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N CONTRAST TO the subject of beatitude and its sources,1 
the cognate topic of contemplation in Aquinas has not 
received any major scholarly attention in recent decades. 

This is surprising, given the centrality of contemplation in Aqui-
nas’s thought and the way he conceives of the Christian life.2 
 In a recent and helpful contribution, however, Mary 
Catherine Sommers revisits the theme.3 After referring to 
question 182, article 1 of the Secunda secundae, where Aquinas 
offers eight arguments from Aristotle “that the contemplative 
life is unconditionally better than the active life”4 she goes on to 

 

 1 For a recent contribution on Aquinas’s Latin sources, with helpful references to 

literature, see Katja Krause, “Remodelling Ultimate Human Happiness: Thomas 

Aquinas’ Commentary on the Sentences and his Sources,” Divus Thomas 118 (2015): 

15-56. 

 2 In the opening pages of his Commentary on the Sentences (I Sent., q. 1, a. 1) he 

writes that anyone who has any sense knows that the goal of human life is the 

contemplation of God (“qui recte senserunt posureunt finem humanae vitae Dei 

contemplationem”); in STh II-II, q. 180, a. 4 he states that contemplation is “the goal of 

our entire life” (my translation; unless otherwise noted, translations from the Summa 

theologiae are from the translation by the Fathers of the English Dominican Province 

[Westminster, Md.: Christian Classics, 1981]). 

 3 Mary Catherine Sommers, “Contemplation and Action in Aristotle and Aquinas,” 

in Gilles Emery and Matthew Levering, eds., Aristotle in Aquinas’s Theology (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2015), 167-85. 

 4 Ibid., 169. I am not convinced that Sommers’s translation of simpliciter melior as 

“unconditionally better” is entirely accurate. Shapcote translates simpliciter as “ab-

solutely speaking,” while the Blackfriars translate the phrase (in q. 182, a. 1) as “in 

I
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claim: “it would seem that the conclusion that the contem-
plative life is ‘unconditionally better’ than the active life is 
firmly established in the Summa theologiae and throughout 
Thomas Aquinas’s works. . . . Nevertheless, writing his ‘life of 
Jesus’ in the Tertia Pars, Aquinas firmly recants this reasoning.”5 
Sommers backs up this claim by quoting a passage from 
question 40, article 1 of the Tertia pars (STh III, q. 40, a. 1, 
ad 2), which reads (in her translation): 
 
As stated in the Second Part, the contemplative life is unconditionally better 
than the active [life] which concerns itself with bodily acts; but the type of life 
in which someone gives to others the products of contemplation through 
preaching and teaching, is more perfect than the life which is devoted solely to 
contemplation, because such a life presupposes an abundance of contem-
plation. And thus Christ chose this kind of life.6 

 
Sommers asserts that by incorporating in objection 2 of this 
article a reference to his earlier view (outlined in STh II-II, 
q. 182, a. 1), Aquinas is “letting us know that he has changed 
his mind”—a change she describes as “sudden and, in some 

                                                           

itself.” Indeed, it is hard to see how Aquinas can go on—as he does do in q. 182, a. 1—

to qualify the claim that the contemplative life is better if he had already asserted that it 

is “unconditionally better.” In STh II-II, q. 185, a. 2, ad 1 he says that the contemplative 

life is, “simply and absolutely speaking” (simpliciter et absolute loquendo) more 

excellent (potior) than the active life. 

 5 Sommers, “Contemplation and Action,” 173. 

 6 The emphasis is by Sommers. It must be remembered that the reply in article 1 of 

question 40 forms part of the question, “Whether Christ should have associated with 

men, or led a solitary life?” In this context, Aquinas argues that, given the purpose of 

the incarnation (ut conveniret fini incarnationis), which included the revelation of truth, 

it was incumbent upon Christ to appear openly and preach in public. What was most 

fitting for Christ is not necessarily always most appropriate for us in all instances. This 

view, namely, that it was more appropriate for Christ to dwell among us than to live a 

solitary life, should therefore not be seen as a shift from Aquinas’s earlier position (in 

which he claims, also with considerable qualifications, that “the life of solitaries, if 

properly lived, surpasses life in community” (STh II-II, q. 188, a. 8 [my translation]). 

His views are quite nuanced, and cannot be read as an unqualified endorsement of the 

solitary life—although some scholars have interpreted them in this manner. For 

instance, Simon Tugwell in Albert and Thomas. Selected Writings (Mahwah, N.J.: Paulist 

Press, 1988), writes: “Thomas meekly follows the conventional belