, Scotus provides the following explanation for why he 
rejects Anselm’s claim: 
 
It seems that one pure man [purus homo] could have made satisfaction for all, 
if he would have been conceived without sin, just as he could have been . . . by 
the operation of the Holy Spirit and a mother (just as Christ was), and if God 
would have given him the highest grace that he could receive (just as he gave 
Christ), without any preceding merits, but from his liberality. Such a man 
could have merited the deletion of our sin.5 
 
Rather than showing any concern that Anselm’s teaching 
conflicts with a proper understanding of divine omnipotence, 
Scotus argues from his understanding of how Christ was able to 
make satisfaction for the human race to the possibility that a 
human person could have done the same thing. In his com-
mentaries on distinctions 13 and 19 of book 3 of the Sentences, 
Scotus fills out the picture that he sketches here, but this 
passage already identifies the main factor that accounts for 
Christ’s ability to make satisfaction, namely, his possession of 
the highest grace that God could create. 
 As Scotus makes clear elsewhere, grace gives rise to the 
infused virtue of charity, which allows a person’s actions to 
express love of God in a meritorious way.6 The degree of love 
that one expresses in one’s actions is primarily a result of the 
amount of grace that one possesses. By choosing to undergo 
suffering and death for our sake, Christ acts in accord with the 
highest grace and charity. As a result his suffering exemplifies 
unsurpassable love of God, and this is why it can serve as 
satisfaction for the debt incurred by human sin. 

 
 5 Duns Scotus, Lectura III, d. 20, q. 1, n. 33 (B. Ioannis Duns Scoti Opera Omnia, 
vol. 21, ed. Barnaba Hechich et al. [Vatican City: Typis Vaticanis, 2004], 50): 
“Praeterea, videtur quod unus purus homo potuit satisfecisse pro omnibus, si fuisset 
conceptus sine peccato, sicut potuisset . . . operatione Spiritus Sancti et matris (sicut 
Christus fuit), et Deus dedisset sibi gratiam summam quam posset recipere (sicut dedit 
Christo), sine meritis praecedentibus, ex liberalitate sua, et talis potuisset meruisse 
deletionem peccati.” 
 6 See Duns Scotus, Ordinatio I, d. 17, p. 1, qq. 1-2 (Ioannis Duns Scoti Opera 
Omnia, vol. 5, ed. Carolus Balić [Vatican City: Typis Polyglottis Vaticanis, 1959]). 
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 For Scotus it is a feature of Christ’s human nature (viz., his 
possession of the highest grace) that makes him able to pay the 
debt of sin, whereas for Anselm this is accomplished by a 
feature of his divinity (viz., the infinite dignity of his divine 
person). Scotus’s way of approaching the question of whether 
only a God-man could make satisfaction speaks more directly to 
the concerns of his own near contemporaries than it does to 
Anselm’s way of approaching the question. For this reason our 
study will reconstruct part of the thirteenth-century debate into 
which Scotus is inserting himself when he explores the 
connection between Christ’s created grace and his ability to 
make satisfaction. While Scotus does not cite any thirteenth-
century author by name when addressing this topic, we can look 
to the writings of St. Bonaventure, Peter of John Olivi, and 
Richard of Middleton to find examples of the positions that 
Scotus engages and modifies in the course of working out his 
own response to the question of whether only a God-man could 
make satisfaction for sin.  
 While several of Scotus’s Franciscan predecessors held that 
Christ’s created grace contributes to the redemptive value of his 
suffering, they nevertheless denied that God could have willed 
that a purus homo make satisfaction. Scotus’s thought develops 
in a new direction because he integrates the thirteenth-century 
emphasis on the soteriological significance of Christ’s created 
grace with two other aspects of his theology, both of which had 
been rejected in the writings of his predecessors. First, although 
Scotus allows the Anselmian claim that in some sense the debt 
of sin is infinite and demands an infinite satisfaction, he 
explains this in such a way that it does not in principle remove 
the possibility that a human person could pay this debt. Second, 
Scotus denies that the hypostatic union made the human nature 
of Christ able to receive more grace than a human nature not 
assumed by a divine person. It is by working out the im-
plications of these two positions amidst the general agreement 
of thirteenth-century theologians that Christ’s human nature—
through its possession of created grace—contributes to his 
ability to make satisfaction that Scotus is lead to depart from his 
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predecessors on the question of whether only a God-man could 
make satisfaction for sin. 
 

I. BONAVENTURE, PETER OF JOHN OLIVI, AND RICHARD OF 

MIDDLETON ON THE ROLE OF GRACE IN ACCOUNTING FOR  
THE VALUE OF CHRIST’S SATISFACTION 

 
 In the thirteenth century many theologians thought of 
Christ’s making satisfaction for sin as a type of meritorious 
activity.7 The connection between satisfaction and merit is based 
on a certain way of understanding the debt of sin for which 
satisfaction is required. According to this view, the debt of sin 
requires that the one who makes satisfaction not only perform 
some good work that makes up for the evil of sin, but also that 
the person do something to bring about the repair or 
restoration of the good that was damaged by sin. This 
understanding of sin’s debt has roots in Anselm’s Cur Deus 
homo.8 In book 1, chapter 11, Anselm gives the example of 
someone who harms the health of another. The wrongdoer here 
has incurred two debts. He is obligated to restore the person’s 
health, but he is also obligated to do something for that person 
beyond this. To transpose this into the realm of salvation 
history we would say that sin incurs both the debt of repairing 
the damage that sin does to the human race and the debt of 
offering some additional good to God beyond this repair and 
restoration of man. Scholars debate whether Anselm held that 
satisfaction properly speaking only refers to the payment of the 
second debt,9 but for Scotus and many of his thirteenth-century 

 
 7 For more on how Scotus and other thirteenth-century theologians understand the 
relation between merit and satisfaction, see Andrew Rosato, “The Interpretation of 
Anselm’s Teaching on Christ’s Satisfaction for Sin in the Franciscan Tradition from 
Alexander of Hales to Duns Scotus,” Franciscan Studies 71 (2013): 411-44. 
 8 Cur Deus homo 1.11 (Schmitt ed., 2:68). 
 9 For the claim that satisfaction proper consists only in the payment of the second 
debt, see John McIntyre, St. Anselm and His Critics: A Re-Interpretation of the “Cur 
Deus Homo” (London: Oliver and Boyd, 1954), 76-77. For the judgment that Anselm 
views satisfaction as including the payment of both debts, see Brian P. McGuire, The 
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predecessors, Christ’s satisfaction was ordered to paying both 
debts. He is able to pay both of these debts in virtue of the 
superabundant value of his passion and death. 
 Thinking of sin as incurring the debt of restoring the human 
race to God provides one way of raising the question of how 
Christ’s created grace might enable him to make satisfaction. 
Members of the human race are restored to God through the 
graces that Christ merits for them, and merit is possible when a 
person acts in accord with created grace, for when a person acts 
in accord with grace his actions take on a supernatural value 
that God has promised to reward.10 Yet since Christ pays both 
of sin’s debts by a single act, Scholastic theologians often ask 
about the role of his created grace in enabling him to make 
satisfaction, without limiting the role of grace exclusively to 
accounting for his ability to pay the debt of restoration. We will 
now examine what role St. Bonaventure, Peter of John Olivi, 
and Richard of Middleton accord to created grace in conferring 
redemptive value on the suffering and death of Christ. 
 
A) St. Bonaventure 
 
 In his commentary on book III, distinction 20 of the 
Sentences, Bonaventure raises the question of whether a “pure 
creature” who possessed grace could have made satisfaction for 
the entire human race: 
 
One pure creature [pura creatura] could infect the whole human race through 
his guilt. Therefore, if grace is the principle of making satisfaction, just as guilt 
is the principle of infecting others, it seems that a pure creature could make 
satisfaction for the entire human race through his grace.11 

                                                 
History of Saint Anselm’s Theology of the Redemption in the Twelfth and Thirteenth 
Centuries (D.Phil thesis, Oxford 1970), 233. I wish to thank Brian McGuire for making 
a copy of his thesis available to me. 
 10 See, for example, Bonaventure, II Sent., d. 27, a. 2, qq. 1-3. 
 11 Bonventure, III Sent., d. 20, a. 1, q. 3, obj. 1 (Quaracchi ed., 3:422a): “Una 
creatura pura potuit totum genus humanum inficere per culpam suam: ergo si gratia est 
principium satisfaciendi, sicut culpa principium inficiendi; videtur, quod aliqua pura 
creatura per suam gratiam potuerit satisfacere pro toto genere humano.” Quotations are 
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In order to explain why he rejects the conclusion of this 
argument, Bonaventure points to the dissimilarity between 
infecting the human race with guilt and making satisfaction for 
the human race. The guilt of original sin is passed on to others 
through the propagation of the human race, and therefore 
infecting others with the consequences of original sin is 
something within the powers of a human person. Making 
satisfaction for others, however, involves bringing about the 
spiritual regeneration of the human race, and this is not 
something within the powers of a mere creature, even though it 
is possible for rational creatures to possess grace to elicit 
meritorious acts through that grace.12 
 It is in distinction 13 of the same book that Bonaventure 
explains why no mere creature could be the source of spiritual 
regeneration for the human race. Here he argues that a special 
type of grace is required for this, namely, the grace of 
headship.13 According to Bonaventure, the spiritual regenera-
tion of the human race that Christ brings about by making 
satisfaction for sin has two components, both of which he 
accomplishes through his grace of headship. First, Christ merits 

                                                 
from Bonaventure, Commentarius in quatuor libros Sententiarum, Opera Omnia, vol. 3 
(Quaracchi: Collegium Sancti Bonaventurae, 1887). 
 12 Bonaventure, III Sent., d. 20, a. 1, q. 3, ad 1 (Quaracchi ed., 3:423b): “To that 
which is first objected, namely that a pure creature could infect the whole human race; 
it must be said that it is not similar: because some pure creature could be the source of 
the entire human race according to carnal propagation, through which the human race 
is corrupted and infected; but no pure creature could be the source of the human race 
according to spiritual regeneration” (“Ad illud quod primo obiicitur in contrarium, 
quod pura creatura potuit totum genus humanum inficere; dicendum, quod non est 
simile: quia aliqua pura creatura potuit esse principium totius generis humani secundum 
propagationem carnalem, per quam genus humanum corrumpitur et inficitur; sed nulla 
pura creatura potuit esse principium totius generis humani secundum regenerationem 
spiritualem).”  
 13 Bonaventure, III Sent., d. 13, a. 2, q. 1, fund. 3 (Quaracchi ed., 3:283b): “It is the 
grace of headship ‘from whose fullness we have received’; but from the created grace of 
Christ we have received ‘grace for grace’—for he merited for all and he made 
satisfaction for all” (“Item, illa est gratia capitis, de cuius plenitudine accepimus; sed de 
gratia Christi creata accepimus gratiam pro gratia—ipse enim omnibus meruit et pro 
omnibus satisfecit”). 
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grace for the entire human race and by doing so makes grace 
available to sinners. Second, he is the very cause of that grace in 
those who partake in what he has merited for them. To account 
for how the grace of headship is the source for both aspects of 
spiritual regeneration, Bonaventure posits that the “grace of 
headship” refers in fact to two different graces, one created, the 
other uncreated.14 As an instance of uncreated grace, the grace 
of headship refers to Christ’s divine nature and the power he 
has in virtue of that nature to be the efficient cause of grace in 
others. As an instance of created grace, the grace of headship 
refers to the gift of habitual grace and charity bestowed upon 
Christ’s human nature through which he merits grace for other 
people. As human, Christ can merit grace for others, but it is 
insofar as he is divine that he is the efficient cause of this grace 
in others. According to Bonaventure, then, no human person 
could be the full cause of spiritual regeneration since no 
creature could be the efficient cause of grace and salvation. 
 Yet it is still not evident why Bonaventure believes that it 
would have been impossible for God to will that a human 
person make satisfaction insofar as this consists solely in 
meriting grace for others. It seems as if bringing about that 
aspect of the spiritual regeneration of the human race could be 
within the powers of a human person, if God would grant him a 
sufficient amount of grace. Bonaventure provides an answer to 
this by arguing that Christ’s created grace belongs to a genus 
different from the genus to which the grace of other men 

 
 14 Bonaventure, III Sent., d. 13, a. 2, q. 1 (Quaracchi ed., 3:284b-85a): “Christ as 
man influences us through the mode of merit; Christ as God does so through the mode 
of efficiency; Christ as man influences us with respect to the remission of punishment, 
but Christ as God does so with respect to our guilt. Thus, influence in one way comes 
from Christ according to his created nature, in another way from his uncreated nature” 
(“influere per modum merentis, Christi hominis; per modum efficientis, Christi Dei; vel 
influere quantum ad remissionem poenae, Christi hominis, quantum ad remissionem 
culpae, Christi Dei. Et sic influentia uno modo respicit Christum secundum naturam 
creatam, alio modo secundum naturam increatam”). For a discussion of the many 
dimensions of Christ’s grace, see Zachary Hayes, O.F.M., The Hidden Center: 
Spirituality and Speculative Christology in St. Bonaventure (St. Bonaventure, N.Y.: The 
Franciscan Institute, 2000), 97-102. 
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belong.15 He points to the different possible kinds of union with 
God as a reason for distinguishing among the proximate genera 
into which different graces fall. The created grace of Christ 
makes his human nature able to be hypostatically united to the 
Logos, whereas the grace given to other rational creatures does 
not dispose them for this type of union. The different kinds of 
union that these graces make possible are, moreover, correlated 
with a difference in magnitude. According to Bonaventure, 
Christ’s created grace infinitely exceeds the created grace of any 
human person.16 The amount of grace that Christ receives will 
not be bestowed on any human or angelic person because the 
created grace conferred on Christ’s human soul is primarily for 

 
 15 Bonaventure, III Sent., d. 13, a. 1, q. 2, ad. 4 (Quaracchi ed., 3:280b): “To the 
objection that the finite does not exceed something finite except finitely, it must be said 
that this is true when both are in every way part of the same genus; for if they are not of 
the same proximate genus, it is false, as is clear in the case of a line infinitely exceeding 
a point, and the surface the line. The grace of Christ, however, disposes not only for 
enjoyment just as do other graces, but also for union. Hence, it is with respect to this 
that it can be considered an excess without measure because to be united with deity is a 
new and singular mode of the divine existence dwelling in a creature” (“Ad illud quod 
obiicitur, quod finitum non excedit aliud finitum nisi finite; dicendum, quod illud habet 
veritatem, quando omnino sunt euisdem generis; nam si non sunt eiusdem generis 
proximi, falsitatem habet, sicut patet, quod linea in infinitum excedit punctum, et 
superficies lineam. Gratia autem Christi non tantum disponit ad fruitionem, secundum 
quod aliae gratiae, verum etiam ad unionem. Et hinc est, quod cum uniri cum deitate sit 
novus et singularis modus divinae existentiae et habitationis in creatura, quantum ad hoc 
potest attendi excessus sine mensura”). 
 16 Bonaventure, III Sent., d. 13, a. 1, q. 2 (Quaracchi ed., 3:279b): “If we speak 
about [Christ’s grace] in comparison to the grace of other men, then in this way it 
disproportionately exceeds it by reason of the union to the person of the Word, to 
which union that grace disposed the soul of Christ. For that grace on account of its 
highest union with the eternal Word had to infinitely surpass the grace of others in 
three ways: with respect to the power of the habit, with respect to its range of powers, 
and with respect to its effect” (“Si autem loquamur de ipsa in comparatione ad gratias 
aliorum hominum; sic improportionabiliter excedit ratione unionis ad personam Verbi, 
ad quam unionem gratia illa disposuit animam Christi. Gratia enim illa propter 
coniunctionem summam cum Verbo aeterno habet excedere in infinitum, id est 
incommensurabiliter, gratias aliorum hominum tripliciter, scilicet quantum ad virtutum 
habitus et quantum ad usus et quantum ad effectus”). 
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the purpose of making its assumption by the Logos fitting,17 
even though secondarily it serves as the basis for meriting grace 
for the entire human race. 
 While the role that Bonaventure accords to Christ’s created 
grace in his account of how Christ is able to make satisfaction 
goes beyond anything found in Cur Deus homo, Bonaventure 
also endorses a more Anselmian approach to the question of 
what confers redemptive value on Christ’s suffering and death. 
As he writes, 
 
The infinity of [Christ’s] merit arises from the union of his soul to the divine 
person—from which union not only a man, but also God is said to die—on 
account of which that merit is infinite, not by reason of his created grace in 
itself, but by reason of the infinite dignity of his person. Anselm wishes to say 
this, when he says that it is necessary for the one who is able to make 
satisfaction to be both God and man.18 
 
However, the endorsement of Anselm aside, the way that the 
terms ‘merit’ and ‘satisfaction’ are treated as interchangeable is 
more characteristic of thirteenth-century theology. Moreover, it 
is a testament to the soteriological importance that Christ’s 
created grace assumes by the time Bonaventure is writing that 
he explicitly denies in this passage that Christ’s created grace in 
itself accounts for the infinite value of his satisfaction. In other 
passages, Bonaventure will speak of Christ’s created grace as 

 
 17 Bonaventure, III Sent., d. 13, a. 1, q. 1 (Quaracchi ed., 3:277b): “The soul would 
not be suited for being assumed by the Word, unless it were deiform and perfectly 
assimilated to God through grace: and therefore that that man is God does not exclude 
the deiformity of grace and glory, but rather presupposes it” (“nec anima esset idonea, 
ut assumeretur a Verbo; nisi esset deiformis et Deo assimilata perfecte per gratiam: et 
ideo hoc, quod ille homo est Deus, deiformitatem gratiae et gloriae non excludit, quin 
potius praesupponit”). Cf. Bonaventure III Sent., d. 13, a. 1, q. 3 (Quaracchi ed., 
3:282a-b). 
 18 Bonaventure, III Sent., d. 13, a. 1, q. 2, ad 3 (Quaracchi ed., 3:280a-b): “infinitas 
meriti consurgit ex unione illius animae ad personam divinam—ob quam unionem non 
tantum homo, sed etiam Deus mori dicitur—propter quod meritum illud est infinitum, 
non ratione gratiae creatae in se, sed ratione infinitae dignitatis personae. Unde et hoc 
vult Anselmus dicere, cum dicit, quod oportuerit illum qui satisfacere posset, esse Deum 
et hominem.” 



562 ANDREW V. ROSATO 
 

  

infinite in a certain sense and as underlying his ability to merit 
human redemption, but the passage above indicates that he 
holds that the infinite value of Christ’s satisfaction stems pri-
marily from his divinity rather than his humanity. In all of this 
Bonaventure is representative of much thirteenth-century 
soteriology that gives more attention to how the gifts and 
powers of Christ’s human nature confer redemptive value on his 
suffering without jettisoning Anselm’s insistence that this is 
primarily accomplished by Christ’s divinity. 
 
B) Peter of John Olivi 
 
  Peter of John Olivi follows Anselm in holding that the debt 
incurred by sin is infinite, and that therefore whatever is offered 
as payment for the debt of sin must be of infinite value. Olivi, 
however, tends to speak of Christ paying our debt by 
performing an infinitely meritorious act rather than using the 
category of satisfaction.19 Olivi explains that even though the 
meritorious act that Christ offers for human salvation is a finite 
human act in itself, it can properly be described as infinite in a 
certain sense. As we shall see, he claims that the infinite value of 
Christ’s merit comes from the following sources: the amount of 
created grace he possesses and the relation of his human and 
divine will in eliciting his meritorious suffering and death. 
 Olivi compares the way that sin is infinite with one of the 
ways that Christ’s merit is rightly called infinite. Just as sin (and 
its debt) is not essentially infinite, but is called infinite to the 
 
 19 Peter of John Olivi, Quaestiones de incarnatione et redemptione, q. 2, Biblioteca 
Franciscana Scholastica Medii Aevi 24, ed. A. Emmen (Grottaferrata: Collegium S. 
Bonaventurae, 1981), 103: “How [Christ] gave an equivalent, indeed more than an 
equivalent [for the debt of sin], depends upon a third principal, namely how the merit 
of Christ had a certain infinite transcendence both with respect to our guilt and with 
respect to the gifts and graces to be given to us.”  (“Quomodo scilicet dederit aeqivalens, 
immo praevalens, dependet a tertio principali, quomodo meritum Christi habuit 
transcendentiam quodammodo infinitam, tam respectu culpae nostrae, quam respectu 
donorum et gratiarum nobis dandarum”). For one place where Olivi uses the category 
of satisfaction to analyze Christ’s redemptive work, see Quaestiones de incarnatione et 
redemptione, q. 2 (Emmen, ed., 102-3). 
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extent that it offends an infinite good and is worthy of an 
infinite punishment, so also Christ’s merit is not essentially 
infinite but rather is so to the extent that it is worthy of “an 
infinite acceptation and reward.”20 Christ’s meritorious acts are 
worthy of so great a reward in part because of the holiness of 
his human nature, which is an effect of created grace. The 
holiness of his soul confers unsurpassable value on his decision 
to suffer and die for the human race.21  

 
 20 Peter of John Olivi, Quaestiones de incarnatione et redemptione, q. 2 (Emmen, ed.,  
105): “The second way it has an infinite relation, that is ‘to something infinite’ is as 
follows: just as an offense against God does not have an infinite essence, and is not 
founded on an infinite essence, but nevertheless is infinite to the extent that it offends 
an infinite good and is worthy of an infinite punishment, so also the merit of Christ is 
infinite to the extent that it is worthy of an infinite acceptation and reward” (“Secundus 
etiam modus habet relationem infinitam, id est ‘ad infinitum’: sicut enim Dei offensa 
non habet essentiam infinitam, nec fundatur in essentia infinita, sed tamen est pro tanto 
infinita, quia infinitum bonum offendit et quia est digna poena infinita: sic meritum 
Christi est pro tanto infinitum, quia est dignum acceptatione et remuneratione 
infinita”).  
 21 Peter of John Olivi, Quaestiones de incarnatione et redemptione, q. 2 (Emmen, ed.,  
106): “You will not be astonished that not only according to the goodness of God, but 
also according to the natural goodness of men, that friendship, goodness, and nearness 
[to God] is able to merit more than the unfriendliness and wickedness of a stranger 
demerits. Whence, because of only one powerful request from a good and beloved son, 
the father is inclined to spare at any time the whole kingdom and the many failings of 
all the people in his kingdom” (“Nec de hoc mireris, quia non solum apud bonitatem 
Dei, sed etiam apud naturalem bonitatem hominum, plus valet amicitia vel bonitas et 
propinquitas ad merendum, quam extraneorum inimicitia et malitia ad demerendum. 
Unde pro sola una efficaci prece boni et dilecti filii inclinatur pater ad parcendum, etiam 
aliquando toti regno, et multis ac magnis excessibus totius multitudinis sui regni”). 
Consider also what Olivi writes here about how the unparalleled degree of Christ’s 
grace enables him to do something that outweighs our sins and merits grace for us: 
“There is a third way that [Christ’s merit] has the greatest transcendence over our guilt 
and the graces given to men. Just as the sun has a light transcending the light of 
innumerable fires and lamps, so also the charity and grace of the soul of Christ, al-
though finite, transcends all the good and evil habits of every infinite” (“Tertius etiam 
modus habet transcendentiam maximam super omnes culpas et gratias hominum. Sicut 
enim sol habet lucem transcendentem lucem innumerabilium ignium seu lucernarum, sic 
caritas et gratia animae Christi, quamvis sit finita, transcendit tamen omnes habitus 
bonos et malos omnium infinitorum” [Quaestiones de incarnatione et redemptione, q. 2, 
[Emmen, ed., 106]). 
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 For Olivi, however, Christ’s created grace or any feature of 
his human nature is only of secondary importance for 
understanding the value of his redemptive merit. Following 
Anselm, Olivi affirms that the dignity of Christ’s divine person 
confers infinite value on his suffering.22 Yet he also claims that 
the divine will of Christ is the foundation for his infinite merit. 
Olivi writes: 
 
It [the divine will]—both inasmuch as it is in the person of the Word and as it 
is in the other persons of God—is the cause and principal mover of all the acts 
of Christ as man. What, therefore, is so astonishing if that best and most 
actualized will (inasmuch as it is in the person of Christ the man and his acts) 
is the fundamental basis of the merit of Christ?23 
 
For Olivi, then, the role of Christ’s divine will in eliciting his 
meritorious acts explains the infinite value of his suffering. As 
we shall see in section IV, Duns Scotus will examine and 
critique the claim that Christ’s divine will could play a role in 
augmenting the value of his meritorious acts. 
 
 
 
 
 
 22 See Olivi, Quaestiones de incarnatione et redemptione, q. 2 (Emmen, ed., 104): “If 
in others the dignity or sanctity of the person is the most notable circumstance or the 
basis of merits—whence one act of humiliation in a royal person or in an exceptionally 
innocent person is more praiseworthy and great and more worthy of reward by far than 
such an act in the case of a servile or impious person—it would be astonishing if this 
basis [for merit] were to be excluded in the man Christ” (“Si enim in ceteris dignitas et 
sanctitas personae est notabilissima circumstantia seu ratio meritorum—unde unus actus 
humilitationis in persona regia aut in persona innocentissima est longe laudabilior et 
grandi praemio dignior quam in persona servili et impia—mirabile esset quod in Christo 
homine haec ratio esset exclusa”). 
 23 Ibid.: “quae quidem tam prout est in persona Verbi, quam prout est in aliis 
personis Dei, est causa et motor principalis omnium actuum Christi hominis. Quid ergo 
mirum, si illa optima et actualissima voluntas, inquantum est persona Christi hominis et 
actuum eius, habet fundamentalem rationem meriti Christi?” For more on Olivi’s 
understanding of the relation between Christ’s divine and human wills, see Corey L. 
Barnes, Christ’s Two Wills in Scholastic Thought: The Christology of Aquinas and Its 
Historical Contexts (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 2012), 294-99. 
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C) Richard of Middleton 
 
 In line with Bonaventure and Olivi, Richard of Middleton 
holds that Christ’s possession of the highest grace partly 
explains why his suffering and death is able to pay the debt of 
sin. Like his predecessors, Richard holds that only a God-man 
could possess the highest grace. Yet he distinguishes his ex-
planation of why this is so from that of some earlier theo-
logians.24 He reports that some theologians have claimed that 
Christ’s grace is a different species of grace from that possessed 
by other human beings.  According to Richard, these theo-
logians assert that only a nature assumed by a divine person is in 

 
 24 Richard of Middleton, III Sent., d. 13, a. 1, q. 2, ad. 1 (Brixen ed., 119a-b): “Some 
say that the grace of Christ is not of the same species as the grace of other men. 
Therefore, although it is of a finite essence, nevertheless, it is not necessary that the 
grace of any other man be proportionate to it, but the grace of Christ, in the sense that 
it refers to the gratuitous union of his human nature to the divine person, as the 
supposit of the nature, is not of the same species with the grace of any other man, and is 
not proportioned to it, because the nature of no other man is united to the divine 
person by such a union. Nevertheless, it is difficult to see how the habit of grace that 
makes him pleasing and which informs the soul of Christ is not of the same species as 
the habit of grace that makes one pleasing in other men, since as was stated in book 2, 
grace and charity are really the same and [it is difficult to see how] the habit of charity 
informing the soul of Christ does not have God for its object in that formal ratio under 
which is the object of charity for other men and even angels” (“Gratia autem animae 
Christi non est eiusdem speciei cum gratia alicuius alterius hominis, ut aliqui dicunt, et 
ideo quamvis sit finitae essentiae, non tamen oportet, quod gratia alicuius alterius 
hominis sibi possit proportionari, sed quamvis gratia Christi, secundum quod accipitur 
pro gratuita unione naturae humanae eius divinae personae, ut naturae supposito, nec sit 
eiusdem speciei cum gratia cuiuslibet alterius hominis, nec sibi proportionata, quia tali 
unione nullius alterius hominis natura est divinae personae unita, tamen difficile est 
videre quomodo habitus gratiae gratum facientis informatis animam Christi non sit 
eiusdem speciei cum habitibus gratiae gratum facientis in aliis hominibus, cum ut 
habitum est liber 2 gratia et charitas realiter idem sint et habitus charitatis informans 
animam Christi non Deum habet pro obiecto sua illa ratione formali, sub qua est 
obiectum charitatis hominum aliorum et etiam angelorum”). Quotations are from 
Richard of Middleton, Super quatuor libros Sententiarum Petri Lombardi questiones 
subtilissimae, vol. 3 (Brixen, 1591 [reprint, Frankfurt am Main: Minerva, 1963]). In 
some cases I have emended the punctuation when citing from this edition of Richard’s 
commentary. 
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potency to the particular species of grace that Christ possesses. 
The position he describes has close affinities with Bonaventure’s 
account of the uniqueness of Christ’s created grace. Richard, 
however, argues that a difference in magnitude does not require 
positing a difference in species. Moreover, the grace conferred 
on Christ and other human beings has the same effect insofar as 
it makes it possible for the person to elicit meritorious acts, and 
this too indicates that there is no basis for positing that Christ’s 
created grace is in a species distinct from the grace conferred on 
other human beings. 
 Richard notes that there is another way of explaining why 
Christ has more grace than could be possessed by a nonassumed 
nature.25 According to this account, a nature assumed into 
hypostatic unity with the Logos has a greater capacity for 
receiving grace than a nonassumed nature because of the effect 
of the union on the assumed nature. This is so because the 
capacity for receiving grace corresponds to the perfection of 
one’s actual existence. Christ’s human nature exists in the 

 
 25 Richard of Middleton, III Sent., d. 13, a. 1, q. 2, ad 1 (Brixen ed., 119b): “Others 
respond to the argument [that Christ’s grace disproportionately exceeds that of other 
men] in another way: it must be said that the perfection of a work and the capacity of a 
habit making one suitable for that work corresponds to the nature by comparison to the 
perfection of its actual existence. Since therefore the actual existence of the human 
nature of Christ, by which it exists in the Word of God, as a nature in his supposit, 
disproportionately exceeds the actual existence of any angel, it is capable of so great a 
habit of grace, which could not be so great in it, if it were not united. [The capacity] 
would not be the same in any angel, unless God were to unite him to himself in the 
unity of person, just as the human nature of Christ was united” (“Unde aliqui aliter 
respondent ad argumentum: dicendum quod perfectio operis et capacitas habitus 
habilitantis ad illam operationem respondent naturae per comparationem ad 
perfectionem suae actualis existentiae. Cum ergo actualis existentia humanae naturae 
Christi, qua existit in Verbo Dei, ut natura in supposito improportionabiliter excedat 
existentiam actualem angeli cuiuscunque, capax est tanti habitus gratiae, quod in ea non 
posset esse tantus, si non esset unita. Nec in quocunque angelo, nisi Deus illum uniret 
sibi in unitate personae, sicut humana natura Christi est unita”). Even though Richard 
reports this as a position that some others have advanced, he seems to accept it as well. 
See also III Sent., d. 13, a. 1, q. 2, ad 2 (Brixen ed., 119b), where Richard claims that 
Christ’s soul has a greater capacity for grace because his human nature is united in 
person with the Logos. 
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person of the Logos, and this way of existing disproportionately 
exceeds the actual existence of any other created nature. There-
fore, only a created rational nature united hypostatically to a 
person of the Trinity has the capacity for receiving as much 
grace as Christ received. To the extent that possessing this 
amount of grace is necessary for being able to make satisfaction, 
no purus homo would be able to make satisfaction for the sins 
of the human race. 
 

II. DUNS SCOTUS ON THE POSSIBILITY THAT A HUMAN PERSON 

COULD RECEIVE THE HIGHEST GRACE 
 
 In his commentaries on distinction 13 of book III of the 
Sentences from both his Lectura and his Ordinatio, Scotus 
argues that the highest grace could be conferred on a non-
assumed nature in a way that addresses the challenges presented 
by figures like Bonaventure and Richard of Middleton. Scotus 
makes a distinction between two senses in which Christ might 
possess the highest grace.26 First, “highest” could be taken 
positively in which case it would refer to a grace that exceeds 
every other individual grace and no other instance of grace 
could be equal to it or exceed it. Second, “highest” could be 
taken negatively in which case it would mean that no other 
grace exceeds Christ’s grace, even though other people besides 
Christ could have an amount of grace equal to his. Scotus notes 
that if Christ possesses the highest grace, then it must be highest 
in the negative sense.27 This must be so if for no other reason 
 
 26 See Dun Scotus, Ordinatio III, d. 13, qq. 1-4, n. 27 (Vatican ed., 9:393) and 
Lectura III, d. 13, qq. 1-4, n. 37 (Vatican ed., 20:281). I will provide quotations from 
Scotus’s treatment of Christ’s grace in his Ordinatio III, d. 13 rather than Lectura III, 
d. 13. There is no significant difference between the teachings of these two texts on this 
topic, but the Ordinatio sometimes spells out the same point in greater detail. I will 
however provide references to the parallel passages in the Lectura for all the passages 
from the Ordinatio to which I refer.  
 27 Duns Scotus, Ordinatio III, d. 13, qq. 1-4, n. 28 (Vatican ed., 9:393-94): “By 
speaking in the first way, I say that God could not confer on the soul of Christ the 
highest possible grace (in the sense that God could not create a grace equal to it) because 
he was and is able to assume another nature equal to that one and to give to it an equal 
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than because a divine person could assume multiple human 
natures and give them the same amount of grace. 
 Scotus goes on to argue that Christ does in fact possess the 
highest grace that God can create and that he alone possesses it 
because of his role as head of the Church,28 but before affirming 
these points he considers the following argument for denying 
even the possibility that Christ possesses the highest grace: “The 
soul of Christ is not the highest thing that can receive grace 
because [a human soul] is not the highest intellectual nature. 
Therefore, it cannot receive the highest grace.”29 As Scotus 
notes, this argument presupposes that the more excellent a 
created rational nature is, the greater its capacity for per-
fection.30 An angelic nature would have a greater capacity for 
grace than any human soul since an angelic nature is more 
excellent than a human nature. The human soul of Christ, 
therefore, could not possess the highest grace. 
 Scotus presents, but does not endorse, a reply to this 
argument that is reminiscent of the position that Richard of 
Middleton mentions regarding how the hypostatic union affects 
the capacity of Christ’s soul for grace. According to this reply, 
an angelic nature does indeed have an inherently greater 

                                                 
grace. In the second way, I say that he could give to that soul the highest grace that 
could be created” (“Primo modo loquendo, dico quod Deus non potuit conferre animae 
Christi summam gratiam possibilem cui non potest creare aequalem, quia potuit et 
potest aliam naturam aequalem isti assumere et aequalem gratiam sibi dare; secundo 
modo, dico quod summam gratiam creabilem potuit dare huic animae”). Cf. Lectura III, 
d. 13, qq. 1-4, nn. 12 and 37 (Vatican ed., 20: 275 and 281). 
 28 See Duns Scotus, Ordinatio III, d. 13, q. 1-4, nn. 50-52 (Vatican ed., 9:406) and 
Lectura III, d. 13, q. 1-4, n. 59 (Vatican ed., 20:289-90).  
 29 Duns Scotus, Ordinatio III, d. 13, q. 1-4, n. 2 (Vatican ed., 9:385): “Quia anima 
Christi non potuit esse summum gratificabile, quia non summa natura intellectualis; 
ergo nec summam gratiam potuit recipere.” Cf. Lectura III, d. 13, q. 1, nn. 2-4 (Vatican 
ed., 20:273). 
 30 Duns Scotus, Ordinatio III, d. 13, q. 1, n. 2 (Vatican ed., 9:385): “Proof of the 
consequent: a more excellent intellectual nature is capable of greater perfection and 
excellence because one’s capacity for perfection is determined by the grade of the 
perfectible nature” (“Probatio consequentiae: quia natura intellectualis excellentior est 
capax maioris perfectionis et excellentioris, quia capacitas perfectionis est secundum 
gradum naturae perfectibilis”). Cf. Lectura III, d. 13, q. 1, n. 4 (Vatican ed., 20:273). 
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capacity for grace than a human nature. The hypostatic union, 
however, augments the capacity of the human soul for grace to 
such an extent that it becomes capable of receiving more grace 
than an angel.31 Scotus points out, by contrast, that even if the 
assumption of a human nature did augment its capacity for 
grace, then according to the principles of the argument, Christ 
still would not be able to possess the highest grace that God 
could create. At most he would possess the highest grace that 
God did create. The assumption of an angelic nature would 
augment its own capacity for grace just as it would augment the 
capacity of a human nature.32 
 According to Scotus, however, the hypostatic union does not 
augment the capacity of the assumed nature for grace. The 
hypostatic union consists precisely and exclusively in the 
dependence of a created nature on the person of the Word. This 
relation of dependence does not affect in any way the capacities 
of the assumed nature.33 Therefore, an assumed nature is not in 
 
 31 Duns Scotus, Ordinatio III, d. 13, qq. 1-4, n. 56 (Vatican ed., 9:407-8): “To the 
first it must be said that although it is not the highest thing that can receive grace, 
nevertheless it is united to the person of the Word, and from this union its capacity is 
increased so that it could receive the highest grace, which it could not have received, if 
it had not been assumed” (“Ad primum dicitur quod licet non sit summum gratificabile, 
tamen unitur personae Verbi, et ex hac unione ampliatur eius capacitas ut possit recipere 
summam gratiam, quam non posset recipere si non esset assumpta”). Cf. Lectura III, 
d. 13, qq. 1-4, n. 63 (Vatican ed., 20:290-91). 
 32 Duns Scotus, Ordinatio III, d. 13, q. 1, n. 58 (Vatican ed., 9:408): “Besides, if an 
angel would have been assumed, it would have had in virtue of its assumption a greater 
capacity than it has now, according to you, in such a way that it would have been 
increased beyond its natural capacity through its assumption to as great an extent as 
now it is increased beyond its natural capacity on the part of [Christ’s] soul, or more; 
and according to this, that nature could possess more grace than now is in the soul of 
Christ, and in this way the highest would not be [in Christ’s soul]—but the opposite is 
held” (“Praeterea, si angelus fuisset assumptus, habuisset ex vi assumptionis maiorem 
capacitatem quam nunc habet, per te, ita quod tantum auctum fuisset ultra capacitatem 
naturalem eius per assumptionem quantum nunc est auctum per unionem ex parte 
animae ultra suam naturalem capacitatem, vel plus; et secundum hoc, ipsa natura posset 
capere plus de gratia quam modo anima Christi, et ita hic non fuit summa, —cuius 
oppositum tenetur”). Cf. Lectura III, d. 13, q. 1-4, n. 65 (Vatican ed., 20:291). 
 33 Duns Scotus, Ordinatio III, d. 13, q. 1, n. 57 (Vatican ed., 9:408): “Concerning 
this nature no new absolute is posited through the union, because to be united to the 
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potency to more grace than a nonassumed nature. This line of 
reasoning provides a response to Bonaventure’s claim that the 
assumed nature must possess an infinite amount of grace in 
order for it to be united to the Logos. According to Scotus, the 
hypostatic union is brought about simply by the dependence of 
the human nature on the Logos. A human nature of itself is 
inclined to exist in its own proper created person, but in the 
case of the hypostatic union this inclination is obstructed by the 
dependence of the created nature on the Logos. There is no 
requirement that the created nature possess grace in order for it 
to be able to depend on the Logos rather than subsist in its own 
created person.34 According to Scotus, there may be other 
reasons that the assumed nature should receive grace, but it 
does not follow from the hypostatic union as such that the 
assumed human nature will receive any grace, much less the 
highest grace. Moreover, according to Scotus, the grace 
conferred on Christ’s soul could have been conferred on the 
soul of any rational creature.35 

                                                 
Word only indicates [the nature’s] special dependence on the Word; therefore, just as 
the nature remains the same with respect to all absolute things, so also it has the same 
capacity, because its capacity is from its nature” (“Circa istam naturam nihil ponitur 
absolutum novum per unionem, quia ipsam uniri Verbo non dicit nisi specialem 
dependentiam eius ad Verbum; sicut ergo manet natura eadem quantum ad omnia 
absoluta, ita et eandem habens capacitatem, quia capacitas eius est sua natura”). Cf. 
Lectura III, d. 13, q. 1-4, n. 64 (Vatican ed., 20:291). 
 34 To appreciate more fully how Scotus’s understanding of the hypostatic union does 
not augment the capacities of the assumed nature or presuppose the conferral of grace 
on the assumed nature, it would be useful to consider his negation theory of subsistence 
in more detail than the confines of this study will allow. For more on this and other 
related aspects of his understanding of the hypostatic union, see Duns Scotus, Ordinatio 
III, d. 1, pars 1, q. 1 (Vatican ed., 9:5-29). For an analysis of Scotus’s understanding of 
subsistence, see Richard Cross, The Metaphysics of the Incarnation: Thomas Aquinas to 
Duns Scotus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 297-309. 
 35 In addition to asking whether the hypostatic union implies that the assumed nature 
is in potency to more grace than a nonassumed nature, Scotus also examines the 
question of whether any human nature could receive the highest grace from another 
perspective. He distinguishes between accidents that a given substance can receive in any 
grade and accidents that some substance can receive in only some of their grades. Scotus 
illustrates this point through an example of a subject that is unable to receive a certain 
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III. DUNS SCOTUS ON THE MAGNITUDE OF SIN’S DEBT AND THE 

POSSIBILITY OF SATISFACTION 
 
 Scotus’s thirteenth-century predecessors generally accepted 
Anselm’s claim that the debt of sin was infinite in some sense 
that precluded the possibility of a purus homo from making 
satisfaction. Nevertheless it was rare for them to engage An-
selm’s argument for the magnitude of sin’s debt.36 Scotus, how-
ever, does do this in the process of giving his own explanation 
for how the debt of sin is essentially finite, but infinite in a 
certain respect.  
 In book 1, chapter 21 of Cur Deus homo Anselm concludes 
that sin requires an infinite satisfaction on the basis of a thought 
experiment wherein he asks his interlocutor, Boso, whether it is 
permissible to commit a single sin in order to preserve the 
whole of creation.37 Anselm argues that it is not, and he 
emphasizes this point by going on to say that even the desire to 
preserve the good contained in an infinite number of universes 
could not justify any single sin. The debt that sin incurs, then, is 
determined by the magnitude of the things for the sake of which 
a person should not sin. Regarding what all of this implies about 
satisfaction, Anselm writes, “You, therefore, do not make 
satisfaction, if you do not pay back something greater than that 

                                                 
accident in all of its grades. As Scotus puts it, water cannot receive the accident of 
“heat” in all of its grades. While water is able to receive this accident in some grades, 
there are other grades of heat that will “corrupt” water, or as we might say, make a 
liquid turn into steam. Grace, however, bears a different relation to rational created 
natures than does heat to water since no amount of grace is incompatible with a rational 
created nature. See Ordinatio III, d. 13, qq. 1-4, nn. 45-46 (Vatican ed., 9:402-3) and 
Lectura III, d. 13, qq. 1-4, nn. 54-55 (Vatican ed., 20:287-88). 
 36 McGuire claims that Scotus alone among the Franciscans directly engages 
Anselm’s way of explaining how the debt of sin is infinite and judges that “this last point 
indicates how well Scotus understands Anselm. None of the other scholastics had made 
Anselm’s point that man owes God something more valuable than all possible creations, 
but Scotus includes this idea” (History of Saint Anselm’s Theology of the Redemption, 
238). 
 37 See Anselm, Cur Deus homo 1.21 (Schmitt ed., 2:88-89). 
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for which you ought not to have committed the sin.”38 We 
must, therefore, in making satisfaction pay back to God 
something that is greater than an infinite number of universes, 
that is to say, something that is a greater good than all the 
actual and possible created good that has existed, does now 
exist, or ever could exist. Clearly nothing that is merely finite 
and only a small part of all possible created good could 
constitute an adequate payment for a debt that exceeds in value 
all actual and possible created reality. 
 In Scotus’s judgment, Anselm “wishes to have infinity in 
every way, where there is none from the formal ratio of the 
object of the thing.”39 Anselm judges the gravity of sin in 
relation to the things for the sake of which a sin ought not to be 
committed, whereas Scotus argues that we should instead judge 
the gravity of sin in accord with the formal reality of the sinful 
act. As a human act its formal reality will be finite, and this 
indicates that sin incurs a finite debt. This account, of course, 
does not preclude different sins from incurring debts of 
different magnitudes, but all of them will be formally finite, 
including the totality of sin for which Christ makes satisfaction. 
Given this understanding of the debt of sin, Scotus holds that 
only a finite satisfaction is required. 
 Yet Scotus does hold that what is offered as satisfaction must 
have a greater positive value than the negative value of the sins 
for which satisfaction is being made. Scotus judges the positive 
value of an act by reference to the intensity it possesses. The 
intensity of an act can come from various factors, such as the 
strength of will with which one elicits the act or the degree of 
perfection in the habit of charity that one makes use of in 
eliciting the act. In committing a sin, a person elicits a 
disordered act of love for a creature and does so with a certain 
intensity, and so in making satisfaction a person must elicit an 

 
 38 Anselm, Cur Deus homo 1.21 (Schmitt ed., 2:89): “Non ergo satisfacis, si non 
reddis aliquid maius, quam sit id pro quo peccatum facere non debueras.” 
 39 Duns Scotus, Lectura III, d. 20, q. 1, n. 31 (Vatican ed., 21:50): “Unde ipse vult 
omnino habere infinitatem, ubi nulla est ex formali ratione obiecti rei.” 
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act of love for God for his own sake that has a greater intensity 
than the sinful act.40 One’s act of satisfaction will possess a 
greater intensity than one’s sinful act, when the act is elicited in 
accord with grace and with a greater effort of will than was the 
sinful act.41 Even though both of these principles—the effort of 

 
 40 Scotus distinguishes between loving God for his own sake and loving him as the 
source of goods for oneself and others. In making satisfaction one must elicit an act of 
love for God for his own sake without reference to whether he confers good on 
anything else; that is, God must be loved insofar as he is the highest good in himself, 
rather than as merely one who bestows goods. For more on loving God for his own 
sake, see Duns Scotus, Ordinatio III, d. 27, q. 1, nn. 18-20 (Vatican ed., 10:53-55). 
 41 Duns Scotus, Lectura III, d. 20, q. 1, n. 31 (Vatican ed.,  21:49-50): “It is not 
necessary that satisfaction for the sin of the first man exceed the whole of creation in 
magnitude and perfection: for it would have sufficed to have only offered a greater 
good to God than was the evil of the man who sinned; whence, if Adam would have 
had through grace and charity one or many acts of loving God for his own sake, from a 
greater effort of free choice than was his effort in sinning, such a love would have 
sufficed for redeeming and remitting his sin, and it would have been satisfaction. 
Therefore, this proposition is false: ‘one ought to offer to God something greater than 
that for which one ought not to sin’; but just as for the love of a creature, as a lovable 
object, he sinned—since he ought not to sin—against God, so by satisfying to God he 
ought to offer something objectively greater than the creature, namely a love that attains 
to God for his own sake” (“non oportuit satisfactionem pro peccato primi hominis 
excedere totam creaturam in magnitudine et perfectione: suffecisset enim obtulisse 
maius bonum Deo quam fuit malum huius hominis peccantis tantum; unde si Adam per 
gratiam datam et caritatem habuisset unum vel multos actus diligendi Deum propter se, 
ex maiore conatu liberi arbitrii quam fuit conatus in peccando, talis dilectio suffecisset 
pro peccato suo redimendo et remittendo, et fuisset satisfactio. Tunc igitur haec 
propositio est falsa, quod ‘debuit offerre Deo maius omni illo pro quo peccare non 
debuerat’; sed sicut pro amore creaturae, ut obiecti diligibilis, peccavit—cum non debuit 
peccare—in Deum, ita satisfaciendo Deo debuit offerre aliquid maius obiective quam sit 
creatura, scilicet amorem attingentem Deum propter se”). Commenting on this passage 
McGuire writes, “The necessity of satisfaction is not removed; rather the meaning of 
satisfaction is redefined in a way that centres on an act of love instead of a 
compensatory act of justice. Love of God becomes the key element in satisfaction, just as 
love of created things is the key factor in sin” (History of Saint Anselm’s Theology of the 
Redemption, 286-87). As I have shown above, however, an emphasis on satisfaction as 
an act of love is not entirely unique to Scotus, but rather common to several thirteenth-
century theologians to the extent that these theologians hold that satisfaction is made 
possible by acting in accord with created grace. For these theologians link created grace 
with habitual charity, which is the virtue that allows a person to love God and to act on 
that love. Thus, speaking of created grace as one source for determining the value of 
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one’s will and the amount of one’s grace—determine the 
intensity of the act, the role of grace is primarily responsible for 
determining both the intensity of the act and its acceptability to 
God as recompense for sin.42  
 While an act of love for God for his own sake is formally 
finite, Scotus nevertheless also explains that there is a certain 
sense in which such an act could be called infinite: 
 
This love objectively, as it terminates in God for his own sake, infinitely 
exceeds one’s love for a creature, just as God [infinitely exceeds] a creature. 
Hence, just as one infinitely sinned through the love of a less noble object, so 
also one ought to make an infinite satisfaction through the love of a more 
noble object.43 
 
This applies not only to individuals who in the wake of Christ 
can make satisfaction for their own sins, but also to Christ 
himself as he makes satisfaction for human sin. While the 
principles of Christ’s act of satisfaction are finite, his act of 
satisfaction infinitely exceeds the debt of sin. Yet, as we have 
seen, Scotus holds that the principles that enable Christ to make 
satisfaction could have been possessed by a purus homo, and a 
purus homo could have elicited an act of love for God for his 
own sake in virtue of those principles. Thus, according to 
Scotus, neither the magnitude of sin’s debt nor the way in which 
Christ pays it imply that only a God-man could make 
satisfaction. 
 
 
                                                 
Christ’s redemptive work is tantamount to claiming that the degree of love with which 
Christ willed the Passion is correlated with its ability to pay the debt of sin. 
 42 See Duns Scotus Ordinatio I, d. 17, qq. 1-2, nn. 137-59 (Vatican ed., 5:207-15), 
for an extended discussion of the relationship between the will and habitual charity in 
meritorious action. Scotus argues at n. 152 that while both a free act of the will and 
grace are principles of a meritorious act, grace is primarily responsible for a human 
action being meritorious. 
 43 Duns Scotus, Lectura III, d. 20, q. 1, n. 31 (Vatican ed., 21:49-50): “et iste amor 
obiective, ut terminatur in Deum propter se, excedit amorem creaturae in infinitum, 
sicut Deus creaturam. Unde sicut peccavit per amorem ignobilioris obiecti in infinitum, 
ita debuit satisfacere per amorem nobilioris in infinitum.” 
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IV. DUNS SCOTUS ON THE DIVINITY OF THE REDEEMER 
 
 Given Scotus’s argument that God could have willed that a 
human person make satisfaction for the whole human race, it 
might seem that he does not attribute any significance to 
Christ’s divinity in his analysis of how Christ makes satisfaction. 
He does do so, however, and he develops his own views on this 
by engaging certain ideas current among thirteenth-century 
theologians. 
 Among the thirteenth-century theologians surveyed above, 
we have seen two different explanations for how Christ’s 
divinity contributed to his ability to make satisfaction. One 
explanation, found in Bonaventure and based on Anselm’s 
teaching in Cur Deus homo, held that the infinite dignity of 
Christ’s divine person conferred redemptive value on his 
suffering. The other explanation, which is found in Olivi but 
not in Anselm, held that Christ’s divine will confers infinite 
value on his satisfaction insofar as it partially elicits his 
actions.44 Scotus takes note of both of these positions.45 He 

 
 44 In addition to Olivi whom I discussed above on this point, Richard of Middleton 
also refers to Christ’s divine will as conferring infinite value on his suffering, when he 
writes, “To the first it must be said that although the passion of Christ was intensively 
and extensively finite inasmuch as the nature according to which Christ suffered was 
something finite, nevertheless because he who was suffering was not only man, but also 
God (although he did not suffer according to his divine nature) and that suffering was 
not only accepted by the human will of Christ, which is finite, but also by his divine 
will, which is infinite, therefore, the merit of that suffering had infinite power in some 
respect” (“Ad primum in oppositum dicendum quod quamvis passio Christi fuerit finita 
intensive et extensive inquantum natura secundum quam Christus patiebatur erat res 
finita, tamen quia ille qui patiebatur, non tantum erat homo, sed etiam Deus (quamvis 
non pateretur secundum naturam divinam) nec tantum acceptabatur illa passio a 
voluntate Christi humana, quae finita est, sed etiam a voluntate eius divina, quae est 
infinita, ideo meritum illius passionis virtutem secundum respectum aliquem habuit 
infinitam”) (III Sent. d. 19, a. 1, q. 3, ad 1 [Brixen ed., 201a]). In other places, Richard 
also invokes the Anselmian claim that the dignity of Christ’s person confers infinite 
value on his suffering, as when he writes: “To the third [argument] it must be said that 
the merit of Christ is not only considered according to the nobility of his created grace, 
which is finite, but also according to the nobility of the person acting, which is infinite. 
For that action was not only an action of man, but also an action of God” (“Ad tertium 
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supports a version of the Anselmian view, but criticizes the non-
Anselmian one. 
 Against the position that Christ’s divine will in accepting his 
suffering explains how his meritorious actions are of infinite 
value in a way that could not be true of anything that a human 
person could accomplish, Scotus argues that the causal rela-
tionship between Christ’s divine and human will is not different 
from the causal relationship between the divine will and any 
created will. Just as that relationship does not make the acts of 
ordinary human beings attain infinite value, neither does it do 
so in the case of Christ.46 According to Scotus, what is unique 
about the relationship between Christ’s two wills on account of 

                                                 
dicendum quod meritum Christi non tamen ponderatur secundum nobilitatem gratiae 
creatae, quae finita est, sed etiam secundum nobilitatem personae agentis, quae infinita 
est. Illa enim actio non tantum fuit actio hominis, sed etiam actio Dei”) (III Sent. d. 13, 
a. 1, q. 2, ad. 3 [Brixen ed., 119b]). 
 45 Duns Scotus, Lectura III, d. 19, n. 9 (Vatican ed., 21:27-28): “They prove the first, 
[1] because they say that the merit of Christ had a certain infinity from the supposit of 
the Word, which was eliciting the operations of his assumed nature, because he was 
eliciting all the operations and acts that were appropriate to each nature, and 
therefore—in virtue of that supposit—the operations of that supposit were also an 
infinite good: and in this way, his death and passion as well as his other operations had 
a certain infinity, so that they could suffice for deleting an infinite number of sins and 
conferring grace and glory [on an infinite number of people]. [2] Similarly, merit is 
determined according to the dignity of the person meriting, which is and was infinite. 
Therefore, [Christ] merited infinitely, and in this way with respect to sufficiency he 
satisfied for all” (“Primum probant, quia dicunt quod meritum Christi habuit infinitatem 
quamdam ex supposito Verbi, quod eliciebat et exercebat operationes huius naturae 
assumptae, quia eliciebat operationes omnes et actus convenientes utrique naturae, et 
ideo—virtute illius suppositi—et operationes illius suppositi fuerunt bonum infinitum: et 
sic mors et passio et aliae operationes habuerunt infinitatem quamdam, ut sufficerent 
pro infinitis peccatis delendis, et gratiis et gloriis conferendis. Similiter, meritum 
pensatur secundum dignitatem personae merentis, quae est et fuit infinita; ergo infinite 
merebatur, et sic quantum ad sufficientiam satisfecit pro omnibus”). 
 46 See Lectura III, d. 19, q. 1, n. 15 (Vatican ed., 21:30) for Scotus’s denial that 
Christ’s Passion would take on infinite value, even if there was some sort of unique 
causal relationship between Christ’s created and uncreated wills. On this scenario, 
Scotus assumes that the human will would still be among the essential causes of the act. 
According to Scotus, however, nothing that is either formally infinite or worthy of an 
extensively infinite reward can be causally dependent upon something finite.  
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the hypostatic union is that Christ’s human acts can be 
predicated of the Logos, but this does not cause them to possess 
infinite value.47 
 Scotus instead affirms the Anselmian position that the dignity 
of Christ’s person confers redemptive value on his suffering. He 
explains this position, however, in light of his own under-
standing of merit, which emphasizes God’s freedom to deter-
mine what counts as meritorious. As we have seen, Scotus holds 
that Christ is able to make satisfaction through exercising his 
created will in accord with the highest grace. This satisfaction is 
even rightly called infinite to the extent that its object infinitely 
exceeds the object of a sinful act. Yet Scotus will also allow that 
Christ’s merit and satisfaction were infinite in another sense: 
 
Everything other than God is a good because it is willed and accepted by God.  
Therefore, on account of some condition of the person meriting—which is not 
formally a condition of a meritorious act—he is able to accept that merit as 
sufficient for an infinite [number of sinners]. In this way the merit of Christ 
was a quasi-infinite, not formally infinite . . . but this would not have been so, 
if he would have been a pure man [purus homo]. For [God] infinitely accepted 
it because of the infinity of the person meriting.48 
 
In basing the infinite merit of Christ’s passion on the dignity of 
his person rather than on the intensity of his meritorious act, 
Scotus recognizes that this is a not a standard way of accounting 
for what makes a certain act meritorious in the sight of God. 
Nevertheless, he believes that affirming the infinite merit of 
Christ on the basis of his divine person is consistent with his 
theory of merit because God’s decision to determine what 
counts as meritorious is more fundamental than the role played 
 
 47 See Duns Scotus, Lectura III, d. 17, q. 1, n. 15 (Vatican ed., 20:427). For more on 
Scotus’s understanding of Christ’s two wills, see Cross, Metaphysics of the Incarnation, 
218-29; and Barnes, Christ’s Two Wills in Scholastic Thought, 313-28. 
 48 Duns Scotus, Lectura III, d. 19, q. 1, n. 23 (Vatican ed., 21:34): “omne aliud a 
Deo est bonum ‘quia a Deo est volitum et acceptatum’, ideo pro aliqua condicione 
personae merentis—quae non est formaliter condicio actus merendi—potest acceptare 
illud meritum tamquam sufficiens pro infinitis; et sic meritum Christi fuit quasi 
infinitum, non tamen formaliter infinitum…quod non fuisset si fuisset purus homo, quia 
infinitum acceptavit propter infinitatem personae merentis.” 
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by created grace and the human will in eliciting meritorious 
acts.49 At the same time, the infinite dignity of Christ’s person 
provides a basis for explaining how Christ could receive such a 
reward, when it would be impossible for God to give such a 
reward to any human person. 
 There is, however, a tension between Scotus’s endorsement 
of the Anselmian claim that the infinite dignity of Christ’s 
person confers redemptive value on his merit and satisfaction 
and his claim that God could have willed that a human person 
make satisfaction for the human race, for Christ’s satisfaction 
and merit are infinite in a way that could not be true for any 
human person. It is in the course of discussing the distinction 
between the sufficiency and efficacy of Christ’s redemptive 
merit that Scotus defends his Anselmian claim about the role of 
Christ’s divinity in conferring infinite value on his merit. 
Attending to how Scotus understands this distinction will 
resolve the tension that arises at this point in his soteriology. 
 It was commonly held by Scholastic theologians that Christ’s 
merit is infinite with respect to its sufficiency.50 This means that 
his merit would suffice for redeeming an infinite number of 
human persons. This is why Scotus calls Christ’s merit quasi-
infinite rather than formally infinite. The reward for his merit is 
inexhaustible and as such is extensively infinite, but not 
intensively or formally infinite. Thirteenth-century theologians, 
however, commonly held that Christ’s merit was finite with 

 
 49 Scotus discusses meritorious acts and divine acceptation in several places. See, for 
instance, Ordinatio I, d. 17, pars 1, qq. 1-2, n. 129 and nn. 143-49 (Vatican 5:202-3 
and 208-11); and Quodlibet 17 in God and Creatures: The Quodlibetal Questions, trans. 
Felix Alluntis and Allan Wolter (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America 
Press, 1975), 388-98. For an analysis of Scotus on merit and divine acceptation, see 
Werner Dettloff, Die Lehre von der Acceptatio Divina bei Johannes Duns Scotus mit 
besonderer Berucksichtigung der Rechtertigungslehre, Franziskanische Forschungen 10 
(Werl/Westf.:Dietrich Coelde, 1954). 
 50 See, for example, Bonaventure, III Sent., d. 13, a. 1, q. 2, arg. 3 and corpus 
(Quaracchi ed., 3:279a-b); and III Sent., d. 19, a. 1, q. 2, ad 1 and 3 (Quaracchi ed., 
3:404a-b) as well as Richard of Middleton, III Sent., d. 13, art. 1, q. 2 (Brixen ed., 
119a). 
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respect to its efficacy because only a limited number of people 
would benefit from it. 
 In light of the distinction between the sufficiency and 
efficacy of Christ’s merit, we should interpret Scotus’s position 
that a purus homo could make satisfaction for sin just as Christ 
did to be limited to the following claim: the satisfaction 
rendered by a purus homo who possessed the highest grace 
would have the same efficacy as Christ’s merit actually has in 
the current order of salvation. This is a more limited claim than 
arguing that the redemptive merit of a mere man would have 
the same efficacy and sufficiency as Christ’s.  
 The efficacy of Christ’s merit is more central to Scotus’s 
understanding of Christ’s redemptive work than is the suffi-
ciency of his merit. This becomes clear when we consider his 
understanding of the relationship between God’s predestination 
of Christ’s passion as the means of salvation and his 
predestination of particular individuals to beatitude. Prior to 
willing Christ’s passion and death as a remedy for sin, God had 
willed that a finite number of human beings reach beatitude. 
After sin the merits that flow from the passion of Christ become 
the means for these people to reach beatitude. The passion will 
be efficacious for all and only those for whom beatitude had 
previously been willed. As Scotus writes, “The passion of Christ 
presupposed a determinate number of the predestined: for since 
merit is ordered to a reward, the merit of reparation 
presupposes the fallen.”51 Since he holds that Christ’s merit will 
only be efficacious for those predestined to beatitude, the 
 
 51 Duns Scotus, Lectura III, d. 19, n. 22 (Vatican ed., 21:33): “passio Christi 
praesupponebat determinatum numerum praedestinatorum: nam, cum meritum 
ordinetur ad praemium, et ideo meritum reparationis praesupponat lapsum.” Scotus 
does not believe that God wills the damnation of any person. Instead God does not will 
a certain good for them (namely, beatitude), and those who are damned are so because 
of their own choices. In a largely sympathetic account of Scotus’s soteriology, Marilyn 
McCord Adams criticizes Scotus’s views on the eternal punishment of sinners. See her 
“Duns Scotus on the Goodness of God,” Faith and Philosophy 4 (1987): 486-505. For 
an interesting discussion of why Scotus might have thought that God allows the earthly 
choices of some of his creatures to lead to eternal damnation, see Giorgio Pini, “Scotus 
on Hell,” The Modern Schoolman 89 (2012): 223-41. 
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surplus of Christ’s merit that is based on his divinity and that in 
principle could apply to an endless number of people is not 
relevant to his redemptive work. Even though Scotus upholds in 
his own way the common thesis that Christ’s merit is infinite 
with respect to its sufficiency, this is not relevant to the question 
of whether a purus homo could makes satisfaction just as Christ 
did.52 While only the satisfaction and merit of a God-man could 
be infinite with respect to sufficiency, under the right circum-
stances the satisfaction and merit of human person could be just 
as efficacious as Christ’s satisfaction and merit. It is this point 
that Scotus takes as decisive for the Anselmian question of 
whether or not only a God-man could make satisfaction for 
human sin. 
 
 
 

 
 52 In “Scotus’ Voluntarist Approach to the Atonement Reconsidered,” Scottish 
Journal of Theology 62 (2009): 421-40, Andrew S. Yang argues that Scotus’s reliance on 
the divinity of Christ to account for why God could legitimately accept his meritorious 
suffering as infinite quantum ad sufficientiam mitigates the supposed voluntarism of 
Scotus’s soteriology. For not even God could accept the acts of human person or an 
angel as infinite in this sense. Yang is correct about this, and by pointing it out he helps 
to correct the impression that Scotus’s soteriology implies that God acts arbitrarily. Yang 
claims that Scotus’s position on the infinite sufficiency of Christ’s merit upholds the 
necessity that a God-man make satisfaction in the present order of salvation (see ibid., 
422). For Scotus it is necessary that a God-man make satisfaction in the present order, if 
we are speaking of a conditional necessity that follows upon what God has freely willed. 
It is incorrect to interpret Scotus as upholding this necessity, however, if it is meant to 
imply that Scotus believes that God could not have willed in an otherwise identical 
order of salvation that a purus homo make satisfaction and bring about human 
redemption just as a Deus homo does in this order. As I have argued, Scotus’s 
understanding of predestination mitigates the importance of the infinite sufficiency of 
Christ’s merit for the current order of salvation. For this reason everything about the 
current order of salvation could remain the same except that instead of God’s willing 
the passion and death of Christ as the means of redemption he could will a purus homo 
to make satisfaction for sin and merit human salvation. Scotus, therefore, is best 
interpreted as holding that it would only be impossible for a purus homo to make 
satisfaction in some order of salvation that included the predestination of an extensively 
infinite number of people to beatitude. 
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V. SCOTUS ON THE INTELLIGIBILITY OF GOD’S ACTUAL PLAN OF 

REDEMPTION 
 
 Scotus’s argument for the possibility that a human person 
could have made satisfaction for sin raises the question of why 
God did in fact choose to will that a God-man do so. Anselm 
held that God’s goodness, wisdom, and justice would be called 
into question, if it was not necessary for him to allow the 
innocent God-man to suffer and die for the redemption of the 
human race. Thirteenth-century Scholastic theologians com-
monly held that God could have brought about salvation for the 
human race even without any satisfaction for sin, but that only a 
God-man could make satisfaction for human sin. Even though 
according to many thirteenth-century theologians it was not 
necessary that a God-man redeem the human race, they argued 
in various ways that it was more fitting for salvation to be 
brought about through the rendering of satisfaction than 
without it, thus showing the intelligibility of God’s actual plan 
of salvation.53 
 Scotus’s position precludes him from following either of the 
above approaches to explaining why permitting Christ’s 
suffering and death is in accord with God’s goodness, wisdom, 
and justice. Yet he does offer an explanation for why God chose 
to redeem man through the suffering and death of the incarnate 
Logos, and his explanation hinges precisely on its being utterly 
unnecessary: 
 
We are very much bound to him because man could have been redeemed in 
another way, and nevertheless, from his free will he redeemed us in this way. 
We are very much obliged to him, and more so than if it would have been 
necessary that we be redeemed in this way and not in another way. Therefore, 
in order to draw us to love him, he especially did this (as I believe), and he 
wished human beings to be more bound to God—just as if someone first 
fathers a person and afterwards instructs him in learning and sanctity, he 

 
 53 See, for example, Bonaventure, III Sent., d. 20, a.1, qq. 1-2, 6 (Quaracchi ed., 
3:416-22, 430-32); and Richard of Middleton III Sent., d. 20, a. 1, qq. 1-3 (Brixen ed., 
207-10). 
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would be more obligated to that person than if he had only fathered him and 
left someone else to have done these things for him in another way.54 
 
As this passage indicates, Scotus believes that an important goal 
of Christ’s redemptive work is to incite our love for God.55 
Inflamed with this love we become more receptive to the graces 
that Christ has merited for us through his suffering and death. 
There is no more efficacious way to bring about an increased 
desire for God than by his decision to will that a God-man serve 
as the redeemer of the human race. That it was not necessary 
for a God-man to suffer and die on behalf of the human race, 
but chosen by God nonetheless, demonstrates more clearly than 
anything else could the lengths to which God has gone to 
reunite his fallen creatures to himself. 
 Scotus is not the first Scholastic theologian to argue that 
human love for God is readily inflamed when we recognize the 
lengths to which God actually went in redeeming the human 
race, but this position assumes a greater importance in his 
soteriology than it does in his predecessors since it is largely on 
this that hangs his ability to defend the wisdom of God in 
willing the suffering and death of a God-man to serve as the 
means of redemption.56 

 
 54 Duns Scotus, Lectura III, d. 20, q. 1, n. 38 (Vatican ed., 21:51-52): “Et ideo 
multum tenemur ei: ex quo enim homo aliter potuit fuisse redemptus, et tamen ex libera 
voluntate redemit sic, multum ei tenemur, et amplius quam si sic necessario—et non 
aliter—potuissemus fuisse redempti. Ideo ad alliciendum nos ad amorem sui, hoc 
praecipui (ut credo) fecit at quia hominem voluit magis Deo teneri,—sicut si aliquis 
primo genuisset aliquem et postea instruxit eum in disciplina et sanctitate, amplius 
obligaretur ei quam si tantum genuisset eum, et alius sibi fecisset alia.” 
 55 On this aspect of Scotus’s soteriology, see Girolamo Pica, “La Passione di Cristo 
nel B. Giovannis Duns Scoto” Antonianum 87 (2012): 41-59. Pica comments that for 
Scotus “the Passion of Christ is simply the key to understanding the love of God for us” 
(ibid., 58). 
 56 Aside from affirming the fittingness of a God-man making satisfaction, Scotus also 
discusses the fittingness of the precise way that Christ makes satisfaction. See Lectura III 
d. 20, q. 1, n. 43 (Vatican ed., 21:53) for Scotus’s argument for the superiority of 
making satisfaction through suffering over making it in a way that did not involve 
suffering. See Lectura III, d. 20, q. 1, n. 37 (Vatican ed., 21:51) for Scotus’s discussion 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 Scotus is the first Scholastic theologian to defend the 
possibility that a human person could have made satisfaction for 
the sins of the human race. Even though this is a novel con-
clusion, his way of examining the question finds antecedents in 
the way that many of his Franciscan predecessors examined the 
question of whether only a God-man could make satisfaction 
for sin. Scotus’s debt to his thirteenth-century predecessors is 
most evident in his concern to explain how Christ’s suffering 
and death come to take on such great value because of the 
created grace that he possesses. In eliciting an act of love for 
God for his own sake in accord with the highest grace that God 
could create, Christ elicits an act of love that infinitely 
outweighs the debt of all human sin and merits graces for all 
who are predestined by God for beatitude. That Scotus goes on 
to argue that God could have willed that a human person 
accomplish the same thing follows from his understanding of 
the ways in which the debt of sin is infinite and finite as well as 
his denial of the claim that only a human nature assumed by a 
divine person could possess the highest grace. 
 Scotus also engages his predecessors when he asks about the 
role of Christ’s divinity in conferring redemptive value on his 
suffering and death. Scotus considers the two dominant 
approaches to this question among his thirteenth-century 
predecessors when he asks whether the dignity of the divine 
person or the role of the divine will in eliciting his suffering can 
in any way augment the value of the offering Christ makes on 
the Cross. As we have seen, Scotus endorses the more 
traditional view that the dignity of Christ’s person does in some 
way confer infinite value on his death. Yet Scotus explains this 
in a way that prevents it from conflicting with his claim that a 
human person could have made satisfaction for the human race. 

                                                 
of the circumstances of Jesus’ life, which impelled him to teach the truth about God to 
man even to the point of accepting death. 
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 Although Scotus’s Franciscan predecessors did not hold that 
a human person could make satisfaction for human sin, they did 
hold that God could have brought about human salvation apart 
from the Incarnation and death of Christ. In the face of the 
other alternatives available to God for bringing about human 
salvation, both Scotus and his predecessors seek to show that 
God’s actual decision evinces his wisdom, goodness, and justice. 
Scotus locates the intelligibility of God’s decision in the unique 
force it has for evoking the first stirrings of love for God from 
human beings, who will then be more receptive to the graces 
that Christ has merited for them through his suffering and 
death. In this and the other ways mentioned, Scotus shows 
himself to be a creative developer of a thirteenth-century 
Franciscan understanding of Christ’s redemptive work, rather 
than someone whose understanding of divine power introduces 
a radical break with that tradition. 57 

 
 57 I would like to thank Jennifer Rosato and an anonymous reader for The Thomist 
for several useful comments on an earlier draft of this article. 
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Y ARGUING THAT the spiritually subsistent soul is 
nothing less than the form of the body, Thomas Aquinas 
makes of the human being a microcosm of creation, 

constituting the embodied, knowing, and free boundary be-
tween the spiritual and corporeal realms.1 Yet precisely in light 
of this expansive view, which grants an esteemed status to the 
meaning of all things human, the Thomistic tradition’s relative 
lack of inquiry into the metaphysical structures, meaning, and 
significance of gender is notable.2 

 
 1 See Summa contra Gentiles III, c. 68; Quaestio disputata de spiritualibus creaturis, 

a. 2. For systematic studies, see Anton Pegis, St. Thomas and the Problem of the Soul in 

the Thirteenth Century (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1976); idem, 

At the Origins of the Thomistic Notion of Man (New York: MacMillan, 1963). Also 

Sophia Vanni-Rovighi, L'Antropologia filosofica di San Tommaso d'Aquino (Milan: 

Societa editrice vita e pensiero, 1972); Norbert Luyten, “L’homme dans la conception 

de S. Thomas,” in L’anthropologie de saint Thomas, ed. N. Luyten (Fribourg, 1974): 

35-53; Bernardo Bazan, “The Human Soul: Form and Substance? Thomas Aquinas’s 

Critique of Eclectic Aristotelianism,” Archives d’histoire doctrinale et litteraire du moyen 

age 64 (1997); Eleonore Stump, Aquinas (London: Routledge, 2003); W. Norris Clarke, 

Person and Being (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 1993). 

 2 Thomas Aquinas and his interpreters are hardly alone in this respect, as until the 

twentieth century human sexuality did not constitute a significant area of inquiry in 

Western philosophy. Still, Prudence Allen has shown that the topic has been addressed 

by many more thinkers than might be supposed. Her comprehensive The Concept of 

Woman (vol. 1, The Aristotelian Revolution 750 B.C.-A.D. 1250 [Montreal: Eden Press, 

1985]; vol. 2, The Early Humanist Reformation 1250-1500 [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

2002]) is the best treatment of gender from the point of view of the history of 

philosophy.  
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 The omission might be more understandable if gender 
constituted simply one branch among many stemming from the 
trunk of philosophical anthropology, but since human nature 
finds its concrete manifestation within a male or a female way 
of being and requires these for its continuation, inquiry into 
gender would be a natural extension of any account of human 
being as a whole. Currently, the meaning of gender and es-
pecially its connection to personal identity are in question 
owing to increasingly powerful technologies, cultural views of 
gender that argue for its social construction, and widespread 
debates over the status of homosexuality in civic life. My 
immediate reason for pursuing this topic is to see better what 
account Thomistic anthropology gives of maleness and female-
ness, but I hope thereby to come to a deeper truth about 
humanness, or more precisely, to follow the Delphic injunction 
to “know thyself.”  
 The following analysis will offer a philosophic account of 
gender in its metaphysical structures, which is to say by way of 
limitation that it will consider neither the ethical dimension nor 
the question of gender identity as influenced by psychological 
and social factors.3 I will proceed through a dialogue with 

                                                 
 For some authors who have looked closely at Aquinas’s own views, see note 4, 

below. 

 I here use the term “gender” to refer to the biological, sexual structures, and 

capacities in virtue of which humans have been traditionally referred to as male or 

female. Although the field of gender studies has often invoked the “sex/gender” 

distinction, I do not intend my use of the term “gender” to coincide with this 

distinction’s notion of gender as subjectively or culturally constituted personal identity, 

distinct from biological structure. For a view that supports the distinction, see Gayle 

Rubin, “The Traffic in Women: Notes on the ‘Political Economy’ of Sex,” in Linda 

Nicholson, ed., The Second Wave: A Reader in Feminist Theory (New York: Routledge, 

1997); also Suzanne Kessler and Wendy McKenna, Gender: An Ethnomethodological 

Approach (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985). Judith Butler, with much of the 

postmodern feminist movement, opposes the validity of the distinction, arguing that the 

entire gendered reality is performatively constructed; see her Gender Trouble (London: 

Routledge, 1999). 

 3 While recent decades have seen an increasing range of investigations into the 

philosophy of gender, these tend to ignore metaphysical questions in favor of gender’s 

social structures and their relations to the biological realm. See, for example, Simone de 

Beauvoir, The Second Sex (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1972); Kessler and McKenna, 
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Thomas Aquinas, employing reflection on prephilosophic ex-
perience and the findings of modern biology in unison with 
Thomas’s teachings on human nature to show how his general 
account can shed light on the gender question. My main thesis 
is that being male or female, while properly characterizing the 
composite human individual, stems primarily from the soul. 
Although this claim contradicts Thomas’s explicit teaching, I 
intend to show that it aligns better with his own principles. 
 The aim of this essay, then, is not to articulate exhaustively 
what Thomas says concerning gender. The study of that topic 
has benefited greatly from the research of scholars like Joseph 
Hartel, Michael Nolan, Prudence Allen, Eric Johnston, 
Francisco Carrasquillo, and Hilaire De Romero.4 While all 

                                                 
Gender; Catherine MacKinnon, Toward a Feminist Theory of State (Cambridge, Mass.: 

Harvard University Press, 1989); Butler, Gender Trouble; Anne Fausto-Sterling, Sexing 

the Body (New York: Basic Books, 2000); Linda Alcoff, Visible Identities (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2006). 

 By way of exception, early in the twentieth century Edith Stein approached the 

nature of woman from a metaphysical viewpoint in Essays on Woman (Washington, 

D.C.: ICS Publications, 1996); more recently, see Prudence Allen, “A Woman and a 

Man as Prime Analogical Beings,” American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 66 (1992): 

465-82; and Charlotte Witt, The Metaphysics of Gender (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2011). None of these three directly attempts a Thomistic account, though the 

Thomistic tradition forms much of the context for Stein’s and Allen’s work. Stein is 

concerned more with masculine and feminine personal characteristics than with the 

metaphysics of gender itself. Despite her keen phenomenological perceptions, some of 

her central claims—that man and woman constitute distinct species within humankind 

(Essays on Woman, 187), for example—are at least poorly expressed, though in other 

respects they align closely with certain positions this paper will defend. Allen’s 

examination of woman and man employs Miecyzslaw Krapiec’s theory of analogy to 

focus on man and woman’s identities, differences, and similarities. Her analysis contains 

some strong metaphysical insights couched in Krapiec’s distinctive terminology. Witt’s 

Metaphysics of Gender is really a work of social philosophy, but viewed through 

metaphysical categories. The argument for gender essentialism is compelling and would 

bear consideration alongside a Thomistic analysis.  

 4 Joseph Hartel, “The Integral Feminism of Thomas Aquinas,” Gregorianum 77 

(1996): 527-47; Michael Nolan, “The Aristotelian Background to Aquinas’s Denial That 

‘Woman is a Defective Male’,” The Thomist 64 (2000): 21-69; Allen, The Concept of 

Woman, vol. 2; Eric Johnston, “The Biology of Woman in Thomas Aquinas,” The 

Thomist 77 (2013): 577-616; Francisco Carrasquillo and Hilaire De Romero, “Aquinas 

on the Inferiority of Woman,” American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 87 (2013): 

685-710. 
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agree that Thomas is mistaken on certain points, debates persist 
mainly over the question of what Thomas actually thinks 
regarding the status of woman. Some, like Nolan and Johnston, 
show ways in which Thomas’s thought offers important insights 
into the feminine; others, such as Allen, Carrasquillo, and De 
Romero, argue for a more tentative stance toward Thomas. 
Either way, as Hartel proposes, once the faulty elements of 
Thomas’s arguments have been sifted out of the picture, the 
task remains to reconsider gender against the background of 
modern science, within the context of Thomistic anthropology. 
Such a task is the goal of this essay. 
 After outlining Thomas’s thought and noting some cor-
rectives from modern biology (I-II), I will propose a revised 
account of gender. This account will articulate gender with 
regard to soul and body (III), person and essence (IV), and 
modes of classification (V). I will then consider the formal 
definitions of male and female (VI). The essay concludes by 
briefly addressing two contemporary concerns: sex reassign-
ment surgery and the intersex condition. 
 

I. THOMAS’S ACCOUNT OF GENDER 

 

 We can approach Thomas’s philosophical understanding of 
gender by examining two of his especially relevant taxonomies 
of accident. The first, in the Quaestio disputata de anima (Q. D. 
De Anima, a. 12, ad 7) divides accidents in terms of the Por-
phyrian predicables, thereby articulating gender within the 
context of logical categories: genus, species, difference, prop-
erty, and accident. The second, in De ente et essentia (De ente, 
c. 6), considers accidents with regard to their origin in form or 
in matter, resulting in a more metaphysical classification. 

   The passage from the disputed question De anima speaks of 
three sorts of accident.5 First, proper accidents, like risibility in 

 
 5 Q. D. De Anima, a. 12, ad 7: “tria sunt genera accidentium: quaedam enim 

causantur ex principiis speciei, et dicuntur propria sicut risibile homini; quaedam vero 

causantur ex principiis individui. Et hoc dicitur quia, vel habent causam permanentem in 

subiecto, et haec sunt accidentia inseparabilia, sicut masculinum et femininum et alia 
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humans, result from (causantur ex) the principles of the species 
and thus characterize all of its members. Thomas elsewhere 
refers to these accidents as “properties.”6 Second, inseparable 
accidents, including masculine and feminine, result from the 
principles of the individual through permanent causation, 
adhering to particular human beings in lasting fashion. Third, 
separable accidents, like sitting or walking, result from the 
principles of the individual through temporary causation; such 
accidents only accrue to particular humans at particular times. 
 Thomas does not limit the category of inseparable accident 
to gender, as he mentions “other accidents of this sort,” yet he 
does not specify what these others are. On the one hand, the 
text seems to allow that features like eye and skin color, bone 
structure, vocal quality, and even native temperament could be 
considered inseparable accidents, since they fit the criterion of 
resulting from the principles of the individual through per-
manent causation, unlike sitting and reading which come and 
go.7 On the other hand, the other examples of inseparable 
accident in Thomas’s writings do not suggest a determinate 
answer to this question.8 Whether or not gender is in fact the 
only inseparable accident of human beings, it is distinct from 
possibly inseparable accidents such as eye or skin color, owing 
to the presence of particular organs, activities, and teleologies 
that characterize one gender or the other. 
 If inseparable accidents result from the principles of the 
individual, which principle or principles in the individual 
originate gender? Thomas addresses this question in chapter 6 
of De ente, while articulating a more metaphysical classification 
of accidents. Because substances like humans are composed of 

                                                 
huiusmodi; quaedam vero habent causam non permanentem in subiecto, et haec sunt 

accidentia separabilia, ut sedere et ambulare.”  

 6 De Spir. creat., a. 11; STh I, q. 77, a. 1, ad 5. 

 7 Porphyry’s text itself gives “black skin color” as an example of inseparable accident 

(Isagoge, c. 5). Thomas uses this same example in his division of accidents in De ente, c. 

6 (see below). 

 8 I Post. Anal., lect. 14; De ente, c. 6; De Pot., q. 5, a. 7, obj. 3 and ad 3; I Phys., 

lect, 6. 
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form and matter as principles, certain accidents follow from 
(consequuntur) form while others follow from matter.9 
 Thomas describes four sorts of accident, two following from 
form and two following from matter. First, among those 
following from form, understanding and willing occur entirely 
within the spiritual powers of the soul and consequently have 
no share in matter—though, to be sure, they depend on the 
disposition of physical organs. Second, other accidents follow-
ing from form, like sensation, do have a share in matter since 
they properly reside in the composite substance. Accidents 
following from matter will always have some relation to form 
since matter on its own is pure potency, uncharacterized by any 
feature. So, third, among accidents following from matter some 
relate to a special form (formam specialem); thus masculine and 
feminine follow from matter, but precisely in relation to the 
form of “animal.” A sign of this connection is that once the 
form of animal has departed, gender properly speaking no 
longer remains, just as an eye of a corpse is called an eye only 
equivocally. Fourth and finally, other accidents following from 
matter relate to a more general form, as one’s skin color occurs 
through matter’s relation to the form of some elemental 
mixture. The color thus remains even after the person has died.  

 
 9 De ente, c. 6: “Quia enim partes substantiae sunt materia et forma, ideo quaedam 

accidentia principaliter consequuntur formam et quaedam materiam. Forma autem 

invenitur aliqua, cuius esse non dependet ad materiam, ut anima intellectualis; materia 

vero non habet esse nisi per formam. Unde in accidentibus, quae consequuntur formam, 

est aliquid, quod non habet communicationem cum materia, sicut est intelligere, quod 

non est per organum corporale, sicut probat philosophus in III de anima. Aliqua vero ex 

consequentibus formam sunt, quae habent communicationem cum materia, sicut sentire. 

Sed nullum accidens consequitur materiam sine communicatione formae. In his tamen 

accidentibus, quae materiam consequuntur, invenitur quaedam diversitas. Quaedam 

enim accidentia consequuntur materiam secundum ordinem, quem habet ad formam 

specialem, sicut masculinum et femininum in animalibus, quorum diversitas ad materiam 

reducitur, ut dicitur in X metaphysicae. Unde remota forma animalis dicta accidentia 

non remanent nisi aequivoce. Quaedam vero consequuntur materiam secundum 

ordinem, quem habet ad formam generalem, et ideo remota forma speciali adhuc in ea 

remanent, sicut nigredo cutis est in Aethiope ex mixtione elementorum et non ex 

ratione animae, et ideo post mortem in eis remanet.” 
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In distinguishing the third and fourth sorts of accident Thomas 
acknowledges the difference noted above between gender and 
non-organ-specific, non-teleological accidents like eye color or 
skin color, which might be considered inseparable accidents. 
That he does so within De ente’s more metaphysical division, 
and not the disputed question De anima’s more logical division, 
suggests that the latter is unable to get at this kind of difference.   
 Combining the two passages, we see that Thomas’s account 
holds that gender is an inseparable accident following from 
matter, though only present when a “special form”—an animal 
form—is present. Gender is the only example given of such an 
accident, which raises the question as to whether gender is in 
fact a metaphysically unique sort of accident. 
 Thomas appears to give two reasons for assigning gender’s 
origin to matter rather than to form. One reason is grounded in 
the difference in activity of the two genders; the other reason is 
grounded in their shared essence, or species. With regard to the 
first, Thomas holds that because the male and female are, 
respectively, the active and passive principles in generation, the 
male is a truer generating agent than is the female.10 His semen 
contains the active causality necessary for reproduction, while 
the woman supplies material causality in virtue of her imperfect 
generative power. Since any agent seeks to produce its likeness 
as far as possible, a given act of generation naturally tends 
toward a male offspring. What explains the coming-to-be of a 
female is an accidental alteration in the male’s semen, as 
Thomas notes in the Summa (STh I, q. 92, a. 1) and as Aristotle 
explains in book 10 of the Metaphysics (Metaphys. X, c. 9), a 
text Thomas directly invokes for the claim in De ente that 
gender stems from matter. Depending on the way in which the 
seminal matter has been affected, a male or female will result, 
which indicates that gender originates from matter rather than 
form. Thomas does not deny that the human reproductive 

 
 10 STh I, q. 92, a. 1, ad 1; III, q. 31, a. 5, corp. and ad 3; III, q. 31, a. 4, corp. and ad 

1; III, q. 32, a. 4, corp. and ad 2; ScG II, c. 89. For the way in which the male’s active 

causality in generation is linked with the formal principle, see ScG II, c. 89, esp. nn. 7-8; 

STh III, q. 33, a. 1, ad 4; q. 33, a. 4. 
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power flows from the soul (as do all powers); rather, he claims 
that this power is more perfectly actualized in the case of a man 
and less perfectly actualized in the case of a woman, owing to a 
defect in the matter.11 
 The second reason for maintaining that gender follows from 
matter is present in the same passage from Aristotle’s Meta-
physics. In Thomas’s exposition of that text (X Metaphys., lect. 
11), he holds with Aristotle that because difference in form as 
intelligible structure entails difference in species, accidents 
proper to the individual must originate from matter rather than 
from form.12 Human males and females clearly share a species, 
which means that their differences could not originate from 
their form as the intelligible structure of humanness present in 
both of them. Instead, relying on the first line of reasoning 
given above, Aristotle and Thomas are able to hold that gender, 
while proper to the genus “animal,” originates from the side of 
matter, that is, from the semen insofar as it is or is not affected 
a certain way. 
 Two points are worth noting in regard to this second line of 
reasoning. First, Thomas does not simply deduce that, since 
individual differences cannot originate from form, gender must 
therefore originate from matter. Rather, following Aristotle, he 
solves the difficulty raised in the premise by invoking facts 
apparently observed in the biological and psychological realms, 
and connected with the notion that the male is active and the 
female passive. To be sure, Thomas’s principles could allow one 
to reason that gender must stem from matter since individual 
differences cannot originate from form; but Thomas himself 

 
 11 STh I, q. 77, a. 6; III, q. 31, a. 5, ad 3. The biological account presumed by 

Thomas is in Aristotle’s On the Generation of Animals, 1.1, 2, 19-23; 2.1, 3-5; 4.1-3, 6, 

8. Also Aristotle’s History of Animals, especially 4.11; 9.1. Aristotle’s account of male 

and female in these texts is biologically exhaustive and philosophically fascinating. For 

Thomas’s use of Aristotle in this context see Eric Johnston, “The Role of Aristotelian 

Biology in Thomas Aquinas’s Theology of Marriage” (Ph.D. Diss., The Catholic 

University of America, 2004). 

 12 See X Metaphys., lect. 11 (especially nn. 2131, 2134). Parenthetical numbers in 

references to the Metaphysics commentary refer to paragraph numbers in the Marietti 

edition.  
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does not take that route alone. That he does not indicates the 
weight he gives to Aristotle’s observations and to the 
active-male/passive-female distinction. Either way, a question 
remains as to how Thomas’s account would be affected if either 
or both of these notions were shown to be faulty. 
 Still, and this is the second point, there may be another 
reason that Thomas is reluctant simply to deduce the origin of 
the genders from matter. This reason has to do with the unique-
ness of gender as an accident—something that both the disputed 
question De anima and De ente suggest, and that lecture 11 on 
book 10 of the Metaphysics confirms. On the one hand, male 
and female resemble white and black in constituting individual 
contrary differences among human beings, and thus could not 
originate from the form as species-giving structure. On the 
other hand, unlike black and white, male and female are proper 
affections or attributes (passiones) of the genus “animal.”13 The 
passage from the Metaphysics commentary (similar to the 
account in De ente) states that gender has a particular 
connection to the essence of an animal in a way that colors do 
not. A sign of this essential relation is that “animal” shows up in 
the very definitions of male and female, while it need never be 
mentioned in the definitions of black and white. 
 Perhaps because gender stands out metaphysically among 
other (possibly) inseparable accidents like color, Thomas 
refrains from simply applying to it the same sort of deductive 
reasoning as he does the others. While the ultimate conclusion 
is the same for all individual accidents—that they originate from 
matter, not from form—Thomas adds reasons for his conclusion 
in the case of gender, and he qualifies the conclusion through 
the reminder that gender relates in a particular strong way to 
the form at hand. Thus, although “inseparable accident” works 
as a classificatory label, one wonders how gender’s uniqueness 
as an individual accident could be further articulated. 
 Before concluding this exposition of Thomas’s account, I 
should note that gender’s origin from matter does not mean 
that it has no metaphysical bearing on the soul. In a number of 

 
 13 Ibid. (n. 2134).  
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places Thomas refers to the commensuration or essential 
relation that each human soul has to its body.14 Once a soul of 
this body, he maintains, always a soul of this body—which 
allows for even separated souls to be distinguished from each 
other.  While the soul on its own is not gendered—just as the 
soul on its own possesses no sensation—presumably the soul of 
a human male can be derivatively considered a male soul, and 
the same in the case of the female, since the soul’s identity is 
marked by its being the soul of the male or female body. One’s 
gender, then, as following from the “principles of the in-
dividual,” characterizes the individual person as a whole. 
 

II. A BRIEF EVALUATION OF THOMAS’S ACCOUNT 
 
 Thomas’s logical classification of gender as an inseparable 
accident makes sense. Being male or female pertains not to the 
species at large, but to individual members of it. Moreover, 
contemporary biology’s understanding of genetic and chromo-
somal patterns strikingly shows how the principles of the 
individual exercise “permanent causation” in their originating 
one gender or another.15 All the same, that gender seems to be 
in a class by itself, even among inseparable accidents, calls for 
further metaphysical inquiry. 
 Such inquiry presupposes engagement with Thomas’s meta-
physical articulation of gender, namely, that it is an accident 
following primarily from a substance’s matter, in relation to a 
particular sort of form (animal). Thomas rightly holds that 
being male or female cannot stem from form as essence, or in-

 
 14 See, for example, ScG II, c. 81; also De Spir. creat., a. 9, ad 4. In ScG IV, cc. 81, 

88, while discussing the theological doctrine of the resurrection of the body, Thomas 

argues that the risen body will be numerically the same as the body that existed on 

earth, owing to the numerical sameness of the soul throughout. Both male and female 

bodies will rise. 

 15 From the standpoint of contemporary science, Nicanor Austriaco argues that 

biological determination of gender, while crucially involving the presence or absence of 

the Y chromosome, can only be explained at the level of entire genetic systems. The 

findings of systems biology, Austriaco maintains, accord well with Thomas’s 

hylomorphism. See Nicanor Austriaco, “The Specification of Sex/Gender in the Human 

Species: A Thomistic Analysis,” New Blackfriars 94 (2013): 701-15.  
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telligible structure, of the human species, which is common to 
all humans. Thus, if the claim that gender follows from matter 
simply means that it originates from the individual as such and 
not from the principles that are common to all humans, 
Thomas’s reasoning would be indisputable. Notably, such 
reasoning would leave open the question as to which of the 
individual substance’s principles originates gender: substantial 
form (soul), or matter (body), or somehow both? Yet Thomas 
appears to answer this latter question, too, in claiming that 
alterations in the semen account for one gender or the other. 
That is, he holds not just that gender stems from the principles 
of the individual (as opposed to “form” in the sense of human 
essence), but also that being male or female stems concretely 
from the side of one’s matter rather than from one’s substantial 
form, or soul. 
 Contemporary biology has shown that the female repro-
ductive abilities are not imperfect versions of the male abilities. 
Man and woman do not, respectively, supply the active, formal 
principle of generation and the passive, material principle of 
generation.16 That a man’s production of semen and a woman’s 
ovulation each supply distinct elements of the offspring’s 
genetic material reveals that in this capacity the two are co-
contributors to the offspring.17 Since man and woman do not 

 
 16 It should not be inferred from this that there is no place for the active/passive 

distinction in a philosophical account of male and female. The question as to how the 

sexes are each causal and active in the processes of generation is an important one, 

requiring a separate study that takes into account relevant biology. My point here is 

simply that Aristotle and Thomas were mistaken in this particular application of the 

active/passive distinction. One should keep in mind, too, that Thomas’s embryology 

requires him to account for the presence of the initial, vegetative soul of the offspring 

(ScG II, c. 89). If, as a contemporary Thomist would hold, the spiritual human soul and 

it alone is present throughout the offspring’s life, then neither parent needs to 

contribute the kind of formal causality that Thomas sees as necessary in the male. 

 17 In one sense the female contributes more than the male, providing not just half of 

the chromosomal structure, but also most of the organelles and instructional proteins 

for the embryo’s development. See David H. Nguyen, "What Does the Egg Cell 

Contribute to the Zygote?" (http://everydaylife.globalpost.com/egg-cell-contribute-

zygote-32248.html). By “co-contributor,” then, I mean that male and female both 

contribute distinctively, crucially, and on the same level: that of the material. My thanks 

to an anonymous reviewer for this point. 
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relate generatively as perfect to imperfect, it is not the case that 
any given act of generation seeks the male. As contemporary 
science shows, male and female are equally intended at the 
biological level.18 Thus, Thomas’s empirical reason for assigning 
gender’s origin to matter (his first reason, mentioned above) is 
no longer tenable. The remaining question is whether his 
second reason holds: whether one should deduce that gender 
follows principally from one’s matter and not from one’s form, 
since an individual difference cannot follow from form. 
 
III. GENDER AS REGARDS SOUL AND BODY: A REVISED ACCOUNT 
 
 Here I will argue, within the context of Thomistic principles, 
that being male or female follows more from substantial form 
than from matter. In developing the argument I will respond to 
three objections. 
 Evidently, man and woman in their normal, mature states 
possess distinct organs for particular purposes. As Aristotle and 
Thomas argue, male and female differ from black and white by 
containing the substance’s essence within their definitions: this 
is because gender involves a particular function and telos in the 
substance, while other (perhaps inseparable) accidents like 
black, white, or blue-eyed entail no distinct organs and serve no 
particular purpose.19 
 The presence of an organ indicates a particular configuration 
of matter for the sake of one of the soul’s powers, which in turn 
flows from the essence of the soul.20 Distinct organs serving 
particular powers cannot be originated by elemental mixtures as 

 
 18 Interestingly, contemporary biology reveals that the man’s semen plays the 

determining material role in the offspring’s gender, since roughly half of his sperm carry 

X chromosomes and the other half carry Y, while the woman’s egg always carries an X, 

indicating that the woman is an agent whose effect resembles herself as far as possible. 

 19 Of course, Thomas is aware that unlike all other inseparable accidents, gender 

involves determinate physical structures and functions. He speaks of the distinctly 

female “power” (virtus) in STh III, q. 31, a. 5, corp. and ad 3. In STh III, q. 32, a. 4, 

obj. 2, corp. and ad 2, Thomas notes how the female power is active in one respect, but 

not with respect to the male and not in conception itself. In this connection see note 39, 

below. 

 20 STh I, q. 77, aa. 6-7; a. 7, ad 1.  
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can black and white, a point Thomas presupposes in comparing 
sensation and blackness in the passage from De ente quoted 
above.21 The soul itself arranges material structures as organs so 
that they might fittingly serve as means through which the soul’s 
various powers can operate effectively: “the soul constitutes 
diverse parts in the body, even as it fits them for diverse 
operations.”22 
 Gender, as its organs manifest, occurs foundationally at the 
level of the soul’s vegetative powers. These, like the powers of 
sensation, flow from the soul’s essence but find their existence 
and activity within particular bodily organs that the soul as form 
actualizes and shapes over time. As with the sensory powers, 
were the soul to leave the body the generative powers would no 
longer remain, strictly speaking. Yet unlike the sensory powers, 
the generative powers never exist and act in a way that all 
humans share; instead, roughly half of all humans possess the 
generative powers and organs that we call male, and the other 
half, those we call female. 
 The generative powers of man and woman should be 
considered, strictly speaking, “cogenerative,” since they possess 
a twofold formal object, distinguished hierarchically. As           
“-generative,” they possess the same ultimate object, namely, 
procreation of another, while as “co-”, their proximate objects 
differ by way of involving distinct sexual organs and activities, 
yet in relation with each other. The ultimate object of the 
cogenerative powers points to the unity of nature shared by 
man and woman, since another of the same species, whether 
male or female, is generated. The proximate object of the 
cogenerative powers points to the distinction within that nature 
as found in man and woman, albeit only at the level of the 
reproductive capacities. Given distinct proximate objects and 
activities of the male and female organs, pointing in turn to 
distinct powers as cogenerative in each case, the anatomical 
structures and living activities of male and female indicate that 

 
 21 See also Q. D. De Anima, a. 8, ad 16; a. 10, ad 2; a. 13, ad 6.  

 22 “anima constituat in corpore diversitatem partium, prout congruit diversis 

operationibus” (Q. D. De Anima, a. 10, ad 17).   
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one’s gender follows from one’s soul, or substantial form, since 
matter is not the kind of principle that can arrange itself in a 
determinate structure for a particular purpose. Put simply, 
distinct proximate objects, activities, and organs point to dis-
tinct (cogenerative) powers, which point to distinction 
originating from substantial form.23  
 To be sure, gender intrinsically concerns matter, for like 
sensation it involves animality and thus physicality in its 
meaning and actuality. Any argument that would reify the soul 
as distinct from the body will fail, for, as Thomas strongly 
argues and experience attests, man is not a soul clothed with a 
body.24 Integral to the soul’s essence is that it is the act of a 
body, and integral to “this soul’s” essence is that it is the act of 
“this body.”25 Hence gender is not a characteristic in or of the 
soul, as though the soul could be considered a substance in its 
own right with this particular accident. Instead, like sensation, 
gender is a characteristic of the composite substance, stemming 
from the soul. My argument concerning gender is not meant to 
emphasize the distinction between form and matter, but to 
indicate how intimately the body’s organization and 
development flow from the soul. Hence we can provisionally 
locate gender, with sensation, in the category of accidents that 
stem from form and have a share in matter: the second group 
described in chapter 6 of De ente.26 
 Further development of this account of gender can best 
occur by engaging three important objections. 
 Objection 1. The first objection is that gender and its entire 
physical development is crucially connected to particular genetic 

 
 23 Q. D. De Anima, a. 9, ad 14. This is not to say that certain forms of evolutionary 

process could not have been involved in the coming to be of the human body as we 

know it: the question of a thing’s being is distinct from that of a thing’s coming to be. 

Here the point is that one cannot account for the being of an organ that serves a power 

of the soul without invoking the soul—substantial form—as that which actualizes and 

structures matter for the sake of the composite’s activities.   

 24 STh I, q. 75, a. 4.  

 25 De Spir. creat., a. 9, ad 4. 

 26 I mean “form” here to refer to substantial form, or the soul, and not form in the 

sense of the entire intelligible structure of the essence.     



 METAPHYSICS OF GENDER 599
  

networks, and especially to the X/Y or X/X chromosome 
pattern found in the sperm and egg.27 In this light, one could 
argue that modern biology reintroduces an empirical reason for 
supporting Thomas’s view that connects gender differentiation 
with matter. In one sense, I fully agree. Yet I would argue that 
this connection confirms not that gender stems from matter 
primarily, but that matter and form are utterly proportioned to 
each other, as we now see in ways that even Thomas never 
could.28 That an X/X is needed for a girl, or an X/Y for a boy, 
are no more arguments for matter as primary cause than is the 
fact that a human sperm and egg are necessary for a human 
being at all. In any process of coming to be, artistic or natural, 
the matter requires previous disposition of some kind in order 
for the desired form to occur. While temporal priority exists in 
the material disposition (perhaps one could predict which 
gender would characterize the potential offspring if one were 
able to know in advance which of the millions of sperm would 
fertilize the egg), the actuality and character of the being itself 
originates more from the substantial form.29 
 Objection 2. The second objection to gender as stemming 
primarily from the soul is the familiar one that Thomas 
addresses in lectio 11 on book 10 of the Metaphysics.30 The 
objection states that a difference in form constitutes a difference 
in species, and since men and women obviously share the same 
species, their difference must derive fundamentally from matter. 
Even the fact that gender is primarily an attribute of the 

 
 27 See Austriaco, “The Specification of Sex/Gender." 

 28 For Thomas’s own insistence on this point, see ScG II, c. 81.  

 29 STh I, q. 76, a. 1. Here Thomas follows Aristotle, who in Physics 2.1 argues that 

while form and matter together constitute a nature, form does so primarily. Austriaco, 

“The Specification of Sex/Gender,” argues from contemporary biology that even the 

presence or absence of the Y chromosome is insufficient on its own to establish gender 

differentiation; rather, entire genetic systems are at play. Such an account points to 

substantial form as determinative, actualizing and coordinating the physical networks. 

For matter as temporally prior to form in generation, see ScG II, c. 89, esp. n. 17. 

 30 Thomas argues that a difference in form entails a difference in species in many 

places; see, for example, Super Boetium de Trinitate, q. 4, a. 2.  
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individual calls to mind matter as principle of individuation and 
of features proper to the individual as such.31  
 W. Norris Clarke, seeing the importance of the soul/body 
proportion yet wishing to avoid species-making difference, 
argues that while gender ontologically begins at the level of 
matter, it comes to characterize the soul through the soul’s 
relation to its particular body.32 As mentioned above, in chapter 
81 of book 2 of the Summa contra Gentiles and other passages 
Thomas refers to the way in which particular matter contributes 
to distinction among souls. He speaks of the diversity of souls 
that results from the “diverse commensuration of souls to 
bodies,”33 the distinction between souls “according to diversi-
fied matter,”34 and even the fact that because of their mutual 
proportion, souls “receive” from their bodies.35   
 Yet in these passages Thomas accounts, respectively, for the 
continued numerical distinction of souls after death, for distinct 
degrees of intellectual ability among human beings, and for the 
presence of certain traits in a child’s soul that resemble similar 
traits in the parent’s soul. That is, Thomas employs the notion 
of the soul’s commensuration to particular matter either to 
account for the sheer fact of numerical distinction between 
souls, or to explain variations among humans involving 
accidental differences or differences of degree within the 
workings of some power of the soul. Material disposition, for 
example, can affect the operation of one’s sensory and 
intellectual powers; it can certainly affect one’s native 
temperament, as well as other accidental characteristics. 
 Gender, though, concerns a wholly different kind of 
distinction between humans, since it involves its own powers, 
organs, activities, and purposes. The evidence does not suggest 
that, on Thomas’s principles, the particular body to which a 

 
 31 For matter as principle of individuation, see De ente, c. 2; ScG I, c. 44; Super Boet. 

De Trin., q. 5, a. 3; De Pot., q. 9, a. 1; STh I, q. 75, a. 4.  

 32 W. Norris Clarke, The One and the Many (Notre Dame: University of Notre 

Dame Press, 2001), 103-4.   

 33 ScG II, c. 81. 

 34 STh I, q. 85, a. 7, ad 3. 

 35 De Pot., q. 3, a. 9, ad 7.  
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soul is commensurated can account for the presence of such 
realities. Matter does not form itself into particular organs; the 
soul does so, for the sake of the particular powers that work 
through those organs. The position I have argued affirms the 
notion that particular souls are essentially commensurated to 
particular bodies, but claims that within this commensuration, 
gender begins at the level of the soul and is received into the 
corresponding matter, accordingly designated by the chromo- 
somal pattern. The question thus remains: how does such an 
account avoid considering man and woman as distinct species? 
 A proper response to this objection depends on correctly 
seeing the kind of power that gender is and the nature of that 
power’s function. Thomas indirectly compares the powers of 
the soul to units of a number: if one is present or absent, a 
different kind, or species, exists.36 Such powers contribute to 
the constitution of a distinct kind, like winged as opposed to 
four-legged, or feathered as opposed to scaled. The presence of 
a sixth sense, for instance, would presumably indicate a distinct 
species of human. Yet gender is not like a sixth sense, in two 
ways. First, gender posits no further power in virtue of which 
the animal’s essence is determined; rather, it concerns precisely 
the maintenance of the essence that the other powers constitute. 
Thomas notes that the generative powers are the only ones that 
intrinsically concern the good of the whole species; as oriented 
toward the species itself they cannot in themselves constitute 
new species.37 
 Second, gender concerns a cogenerative power, which, as 
such, lacks the independence proper to any of the other powers 
of the soul. Unlike other powers that exclude their contraries in 
being and in account (thus winged excludes four-legged, and 
feathered excludes scaled), gender’s nature presupposes one like 
itself and thus depends on its contrary in being and in account. 

 
 36 STh I, q. 76, a. 3; De Spir. creat., a. 3. Thomas’s exact language is usually to 

compare the different sorts of soul (vegetative, sensitive, intellective) with species of 

number, but implied here are the sets of powers that a given soul comprises for the sake 

of its nature and end. See also VIII Metaphys., lect. 3 (1722-27) for an analysis of 

different ways in which forms are like numbers. 

 37 ScG III, c. 123.  
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By way of the cogenerative relation, male is defined in terms of 
female, and vice versa. The male and female powers are distinct 
not simply in the way that the five senses are many sense 
powers, but as mutually dependent contributors to one action: 
generation. It is as though male and female constitute, at the 
reproductive level, the integral “parts” of the human essence. 
Thus, instead of holding that gender as stemming from 
substantial form would constitute a new essence, one could 
maintain that the human essence itself includes and demands 
the gender distinction as present at the level of individual form 
and matter, and originarily at the level of form, which makes 
the matter to be a “particular thing” (hoc aliquid).38 
 Objection 3. A third objection to the position that gender 
stems from the soul might take issue with the way in which I 
have described the cogenerative powers. This objection could 
claim that there is really only one reproductive power in human 
nature and that this power is capable of being manifested in two 
ways, depending on the body to which the soul is united. 
Consequently, being male or female stems rather from matter 
than from form, or soul.39  
 By way of response, it may be said that the clearest way to 
determine a multiplicity of powers is to examine the powers’ 
activities, typically revealed by distinct objects and organs.40 
Plainly, consideration of the human reproductive power reveals 
not just distinct organs, but also distinct activities and proximate 
objects: testes produce sperm while ovaries produce eggs; the 
male organs are capable of cogenerating an indefinite number of 
offspring within a nine-month period, while within the same 
time a woman’s organs can cogenerate—but also sustain and 
nourish—at most a small number of offspring. The same 
analysis reveals distinct reproductive powers even within one 
gender, most clearly in the case of woman, who possesses 

 
 38 De ente, c. 2.  

 39 In essence, Thomas holds this view: man and woman possess the reproductive 

power in more and less perfect ways, respectively, owing to physical factors. Aristotle 

details how woman’s imperfectly realized power entails her distinctive abilities in the 

generative realm (On the Generation of Animals 4.1, 2, 8). See also note 11, above.   

 40 STh I, q. 77, a. 3.  
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powers for both reproduction and sustenance of offspring. 
Because the cogenerative powers share the same ultimate object, 
namely, reproduction of another human, they can be grouped 
under one type of power, analogous to the way in which the 
five senses can be grouped under one type of power. Yet be-
cause the cogenerative powers do not share the same proximate 
object, as their organs and activities manifest, they remain 
distinct powers as co-contributors to human generation.  
 If the soul derivatively assumes one or another cogenerative 
power because of the matter primarily, does the soul in its own 
right originate a reproductive power at all? If it does not, then it 
could not be the soul of a human animal, for Thomas clearly 
maintains that all powers of the human being ultimately flow 
from the essence of the soul. If the soul does, in its own right, 
originate a reproductive power, then according to the objection 
this power would have to be a “generic” reproductive power, 
either abstracting from both male and female, or including both. 
The former alternative is incoherent within a Thomistic meta-
physics, since powers are only intelligible in light of the 
particular acts through which the powers reach their fulfillment, 
and no act corresponds to an abstract reproductive power. The 
latter alternative would mean that upon the soul’s union with 
the body, an entire set of the soul’s powers would be in 
principle denied the possibility of fulfillment. Each human 
would naturally possess built-in frustrations on the metaphysical 
level, which opposes Thomas’s thought and the majority of 
human experience.41 Being male or female, therefore, follows 

 
 41 See ScG II, c. 79 for an instance of a text in which Thomas notes that natural 

appetite cannot be in vain. Clarke, in fact, states that “the human soul in each case has 

to operate and express itself through this particular body, which allows some of its 

many potentialities to develop, others not, and some more than others. Thus a human 

soul operating in a male body just cannot conceive, bear in its womb, and give birth to a 

human child, because it has no womb with which to do so” (The One and the Many, 

103). An implicit ramification of this view is that each soul has natural potencies which 

in principle can never be actualized. It is unclear how such a scenario would be distinct 

from the situation of one born without eyes or ears. Such restrictions are of a very 

different sort from those given by mere material disposition, which prohibit some 

humans from playing professional basketball or acing IQ tests.  
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principally from one’s soul, in relation to that soul’s 
correspondingly disposed body. 
 

IV. GENDER AS REGARDS PERSON AND ESSENCE 
 
 Unlike all other features included in human nature as such, a 
particular sort of correlation exists between gender and the 
existing person. One can think of the human essence absolutely, 
in abstraction from any given human being, as comprising soul, 
body, reason, free will, sensation, growth, and reproduction—
yet reproduction in fact never exists just as such, but always by 
way of a split into the either/or displayed by the cogenerative 
powers. The human essence considered in itself includes male 
and female; only a consideration of that essence as actually 
existent entails male or female.  
 If, then, gender can be located with sensation in the category 
of accidents that stem from form but share in matter, within this 
category a real difference exists between accidents that flow 
from the nature itself, like sensation, and an accident like 
gender that flows from the nature as it exists in this or that 
individual. We saw earlier how Thomas uses similar language in 
the disputed question De Anima (a. 12, ad 7), noting that 
inseparable accidents like masculine and feminine result from 
the principles of the individual rather than those of the species. 
A brief look at Thomas’s reasoning here will indicate an 
important way in which gender can be said to follow upon 
matter. 
 From the metaphysical viewpoint, a human form must be 
joined with human matter if any powers of the soul are to 
exist.42 In one sense, soul and body are more closely connected 
than are any of the soul’s powers with the soul, or any of the 
body’s qualities with the body.43 For the soul’s relation to the 
body pertains to the soul’s very essence, while the powers are 

 
 42 Here I refer to the coming-to-be and existence of the human being in its natural 

state. Clearly, Thomas holds that after death the soul can exist with its spiritual 

powers—albeit in an incomplete manner; see De Pot., q. 3, a. 10, ad 16; De Spir. creat., 

a. 2, ad 5; STh I, q. 76, a. 1, ad 6. 

 43 See De Spir. creat., a. 2; Q. D. De Anima, a. 9.  
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distinct from the essence as “proper accidents,” or “proper-
ties.”44 Human form and matter fundamentally constitute 
human nature itself; they are the principles of the species in any 
human being.45 
 The majority of the powers flow simply from the human 
form as joined with human matter, which is to say that these 
powers are present whenever any human soul/body composite is 
present. They exist in all instances of human nature. This is 
what it means for certain powers—sensation, reason, and so 
on—to flow from the principles of the species. But one sort of 
power does not flow simply from the human form as joined 
with human matter. The cogenerative powers flow not from the 
principles of the species, but from the principles of the in-
dividual, namely, from the human soul as informing “this” 
matter: dimensive, or designated, matter, which is the principle 
of individuation.46 What distinguishes matter simply speaking 
from designated matter is that the former is the principle of 
potency to substantial form, while the latter refers to matter 
precisely as the subject of dimensive quantity, the divisibility of 
which allows for more than one instantiation of human nature.  
 To say that the cogenerative powers follow from the soul as 
informing designated matter means that these powers, unlike 
the other powers of the soul, do not characterize the human 
substance simply speaking, but that substance together with an 
accident: dimensive quantity (which includes position).47 In this 
sense, one’s gender is not as close to one’s being human in the 
first place as are the other powers of the soul. Because the 
cogenerative powers flow from the soul as joined with desig-
nated matter, they are proper, one might say, more to the 
human individual than to the human individual. Gender, there-
fore, does follow upon matter in the sense that only the soul 

 
 44 De Spir. creat., a. 2, corp., ad 4, ad 5, ad 19; a. 11; Q. D. De Anima, a. 12, ad 7; 

STh I, q. 75, proem.  

 45 STh I, q. 75, a. 7, ad 3.  

 46 De ente, c. 2; STh III, q. 77, a. 2; Super Boet. De Trin., q. 4, a. 2, corp., ad 2, ad 3; 

De Pot., q. 9, a. 2, ad 1. 

 47 STh III, q. 77, a. 2; Super Boet. De Trin., q. 4, a. 2, ad 3.  
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considered as united with “this matter”—the principle of 
individuation—originates one gender or the other.48  
 All accidents other than gender that stem primarily from the 
soul characterize the entire species. On the side of the in-
dividual, gender differs metaphysically from other possibly 
inseparable accidents inasmuch as it characterizes the being’s 
structure, activity, and purposes. Features like eye color or skin 
color are more easily called accidents (in the Porphyrean sense 
of the term) of the individual, whereas one’s gender involves the 
intrinsic structure of the individual substance through the soul’s 
powers. Thus, a sui generis inseparable accident has come to 
light as something that, metaphysically speaking, might be 
called the primary attribute of the existing person. I mean this 
not in the sense of primarily constituting what it means to be a 
person, but as what first and intrinsically follows from the pre-
supposed being of a human person, which includes rationality, 
sensation, bodiliness, and individuality.49 While gender stems 
from the soul in relation to individual matter, it is ultimately 
proper to the concretely existing composite in a way that no 
other accidental feature is. Not surprisingly, in coming to know 
another as a person (and not simply as useful to some end) the 
first thing one generally seeks to know, at least implicitly, is 
whether the person is a man or a woman. 
 If gender as regards the person is something like the primary 
attribute, with regards to the human essence it can be 
considered both a mode of the essence and a part of it. I mean 
the term “mode” here to refer to one and the same essence’s 
distinct way of existing, and not to a distinction in kind.50 

 
 48 Gender, then, accompanies matter considered precisely as divided from—and 

hence as implying the presence of—at least one other human. 

 49 "Person" is defined as an individual substance of a rational nature (STh I, q. 29, 

a. 1). 

 50 Thomas employs "mode" (modus) in a very similar way in De Pot., q. 9, a. 5, ad 

23; some other places where he indicates a related understanding of "mode" are De Pot., 

q. 9, a. 2, ad 1 and ad 6; V Metaphys., lect. 3 (783). While writing this essay I found 

that William E. May employs the notion of a mode of the human species in his 

articulation of the gender distinction. See his Sex and the Sanctity of Human Life (Front 

Royal, Va.: Christendom Press, 2004), esp. chap. 5. Edith Stein holds that gender stems 

from the soul, and sees this connection as resulting in a male and a female “species,” 
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Human nature is configured from the soul to the body so as to 
exist in two distinct ways: as male and as female. Both present 
what it is to be fully human, but both are required for the 
fullness of the human essence. To illustrate this notion it may be 
helpful to consider Thomas’s comparison of male and female 
with odd and even.51 No number exists without being odd or 
even; the nature of number intrinsically demands the odd/even 
distinction as the most immediate, consistent, and fundamental 
division of number; and the nature of number is not 
compromised by existing as odd or as even. Just as odd and 
even are each fully number, and yet each gets at something of 
number that the other does not, similarly, male and female each 
constitute an equally full participation in human nature, but the 
participation of each includes something that the other lacks 
and that can be completed only by that other. As well, odd and 
even, while not mutually relational in their being, are difficult 
to understand and articulate apart from the other, in this sense 
resembling male and female, which are mutually relational in 
their being, not to mention in their intelligibility.52 
 Thinking of male and female as distinct modes of the human 
essence (and not distinct kinds, on the one hand, or merely 
distinct instances, on the other hand), presupposes that male 
and female each bear human nature fully and equally, though in 
different ways or modalities, corresponding to the cogenerative 
distinction. Yet this very distinction shows one way in which 
human nature is limited as present in a man or in a woman, 

                                                 
both of which exist within the human species. See Stein, Essays on Woman, 187. For 

Stein, “species” here means simply a permanent, unchanging category (173). Still, to my 

mind this is a mistaken articulation, for it both opposes the usual meaning of species, 

especially in the biological realm, and suggests the sort of difference that simply 

separates the sexes without sufficiently relating them.  

 51 See X Metaphys., lect. 11 (2128). The comparison may have originated with the 

Pythagoreans, as Aristotle relates in Metaphysics 1.5.986a22-b1. 

 52 Euclid’s definitions of odd and even denote the intelligibility of odd as dependent 

on that of even (Elements, book 7, definitions 6-7). Against the Pythagoreans, Thomas 

agrees with Euclid. See note 51, above, and IV Metaphys., lect. 16 (728). 

In saying that male and female depend on each other and are mutually relational “in 

being,” I simply intend to point out that neither gender, as gender, can reach its 

fulfillment apart from the other. 
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since only both together can accomplish reproduction. Here the 
notion of “part” clarifies the manner in which gender is a mode 
of the essence. One might say that every human individual 
(Socrates, Plato, Diotima, and so on) is a part—but a part of the 
human race, not of human nature itself, which does not 
necessitate any particular person. Male and female, by contrast, 
are analogous to integral parts of the very nature, since 
correlative powers proper to the nature itself exist in both 
genders. Considering the gender distinction in such terms 
reveals the equality but also the complementarity of man and 
woman. 
 

V. THE CLASSIFICATION OF GENDER 
 
 Gender has come to light as something metaphysically 
unique, for nothing else in human nature qualifies as an attri-
bute stemming from the soul, characterizing the individual as 
such, and constituting a partial mode of the essence. This 
uniqueness relates to the fact that, as has been shown, gender 
does not fit comfortably into two classifications that Thomas 
employs in articulating attributes: the disputed question De 
Anima division of proper, inseparable, and separable accidents; 
and the fourfold division of accidents in De ente. While gender 
can be considered an inseparable accident, and a feature 
stemming from the form with a share in matter, neither of these 
notions sufficiently differentiates the metaphysical sort of thing 
that gender is. 
 Crucial here is the fact that the way in which male and 
female are “parts” of the human essence involves relationality. 
The two classifications just mentioned consider a substance as 
complete, and as bearing particular features within its com-
pleteness. The difficulty is that although in a certain sense it is 
clearly meaningful to speak of man and woman as possessing 
distinct characteristics, such an expression can tend to present 
man and woman simply as complete substances characterized by 
particular attributes. Each effort to subsume the substances as 
gendered within classifications of the sorts described attempts to 
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render the substances intelligible in their own right, this time 
taking stock of gender-related characteristics. 
 Presupposed, though, by any articulation of attributes be-
longing to man and woman as complete in themselves is the 
fundamental fact that as a procreator neither man nor woman is 
complete in the first place. My possession of human nature 
allows me to exist on my own; to possess accidents of size, 
shape, color, place, time, and position; to eat, sense, and think 
on my own. I cannot, though, produce another like myself on 
my own. Instead of articulating man and woman simply as 
distinct beings in virtue of particular sorts of features, the more 
complete expression recognizes that only human nature in its 
fullness procreates, and that this occurs through a particular 
union and relationship of mutual activity between its “parts,” 
man and woman. 
 The cogenerative relationality of the genders involves two 
aspects. On the one hand, insofar as a human possesses a nature 
with a generative power that has as its object a new being of the 
same nature—the descending relationship of parent to 
offspring—the gendered human can be considered without 
explicit reference to the correlative gender. Yet insofar as this 
human’s generative power, as cogenerative, is ordered to its 
object specifically and only through order to yet another 
object—the lateral relationship of male to female—the gendered 
human appears as an intrinsic part of the duality that alone 
constitutes the nature in its fullness and thereby continues it. 
 This analysis helps clarify the notion of man and woman as 
partial modes of the human essence. Like odd and even, man 
and woman possess distinct features; but unlike odd and even, 
man and woman’s possession of these features occurs within 
and is for the sake of a relation of union and mutual activity 
between each other. Man and woman viewed precisely as such 
are relational—and in this context, partial—modes of human 
nature. 
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VI. THE DEFINITIONS OF MALE AND FEMALE 
 
 How, then, are the genders defined? With a slight 
modification, the articulations given by Aristotle and Thomas 
suffice: the male is what cogenerates in another; the female is 
what cogenerates in itself.53 A brief examination of the defini-
tions not only reilluminates certain points clearly supposed by 
Thomas, but also emphasizes certain points that he does not 
seem to have developed. First, the verb “cogenerate” indicates 
that man and woman actively participate together in the work 
of generation and that neither is a generator on its own—which, 
in Thomas’s view, the male more nearly is.54 Second, implied in 
the notion of generation is that the generated being is like the 
parents. The cogenerative powers aim at the continuation of the 
parent species and hence could in no way constitute a new 
species. Third, the fact that male and female are defined with 
reference to each other as cogenerators indicates the rela-
tionality within one and the same nature that entails two modes. 
Man and woman, as such, differ by way of correlativity 
involving joint participation in generation, which itself illu-
minates, by working through, the characteristics proper to man 
and to woman. As relational, man and woman are not easily 
placed in classifications that presuppose distinct beings as each 
possessing, through characteristic attributes, the intelligibility of 
a complete nature. Fourth, the activities of cogenerating in 
another and in oneself, which properly distinguish man and 
woman as such, denote the formal proximate objects of the 

 
 53 Aristotle, On the Generation of Animals 1.2.716a14-15; Aquinas, VII Metaphys., 

lect. 4 (1344). Here Thomas only explicitly voices Aristotle’s definition of male; that he 

would similarly accept Aristotle’s definition of female is unclear, though there is no 

reason to think he would not. 

 The Aristotelian definitions employ the verb “generate” (generare). My use of 

“cogenerate” (perhaps ponderous) is meant not just to clarify but also to indicate a 

subtle way in which the definitions as originally articulated register a particular view of 

gender. Surely Aristotle and Thomas would not disagree that male and female are 

cogenerators, yet they understand that mutuality as founded upon the 

possession/privation distinction, which allows for male and female to be considered as 

more separate than they are. 

 54 ScG II, c. 89.  
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cogenerative powers as either male or female. These objects 
point to gender as stemming foundationally from the soul of the 
person since the powers possess distinct proximate objects, 
functions, and organs. 
 Thus far, notably, these definitions do not necessarily reveal 
anything distinctively human. Gender exists in humans insofar 
as they are animals, though it also exists most meaningfully in 
human animals insofar as human procreative activity is in-
tegrally marked by rational choice.55 By nature, the generative 
act is a human act and not just the act of a human. Thus, what is 
distinctively human in gender comes to light most manifestly in 
the “co-” dimension of the cogenerative relationship, to the 
extent that deliberation, choice, and love are integral moments 
within human sexual activity, which thus transcends merely 
instinctual limitations. The reason it is generally considered 
problematic if the sexual act fails to occur within the context of 
mutual consent is that such a scenario presents a cogenerative 
act without the “co-” aspect as distinctively human. Since the 
entire act is cogenerative, if one aspect lacks a distinctively 
human structure, so does the whole.  The generative end may 
be reached, but in a manner that has violated the very kind of 
being that is generated. 
 In a way, the distinctively human dimension is less apparent 
on the “-generative” side of sexuality, since biological processes 
may play out regardless of human intentionalities. Still, the 
presupposition of mutual love in the “co-” dimension places the 
generative dimension in a higher context than that of mere 
species continuation. The generative activity itself, that is, 
parallels the status of the human being as desirable not just on 

 
 55 This essay concerns the human animal. Still, the argument for gender as stemming 

primarily from soul could hold for some other animal species. Species with gender 

characteristics vastly different from our own, such as sequential hermaphroditism or 

parthenogenesis, ought to provoke inquiry, especially into the animal form, or soul, 

which is educed from the potency of matter and is thus tied to the contingencies of 

matter in a way the human soul is not. See De Pot., q. 3, aa. 8-11; De Spir. creat., a. 2, 

ad 8. My thanks to an anonymous reviewer for directing my attention to 

parthenogenesis. 
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account of the species, but also for its own sake.56 Just as gender 
in humans transcends its origin from the physical to the spiritual 
realm, so its activity and purpose become procreative in the 
truest sense of that word. When do we ever make or produce 
something without love as in some way the context for our 
making? We make in virtue of loving something or someone 
else, or even ourselves. In procreation we can see the highest 
form of human “making” as a natural dimension of love. In 
loving another like myself, I can procreate one like myself. 
Further, as Thomas points out, generating another like oneself 
in the case of a human being involves continued rational and 
affective dimensions beyond those of the sexual sphere, since 
the mature human only comes to be after an extensive period of 
support, nourishment, training, and education.57  
 

CONCLUSION 
 
 At this point we have reached the boundary between a 
consideration of gender simply from the structural or 
ontological level, which this essay has purported to be, and a 
consideration that reaches into the ethical, social, and psycho-
logical realms. Still, seeing man and woman as articulated above 
can help us better think about them in all aspects of life. The 
argument may also provide an angle from which to address 
philosophically some of the present social and ethical problems 
concerning gender, reproductive technology, and the family. 
From a broader anthropological and metaphysical point of 
view, the argument suggests that essence and substantial form 
be approached in light of the “category” that gender constitutes.  
How does the notion of a relational mode affect our 
understanding of an essence? How do we understand substantial 
form as originating something at the individual level? How does 
gender, as primary characteristic of the individual, reveal the 
unity of soul and body in the person? Perhaps an understanding 
of gender as a mode of the essence occurring at the individual 

 
 56 ScG III, c. 113. 

 57 Ibid. c. 122.  
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level illuminates the ordering of nature to person in human 
being. 
 There are two phenomena, visible in contemporary society, 
that might be interpreted as refuting my argument for gender as 
stemming principally from the soul. The first is sex reassign-
ment surgery (SRS); the second is the situation of intersex 
persons who, from birth, either possess elements of both 
genders, or cannot be determined accurately to be male or 
female. Concerning the first, I grant that if SRS could actually 
change one’s gender, it would be more difficult to see how 
gender stems from the soul. The fact is that while SRS can, with 
partial degrees of success, replace certain organs, it leaves the 
patient sterile.58 A defining actuality of the power at issue has 
been eliminated, such that one’s gender is not simply changed; 
it is to a great degree lost.  
 Concerning the second phenomenon, the intersex condition 
is clearly an exception among human births.59 Yet since gender 
involves a power of the soul working in and through the 
physical realm, the possibility of deficiency or abnormality 
endures, just as it does in the powers of sensation. Aside from 
the assistance of medical technologies in such cases, it is crucial 
to recall that one’s gender, though integral to the person, is 
neither the defining nor the most important aspect of the 
person.  
 Along these lines, in an expansive look at living beings 
Thomas articulates the place of gender in human life: 
 
And as among animals there is a vital activity nobler than generation, to which 
their life is principally directed; therefore the masculine sex is not in continual 
union with the feminine in perfect animals, but only at the time of coition; so 
that we may consider that through coition male and female are made one. . . . 
But man is yet further ordered to a nobler vital activity, which is to 
understand. Therefore there had to be a greater reason for the distinction of 

 
 58 See http://www.surgeryencyclopedia.com/Pa-St/Sex-Reassignment-Surgery.html; 

http://science.jrank.org/pages/6096/Sex-Change.html. Also Katrien Wierckx, et al, 

“Reproductive Wish in Transexual Men,” Human Reproduction 27 (2012): 483-87. 

 59 Leonard Sax, “How Common is Intersex? A Response to Anne Fausto-Sterling,” 

The Journal of Sex Research 39, no. 3 (2002): 174-78; Austriaco, The Specification of 

Sex/Gender, 714. 
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these two forces in man; so that the female should be produced separately 
from the male; and yet they might be fleshly joined as one for the work of 
generation.60 

 
The ultimate telos of the human being, involving the flourishing 
of a life suffused with knowledge and love, reminds us that 
relationality and fruitfulness occur in realms higher than the 
physical. If, with Aristophanes in the Symposium, one were 
tempted to picture the human being simply as a longing half, 
the passage just quoted offers a larger view. In his own way, 
Thomas calls to mind Socrates’ and Diotima’s ascent to the 
Beautiful. 

 
 60 STh I, q. 92, a. 1. Translation adapted from the Dominican Fathers (New York: 

Benziger Bros., Inc., 1947). 
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N ONE OF THE MORE colorful incidents recorded in 
philosophical biography, on October 15, 1634, Descartes 
fathered a child with a maid named Helena Jans.1 He made 

notations that day predicting the conception of a child as a 
result of the act, and nine months later his daughter Francine 
was born. His adventure in biological experimentation had a 
lasting personal significance, and the untimely death of Francine 
at the age of five proved to be a cause of great sorrow for her 
devoted father.2 In the Third Meditation, Descartes says that 
parental efficient causality is limited to the production of the 
body. He writes that “insofar as I am a thinking thing, [my 
parents] did not even make me; they merely placed certain 
dispositions in the matter which I have always regarded as 
containing me, or rather my mind, for that is all I now take 
myself to be.”3 In this way, the personal significance of his 
fathering Francine lacks theoretical support in his writings. He 
was merely one of two biological contributors to Francine’s 

 

 1 A. C. Grayling, Descartes: The Life and Times of a Genius (New York: Walker 

Publishing Co., 2006), 149-50. 

 2 Ibid., 153. 

 3 Meditations on First Philosophy, in The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, vol. 2, 

trans. John Cottingham, Robert Stoothoff, and Dugald Murdoch (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1984), 35. 
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impersonal biology. In what follows, I wish to overcome this 
dualism of the personal and the biological and to spell out the 
personal and composite meaning of human sexual reproduction 
and, in doing so, explain why we are justified in speaking of 
human sexual reproduction in personal terms as procreation.  
 The two interrelated beliefs that denigrate the significance of 
human sexual reproduction are (1) thinking of human biology 
in impersonal terms and (2) thinking that parents are the cause 
of the body and not the soul.4 I argue that, rightly understood, 
human biology and divine creation in fact enrich the personal 
significance of parental causality. In making my case, I restrict 
my consideration to the meaning of sexual reproduction. I do 
not discuss the meaning of sexuality in its own right, nor do I 
discuss related topics such as love and marriage. Looking at 
reproduction, I cast a backward glance at the sexual act that led 
to it. While reproduction has ethical ramifications, I limit this 
article to an investigation of its intrinsic meaning as an issue for 
philosophical anthropology: What is distinctive about human 
sexual reproduction that warrants us calling it “procreation”?5 

 

 4 In a footnote to a text originally published in 1927, Dietrich von Hildebrand links 

these two challenges to the personal meaning of human reproduction. He writes that the 

personal meaning of procreation “is not affected by the fact that only in his body is man 

the product of union between the semen and ovum; the soul, on the contrary, is always 

God’s immediate creation. For it remains true that the parents procreate a human body 

destined for the most intimate union with an immortal soul, and from which it actually 

receives its ‘form’ (anima forma corporis; the soul is the form of the body).” See In 

Defence of Purity: An Analysis of the Catholic Ideals of Purity and Virginity (New York, 

Sheed and Ward, 1935), 26. In the present article I aim to spell out a solution to the 

apparent draining of parental causality that comes from biology on the one hand and 

the immediate creation of the soul on the other hand.  

 5 Among contemporary authors, I have benefitted especially from reflections on the 

nature of the human person by Kenneth Schmitz, Leon Kass, and Robert Sokolowski. 

See Kenneth Schmitz, The Texture of Being: Essays in First Philosophy, ed. Paul 

O’Herron (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2007); idem, 

Person and Psyche (Washington, D.C.: The Institute for the Psychological Sciences Press, 

2009); Leon Kass, The Hungry Soul: Eating and the Perfecting of Our Nature (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1999); Robert Sokolowski, Christian Faith and Human 

Understanding: Studies on the Eucharist, Trinity, and the Human Person (Washington, 

D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2006); and idem, Phenomenology of 

the Human Person (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008). My own 
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 Saint Thomas Aquinas provides the backdrop to this project. 
He expresses the personal significance of the body in meta-
physical terms: 
 
Having more potentiality than other intellectual substances, the human soul is 
so close to matter that a material reality is induced to share its own being, so 
that from soul and body there results one being in the one composite, though 
this being, as belonging to the soul, does not depend on the body.6 

 
Because the intellectual soul is the substantial form of the body, 
it virtually contains within it animal powers of perception and 
animate powers of metabolism and reproduction. By conse-
quence, even metabolism and sexual reproduction are, in the 
case of human beings, expressions of the one intellective soul. 
In a word, they are personal. Aquinas has the right principles 
for this topic; my effort here is to develop their concrete 
employment in a genuinely personalistic way (prescinding from 
purely historical questions concerning Aquinas’s thought).7 
 In approaching the issue, I assume four theses: the human 
being is a composite of soul and body;8 the spiritual soul is the 
form of the body (hylomorphism);9 the person is an intelligent 
and free being with spiritual significance;10 the human soul, 
being immaterial and subsistent, must be created by God 
alone.11 In light of these principles, I pose two questions: (1) 
Granting the first three theses what is the personal significance 
of the biology of human reproduction? (2) Granting all four 

                                                           

contribution to the conversation can be found in Chad Engelland, “Unmasking the 

Person,” International Philosophical Quarterly 50 (2010): 447-60, “Heidegger and the 

Human Difference,” Journal of the American Philosophical Association 1 (2015): 

175-93; and Ostension: Word Learning and the Embodied Mind (Cambridge, Mass.: 

MIT Press, 2014). 

 6 On Being and Essence, c. 4 (trans. Armand Maurer [2d ed.; Toronto: Pontifical 

Institute of Medieval Studies, 1968] 59); emphasis added. 

 7 He sensibly followed the best science of his day, although its limitations led him to 

misconstrue the division of labor in parental causality. Modern science has given us a 

more detailed understanding of what is involved in sexual reproduction. 

 8 STh I, q. 75, a. 4. 

 9 STh I, q. 76, aa. 1 and 4. 

 10 STh I, q. 29, a. 3. 

 11 STh I, q. 118, a. 2. 
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theses, what is the personal significance of parental efficient 
causality? 

 I argue in sections I-III of this article that the sexual act is 
best construed along personal lines as an “invitation” to new life 
and that the sex cells from the respective mother and father are 
as it were “ambassadors” or “delegates” that naturally bear this 
meaning in virtue of their causal powers. In sections IV-VI, I 
argue that even though God alone can create a spiritual soul, 
human parents do not just cause their offspring’s body to be. 
Rather they are the cause of the whole person, because their 
reproductive causality naturally avails itself of God’s creative 
completion of their act.  
 

I. THE SEXUAL ACT AS AN INVITATION TO MOTHERHOOD AND 

FATHERHOOD 
 
 The sexual act has a unique kind of causality, which 
distinguishes it from other modes of efficient causality, for two 
reasons. First, the sexual act and the coming-to-be of a child are 
in fact separate events. Authoring a book and a book’s being 
authored, making a cake and a cake’s being made are single 
events analyzable into a causing and a being caused, but having 
sex and a child’s coming-to-be are temporally distinct events. 
David Hume’s analysis of efficient causality in terms of two 
events customarily conjoined has limited applicability here, for 
we do genuinely have two temporally distinct events. But of 
course even here Hume is wrong, for the two events are in fact 
causally linked. In the sexual act, the parents afford the occa-
sion for a child to come to be. They are consequently re-
sponsible for the coming-to-be of the child. A second difference 
emerges here. What the would-be parents directly cause is a 
possibility: had they not had sex it would have been impossible 
for a child to come to be, impossible for them to become 
mother and father to the same child. In having sex, they make 
possible this entwined reality: the advent of a child and the 
assignment of the personal roles, mother and father. But this 
possibility in no way entails actuality. The coming-to-be of the 
child rests on factors extrinsic to their decision to engage in the 
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sexual act and is therefore not, strictly speaking, within their 
determining power. The woman’s cycle and the man’s sperm 
count are just two such factors. In having sex, the would-be 
parents dispose themselves to the possibility of a new life 
coming to be, a new life that would make them mother and 
father to the same child. They perform an action that makes 
possible the coming-to-be of a child.  
 I propose calling this making possible an “invitation,” to 
make manifest the latent personal meaning of the act whereby 
the would-be parents dispose themselves to the possibility of 
their child’s coming-to-be.12 We speak in personal terms of 
inviting people to a wedding party, a birthday party, or a dinner 
party. In issuing the invitation, the hosts ask someone to be 
their guest at some celebratory event, which typically celebrates 
the communion of persons in one way or another. Issuing the 
invitation makes it possible for those invited to become guests, 
but this making-possible does not make-actual; it does not lie 
within the power of the host to decide who will attend, only to 
decide who may attend. Analogously, would-be parents become 
would-be hosts by engaging in the sexual act which in effect 
issues an invitation to a would-be child, whether or not it is 
accepted. Of course, unlike an ordinary invitation, what is 
proposed is not an issue of place alone (“please come to our 
home from yours”). What is proposed is rather the coming-to-
be of a person, substance and all: please come to be in our 
home. The invitation is extended simultaneously to (a) the child 

 

 12 The application of the personal term “invitation” in this sphere is suggested by 

two related observations by Karol Wojtyla. First, he thinks people should be mindful 

that the sexual act involves “potential parenthood.” Second, he says that the child, 

coming to be, is admitted by the parents into the family: “In any event, the parents, who 

are deeply aware that the child belongs to them, also from the first moment accept the 

child into their personal community as a new subject of this relationship and this 

communio that allows people to mutually give themselves, give their humanity, to one 

another in a most intimate way.” See “Parenthood as a Community of Persons,” in 

Person and Community: Selected Essays, trans. Theresa Sandok, O.S.M. (New York: 

Peter Lang, 2008), 331 and 333, respectively. The concept of invitation allows us to 

connect these two points: engaging in sex issues an invitation to a child to come to be as 

a member of one’s family. 
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that may come to be and (b) the mother and the father of the 
child that may come to be. 
 With respect to the first, the act itself, regardless of one’s 
intention in engaging in it, invites new life to come to be as its 
natural result. Just as it is in a host’s power to invite someone to 
a party but not in his power to determine whether the person 
will in fact come, so it is not in the power of the would-be 
parents to determine whether a new person will in fact come to 
be as the result of the sexual act. Nevertheless, an invitation is 
an invitation in virtue of its being extended, not in virtue of its 
being accepted. Nor does issuing an invitation necessarily mean 
that we want it accepted. There are various sorts of invitations 
we might feel socially obliged to make, for example to an 
obnoxious boss or boorish relatives. Though we issue such in-
vitations we might hope they are not accepted. At the same 
time, in those cases in which they are accepted we have to 
acknowledge that the recipients were invited, however insin-
cerely. Invitations exercise a causality in virtue of being offered, 
not in virtue of the intentions behind the offering.13 The 
seventeen-year-old St. Augustine and his unnamed lover found 
themselves parents to Adeodatus “contrary to their intention.”14 
They invited new life by freely engaging in the act, not by 
means of the intention that led them to engage in the act.  

 

 13 On the difference between the intrinsic meaning of an act and the motive for 

performing it, see G. E. M. Anscombe, who writes, “We always need to distinguish the 

intention embodied in an action from the further intention with which the action is 

done; I am here concerned only with the former. Whatever ulterior intentions you may 

or may not have, the question first arises: what intention is inherent in the action you 

are actually performing?” (“You Can Have Sex without Children: Christianity and the 

New Offer,” in Ethics, Religion and Politics: Collected Philosophical Papers, vol. 3 

[Oxford: Blackwell, 1991], 86). Anscombe’s distinction is a restatement of the Platonic 

rejoinder to Thrasymachus in the Republic: whatever the motive of the ruler, the 

intrinsic meaning of ruling is the good of the ruled. 

 14 Augustine, Confessions 4.2.2 (trans. Henry Chadwick [Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1991]): “With her I learnt by direct experience how wide a difference there is 

between the partnership of marriage entered into for the sake of having a family and the 

mutual consent of those whose love is a matter of physical sex, and for whom the birth 

of a child is contrary to their intention [contra uotum]—even though, if offspring arrive, 

they compel their parents to love them.” 
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 The couple issues the invitation to a potential offspring and 
simultaneously they issue an invitation to each other: the man 
invites the woman to be the mother of the invited child and 
reciprocally the woman invites the man to be the father of the 
invited child.15 The roles “father” and “mother” are relative 
terms. No one is a father in general but always a father to 
someone in particular. Thus, each time another child comes to 
be, one becomes a father or a mother afresh. Each child gives us 
our fatherhood or motherhood again. Consequently, the advent 
of each child further entwines the personal identities of the 
father and mother, and familial roles are irrevocable. One can 
always end a friendship; neighbors can move away; and co-
workers can retire or find employment elsewhere. But familial 
roles are enduring: once one is a mother one cannot cease to be 
one, even if one’s child should die.16 Thus the invitation offers 
to the man and the woman something personal and lasting. 
Aristotle notes that the child is a good common to each, but this 
is not specific enough.17 The child is not just a common good; 
he or she is a personal good that establishes lasting reciprocal 
roles between the mother and the father.  
 To invite another to participate in human life and to invite 
another to participate with one in rearing that life constitutes a 
radical celebration of and affirmation of the goodness of life. It 
is, in this respect, very much like inviting someone to a party. 
Human life, as Aristotle observed, is different from mere animal 
association, because it is constituted by shared beliefs about the 

 

 15 Wojtyla regards the reciprocity as central: “The very essence of this social and 

communal system (this communio personarum) lies in the fact that the man’s fatherhood 

always occurs through the woman’s motherhood and, vice versa, the woman’s 

motherhood through the man’s fatherhood” (“Parenthood as a Community of Persons,” 

330). 

 16 Wojtyla thinks that with the advent of a child, the parents “acquire a new property 

and a new state,” and he describes this as “a new dimension, a new qualification, in their 

personal and social life” (“Parenthood as a Community of Persons,” 329-30). 

 17 Nicomachean Ethics 8.12.1162a27-29 (trans. W. D. Ross, rev. J. O. Urmson, in 

The Complete Works of Aristotle, ed. Jonathan Barnes [Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 

University Press, 1984]): “And children seem to be a bond of union (which is the reason 

why childless people part more easily); for children are a good common to both and 

what is common holds them together.” 
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world rooted in the power of speech to represent.18 To bring up 
a child is not simply a matter of helping the child successfully to 
navigate his or her biological environment; to bring up a child 
entails immersing the child in a personal world with a given 
language, a given culture, and beliefs about what is right, holy, 
and good. To invite a child to come to be is to affirm human 
life but also the particularity of the human life one enjoys and 
can share, jubilantly, with one’s offspring. Naturally, there is 
much about any given person’s situation that is not cause for 
celebration; still, to reproduce is to affirm the essential 
goodness of one’s way of life, despite, or even in the face of, 
one’s undesirable but accidental conditions. The man and 
woman, by issuing an invitation to new life and thereby to each 
other as father and mother, at the same time affirm not only the 
physical desirability of each other but also the goodness of each 
other’s way of life and the principles that guide it. The would-
be father says in effect: I affirm not only the maternal capacities 
of your body but the essentials of your human way of life; the 
would-be mother says in effect: I affirm not only the paternal 
capacities of your body but the essentials of your human way of 
life. I want to share that way of life with you and whatever 
children may come to be. 
 When someone sends out an invitation to a party, the would-
be host means that the recipient is welcome to attend; the 
arrival of the guest, of course, calls for the host to marshal his 
or her resources to make the guest feel at home: mi casa es su 
casa.19 It is possible, then, to distinguish the act of issuing an 
invitation from the act of welcoming the one invited. Hans 
Jonas approaches the relation between the issuance of the 
invitation and the reception of the child with considerable 
sobriety: “The radical insufficiency of the begotten as such 
carries with it the mandate to the begetters to avert its sinking 
back into nothing and to tend its further becoming. The pledge 

 

 18 Aristotle, Politics 1.2.1253a9-18. 

 19 On the activity of reception, see Gabriel Marcel, The Mystery of Being, vol. 1, 

Reflection and Mystery, trans. G. S. Fraser (South Bend, Ind.: St. Augustine’s Press, 

2001), 118. 
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thereto was implicit in the act of generation.”20 Issuing an 
invitation promises that the invitee will be welcomed. 
 What about the uninvited guest? An authentic reception 
implies that although the guest was not invited he or she is 
welcome; the factual lack of an invitation has the status of an 
accident or oversight. For example, Agathon tells Socrates’ 
uninvited companion in the Symposium, 
 
Welcome, Aristodemus! What perfect timing! You’re just in time for dinner! I 
hope you’re not here for any other reason—if you are, forget it. I looked all 
over for you yesterday, so I could invite you, but I couldn’t find you 
anywhere.21  

 
The welcomed guest is implicitly invited whether or not an 
invitation was issued or received. One in fact only insists on 
having received an invitation when one is made to feel un-
welcome by the gatekeepers to the affair. In the case of adop-
tion, the adoptive parents invite a child to come and live with 
them and they accept responsibility for that child’s well-being. 
The child already came to be thanks to the invitation of the 
natural parents; here the adoptive parents fulfill the natural 
meaning of the act whereby the child came to be by affirming 
that the child is welcome to be. Their welcome, like Agathon’s 
welcome of Aristodemus, ratifies the invitation issued by 
someone else: We would have invited you to be had we been 
able to, and we are terribly glad you have been invited to be by 
someone else. 
 One might wonder why only the human sexual act, and not 
all animal sexual acts in general, should be described as an 
invitation. After all, I have emphasized that the act solicits new 
life quite independently of the intentions of the participants. 
Why not acknowledge that kangaroos and chimpanzees equally 
“invite” new life? The reason is twofold. First, only in the case 

 

 20 Hans Jonas, The Imperative of Responsibility: In Search of an Ethics for the 

Technological Age (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1984), 134; emphasis added. 

 21 Plato, Symposium 174e (trans. Alexander Nehamas and Paul Woodruff, in Plato: 

Complete Works, ed. John M. Cooper [Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett Publishing Company, 

1997]). 
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of a human reproduction is the invitation addressed to another 
person. Invitations to parties are addressed to people. An 
invitation offers itself to a free being who is subsequently free to 
accept or decline. It is true that, in the case of human 
reproduction, the invitee does not decide for himself or herself 
whether to accept; however, in the course of his or her life, the 
child can after the fact second the acceptance of the invitation 
and thank his or her parents for welcoming him or her into the 
world. Furthermore, only in the case of human reproduction is 
the invitation issued by a human person, who, knowing the 
basics of the birds and the bees, can accept the natural meaning 
of the act as constituting a kind of invitation.22 Only the human 
person has an intellect and will, so only the human person can 
know the meaning of an act and will it accordingly.  
 

II. THE SPERM AND THE EGG AS AMBASSADORS WITH 

DELEGATED AUTHORITY 
 
 Even on the biological level, there is a reciprocal causality 
between the man and woman at work. The sperm at ejaculation 
are not yet capable of fertilizing an egg; they have to spend time 
within the female’s reproductive tract in order for capacitation 
to occur. The sperm need the female environment in order for 
their biological potentiality to be activated. Similarly, the egg of 
the female is in an arrested state of development, but, as soon as 
one sperm penetrates it, there is egg activation. Among other 
things, a sudden release of free calcium brings about the 
completion of the second meiotic division in the egg, making 
half its genetic code ready to be united with the genetic code 

 

 22 Richard Dawkins accepts the same facts but draws a different conclusion: We 

humans are the only animals in a position to know what our selfish genes are up to, the 

only ones able to frustrate their designs by using contraception (see The Selfish Gene: 

30th Anniversary Edition [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006], 332). Here, I work 

out a different way to highlight what is uniquely human: the ability to understand and 

freely deploy the process whereby the circle of human persons is widened. 
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from the sperm; the extra other half will in time degenerate.23 
On the biological level, then, there is a causal reciprocity 
between the man and woman: the sperm need the woman’s 
environment to be capacitated, and the egg needs the man’s 
sperm to be activated. Together, the man’s sperm and the 
woman’s egg can and do bring about new human life, but the 
causal capacities they enjoy (and not just their exercise) are 
enabled by the presence of one to the other. The reciprocity 
between man and woman that plays out on the biological level 
mirrors the reciprocity that plays out on the personal level in 
which each invites the other to be parent to the same child.  
 In view of the hylomorphic unity of the human person, I 
propose we regard human biology in personal terms, and to do 
so, I would like to take a page from Plato’s Republic, and 
propose the fittingness of political terms for shedding light on 
the personal. In political terms, ambassadors are freely sent by 
proper authorities from one country to another where they are 
appropriately received as representatives of their native coun-
tries. They are not just from their native country; they are 
empowered to act in its name. Analogously, the sperm act as the 
representatives or ambassadors of the man on the biological 
level, and, in turn, the egg acts as the representative or 
ambassador of the woman on the biological level. Just as the 
ambassador of a nation acts with the authority of the nation as a 
whole, so the sperm and the egg are authorized to act with the 
authority of the man and of the woman. The sperm and the egg 
are naturally sent to meet one another, and if and when they 
do, their meeting bears with it the personal intention of each 
parent as embodied in the sexual act itself. The sperm and the 
egg represent the personal act in the biological realm. Sperm 
capacitation names the fact that an ambassador is only an 
ambassador when received into a foreign country in which it is 
empowered to act; ambassadors have no power to represent 
when they are in their home country or when they are 

 

 23 The biological details in this paragraph are taken from Richard E. Jones and 

Kristin H. Lopez, Human Reproductive Biology, 4th ed. (Amsterdam: Academic Press, 

2014), 163-69.  
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somewhere other than where they have been empowered to act. 
Similarly, egg activation would name the fact that the presence 
of an ambassador instigates the authorization of someone to 
receive him. The reciprocity on the biological level reflects the 
reciprocity on the personal. The ability to become a father is 
itself a gift from a woman to a man and the ability to become a 
mother is itself a gift from a man to a woman. 
 The sperm and the egg, as reciprocally enabled ambassadors, 
are authorized in virtue of being sent one to the other to bring 
about a new human person. They bear the invitation issued by 
the parents. Their meeting and fusion brings about a new 
human substance that exceeds the capacities of either the sperm 
or the egg on its own and that amounts to something more than 
the mere merging of their causal capacities; together they bring 
about a new human person that will, given the appropriate 
conditions, come to exercise all the capacities inherent in the 
human nature he or she enjoys. Neither the sperm nor the egg is 
a human person—they are ambassadors of human persons—but 
the being they are empowered to bring about is a human 
person. The result of their fusion is not just another organism 
but another person. As both Aristotle and Levinas point out, the 
child is “a second self” to the parents.24 Just as friendship 
widens one’s own self by adopting the good of another as one’s 
own, so parenting, brought about through the causality of the 
sperm and egg uniting, widens one’s own selfhood by 
identifying another’s good as one’s own by virtue of having 
caused him or her to be. This new self that comes to be comes 
to be thanks to the personal powers harbored by the sperm and 
the egg.  
 To spell out the analogy a little more, we may consider the 
way the international space station came about (to simplify 

 

 24 Aristotle writes, “Parents, then, love their children as themselves (for their issue 

are by virtue of their separate existence a sort of other selves)” (Nicomachean Ethics 

8.12.1161b27-29). Emmanuel Levinas writes, “Paternity is a relation with a stranger 

who while being Other . . . is me, a relation of the I with a self which yet is not me. In 

this ‘I am’ being is no longer Eleatic unity. In existing itself there is a multiplicity and a 

transcendence” (Totality and Infinity, trans. Alphonso Lingis [Pittsburgh: Duquesne 

University Press, 1969], 277). 
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things, we will reduce the participating counties to two, the 
United States and Russia). Vice President Al Gore, representing 
the United States, and Prime Minister Viktor S. Chernomyrdin, 
representing Russia, together established something new, inde-
pendent of either country: a joint international space station.25 
They could do so because they had the power to act in the name 
of the whole. The biological ambassadors of the man and the 
woman similarly sent together bring about something new that 
is independent of either parent. The difference is that this new 
life is more than a new joint operation; it is more like a new 
country, capable, in time, of dispatching its own representatives. 
 The personal causality enjoyed by the sex cell works quite 
independently of the purposes of the people involved. The cells 
are authorized in virtue of being sent, whatever the reason may 
have been that they were sent. Suppose a married couple 
celebrating a recent promotion unintentionally gets drunk. 
While intoxicated, they have sex and later discover that the act 
led to the conception of a child. They did not intend to have a 
child, for they did not even set out to have sex. Whatever their 
intention might have been, however, they engaged in the kind 
of activity whose natural meaningfulness constitutes an 
invitation to new life. They still dispatched their biological 
ambassadors to form, if possible, a new human life. They are 
still assigned the personal roles of mother and father to a new 
child thanks, in part, to the causality operative on the biological 
level. Because the human being as a whole is personal, 
biological activity is personal even apart from an explicit 
purpose designed to make it so. No matter the specific purposes 
of the agents, the act they engage in issues an invitation that 
may or may not be accepted. The biological ambassadors are 
authorized to act simply in virtue of being sent. 
 
 
 
 

 

 25 See Richard Berke, “Gore Signs Pacts in Moscow on Joint Shuttle Crews and Oil 

and Gas,” New York Times, Dec. 17, 1993. 
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III. A NOTE ON ANTHROPOMORPHISM 
 
 We may be tempted to regard such terms as “ambassador” 
and “delegate” as anthropomorphic and so out of place in the 
realm of biology, but it must be remembered that our subject is 
none other than the anthropos, the human person, on various 
levels; there can be no such thing as a misplaced anthropo-
morphism. Of course, other perils remain for such a speculative 
endeavor. There can be a part-whole fallacy in which the 
properties of the whole are ascribed to a part—an Olympian 
can be a good runner, but the fingernail of an Olympian cannot 
be. In this case, the sex cell has different powers from the whole 
that produced it; it cannot do addition or subtraction, for 
example. It can, however, uniquely accomplish a deeply 
personal deed: human generation. The power of the whole 
person to reproduce is instantiated in precisely this part. 
Therefore, to regard sex cells in personal terms is not to fall 
prey to the part-whole fallacy. 
 The behavior of an American tourist in Italy might reflect 
favorably or poorly on America, but the tourist is not capable of 
acting in the name of America. The American ambassador in 
Italy, by contrast, is not just a citizen but a representative, who 
can exercise genuine causality and can be received as such. The 
sex cell, like the ambassador and unlike the tourist, can 
represent each person to the other, can exercise causality in the 
name of the would-be parent. A piece of hair might be taken as 
a token of a person and treasured accordingly. A fingerprint or 
drop of blood might serve as a trace of someone. These are 
pieces that indicate someone but do not represent someone. But 
the sex cells are not only traces of someone. They are causally 
efficacious in a particular way insofar as they are geared in their 
natures to bringing about a new human person. They therefore 
differ from other cells dispatched into the world. They are 
ambassadors rather than tourists. 
 Why do we resist the application of personal terms to human 
biology? Why does it seem unscientific to do so? The answer, I 
submit, is that we are captivated by the Cartesian idea of nature 
as res extensa. According to Descartes, an animal works in 
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virtue of the mechanical forces in play; there is no need to posit 
a soul as animating principle. Neuroscientist Antonio Damasio 
thus bemoans the fact that Descartes “persuaded biologists to 
adopt, to this day, clockwork mechanics as a model for life 
processes.”26 The geneticist Richard Lewontin says that 
Descartes’ clock metaphor informs “the entire body of modern 
science.”27 Under the spell of Descartes, we think we are being 
scientific when we regard human biology in impersonal, 
mechanical terms that are species-neutral.28 Granting that such 
an approach can uncover valuable information about how 
human biology works, it is nonetheless the case that such an 
approach leaves out what is most important. If we want to 
understand human biology as human biology we cannot bracket 
the specifically human; we cannot leave out the world of 
persons. Of course, we might not want to count the application 
of personal terms to human biology as a contribution to modern 
biology, which seems methodologically committed to Cartesian 
principles; instead we can count it as a contribution to the 
philosophical understanding of what it means to be human. 
 

IV. ORIGINS OF THE WHOLE OFFSPRING 
 
 Aristotle saw that parents and the divine operate in an allied 
manner:  
 
The friendship of children to parents, and of men to gods, is a relation to 
them as to something good and superior; for they have conferred the greatest 
benefits, since they are the causes of their being and of their nourishment, and 
of their education from their birth.29 

 

 

 26 Antonio Damasio, Descartes’ Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain (New 

York: A Grosset/Putnam Book, 1994), 248.  

 27 Richard Lewontin, The Triple Helix: Gene, Organism, and Environment 

(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2000), 3. 

 28 See Leon Kass, “The Permanent Limitations of Biology,” in Life, Liberty and the 

Defense of Dignity: The Challenge for Bioethics (San Francisco: Encounter Books, 

2002). 

 29 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 8.12.1162a4-8. 
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When we move from a pagan to a specifically theistic 
conception of the divine, this joint responsibility remains. God 
the Creator does not dilute parental causality; he enhances it. 
The parents operate together with the creator to be responsible 
for the whole human child. The contribution of the parents 
must be considered in personal terms; the parents do not just 
cause the body to be, for they are the cause of the whole human 
being. What is needed here is a way of thinking about the 
interface of the human and divine contribution in the genesis of 
another human person. Naturally, the causality of any 
secondary cause is due to the primary cause; the causality that 
belongs to human parents does not compete with divine 
causality. The question is not how a secondary cause and a 
primary cause can be the cause of the same effect, but rather 
how something that can be accomplished on the level of 
secondary causality interfaces with something that can occur 
only on the primary level. How does something God can as it 
were delegate become one with an act that cannot be so 
delegated? 
 On this question, Karl Rahner and Norris Clarke each see 
part of the truth. Rahner, emphasizing God’s transcendent 
causality as sustainer of existence, denies any difference between 
the process whereby a person comes to be and the process 
whereby any other animal comes to be. The difference, rather, 
lies in the term of the production. Robert North ably 
summarizes Rahner’s views as follows: 
 
The parents produce a human being. And God produces the human being. 
Each exerts the causality of its own order. . . . God is truly and immediately 
the creator of the human “soul” or life-principle of the living being. Essentially 
his activity here is the same as in his production of new animal or inorganic 
being; but the special term “creation” is applied because of the dignity of its 
end product.30 

 
The parents, on this view, are the secondary causes of the whole 
human being without remainder. 

 

 30 Robert North, Teilhard and the Creation of the Soul (Milwaukee: The Bruce 

Publishing Company, 1967), 239. Rahner wrote the forward to the book. 
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 Clarke recoils before Rahner’s suggestion, because he thinks 
it undermines the spiritual character of the human person and 
because it suggests that human parents, hours or in fact days 
after having sex, are causing to be another human person even 
though they may be sleeping, golfing, or watching television, 
and he finds this unseemly. Instead, Clarke proposes that 
parents cause the body alone: 
 
Now the production of a new human child, endowed with an immortal 
spiritual soul, is the direct collaboration of both earth and heaven: of earth 
through the body that the parents have prepared as the highest point of the 
evolutionary thrust of the material world coming up from below; of heaven by 
the direct, loving collaboration of the Creator himself, introducing the realm 
of spirit into matter in this most unique of all creatures, an embodied spirit.31 

 
 Clarke is right that Rahner compromises the specific char-
acter of the human person in assimilating its mode of pro-
duction to any other event in creation. But Clarke is wrong on 
two counts. First, he neglects the specific character of human 
reproduction as an invitation. The personal intention of the 
invitation occurs when it is issued, not when it is accepted, so it 
is not at all unseemly that the parents should be oblivious to the 
precise moment of its acceptance. 
 Second, parental causality must somehow be extended to the 
whole child, and this for several reasons. First, as Aquinas says, 
“God works in things in such a manner that things have their 
proper operation.”32 But the proper operation of all living 
beings includes the ability to reproduce their own kind. If 
people cannot reproduce people, they lack an operation proper 
to living beings.33 On Clarke’s view, human parents would 

 

 31 W. Norris Clarke, S.J., “The Immediate Creation of the Human Soul by God: 

Some Contemporary Challenges,” in idem, The Creative Retrieval of Saint Thomas 

Aquinas: Essays in Thomistic Philosophy, Old and New (New York: Fordham University 

Press, 2009), 180. 

 32 STh I, q. 105, a. 5 (trans. English Dominican Fathers [New York: Benzinger 

Brothers, 1947]). 

 33 Aquinas calls the parental contribution the dispositive cause, which is completed 

by God as the perfective cause, who alone can generate the immaterial human 

intellect.  Parents not only dispose matter to receive the rational soul but in doing so 
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exercise less causality for their offspring than would pigs for 
their piglets, because the boar and sow are not just the cause of 
the piglet’s body but of the animating principle of the body as 
well. Second, a living body does not exist independently of its 
living form or soul. Therefore, parents can only cause the flesh 
on the condition that God simultaneously creates a human spirit 
to animate it, and, ordinarily God creates a human spirit to 
animate a body only on the condition that human parents are 
making their contribution.34 Since God and the parents both 
provide necessary conditions for human generation, the child 
that comes to be owes its undivided existence both to God and 
to his or her parents. Third, the responsibility and authority to 
educate offspring is a direct consequence of the causality of the 
parents in the act of procreation. The responsibility and 
authority to educate extends to spiritual matters (parents do not 
only provide physical necessities; they should introduce the 
true, the good, and the beautiful). Therefore, their causality 
must extend to the whole human person. Fourth, with the 
advent of the child, the issuers of the invitation become a father 
and a mother, two of the most significant personal roles one can 
enjoy; these roles, as we have seen, are relative, insofar as one is 
mother to a particular child, but this relativity must be 
grounded in the personhood of the offspring. Parents are not, as 
it were, foster parents of the human persons that are their 
children; they enjoy the personal roles of father and mother 
because they are the father and mother of the whole human 
person that comes to be. For all these reasons, parental causality 

                                                           

they transmit human nature to their offspring: “the semen by its own power transmits 

the human nature from parent to child.”  See STh I, q. 118, a. 2, ad 4; and STh I-II, 

q. 81, a. 1, ad 1 (trans. English Dominican Fathers [New York: Benzinger Brothers, 

1947]), respectively.  For the distinction between dispositive and perfective efficient 

causality, see II Phys., lect. 5 (Commentary on the Physics of Aristotle, trans Richard J. 

Blackwell, Richard J. Spath, and W. Edmund Thirlkel [New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 1963], §180). In what follows, I underscore the invitational character 

of dispositive causality, the ordinariness of God's creative completion of it, and the unity 

of the dispositive and perfective causes in the effect produced.  It is in this way that 

parents, as dispositive causes, are responsible for the coming to be of the whole child. 

 34 God could of course create a human being independent of other human beings, 

but ordinarily he does not do so. 
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in reproduction must somehow extend to the whole person, 
spirit included. 
 
V. THE ORDINARY PRIMARY COMPLETION OF A SECONDARY ACT 
 
 Imagine that two brothers, Noah and Isaac, are in the woods 
and a bear begins to attack Isaac. Noah swings his gun around, 
aims, and shoots the bear dead. Isaac thanks him for killing the 
bear and saving his life. Noah replies, “I did not kill the bear, 
for that was beyond my power. Rather, the gun killed the bear.” 
Isaac would think he was not taking the credit that was due 
him, for he is the one who wielded the gun, aimed, and fired; 
without him, the bear would not have died. Analogously, we 
can say that the human parents are causes of the whole human 
being even though God alone creates the immaterial human 
spirit, for the parents avail themselves of God’s creative 
completion of the invitation they issue. The parents are able to 
make use of a power greater than their natural power in such a 
way that they are still the agents of the act, just as the hunter is 
still the agent when he fires a gun. God takes up and completes 
the contributions of the human parents. He enables them to 
exercise their parental causality. 
 This does not mean that God is as it were an instrument of 
parental causality. In this respect, the analogy with the gun fails. 
Rather, God as creator is the primary agent and in the exercise 
of his causality he enables other agents to be and to exercise 
their proper agency. Paradoxically, human parents naturally 
reproduce by virtue of a personal agency that exceeds the 
capacities of their own natures. Aquinas confronts a similar 
paradox in the case of human happiness. By nature we are 
capable of achieving happiness even though this lies beyond our 
power, because we are endowed with the freedom with which 
we might turn to God and be made happy. He writes: 
 
Just as nature does not fail man in necessaries, although it has not provided 
him with weapons and clothing, as it provided other animals, because it gave 
him reason and hands, with which he is able to get these things for himself; so 
neither did it fail man in things necessary, although it gave him not the 
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wherewithal to attain Happiness: since this it could not do. But it did give him 
free-will, with which he can turn to God, that He may make him happy. As 
Aristotle writes, “For what we do by means of our friends, is done, in a sense, 
by ourselves.”35  

 
God the Creator is not an impersonal instrument for parental 
causality; he is the ever-faithful friend whose agency naturally 
completes the agency of human nature. Humans freely invite a 
new life by virtue of engaging in the act that dispatches their 
representatives, and God can and does complete their action by 
bringing about a new human being, which includes something 
they naturally could not cause, namely, an immortal soul. Just 
as happiness is our natural end even though it can be 
accomplished only through divine agency, so parental efficient 
causality of the whole human being is natural to human sexual 
reproduction. Divine friendship brings human parental causality 
to its natural completion. 
 The invocation of friendship here might appear foreign to 
the sobriety of metaphysical considerations, but the God in 
question here is the God of theism. Neither Aristotle’s deistic 
divinity, whom it is impossible to befriend, nor the whimsical 
pagan divinities manipulated through sacrifices function in this 
conception at all. God is the creator, who is eternal, wise, and 
loving. “Friendship” designates the fact that the creator wills the 
good of the human person. In creating a creature, he wills the 
good of that creature. For humans, the good includes that each 
should enjoy existence thanks to human parents and that some 
might be able to enjoy the personal roles of mothers and 
fathers. 
 We may be tempted to think of God’s creation of the human 
soul as a miracle. Indeed, if one defines “miracle” as any effect 
that cannot be accomplished save by God alone, then creation 
itself and the creation of the human soul in particular is a 
miracle. Ordinarily, however, we think of a miracle as 
something that happens occasionally outside the ordinary 
course of nature. And in this case, God’s creation of the human 
soul is not a miracle. Rather it belongs to the ordinary course of 

 

 35 STh I-II, q. 5, a. 5, ad 1. 
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nature. Every time a sperm and egg successfully fuse, every time 
a human being comes to be, God creates its human soul. The 
God of theism does not hesitate as it were at the moment of 
fertilization: shall this a human being I make? His sovereignty 
over human generation comes through providence over the 
factors of fertilization (including the meeting of the two 
parents) not over whether or not fertilization will involve the 
infusion of a rational soul. That happens as a matter of course. 
Rahner objects that “however much the normality of this is 
stressed, it assumes a miraculous appearance.”36 Rahner’s worry 
can be addressed by noting that the appearance in this case is 
deceptive, and it does not warrant denying the specificity of the 
human mode of production. The naturalness of God’s creative 
causality concerning the advent of a new human person is akin 
to the naturalness of divine illumination (independent of course 
as to whether or not this account of necessary truths is true). It 
is natural or part of the regular workings of things without 
being able to be accounted for fully in terms of secondary 
causality. 
 This view may be formulated in the following theses. (A) 
God is the sole cause of the human spirit. (B) Humans are 
secondary causes for the whole human being. (C) To reconcile 
(A) and (B), we can say: human efficient causality naturally (and 
necessarily) is completed by divine causation, so to issue the 
invitation for a new life to come to be constitutes being the 
secondary efficient cause for the whole human being that may 
come to be through God’s primary causality. 
 
VI. GOD AS SPONSOR FOR THE INVITATION AND SURROGATE FOR 

ITS ACCEPTANCE 
 
 Human parents are the human cause of the whole being of 
their offspring, even though the creation of the human spirit 
(itself the soul of the body) exceeds their natural causality. God 
regularly takes up and completes their causality, such that to be 

 

 36 Karl Rahner, Hominisation: The Evolutionary Origin of Man as a Theological 

Problem, trans. W. T. O’Hara (Freiburg: Herder and Herder, 1968), 96. 
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a human parent means to participate in a power that is more 
than human, but so to participate in something more than 
human is a natural ability characteristic of being human. In this 
way, the invitation accomplished in the sexual union is not only 
addressed to a potential child; it is simultaneously issued to the 
creator who would cooperate in bringing that child into 
existence. The creator here would be a kind of sponsor of the 
child, enabling the child to accept the invitation. God as 
sponsor enables the parental invitation to be fulfilled and what 
the parents invite by their act is not just a body but a human 
being, a body-soul composite. Parents do not create the spiritual 
soul of their offspring, but their invitation does cause to be the 
whole human child, including his or her spiritual soul, thanks to 
the sponsorship of the creator. 
 The meaning of sponsorship requires a little elaboration. A 
corporate sponsor, for example, might bring about an exhibi-
tion at the local natural history museum. But this sponsorship 
makes possible the causality of the exhibit designers, who are 
the ones who choose the topic and develop the displays. The 
sponsor provides only the necessary means for their specific 
causality to be realized. The sponsor does not compromise but 
enables their responsibility for the exhibit. Again, in the case of 
sponsors for Olympic teams and other sporting events, we do 
not say that the sponsor wins the gold or that the medalist did 
not act on his or her own power because of the sponsorship. 
Instead, while acknowledging the genuine and non-negligible 
sponsorship, we nonetheless celebrate the genuine and non-
negligible achievement of the Olympian. Similarly, God’s 
sponsorship of the parental invitation affords the parents the 
resources to fulfill the invitation issued by their agency. 
 In the order of nature, fertilization is a chance event 
requiring the delivery of a capable delegation from the father 
and the availability of an ambassador from the mother. But 
God, outside the order of nature, is in a position to orchestrate 
chance events without compromising their contingency.37 In this 

 

 37 On the compatibility of chance and providence, see Aquinas, VI Metaphys., lect. 3 

(Commentary on the Metaphysics of Aristotle, trans. John P. Rowan [Chicago: Henry 
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way, we can say that God accepts the invitation on behalf of the 
child that comes to be. Due to the character of the invitation 
which proposes the very genesis of a being, the being in 
question cannot willingly accept the invitation except after the 
fact.38 God, providentially orchestrating chance causes, is the 
only agent positioned to accept the invitation before the fact, 
and he does so on behalf of the child that comes to be. Parents 
invite a child to come to be. God can do something they 
cannot: he can choose that the invitation be accepted by willing 
this child to be. He creates each human person and creates each 
in its radical individuality as a person. Later, this child can will 
that it is good for her to be and in doing so she appropriates the 
original divine acceptance. She can thank her parents for their 
invitation and either implicitly or explicitly thank God for 
making the invitation possible and accepting it. God the creator 
acts as a sponsor for the parents’ invitation and a surrogate for 
the child’s acceptance. His causality enables people to be and to 
exercise genuine personal causality.  
 Several descriptions from Augustine’s Confessions shed light 
on this claim. Augustine points out that neither his mother nor 
his wet nurses filled their own breasts. God, author of nature 
and human nature, sustainer of these women’s existences, is the 
one ultimately responsible for the fact that the infant Augustine 
was welcomed and nurtured: “For the good which came to me 
from them was a good for them; yet it was not from them but 
through them.”39 The activity of any secondary cause can be 
attributed primarily to the creator. However, when it comes to 
generation, Augustine calls Patricius and Monica “the parents of 
my flesh, him from whom and her in whom you formed me in 
time.”40 Augustine is right to see generation as a special case, for 
no secondary cause can create a human person. However, as I 

                                                           

Regnery Company, 1961], §§1202-22); and Robert Sokolowski, Eucharistic Presence: A 

Study in the Theology of Disclosure (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of 

America Press, 1993), 42-51. 

 38 See Kenneth Schmitz, The Gift: Creation (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 

1982), 32-34, 80-81, and 128-30. 

 39 Confessions 1.6.7. 

 40 Confessions, 1.6.7 (emphasis added).  
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have argued, Augustine here unnecessarily restricts parental 
causality.41 Monica and Patricius issued an invitation that a child 
might come to be, and God the providential creator made it 
possible for the invitation to be accepted. Indeed, at the close of 
Book 9, Augustine asks the reader to pray for his parents, 
“through whose flesh [per quorum carnem] you brought me into 
this life.”42 Insofar as the advent of the child comes as the 
fulfillment of an invitation freely issued by freely engaging in 
the sexual act, the child owes its whole existence to its parents, 
for they were the ones that asked God to create and provided 
the opportunity for that to occur. Now, this parental act of 
invitation is something that, occurring on the secondary level, 
can be attributed primarily to the creator as well, but just as his 
nurses really did provide milk for the infant Augustine, so 
Monica and Patricius really did issue the invitation. God 
accepted the invitation and used it as an occasion to create 
Augustine in particular.  
 In making us human persons (and not angels), God gives us a 
genealogy, rich with personal and indeed spiritual significance 
for parent and child alike. One might consider the anguish of 
Monica over Augustine’s fall and the reassurance given her by a 
bishop: “Go away from me: as you live, it cannot be that the 
son of these tears should perish.”43 To be is to owe thanks both 
to the God who chooses for each of us to be and to our parents 
who issue the occasion for that choice to be exercised.  
 

CONCLUSION 
 
 Human sexual reproduction is personally significant biologi-
cally and metaphysically. It is personally significant biologically, 
insofar as the marital act itself, irrespective of the particular 

 

 41 This restriction may be due to an uncertainty on his part concerning whether or 

not the soul pre-exists conception. See Gerard O’Daly, Augustine’s Philosophy of Mind 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), 15-20 and 199-203. If the soul did pre-

exist, then the act of creation and the act of reproduction would be separate and 

unrelated events and the parents would be causes of the body alone. 

 42 Confessions, 9.13.37 (translation modified). 

 43 Confessions 3.12.21. 



 PERSONAL SIGNIFICANCE OF SEXUAL REPRODUCTION 639 

 
intentions behind the act, constitutes an invitation to potential 
new life. In the act, the spouses simultaneously invite each other 
to be mother or father to the invited child. In this way, the 
gametes of the man and the woman are agents of the invitation; 
they are ambassadors with the delegated authority to bring 
about the acceptance of the invitation. The act is personally 
significant metaphysically, insofar as God serves as the sponsor 
to bring about the completion of the issued invitation by 
creating and infusing a rational soul each time fertilization 
occurs, and insofar as God alone is in a position to accept the 
invitation on behalf of the child. In this way, the parents are 
responsible for the advent of the whole child as a body-soul 
composite even though the being of the child exceeds their own 
natural causality. When they welcome a child into their midst 
they ratify the original invitation whereby the child came to be 
thanks to divine sponsorship. The child, in turn, can arrive at 
that point at which he or she can affirm the goodness of the 
invitation’s acceptance. The believer in providence can see a 
ratification of a decision made on behalf of the child by the 
creator in providentially orchestrating fertilization. Human 
reproduction is not just a biological act nor is it a biological act 
together with a theological act. Rather, it is a human act that 
deploys personal biological agents and avails itself of personal 
theological power. The term procreation expresses the fact that 
human sexual reproduction is charged with such personal 
significance.44 

 

 44 I am thankful to Gerard Wegemer, John Crosby, Kerri Lenartowick, David C. 

Schindler, and Martin Dober for their critical remarks on earlier versions of this article.  
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 This book contains a nearly comprehensive collection of the Christological 

essays written by the Franciscan scholar Fr. Thomas Weinandy over the past 

twenty-four years. The book is divided into four parts. The first, “Christology 

and the Bible,” considers the relationship of modern exegesis to dogmatic 

theology. The second, “Historical and Systematic Christology,” examines core 

principles in patristic, medieval, and modern Christology. The third, 

“Christology and Contemporary Issues,” ponders diverse modern con-

troversies. The final section, “Christology and the Christian Life,” contains the 

text of ten sermons, each having to do in some way with doctrinal and 

Christological themes enunciated in the book. The topics treated in this work 

are vast in scope, and frequently as intellectually challenging as they are 

important. Consequently, this is a significant collection of essays from a 

modern theologian who has not shied away from serious and interesting 

theological topics. There are clear themes running throughout the book which 

reflect not only the editorial organization of the volume, but also of the 

overarching unity of the thought of the author. It is not possible to treat all 

the various essays and arguments in a review of this scope. I will consider, 

then, some of the most important elements from each section of the book, 

focusing in particular on the middle two sections.  

 In part 1, Weinandy focuses in particular on the notion of modern 

theological exegesis of the New Testament, with two of his three essays 

examining the treatment of the New Testament by Pope Emeritus Benedict 

XVI in his three volume work Jesus of Nazareth. In the first essay the author 

seeks to identify criteria for a theological appropriation of modern historical 

exegesis. Following Ratzinger, Weinandy notes that the concept of biblical 

unity is ultimately a theological one, and that Christ himself forms the bond 

between the two testaments. Therefore his mystery itself provides the ultimate 

criterion of unity for the modern project of biblical hermeneutics (4-7). 

Modern exegetical methods are to be welcomed, but in the end are 

constructive theologically only when they are taken up into a perspective of 

faith that perceives the centrality of Christ’s relation to the Father as a 
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revelation of the Trinitarian mystery, and as the soteriological recapitulation 

of fallen humanity’s relationship with God.  

 Part 2 takes up core patristic and Thomistic Christological principles. Here 

the arrangement of the essays is concerned with telling a story of development 

and interpretive continuity. The first essay argues that theological seeds of the 

Council of Chalcedon are found already in the letters of Ignatius of Antioch, 

particularly in his attribution of both divine and human properties to the one 

subject who is Christ: “What the communication of idioms does linguistically . 

. . is conjoin the two Christological truths of Jesus Christ’s divinity and 

humanity so as to express the ontological oneness of who Jesus is as the Son 

or the Word of God existing as man” (71). 

 The second, third, and fourth essays consider the plenary reality of the 

humanity of Christ in the theologies of Athanasius and Cyril, so as to 

demonstrate that each clearly affirms a human spiritual soul in Christ, and is 

not Apollinarian. Thus each affirms in Christ a human essence of body and 

soul, even if he did not employ the terminology of two “natures,” and the 

theological influences that gained ascendency at the Council of Ephesus 

should not be opposed artificially to the formulations of Chalcedon: “Cyril 

did not employ the mia physis formula to espouse one nature in the sense of 

one quiddity, but rather he primarily used it to emphasize that Christ is one 

being or reality—one entity” (99). Again, the communication of idioms is of 

central importance: “All human attributes, attributes that imply a union of 

body and soul, such as suffering, ignorance, fear, and the like, must be 

predicated of the Son” (80). This Athanasian principle (to which Cyril clearly 

subscribes) was originally developed in an argumentative soteriological con-

text: if God the Son is not truly human, then we as human beings are not truly 

united to God. However, as Weinandy notes, the principle has repercussions 

for ontological perspectives on Christ, not only within patristic theology but 

also in a modern setting. Cyril affirms that we must simultaneously say that 

God suffered and died, and that the divine nature is impassible. These twin 

affirmations are held together coherently by the recognition that the Son of 

God is one personal subject existing simultaneously as God and man, and that 

the divinity and humanity are not merged or confused. As Weinandy notes, 

“Even if one did allow the Son of God to suffer in his divine nature, as some 

critics of Cyril wish to do, this would negate the very thing Cyril wanted to 

preserve and cultivate. For if the Son of God experienced suffering in his 

divine nature, he would no longer be experiencing human suffering in an 

authentic and genuine human manner, but instead he would be experiencing 

‘human suffering’ in a divine manner, which would then be neither genuinely 

nor authentically human” (116). Ironically, such a position (characteristic of a 

modern theologian like Moltmann) tends in one respect toward Nestorianism, 

since it affirms that God suffers as God naturally (i.e., divinely) in a man, but 

not that God suffers and dies humanly as one of us.  
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 In his discussion of Aquinas’s Christology (part 2, essay 5) Weinandy notes 

how the incarnation involves a mixed relation. The person of the Word 

subsists hypostatically as man in such a way that his humanity is utterly 

ontologically relative to his divinity. However, his divinity, in its pure 

actuality and infinite perfection, is in no way ontologically dependent upon 

(or “relative to”) his humanity. Consequently, the divine nature is in no way 

diminished or newly enriched by the hypostatic union (132-38). 

 Here Weinandy also enters into the controversial debate regarding the 

“created esse” of the humanity of Christ according to Aquinas in the seemingly 

late work De Unione Verbi Incarnati, a. 4 (138-44). In agreement with Richard 

Cross, Weinandy does not hesitate to characterize as “monophysite” those 

who hold that there is only the uncreated divine esse in Christ (140). He 

posits that the created esse of Christ is neither an accident of the person, nor 

the “principal esse” (which is that of the divine Word); both these affirmations 

clearly echo Aquinas in De Unione. However, Weinandy attempts to speak 

about the unity of uncreated and created esse not by appealing to a unitary 

“subsistence” (as does Aquinas), or to an “integration theory” (Diepen) or a 

unitary personal mode of being (Maritain). Instead he has recourse to the 

abovementioned “mixed relation” to propose a solution, arguing that the 

created esse of the Lord incarnate is entirely relative to his person. By virtue of 

the union, then, a unique existent person can subsist as both divine and 

human, and “be” both God and man. I am not certain how this solution 

avoids characterizing the hypostatic union in one-sidedly relational (and 

therefore ontologically accidental) terms (something Weinandy clearly wishes 

to avoid). One advantage of the traditional reading of Aquinas on this matter 

is that it strongly maintains the singularity of personal existence and the 

substantial unity of God made man. If one were to touch the physical hand of 

Christ, for example, one would touch the eternally existent Word, and not 

merely an existent humanity related to the Word.  

 Part 3 examines modern Christological controversies. Best known in this 

part is the second section, Weinandy’s 2001 essay from The Thomist, “The 

Symbolic Theology of Roger Haight.” The argument was composed prior to 

the 2004 “Notification on the Book Jesus Symbol of God,” of the 

Congregation of the Doctrine of the Faith, and yet the arguments in the essay 

bear some noteworthy resemblance to that document. Weinandy points out 

that the chief difficulties in Haight’s work stem from his methodological 

premises, especially regarding the ontological content of what he takes to be 

the “merely symbolic” theological discourse of Catholic tradition (228-41). 

Although Weinandy does not state things in these terms, it seems to me that 

his essay vividly illustrates the acute degree to which Haight’s theological 

project consists formally in the consistent application to traditional Catholic 

Christology of the epistemological constraints on religious discourse that are 
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enunciated by Immanuel Kant in the Critique of Pure Reason and Religion 

within the Boundaries of Mere Reason. In other words, the real issues may be 

more fundamentally philosophical than dogmatic or theological.  

 Another noteworthy dispute that Weinandy has engaged in was with the 

present reviewer, over the question of whether Christ possessed the “beatific 

vision” or immediate vision of God in his human intellect during the course of 

his earthly life. The sixth essay in part 3 is the original 2004 article that gave 

rise to that exchange. Here Weinandy argues (implausibly to my mind) that 

Aquinas’s teaching on this matter (that Christ had the vision in his earthly life) 

is implicitly Nestorian, since it gives credence to the notion that the man Jesus 

related to his own deity as a kind of ontologically distinct subject of 

knowledge, and therefore as a distinct hypostatic subject. Weinandy also 

accepts the argument of Jean Galot that the beatific vision would impede the 

possibility of genuine human suffering in Christ during the event of the 

crucifixion. My reply to Weinandy in The Thomist in 2005 (“The Voluntary 

Action of the Earthly Christ and Necessity of the Beatific Vision”), was 

followed by a response from Weinandy in The Thomist (contained next in this 

book as the seventh essay in this section), and then two essays from myself, 

“Jesus’ Cry on the Cross and His Beatific Vision,” Nova et Vetera, English 

ed.,5 (2007): 555-82; and “Dyotheletism and the Consciousness of Christ,” 

Pro Ecclesia 17 (2008): 396-422. 

 Weinandy does not present responses to the arguments of these latter 

essays in his book, but I will briefly summarize the controversy here as I see it. 

I agree with Weinandy about the centrality of single subject Christology 

(against “Nestorianism” broadly conceived), the reality of Christ’s human, 

historically conditioned form of knowledge, the reality of Christ’s spiritual 

and intellectual suffering in the passion, the fact that Christ knows that he is 

the Son of God and does not merely have faith in this truth, the unique filial 

“mode” of his human knowledge of the Father (in some respect 

distinguishable from that of the blessed in their beatific vision), and the 

relational, or “intra-Trinitarian” character of the knowledge of Christ. 

 I disagree with his position, however, that Christ can fail to have the 

immediate vision of God, and yet also not have faith. This is an incoherence to 

my mind, since any “merely” mediate knowledge of God (through prophecy 

for example) requires the consent of faith, no matter how elevated such 

knowledge might be. So, if Christ does not have faith in his earthly life, it is 

because he has some form of the immediate vision of God. On another point, 

I think Weinandy poses a problematic opposition between relational personal 

knowledge of the Son and essential knowledge. Not only are the two not 

opposed, but the latter is a necessary condition of the former. The Son of God 

made man has human knowledge of a particularly filial kind (a “filial vision” 

in this respect). However, this extraordinary human awareness of his own 

relation to the Father must in some way be “specifically” human, a grace given 

to his human intellect so that he knows who he and the Father are, as well as 
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the Holy Spirit. If Christ is God the Word who has redeemed man by 

becoming genuinely human, then the grace by which his humanity is divinized 

must be in some respect of the same essential kind as ours (qua man) even if it 

exists in the Son in a distinctly filial mode. In stating things this way (with the 

inspiration of Maximus the Confessor and John Damascene) I am simply 

attempting to apply faithfully the soteriological principles of Alexandrian 

Christology as they were taught to me so helpfully by Weinandy during our 

days in Oxford.  

 Let me refer the reader next to one of the substantive and profound 

homilies featured in part 4 of the book, the University Sermon on “the grace 

of humility” delivered in the Church of St. Mary the Virgin of Oxford 

University in 1994 (325-32). There Weinandy considers the humble self-

emptying of Jesus as presented in Philippians 2:6-11, demonstrating the 

profound interconnection between the realism of the Christological confession 

encoded in the communication of idioms, and the grace of humility in the 

Christian life. Because the Son of God freely suffered for us out of humility, 

we can begin to receive the grace of humility in order to confess our sins 

authentically and cooperate in depth with the salvation won for us by Christ 

crucified, by our imitation of the Lord. 

 This collection of essays presents a unified vision of theology in which 

Christological truth across the ages is presented skillfully, as both ancient and 

modern, in modes of reflection both theoretical and practical. The 

Christological reflection of Weinandy is consistently concerned with the 

essential, and bespeaks a profound commitment to the plenary teaching of the 

Catholic Church, the excellence of scholarship, and the dynamic insight of 

modern theological engagement. His work is that of an expert teacher and an 

exemplary priest. It deserves to be widely read, pondered, and discussed.  

 

 THOMAS JOSEPH WHITE, O.P.  

 

 Pontifical Faculty of the Immaculate Conception 

  Washington, D.C. 
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Holy Scripture and the Quest for Authority at the End of the Middle Ages. By 

IAN CHRISTOPHER LEVY. Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame 

Press, 2012. Pp. 352. $38.00 (paper). ISBN: 978-0-268-03414-6. 

 

 Although the title of this work would suggest that it is principally about 

scriptural exegesis in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the real value 

contained here is in the broad vision of the period and the breathtakingly full 

context. Ian Christopher Levy, associate professor of theology at Providence 

College, presents a radical rereading of late-medieval theology, with a 

particular focus on Wyclif and Hus and their opponents, and a surprising 

presentation of the “orthodox” foundations of these two famous teachers, 

masters understood by many of their contemporaries as archetypes of heretics. 

Levy’s study, however, also demonstrates intriguing intersections between the 

works of these men and other controversies of quite long standing. 

 The first controversial thread contributing to the vibrancy of this tapestry is 

the ongoing struggle between theologians and canonists. The disciplines of 

each of these groups became recognized as “sciences,” or organized bodies of 

knowledge taught by experts who had satisfied a prescribed course of study, at 

roughly the same time, or about a century or two before the period under 

consideration in this book. Following Gratian’s Decretum (or, more properly, 

the Concordia Discordantium Canonum) for canonists, and Peter Lombard’s 

Sentences perhaps twenty years later, these two disciplines had authoritative 

textbooks which served as the basis for teaching and exposition for the 

remainder of the Middle Ages. But the relationship between theology and law 

in general, and canon law in particular, was always fraught. Most of the 

sources found in this book are from theological sources, moaning that all of 

the choice positions are going to canonists and not to theologians, and 

portraying canonists in a none-too-favorable light. While canon law was 

regarded as a branch of theology prior to the middle of the twelfth century, 

from at least that time forward canonists were subjected to the virulent ire of 

theologians. For theologians to complain about canonists was common in the 

later Middle Ages, but the most common complaint was not that the lawyers 

raised other sources to the same level of authority as the sacred Scriptures, but 

that canonists were simply too greedy. It is fascinating to read the responses 

canonists made to this abuse, and to see that they gave as good as they got. 

This raises the strikingly modern question of what is the relationship—if 

any!—between canon law and theology. Johannes Teutonicus, referenced by 

Levy for his consideration of the question of papal heresy, presented the 

following case: “A certain man had books on theology, canon law, and civil 

law. At his death he made a will in which he left his theology books to the 

church of St. Stephen and his law books to the church of St. Proclus. He said 

nothing about any other. To which church should the books on canon law 

go?” (The full quaestio is published in Fransen, BMCL 13 [1983] 47.) 

Hostiensis (ca. 1200-1271) compared the three disciplines to parts of the 
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human body: theology is the head, civil law is the feet, and canon law is the 

hands; canon law is thus the noblest of all fields of learning, Hostiensis 

concludes, because it is the one that actually gets the work done. It is the most 

like Jesus Christ, and a more perfect field of learning than theology, because 

as true God and true man are united in the person of Christ, so theology and 

civil law are united in canon law, “and accordingly just as a composite nature 

is worthier and greater than all others, therefore so is our science, because the 

same conclusion is to be reached concerning similar things” (In quinque 

decretalium libri commentaria on X 1.1.1 §19 and 1.14.14 §6 [Venice, 1581], 

fol. 5vb and 110ra-rb). This is at least more complimentary than his previous 

triad comparing theology to a horse, civil law to a donkey, and canon law to a 

mule. The definitive estrangement between canon law and theology seems to 

date from the twelfth century; Guido de Baysio (ca. 1250-1313) flatly stated 

that canon law and theology were two separate and distinct disciplines. This 

division has not been fully reconciled even today, although the charges and 

counter-charges are much more gracious, and much less humorous, today. 

Levy does glance more broadly at the writings on this controversy between 

canonists and theologians, particularly as each regards such issues as papal 

authority, but the main area of conflict would seem to be the ranking of 

authoritative texts. While all generally agreed that the sacred Scriptures are 

the source of all truth and the supreme doctrinal standard, there also have to 

be sources for application and interpretation, and that is where the two 

disciplines diverged sharply. The presentation given in Levy’s work seems to 

suggest that there was far more harmony than there in fact was, especially 

when each of these disciplines was looking at itself and the other, and not just 

studying a particular issue from its own peculiar perspective. While there was 

not a hard and fast division in this period between the two sciences, there was 

nevertheless a clear difference in methodology and not infrequently in 

conclusions reached on the same questions. The fullest, and undoubtedly the 

wittiest, survey of this controversy is found in James A. Brundage, “The 

Medieval Battle of the Faculties,” in Canon Law, Religion, and Politics: “Liber 

Amicorum” Robert Somerville (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of 

America Press, 2012), 272-83. 

 The other thread that provides a fascinating context is the ongoing 

references to the mendicant controversy. An excessive reliance or emphasis on 

scriptural authority would undercut the foundations not just of the mendicant 

friars but of religious life in general, since there is no clear and explicit 

scriptural warrant for this way of life. The divisions within the University of 

Paris on account the secular masters’ and French bishops’ attacks, particularly 

on the Franciscan and Dominican presence in the university in the mid- and 

later-thirteenth century, are well known. But it is significant to see that these 

same issues, clothed in slightly different language, are still stalking one and 
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two hundred years later. The connection between these two conflicts 

(canonists vs. theologians, secular clergy vs. mendicants) has received some, 

but not much, attention, and further study could find relationships between 

these and some of the other great issues of the period, particularly con-

ciliarism. A further consideration that might shed some light on the anti-

mendicant attacks would have to do with the decline in the number of friars in 

this period, as well as the splintering of various orders —not just the schism of 

such well-known groups as the Spiritual Franciscans, but even the smaller 

divisions which sometimes were cloaked as “reform” movements. The 

mendicants clearly perceived that their own status and privileges were closely 

tied up with the status of the papacy, and thus the conciliarist era was a 

moment of crisis for the survival of these orders.  

 Against this backdrop, Levy’s defense of Wyclif is new and startling indeed. 

Far from pitting sola scriptura against the Church as a proto-Lutheran, which 

many (even most?) historians of a generation or so ago clearly did, Levy 

argues that Wyclif defended Scripture’s cherished authority against the claims 

of canon law and the pope. And yet even here, Levy cites a number of 

passages which appear to trumpet Scripture alone as the source for any 

truthful teaching or action, so that the line between Wyclif and the Protestant 

reformers is not always very bright. Levy traces the misrepresentation of 

Wyclif to opponents like William Woodford and Thomas Netter—a 

misrepresentation concocted largely to mask the problematic grounding of 

their own exegetical arguments. Jan Hus was condemned at the Council of 

Constance without proper defense, Levy argues, precisely because the views of 

conciliar opponents such as Gerson were so similar to each other’s on a range 

of topics, although Levy does not go into great detail about the deficiencies in 

the canonical procedures and why this could be a significant matter. 

Establishing the facts here is problematic on a number of levels, if only 

because Hus’s trial lasted for at least five years before his execution on 6 July 

1415, and because the acta of his trial, containing the procedural documents, 

have been lost for centuries. Gerson promoted the Council of Constance 

(1414-18) as a definitive “final authority,” a general council representing the 

universal Church; yet although papal power eventually prevailed, the fate of 

Reginald Pecock, Bishop of Chichester (and sometimes referred to as the only 

great English theologian of the fifteenth century), ironically condemned for 

trying to defeat Wycliffism “through the capacities of reason over the 

testimony of the saints” (227), shows how the understanding of the issues had 

changed over the period. “Arguments found their authority precisely when 

they were grounded in the testimony of the fathers” (ibid.) and, one might 

add, only when they were so grounded. What had been a perfectly orthodox 

understanding only a generation before was no longer sufficient, and the fact 

that there was barely a single English Scholastic who could be called a 

“theologian” in the fifteenth century shows the chilling effect of the Wycliffite 

controversy on England. Of further interest, which Levy considers only 
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briefly, is that Pecock is the first theologian of any stature to write any 

substantial portion of his work in English, and was a most prolific coiner of 

new words. What connection there is between Pecock’s innovations in 

language and his theological troubles might merit further study.  

 It has always been tempting to view Wyclif and Hus as forerunners of 

Luther and Calvin. Levy consistently avoids such a temptation, and rightly so, 

because this is not only anachronistic but it distorts both the medievals and the 

later reformers. Levy places Wyclif and Hus against the discussions and 

opponents of their own time, and discovers that their theological and legal 

opponents have consistently painted each one, but more especially Wyclif, in a 

more radical light than either one defined himself. Still, Levy leaves us with no 

real resolution to any of these conflicts: as one reviewer has noted, one might 

be left with the impression that both Wyclif and Hus were condemned for no 

good reason at all, except for the malice of their adversaries. In any case, one 

does not have to descend to psychologizing the protagonists and their 

opponents to conclude that much of this conflict was a matter of personalities, 

a particularly significant matter in a culture which set much store by the 

relationship between the magister and his students. The literature with regard 

to Hus, in particular, is enormous, and most of it is in Czech, suggesting that 

the issues were as political as they were theological, a conclusion made all the 

more inevitable by the Hussite Wars following his execution. 

 The theologies of Wyclif and Hus were not a radical departure from the 

medieval Catholic exegetical tradition, and Levy does a masterful job not only 

in demonstrating this, but also in providing the context to understand this 

more fully. The main source of division was not in Wyclif’s and Hus’ 

scriptural hermeneutics, which, after all, did not differ all that much from that 

of their adversaries, but in the clearly anarchical implications of their 

ecclesiology, and especially in their view of predestination and their theology 

of grace. It is in these areas that Levy’s presentation seems weakest. The 

charges of heresy levied against Wyclif and Hus and their followers can be far 

more firmly grounded in this than in the attacks on their scriptural exegesis: 

Wyclif was condemned for his denunciation of transubstantiation and for his 

call for the elimination of indulgences, the veneration of images, church 

endowments, and religious orders. It is also in these areas that the lack of an 

authoritative resolution of these conflicts, either at the end of the middle ages 

or later, can be most clearly felt, which is ironic, since Levy presents the whole 

story as a “quest for authority.” 

 

W. BECKET SOULE, O.P.  

 

 Pontifical College Josephinum 

  Columbus, Ohio 
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Reading Romans with St. Thomas Aquinas. Edited by MATTHEW LEVERING and 

MICHAEL DAUPHINAIS. Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of 

America Press, 2012. Pp. 336. $55.00 (cloth). ISBN: 978-0-8132-

1962-2. 

 

 This volume comprises a collection of sixteen essays on diverse topics 

concerning Aquinas’s commentary on Paul’s Letter to the Romans. With ten 

Catholic and seven Protestant scholars contributing to the book (one article is 

co-authored), it can be counted an ecumenical effort. 

 In chapter 1, “Aquinas on Paul’s Flesh/Spirit Anthropology in Romans,” 

Bernhard Blankenhorn first dismisses the notion that Paul’s anthropology 

offers a simplistic dualism, explaining how according to Paul’s usage, pneuma 

“does not refer to the individual soul or a spiritual substance” and sarx often 

refers “to something other than an individual body” (2). Next, Blankenhorn 

reviews the major lines of Augustine’s interpretation of Paul’s flesh/spirit 

anthropology, noting the evolution of his exegesis, from which investigation 

he will be able to determine that Aquinas is strongly influenced for better and 

for worse by Augustine’s reading (37). Finally, focusing on Aquinas’s commen-

tary on Romans and the Summa Theologiae but also briefly comparing the 

commentary on Galatians, Blankenhorn concludes that Aquinas’s treatment of 

Paul’s flesh/spirit anthropology accords with more general characteristics of 

his exegesis of Paul: that is, although Aquinas does not take note of the 

literary genre Paul employs, he grasps the essence of Paul’s intended teaching. 

 Blankenhorn faults the Angelic Doctor for not interpreting Paul in his own 

historical context, concluding that at certain points in his works he misreads 

(15), misinterprets (16, 25, 37), and is not able to understand Paul (23), but is 

led astray (24), makes exegetical mistakes (32), takes false turns (38), and in 

one lectio offers a terribly unsatisfying exegesis (26); yet Blankenhorn 

recognizes as well that “the theologian’s aim is never simply a faithful 

historical analysis of the biblical text according to the human author’s original 

intention” (10 n. 31). Thus it seems that one could understand Aquinas to be 

engaging in a reverential reading, in which, whether fully aware of it or simply 

unconcerned, he might assist Paul to reach a true conclusion that Paul himself 

might not recognize. For readers not already devoted to Aquinas, it could be 

even more helpful to show his contribution than simply to establish that he 

was not wrong about the essence of Paul’s intended teaching despite not 

reading Paul in his own historical context.  

 In the second essay, Markus Bockmuehl, considers “Aquinas on Abraham’s 

Faith in Romans 4.” He encourages biblical scholars, noting that once they 

look past the unfamiliar Aristotelian form of highly structured presentation, 

they will find a careful exegete at work who repeatedly allows his critical 

questions to be both generated and addressed by a close reading of the biblical 

text. Bockmuehl asks whether only the uncircumcised Abraham is the fore-

father of faith in Christ or whether the circumcised Abraham might also be 
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(39). He notes that in Genesis we can see that Abraham is the chief example of 

faith-based righteousness, because before he was ever circumcised, he believed 

in God, and God credited this to him as righteousness (40). Thus Abraham is 

the father of the covenant for both Jews and Gentiles (42). Bockmuehl 

suggests that Calvin might even have been able to approve of Aquinas’s 

explanation of faith and works where it is recognized that a man’s works are 

not proportioned to cause the habit of righteousness but rather a man must be 

justified inwardly by God first so that he can perform works proportioned to 

divine glory (42). 

 Chapter 3 presents Hans Boersma’s contribution of “Ressourcement of 

Mystery: The Ecclesiology of Thomas Aquinas and the Letter to the Romans.” 

Boersma follows Yves Congar’s argument that Aquinas’s ecclesiology can serve 

as a trustworthy source to which we can return in order to find a bridge 

between Catholic and Protestant theology. Boersma quotes Congar’s assess-

ment that Aquinas holds a happy medium between the Reformation and 

Jesuitical Romanism—the former neglecting the structure of the Church and 

sacramental means of salvation and the latter juridicizing the Church to the 

detriment of the sense of the Church as mystery (52-53). Congar’s solution to 

the latter is to recover a focus on the people of God, and so also on the unity 

and peace of the Church. The neo-Thomist establishment had focused on the 

Church as a sacramental means (sacramentum), whereas Aquinas’s own pri-

mary interest was the sacramental reality (res) (53). Boersma verifies this in 

Aquinas’s Romans commentary by treating its ecclesial, kerygmatic, historical, 

Christological, and sacramental focus. Boersma reports Henri de Lubac’s 

observation that until the High Middle Ages, the term “mystical body” (corpus 

mysticum) referred to the Eucharist, capturing as well the ecclesial reality of 

the Church. It was in reaction to Berengar of Tours’s denial of the Real 

Presence that the term “true body” (corpus verum) displaced the application of 

“mystical body” to the Eucharist so that the latter now referred only to the 

people of God, and at the same time, the meaning of “true body” was 

narrowed to refer only to the Eucharist and not to the unity of the Church as 

the reality of the sacrament (56). 

 Next, John Boyle provides “On the Relation of St. Thomas’s Commentary 

on Romans to the Summa Theologiae.” He suggests that although many 

readers think of using the Romans commentary to elucidate the Summa 

Theologiae, perhaps it is more naturally the other way around. That is, the 

Summa elucidates the study of Scripture by providing foundational conceptual 

tools. For instance, in the Summa, the four instantaneous elements that make 

up the one act of justification (infusion of grace, movement of free choice to 

God through faith, movement of free choice away from sin, forgiveness of 

guilt) are placed all together, and their order in terms of mover, moved, 

motion, and terminus is explained. With this complete understanding, the 
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references, sometimes partial or implicit, to these elements in the Romans 

commentary are elucidated, preventing too narrow an interpretation based on 

just one verse of Scripture. 

 In chapter 5, “Thomas’s Theology of Preaching in Romans: A Lacasian 

Application,” Edgardo Antonio Colón-Emeric examines the influence of 

Aquinas’s Romans commentary on the preaching of Bartolomé de las Casas in 

defense of the native South Americans. Colón’s essay is divided into two 

sections, the first of which considers Aquinas’s exposition on the nature and 

necessity of preaching, and the second of which reflects on las Casas’s 

deployment of Aquinas’s theology for the defense of the indigenous South 

Americans. According to Aquinas, for preaching to be effective, a preacher 

must be validly sent, for it is the Holy Spirit who makes the preacher’s 

external word supernaturally effective in the mind of the hearer. Interestingly, 

Aquinas views the pagan who has never heard the gospel as “an exceptional 

case” (89).  

 In chapter 6, “Romans 9-11: Rereading Aquinas on the Jews,” Holly 

Taylor Coolman considers whether Aquinas contributes to anti-Jewish ten-

dencies in Christian thought. She focuses on two points that are consistently 

recognized as the most negative and the most positive, respectively: Aquinas’s 

judgment that after Christ the practice of the ceremonial law is a mortal sin, 

and his assertion that ultimately all Israel will be saved. She concludes that the 

positive aspect contextualizes and relativizes the negative. That is, Aquinas can 

be understood to follow Rom 11:11-26 where Paul teaches that the Jews have 

stumbled but not fallen, and that God is using their stumbling to graft the 

Gentiles onto the root of salvation; then, once the full number of Gentiles has 

come in, all Israel will be saved. She entertains as well the provocatively 

optimistic interpretation that Aquinas believes that the practice of the 

ceremonial law is a mortal sin only for those to whom the New Law has been 

promulgated—a condition Aquinas himself requires for any law to have 

force—and that the New Law has not been promulgated to the Jews. Hence 

they have no sin. 

 Chapter 7, “Degrading the Body, Suppressing the Truth: Aquinas on 

Romans 1:18-25,” treats the reader to Adam Cooper’s reflection on how 

Aquinas’s interpretation of this passage is influenced by the idea that one’s 

moral condition affects one’s grasp of reality. Cooper recalls Aristotle’s 

understanding that “it is the good man’s view of the truth that corresponds to 

the truth” (114). Cooper draws out the connection in Aquinas between the 

mind and the body in the intellectual act of faith. The whole person, with his 

intellect, will, passions, and body, is conformed to Christ or degraded and 

darkened by sin. Footnoting Eleonore Stump’s Aquinas, Cooper observes that 

“Aquinas teaches clearly that the will can have a ‘deleterious effect’ on 

cognitive capacity, even if only indirectly” (119); here he balances 

Blankenhorn’s assertion in chapter 1 that Aquinas does not follow “the Augus-

tinian implication that the will radically darkens or weakens the speculative 
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intellect” but maintains “a kind of firewall between the will and speculative 

intellect, though it is not impregnable” (36). 

 In chapter 8, “The Holy Spirit in Aquinas’s Commentary on Romans,” 

Gilles Emery explains that Aquinas’s teaching on the Holy Spirit in the 

Summa Theologiae is spread throughout the work and can thus easily be 

overlooked. The biblical commentaries can be a helpful addition to the 

synthetic works because they in fact treat the same material but according to a 

different genre. The Romans commentary, a mature work, is especially helpful 

for manifesting Aquinas’s teaching on the Holy Spirit, and deserves more 

attention from scholars. Aquinas’s exposition is intertextual, traditional, and 

doctrinal (128). Main themes Emery draws out are: the Spirit’s divine person-

hood; his being sent on Christ and in the Church; the Spirit’s gifts of adoptive 

filiation, faith, hope, and charity; the New Law and freedom; prayer; and the 

inspiration of prophets and of Scripture. Aquinas understands Paul’s entire 

teaching to be about Christ’s grace, and his Letter to the Romans is about 

grace in itself, as opposed for instance to grace in the members of Christ’s 

body. 

 In the ninth article, Scott Hahn and John Kincaid suggest that “Thomas’s 

hermeneutic of the multiple literal sense could be an important tool that could 

help bridge some of the exegetical divides that currently plague modern 

Pauline hermeneutics” (163). The authors examine Rom 3:3 and 1:16-17 and 

1 Cor 2:6-16. For instance, concerning “the faith of God” (thVn pivstin tou~ 
qeou~) in Rom 3:3, Aquinas affirms both the objective and subjective genitive 
interpretations, namely, “faith in God” (objective) and “God’s faithfulness” 

(subjective) (166). Instead of ruling one reading out and one reading in, 

Aquinas shows the dependence of the peoples’ faith in God on God’s 

faithfulness. 

 In chapter 10, “Aquinas’s Use of the Old Testament in His Commentary on 

Romans,” Mary Healy notes that the Angelic Doctor cites from the OT 

abundantly, “almost always in single, self-contained statements”; and unlike 

the NT authors or the Fathers, “Thomas does not make use of allusions” 

(185). Healy explains that “the literal sense is not the subjective intention of 

the author but the objective realities referred to by the text. . . . Thus the literal 

sense apparently can include meanings of which the human author was 

unaware” (186-87). This opinion is in agreement with that of Hahn and 

Kincaid who maintain in the previous chapter that the divine author can 

inspire multiple literal senses of Scripture “whether or not the human author 

was aware of all the possible meanings” (180 n. 35). John F. Boyle expresses 

the same position in “Authorial Intention and the Divisio textus” which 

appears in Reading John with St. Thomas Aquinas, another collection of essays 

edited by Dauphinais and Levering. Timothy Bellamah, on the other hand, 

firmly argues that the literal sense must include the human author’s intention, 
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in the sense that the author knew of and intended that meaning (see “Qui 

primo per verba intenditur: Notes on Thomas’ Understanding of Authorial 

Intention and the Literal Sense” in Dominicans and the Challenge of Thomism, 

ed. Michał Paluch and Piotr Lichacz [Warsaw: Instytut Tomistyczny, 2012], 

261-77; and “Tunc scimus cum causas cognoscimus: Some Medieval 

Endeavors to Know Scripture in Its Causes,” in Theology Needs Philosophy: 

Assuring the Reasonableness of Christian Faith and Theology, ed. Matthew 

Lamb [Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 

forthcoming]). 

 Chapter 11 features Matthew Levering’s “Aquinas on Romans 8: 

Predestination in Context.” After giving a brief overview of the Summa 

Theologiae’s exposition on predestination, Levering examines chapter 8 of the 

commentary on Romans, which unlike the Summa takes the time “to preface 

his discussion of predestination with a detailed exposition of law and grace, 

adoptive sonship, suffering and glorification, diversity and mission, and the 

Holy Spirit’s work of building up the charitable unity of those who are in 

Christ Jesus”; thus, observes Levering, “by emphasizing the historical 

unfolding of God’s eternal plan for the temporal missions of the Son and the 

Holy Spirit, Aquinas’s commentary on Romans . . . makes especially clear how 

the doctrine of predestination, in the Summa theologiae, takes on its true 

shape in the secunda and tertia pars” (196). Levering concludes that Paul does 

have a doctrine of “predestination,” taken in the sense that Aquinas 

understands it. 

 Chapter 12, Bruce Marshall’s “Beatus vir: Aquinas, Romans 4, and the Role 

of ‘Reckoning’ in Justification,” distinguishes the two opposing approaches 

that have dominated scriptural interpretation since the sixteenth century: “one 

centers on holiness, the other on forgiveness; one on God’s interior work, the 

other on his exterior word; one on love, the other on faith; one is Catholic, 

the other Protestant” (216). Marshall explains that for Aquinas when God 

“reckons” Abraham as just, God is simply recognizing the fact that he is just; 

that is, God is not covering or ignoring Abraham’s sin. Thus, “‘reckoning’ 

involves no voluntary or dispositional element on God’s part at all” (221). 

There is only a transformational element: God makes Abraham just by faith, 

and reckons him as just. Yet, notes Marshall quoting Aquinas’s Scriptum, in 

forgiveness, “sins are said to be ‘deleted’ in that God does not look upon them 

so as to punish them” (228). Here there is a dispositional element in 

justification and not only a transformational one (229). Marshall exposes the 

intelligibility of this truth, with the support of Aquinas’s own words from the 

Romans commentary. God can and does correct the deformity and remove the 

stain caused by sin, but the fact that the sin was committed can never be 

changed: “Once this has been perpetrated, there is no way it can be undone. 

Instead it is covered by the hand of God’s mercy, and treated as though it had 

not been done” (232). Thus Aquinas’s robustly transformational theology 

includes a dispositional element in the forgiveness of sins. 
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 In “Portraits of Paul: Aquinas and Calvin on Romans 7:14-25,” Charles 

Raith II observes that both Aquinas and Calvin took “I am carnal, sold under 

sin” (Rom 7:14) to refer to Paul speaking of himself as a graced apostle. Raith 

compares these two theologians’ interpretation of “flesh” and “spirit” in these 

verses of Romans. For Aquinas, grace resides in the spirit or mind, not in the 

flesh or sensitive appetites, where concupiscence remains. Hence the war 

within Paul between these two. Blankenhorn argued that Aquinas offers more 

nuance than this in his interpretation of spirit and flesh, but conceded that 

Aquinas does not do so everywhere; and Raith supports his claims with ample 

citations from the Romans commentary. For Calvin, the division is not 

between particular faculties but it cuts across them all, so that the regenerated 

person is “in a way a twofold creature” to use Calvin’s own words, partly 

renewed and partly not (243). Raith shows that Aquinas’s interpretation of “it 

is no longer I that do it, but sin which dwells within me” (7:17) and “For I do 

not do the good I want” (7:19) refers to Paul’s sinning by omission. That is, 

Paul fails to prevent disorderly desires of concupiscence from arising, but he 

does not consent to them or perform any deed on account of them—the sign 

of a person living in grace (244). For Calvin, the tension in Paul manifests the 

twofold nature of the regenerated man. Raith observes that a key difference 

between Aquinas and Calvin that produces opposite conclusions is Aquinas’s 

recognition that the disordered passions are not sin per se but only rise to the 

level of the venial sin of omission, which is not incompatible with charity 

(249). 

 Geoffrey Wainright’s “Rendering God’s Glory: St. Paul and St. Thomas on 

Worship” presents selected passages from Aquinas’s commentary on Romans 

that concern worship. Two points in particular caught my attention. First, 

Aquinas closely links apostolic action and worship so that one of the ways that 

one can pray without ceasing is to do good to others, such as giving alms, so 

that they will pray for you (271). Second, Aquinas describes the kiss of peace 

exchanged at Mass as a sign of the Blessed Trinity (272 n. 11). 

 In chapter 15, “The Trinitarian, Spousal, and Ecclesial Logic of 

Justification,” Michael Waldstein compares the thought of Martin Luther to 

that of Thomas Aquinas. He explains that Luther, by his own confession, 

hated the righteous God who punished sinners until he came to understand 

God’s righteousness as the principle not of punishment but of making the 

sinner righteous—an understanding we find in Aquinas. Reminiscent of the 

cases examined by Hahn and Kincaid in chapter 9, Waldstein presents the two 

literal senses of iustitia Dei in Rom 10:30 that Aquinas draws out in his 

commentary: “In one way it can refer to the justice by which God is just. . . . 

Or it can refer to the justice of God by which God makes men just” (275). 

Then, following a long quotation from Luther’s “On the Freedom of the 

Christian,” Waldstein concludes that “spousal love is an essential dimension of 
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faith as Luther understands it” (279). Waldstein argues that “in this respect 

Luther stands in deep continuity with St. Thomas” (ibid.). In support of this 

claim, he appeals to two seldom quoted passages from Aquinas’s 

commentaries on the Creed and on the Decretals in which he asserts, 

respectively, that “faith produces four goods” the first of which is that “the 

soul contracts a certain marriage, as it were, with God” and that faith is “that 

through which the soul is united in marriage to God” (ibid.). In probing 

Luther’s stark rejection of informed faith and his insistence instead that in the 

spousal union with God there is faith alone without the motion of the human 

will in love, Waldstein suggests that, despite the difference between Luther’s 

and Aquinas’s understanding on this point, one can still find the commonality 

of faith’s primacy in Aquinas’s assertion that faith is the first effect of grace 

(282). 

 A picky Thomist might quibble with Waldstein’s word choice where he 

discusses the Trinity as the root of the justification and the spousal relation 

between Christ and the Church. After quoting a passage from Aquinas’s 

commentary on John, Waldstein offers the interpretation that “in the Trinity, 

the Son’s complete dependence on the Father and his full equality with the 

Father . . . do not exclude each other” (286). But as a most aggressive 

defender of the Son’s equality, Aquinas forcefully rules out the language of 

dependence, as we read in STh I, q. 33, a. 1, ad 1 where he rejects “cause” and 

insists on “principle” for naming the Father since “the word ‘cause’ seems to 

imply diversity of substance and dependence of one on the other, which the 

word ‘principle’ does not imply” (emphasis added). Along the same lines, he 

affirms that the Son’s being is absolutely necessary: “his being is not 

dependent, because he receives from the Father the numerically same being 

that the Father himself has” (I Sent., d. 5, q. 2, a. 2, ad 2). Even if the reader is 

not as optimistic as Waldstein is about the harmony between Luther and 

Aquinas or the central place of spousal logic, this essay offers a rich and 

clarifying investigation of the topic. 

 In the final chapter, “Origen, Augustine, and Thomas: Interpreters of the 

Letter to the Romans,” Robert Wilken observes that, like Origen, Aquinas 

recognized that Paul’s Letter to the Romans is so rich and varied that it resists 

being synthesized under a single rubric. Origen, the first to write a verse-by-

verse commentary on Romans, manifests this in his metaphor of Paul’s being 

led by a mighty king through a palace that can naturally only be seen one 

room at a time (288). This is apparent in Aquinas in the disparate themes his 

commentary treats: “natural knowledge of God in chapter 1, the justice of 

God in 3, Abraham’s faith in 4, the sin of Adam in 5, ‘sin dwells within me’ 

(7:17) in chapter 7, election and the relation of Christianity to Judaism in 

chapter 9, and political authority in 13” (290). Wilken commends Aquinas for 

not assimilating these themes by filtering them through the debates of the 

thirteenth century. Wilkens points out that Aquinas’s marshalling of 

apparently unrelated scriptural passages in his support of his explanation is 
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not proof-texting but the deployment of “vocabulary drawn from the 

Scriptures to interpret and present the teaching of the Scriptures.” Although 

the quaestio format is not entirely absent from Aquinas’s scriptural 

commentaries, “Thomas’s attention remains fixed on the actual words of St. 

Paul, and the aim of the exposition is to explain why Paul uses the words he 

does and what they mean within the context of the Bible as a whole” (292). 

 As tends to be the case with a collection of essays, the presentation is 

eclectic; but consequently it has the advantage of a diversity of perspectives, 

and it is ideal for provoking discussion in a seminar or in a course on Aquinas 

on Scripture. I have used it profitably to supplement a Latin readings course 

on Aquinas’s commentary. This volume, like its companion Reading John with 

St. Thomas Aquinas, makes a unique contribution to Thomistic literature. 

 

JOHN BAPTIST KU, O.P.  

 

 Pontifical Faculty of the Immaculate Conception 

  Washington, D.C. 

 

 

 

 

Obeying the Truth: Discretion in the Spiritual Writings of Saint Catherine of 

Siena. By GRAZIA MANGANO RAGAZZI. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2014. Pp. 224. $45.00 (cloth). ISBN: 978-0-19-934451-2. 

 

 Saint Catherine of Siena (1347-80) is unique among the thirty-five doctors 

of the Church in that she was an illiterate and therefore wrote nothing. 

Illiteracy among women not of noble birth was not unusual in her day. She 

was, however, very intelligent, as can be seen in the works she dictated to 

secretaries: the Dialogue, 381 letters (8 of which were discovered in 1907), 

and 26 prayers. 

  Every doctor of the Church has a particular doctrine or teaching, and 

Catherine is no exception. Unfortunately her doctrine has not been fully 

explored, particularly in the English-speaking world where even Dominicans 

have often passed over her teaching and dwelt solely on her life, frequently 

focusing on her bold stance before Gregory XI in Avignon when she insisted 

on his return to Rome. It is to be hoped that this situation will change now 

that her complete works have finally been translated into English.  

  It is unusual, given her devotion to the papacy and her repeated references 

to the Real Presence, that Catherine has attracted the attention of Protestant 

scholars, some of whom have made significant contributions to Catherinian 

studies. Chief among them is the Italian Eugenio Dupré-Theseider, a 
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Waldensian, who undertook a critical edition of Catherine’s letters but who 

died after publishing only 88 of them in 1940. Earlier, in 1921, the French 

scholar Robert Fawtier set off a fire-storm of criticism with his historical-

critical examination of the primary biographical sources as well as Catherine’s 

writings. Still earlier, the Anglo-Catholic Vida Scudder, a professor at 

Wellesley College, published a translation of 64 letters in 1905 which is 

available on the Internet. The extent of Catherine’s popularity today can be 

seen in the publication in the 1998 collection of selected writings published by 

the Methodist devotional The Upper Room. 

  Reliable presentations in English of Catherine’s spiritual thought are few. 

Although thematic studies have been written, many are flawed because writers 

have often lacked a grasp of the whole of her teaching along with knowledge 

of Catholic spiritual theology and the Dominican tradition. To understand her 

writings better, a knowledge of Italian is necessary not only because it enables 

one to study her actual words but also because it also allows access to the 

work of sturdy Italian Dominican commentators, the greatest of whom in 

recent times were Giacinto D’Urso, Giuliana Cavallini, and Alvaro Grion. 

D’Urso and Grion contributed significantly to the positio compiled prior to 

Catherine’s being proclaimed a doctor. Cavallini advanced Catherinian studies 

with her quasi-critical text of the Dialogue first published in 1968 and revised 

in 1995. The first edition was translated into English by Suzanne Noffke, 

O.P., in 1980 and remains the standard text.  

  Much of Catherine’s thought in the Dialogue would be incomprehensible 

without reference to her letters and, to a lesser extent, her prayers. The oldest 

of Catherine’s extant letters was written in 1374 when she was twenty-seven. 

Taken as a whole, her letters are about four times the size of the Dialogue. 

More personal and engaging than the Dialogue, they read like personal 

spiritual treatises in which Catherine again and again calls people to be all that 

they can be, whether the person be a pope or a prostitute. After reading a few 

of her letters one can almost sense the presence of this remarkable woman and 

the attraction of her magnetic personality. It is in the letters that we come to 

know Catherine best. The Dialogue, by contrast, is a compendium of 

Catherine’s mature spiritual thought which she dictated in installments to her 

disciples, probably between October 1377 and November 1378. The value 

that she placed on the manuscript, which later theologians would classify as a 

successive locution, is reflected in her last letter to her friend and confessor 

Raymond of Capua when she asks him to “take care of the book.”  

  The writing of the Dialogue was preceded by a vision Catherine describes 

in a letter to Raymond written in October 1377. In it she recounts that after 

the feast of St. Francis of Assisi, she went to Mass and made four petitions to 

God for the reform of the Church, the salvation of the entire world, 

Raymond’s salvation in particular, and an understanding of God’s providence 

in relation to the salvation of an unnamed person (possibly Niccolò di Toldo). 

The eternal Father’s reply to each petition forms the bulk of the work. 
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Readers have often found the Dialogue slow going, although one comes across 

occasional nuggets of gold. Catherine’s theological language is one of images 

drawn from ordinary life, and in her eagerness to communicate the Good 

News she often changes an image when she discovers a better one. It is in this 

work that we find her major teaching on the bridge of Christ crucified with its 

three stops at Christ’s feet, opened side, and mouth, representing the pilgrim’s 

journey from servile fear, to mercenary love, to the love of a faithful servant 

and, ultimately, to the love of a child of God. Repetitions, interruptions, and 

overlapping arguments demand the reader’s patience. Chapters containing 

Catherine’s indelicate criticism of homosexual clergy and religious have been 

censored in the past.   

  No original manuscript of the Dialogue has ever been found but there are 

three early codices which vary only slightly from each other. The standard 

division of the work into 167 chapters was probably made by Catherine’s 

disciples after her death, and it was retained in the first printed edition in 

1472. Beginning with Farri’s 1579 edition, the work, unfortunately, was 

incoherently divided into “treatises,” and this structure was repeated in all 

subsequent editions for the next four centuries. For example, in the Taurisano 

edition of 1947 we find, once again, the usual treatises on discretion, prayer, 

providence, and obedience. This pattern was repeated in Algar Thorold’s 

1896 English translation of the work, although, inexplicably, he omitted 

chapters 135-153 on divine providence. (Current editions of Thorold’s 

translation are even more drastically abridged.)  

  Cavallini’s edition of the Dialogue, which appeared in 1968, was the first 

to return to the original structure of the work that was lost in 1579. Her 

“rediscovery” of the original format followed from her observation that at the 

end of the eternal Father’s answer to each question or petition, Catherine 

would summarize what he had just told her and then express her thanksgiving 

and praise. Using these criteria, Cavallini demarcated new groupings for the 

chapters: Prologue, The Way of Perfection, Dialogue, Doctrine of the Bridge, 

Tears, Truth, The Mystical Body of the Holy Church, Divine Providence, 

Obedience, and Conclusion. The new structure of the Dialogue made 

comprehension of the work easier and even spurred a renewal of interest in 

Catherine’s spiritual thought. 

 The publication of Grazia Mangano Ragazzi’s work is a welcome 

contribution to serious Catherinian studies. Ragazzi, an independent 

researcher with theology degrees from Bologna, Paris, and Cambridge, states 

at the outset that her purpose is to investigate “whether discretion . . . may be 

a helpful (or even decisive) tool for interpreting the whole edifice of 

Catherine’s spirituality.” To answer the question, she launches into a 

meticulous examination, first, of whether the writings attributed to Catherine 

are authentic (part 1, in four chapters), next of the “meaning and role of 
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discretion” in her writings (part 2, in three chapters), and then of the meaning 

of discretio and prudence in the works of theologians from St. Augustine to 

Domenico Cavalaca (d. 1347), with whose popular works Catherine 

undoubtedly had contact (part 3, in three chapters). Finally, Ragazzi sum-

marizes her study, arguing that discretion plays a central role in Catherine’s 

thought (part 4, in two chapters and a general conclusion). 

  To some readers of the Dialogue, including myself, it is not apparent that 

discretion occupies an exceptional place in Catherine’s thought beyond the 

role in the moral and spiritual life played by the virtue of prudence—which, 

for Catherine, is synonymous with discretion, as Ragazzi rightly points out 

(69). Discretion’s task, Ragazzi says, is “to indicate the path to be taken” (74) 

and to order “such moral virtues as prudence, fortitude, and perseverance but 

also charity” (65). Discretion is the “practical application of [spiritual] 

discernment” (74) and a “judicious rule of conduct in the moral and spiritual 

life” (77).  

  The occasional appearance of studies on discretion in Catherine’s thought 

have caused me to wonder if the pre-Cavallini division, which included a so-

called “Treatise on Discretion” comprising chapters 9–64 (approximately one-

third of all the chapters), still exercises some lingering influence. In actual fact, 

only three chapters of the Dialogue and one letter pertain to discrezione. 

Discretion (which Noffke incorrectly translates as “discernment”) is simply 

supernatural prudence. To what extent Catherine’s teaching on discretion is a 

unique contribution is questionable. As Ragazzi would have it, discretion is 

knowledge and love of the truth in action and, as such, the core of the moral 

and spiritual life; that is, without discretion there could be no morality, and 

without morality there could be no spirituality. Yet Catherine puts far more 

emphasis on the intellect, knowledge, and truth than she does on discretion as 

prudence, though it is admittedly an important virtue. Again and again 

Catherine reminds us that knowledge precedes love and that defective 

knowledge leads to defective love of self, others, and God: “The one who 

knows more, loves more,” she says. 

  Ragazzi’s description of Catherine’s theological anthropology raises an 

important question. Although Catherine never denies the sinfulness of the 

human person, she always stresses first and foremost the fact that we are made 

in the image and likeness of God which, for her as a Dominican, is the 

fundamental truth of what it means to be human. The emphasis of her positive 

anthropology could perhaps be better represented by the author when, in 

describing Catherine’s teaching on self-knowledge, she states that “[t]he first 

step, and the basis of all inner life, is authentic knowledge, which is 

knowledge of man’s depravity and God’s infinite goodness” (70). The 

cornerstone of Catherine’s spiritual thought is found in the eternal Father’s 

words to her when she was still young: “You are she who is not, and I am He 

who is” which emphatically asserts that apart from God we are nothing. True 
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to the Dominican and Thomistic tradition, Catherine never regards humanity 

as essentially depraved. 

  This work, which boasts careful scholarship, might be less accessible to 

beginners who are not already familiar with Catherine’s thought. It would 

have been helpful if the author had examined discretion together with the 

other virtues against the backdrop of the great Catherinian themes of 

knowledge and truth, such as one finds in the classic work of Antoine 

Lemonnyer, O.P., Notre vie spirituelle à l'école de Sainte Catherine de Sienne 

(1934). In any case, Ragazzi’s book is a much-appreciated contribution to the 

advance of Catherinian studies. 

 

THOMAS MCDERMOTT, O.P.  

 

 St. Vincent Ferrer Priory 

  River Forest, Illinois 

 

 

 

 

Manual of Catholic Medical Ethics. Edited by WIM CARDINAL EIJK, L. J. M. 

HENDRIKS and J. A. RAYMAKERS. Ballarat, Australia: Connor Court 

Publishing, 2014. Pp. 722. $63.00 (cloth). ISBN: 978-1-925138-16-0. 

  

 This book was originally published by Wim Cardinal Eijk and others in 

Dutch in 2010, and then with the help of others it was updated and 

republished for an American-British audience. The editors are also the primary 

authors of this synthesis of Catholic social teaching and bioethics. Its principal 

author is the current cardinal archbishop of Utrecht, Wim Eijk. Based on a 

Thomistic anthropology and metaphysics, this work delves deeply into theory 

and practice, sometimes speaking of diseases and medicine on a level 

exceeding the knowledge of the average public and perhaps even of 

philosophers and theologians who have not kept abreast of the most current 

medical issues. One thing that is extremely helpful about this volume is the 

cross-referencing between chapters according to bioethical theme, especially 

between chapter 1 and the other chapters. This makes the book a coherent 

synthetic presentation and not merely a series of specialized articles. 

 Composed of seven chapters, a short appendix, 59 pages of bibliography, 

and a well-constructed index, this work offers the reader one of the most 

complete and best-organized books on the subject. Chapter 1, 87 pages long, 

gives a short course on the tools of moral theology (principles of double 

effect, totality, etc.), and exposes the radical distinction between Catholic and 

secular ethics. 
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 Chapter 2 outlines the status of the embryo as a living person together with 

the evil of abortion, considering also issues of diagnostic testing and 

experimentation. The distinctions between substance and accidents, body and 

soul, and matter and form prove key in solving some dilemmas and 

determining the morality of certain medical procedures.  

 Chapter 3 explains the teaching of the Church on the transmission of 

human life, parenthood, the regulation of fertility, and the evils of artificial 

procreation. Here and in other places in the book, one confronts the troubling 

question of DNA modification, with no black and white solutions. 

 Chapter 4, 159 pages long, examines the concerns surrounding therapeutic 

intervention, that is, burdens, benefits, and side-effects of certain procedures. 

The condition of total brain death is discussed here as well as the difficulties 

of the divergent criteria adopted by diverse countries for discerning this 

relatively new perspective on death. It is unfortunate that the arguments of 

both Nicanor Austriaco and Alan Shewmon are not referenced. In view of the 

notion that brain death is real death, organ donation and its problems are 

taken up. Yet it may not be so simple to come up with the correct tests for 

establishing total brain death. Also treated in this chapter are somatic gene 

therapy, xenotransplantation, psychiatry, and pharmacological use of drugs, as 

well as various substance addictions. 

 Chapter 5 looks at the problem of nontherapeutic intervention, from sex 

change to various enhancements, that is, improvements made to a perfectly 

healthy person. The authors bring out the many grey areas in assessing the 

morality of different kinds of enhancement. 

 In chapter 6, 104 pages long, the reader is treated to a discourse on medical 

care at the end of life, from legitimate palliative care to the evil of euthanasia. 

The arguments of the past twenty years concerning nutrition and hydration 

are reexamined with nuance while remaining in accord with the teaching of 

the Church on these matters. Pain management, loss of consciousness through 

drug therapy, and respect for the body are the themes here. Again the 

counterbalancing of burdens and benefits for a patient is not always easy to 

determine. 

 Finally, chapter 7 investigates the social aspects of healthcare, treating 

questions such as the virtues necessary for doctors, the role of the state in 

regulating healthcare, and the obligation of for-profit institutions to provide 

healthcare to those who cannot pay for the service. Also discussed in this 

chapter are the issues of health insurance, paying for immoral services through 

taxes, rights to privacy, and sharing difficult information with dying patients. 

 From the beginning to the end, this manual makes one realize that the 

human person is not a spirit with an attached body (dualism) but a unity of 

body and soul. It follows that whatever anyone does to a body is done to the 

whole person. Thus medical procedures carried out on the body must be 

regarded as being done to a person and not as amoral mechanistic actions. In 

addition, it must be recognized that no one—be he the patient, doctor, or 
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scientific expert—has unlimited dominion over himself or others. Human 

beings are limited stewards, not absolute masters. Human fulfillment does not 

come through unlimited autonomy but through respecting the fundamental 

inclinations to the good, which every person has, being created in the image 

and likeness of God. Throughout this study, one runs up against secular ethics, 

which justifies the termination of human life and the alteration of the human 

genome in the name of palliative care, freedom, or science. 

 The length and technicality of this volume make it a formidable challenge, 

but the thematic inter-chapter cross-referencing significantly facilitates wading 

through the moral difficulties and solutions presented. Many medical terms 

may be unknown to readers, but with internet searches such a problem is 

easily surmountable, and it is rarely essential to know these terms in great 

detail in order to understand the argument. My only criticism of this 

wonderful work is that it does not take into account some of the arguments 

which emerged in the National Catholic Bioethics Quarterly over the last five 

years concerning plan B, craniotomy, vital conflicts, and the like. While this 

long study may be a bit ambitious for beginners in theology or bioethics, it is a 

must-read for professors of medical moral theology and should not be ruled 

out for practicing doctors and nurses. 

 

BASIL COLE, O.P.  

 

 Pontifical Faculty of the Immaculate Conception 

  Washington, D.C. 

 

 

 

 

 

Character and Moral Psychology. By Christian Miller. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2014. Pp. 288. $55.00 (cloth). ISBN: 978-0-19-

967436-7. 

 

 Christian Miller directs the Character Project, which is funded by the 

Templeton Foundation and whose purpose is to advance and promote the 

study of character in philosophical, psychological, and theological disciplines. 

As part of this work, Miller has recently completed two books, the second of 

which is the subject of this review. This book comprises four parts, the first of 

which, it should be noted, is a compressed version of the previous and more 

comprehensive Moral Character (OUP, 2013) with an additional discussion of 

cheating. 
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 In the first part of the book, Miller notes that across six studies on cheating 

involving 791 participants who could not possibly get caught, only five 

participants cheated as much as possible (Mazar, 2008). Although Miller does 

not spell this out, from these statistics we may conjecture that roughly less 

than 1 percent of the population are truly vicious (real cheaters), and if virtue 

is as rare as vice, then less than 1 percent are truly virtuous (see the discussion 

of the study on nonmalevolence by Meeus and Raaijimakers below). That 

suggests that roughly 98 percent of the population are neither truly virtuous 

nor truly vicious. There are hundreds of similar studies on moral behavior and 

Miller argues that they confirm that the vast majority of human beings are 

neither virtuous nor vicious. Although the numbers are staggering, this should 

not be too surprising for anyone in the Aristotelian tradition, since virtue, that 

is, excellence, is by definition rare. For Aristotle the story of the moral space 

between virtue and vice is that of continence, incontinence, and the many. But 

Miller claims that there is far more to the moral story for most of us. He 

argues that this middle space is littered with clusters of interrelated 

dispositions that are the principles of moral actions. These dispositions are 

neither good nor bad (neither virtues nor vices) but “mixed,” and will reliably 

cause particular kinds of moral acts for good and for ill. Most people’s moral 

character is constituted precisely by such a group of mixed-trait dispositions, 

and such character needs to be further studied from the perspective of 

psychology, philosophy, and theology (37-52). In other words, the study of 

moral character vis-à-vis habits and dispositions is not only about the virtues 

and vices. 

 Miller’s position on mixed traits is illustrated by his treatment of 

aggression. In this case the vice is cruelty and the virtue is non-malevolence. 

(One might wonder whether non-malevolence, that is, being disposed not to 

harm others, is a real virtue, but Miller only considers in detail those moral 

character traits about which there is substantial data from good psychological 

studies.) Miller maintains that there is a minimal threshold for determining 

whether someone is lacking a virtue. For instance, if someone is non-

malevolent, at the very least, such a person will not harm anyone when it is 

easy not to do so. The assumption here seems to be that he that is unjust in 

the least is unjust also in much, which is commonsensical enough. Thus, from 

psychological studies that show widespread immoral acts triggered by trivial 

situational features, we can exclude the widespread possession of virtue. 

 Although some criticize these experiments for treating apparently trivial 

matters, many studies cannot possibly be so characterized. Consider, for 

example, the famous Milgram shock experiment, in which most participants 

were willing to shock an innocent person to death on the prompting of an 

authority figure. Or consider the experiment by Meeus and Raaijimakers 

(1986) in which there was an actor who was supposedly homeless and had 

supposedly falsely been informed that if he passed a test with fifteen questions 

he would be employed. The participants, at the mild promptings of the 
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experimenter (e.g., “Please continue” or “you have no choice”), were 

instructed to make stress-inducing remarks to the actor after each question, 

such as: “If you continue like this you will certainly fail,” “according to the 

test, you are more suited for lower functions,” etc. Also, there was a fake 

computer readout of the actor’s stress level, which would increase with each 

such comment as his test performance worsened. With increasing vehemence 

the actor protested each comment, and by the tenth remark, the actor accused 

the participant of having lied to him and withdrew his consent; later 

comments were of increasing despair. Out of fifteen possible remarks of this 

nature, participants scored a median of 14.81, and 91.7% of participants 

made all fifteen remarks. In other words, most people were willing dishonestly 

to destroy a homeless person’s morale and lead him on a false pursuit of a job 

in order to obey a seemingly legitimate authority. Does this mean they all had 

the vice of cruelty? No, says Miller, for one commonsensical normative aspect 

of vice and virtue is the lack of internal conflict, but those participants 

“intensely disliked making stress remarks” (42). Furthermore, in the control 

group in which there was no authority figure prompting them to make the 

remarks, the median was only 6.75 stress remarks. Because there is a great 

difference between the presence or absence of an authority figure, Miller 

deduces a disposition that can causally account for the differing actions.  

 From this study, and many others like it, Miller concludes that most human 

beings have a specific disposition with regard to beliefs and desires concerned 

with harming others at the behest of a legitimate authority. He includes four 

other dispositions on the basis of different psychological studies that also 

merit mention, namely, dispositions with respect to beliefs and desires 

regarding: (1) harming an offender in order to retaliate against his offense, (2) 

harming others in order to maintain a positive opinion of oneself, (3) not 

harming others when they are similar to oneself in important ways, and (4) 

not harming others when one would be thought to bear a significant degree of 

personal responsibility for the harm and be blamed for it (43). Miller’s list is 

by no means exhaustive, but it reflects the serious research that has been done 

on the topic. Since these dispositions incline us both to good and to evil 

actions, we cannot name them collectively as either the vice of cruelty or the 

virtue of non-malevolence. Thus, argues Miller, the cluster of these five 

dispositions (along with many more to be discovered) constitutes, for lack of a 

better term, the “mixed aggression trait,” some parts of which may be stronger 

in some individuals than in others, but all of which taken together constitute 

someone’s character vis-à-vis aggression. Some of these dispositions seem 

good, some bad, but none are virtues or vices proper. Our mixed character 

trait is thus complex and has various parts to it, which may be actualized in 

psychologically relevant situations (e.g., if there is an authority figure, or 

someone very much like oneself is present, etc.). When correctly examined 
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and understood, each person’s various character traits are found to be 

temporally stable and situationally consistent. Most people’s moral character 

is thus constituted, not by virtues or vices, but by these character traits that are 

“mixed” precisely because they are neither good nor bad.  

 The second part of the book considers how Miller’s theory of mixed traits 

is compatible with the three main strands of personality psychology. Each of 

these schools is terrifically complex, but here we will only have space to touch 

superficially on some basic points. Miller is willing to agree with the 

situationist’s claim that most people do not have virtues or vices, and he 

argues that situational variables matter tremendously, but he does not accept 

that they are the whole story. For example, whether or not an authority is 

present (a situational variable) is only relevant because the acting person 

already has the disposition to follow authority figures. Miller criticizes the Big 

Five taxonomy developed by Lewis Goldberg, Robert McCrae, Paul Costa, 

and others, for being far from comprehensive and for assuming that most 

people actually have the virtue of modesty and altruism to some degree. He 

largely agrees with the cognitive-affective personality system (CAPS Model) 

developed by Walter Mischel, Yuichi Shoda, Jack Wright, and others, but 

criticizes it for being cluttered with obscure jargon representing common-

sensical platitudes.  

 The third part of the book engages contemporary error theory. If Miller’s 

theory is correct, then what are we to do with the fact that we are constantly 

mislabeling people as virtuous? For instance, if we saw someone in a dan-

gerous situation rescue a drowning child we would probably call him 

courageous. Of course, such a person may in fact be courageous, but chances 

are he is not and we are mistaken. Should we get rid of such language and 

restrict it to cases when we actually know that the person is courageous? Then 

we would hardly ever use those terms. There would be epistemic benefits to 

such an approach, but it would require significant revisions and specifications 

of our trait labels. Perhaps we would then be less prone to disappointment 

when people fail to live up to these incorrect labels. On the other hand, such 

labels have important normative uses and often rightly describe particular 

motives and actions. There is some interesting evidence that suggests that after 

people are labeled charitable they act more charitably. In any case, Miller 

offers a commonsensical discussion of the pros and cons of keeping or 

discarding the traditional erroneous overuse of “virtue” and “vice” and argues 

that more research needs to be done to settle the question. 

 Miller then engages the influential recent work of Gilbert Harman and 

John Doris who maintain that there are local virtues, that is, virtues that are 

stable over time, but not consistent across different situations. For example, 

there is no such thing as courage simpliciter (or if there is it is almost never 

realized), but “courage in the courtroom.” Miller asserts that the psychological 

evidence does not support this theory, but rather points to his mixed traits 

which are indeed temporally stable and situationally consistent, but neither 



 BOOK REVIEWS 667 
 

 

 

virtues nor vices. Doris argues that the data from social psychology showing 

that the virtues don’t widely exist poses a serious problem for Aristotelian 

virtue ethics, but Miller counters that this is implausible, for Aristotelians can 

and have simply replied that virtue is rare.  

 Miller, however, does concede that there is a real problem here, namely, 

that virtue’s rarity places a burden “on the Aristotelian to show how realizing 

such a normative ideal is psychologically possible” (207). As Aristotle says, the 

point of the Nicomachean Ethics is to not to know virtue, but to become good 

(1103b29-30). Aristotle gives us a few tips—we must have the right education, 

we must overshoot the mean to overcome troublesome dispositions, we must 

try to act as the virtuous man would, etc. Plutarch humorously tells us that 

when Aristotle published his Ethics, Alexander the Great (his former student) 

was furious: how, he fretted and fumed (now that the secret was out), could 

he possibly be better than everyone else! In any case, it seems right to worry 

about the success of Aristotelian virtue ethics in making humans virtuous. To 

address this problem, Miller thinks we need “to dive right into the messy 

empirical work of devising and testing approaches to character development 

with purport to be able to help make us more virtuous” (213).  

 Miller concludes his monograph by pointing out approaches being tried out 

by various psychologists that seem to him to be promising, but the evidence 

gathered in these approaches is sparse and none of them seem to me to be 

novel. Miller’s hunch, which seems plausible, is that we must examine each 

virtue and its dispositional parts in greater detail and work out solutions 

suitable for each disposition. The ambitious goal here, presumably, is to make 

virtue a little less rare by coming up with empirically proven methods by 

which more people can become virtuous. Yet the rarity of virtue seems to be 

stubbornly rooted in our human nature: virtue remains permanently possible, 

rare, and always the goal.  

 When Meno, pressed by Socrates, defines virtue, Socrates complains that 

Meno has given him a “swarm” of virtues rather than virtue itself. Miller has 

given us a swarm of dispositions, and one concern I have is their potentially 

unwieldy number. On the other hand, Miller’s argument that our character is 

precisely constituted by complex interrelated swarms of dispositions is 

plausible. If Miller is right, more philosophical work and psychological studies 

will have to be done to sort out each particular disposition, to identify which 

ones are more important than others, how many and how exactly they cluster 

and causally influence one another, how the different character clusters 

influence one another, and so on. One may hope that Miller’s steering of the 

Character Project bears more fruit in the years to come.  

 The book is likely to advance the reader along new, interesting, and 

insightful lines. It is exceptionally lucid, it offers a good summary of Miller’s 

thinking as well as the contemporary philosophical and psychological 
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approaches to character, and it constantly appeals to our commonsensical 

understanding of virtue.  

 

NICHOLAS KAHM  

 

 St. Michael’s College 

  Colchester, Vermont 
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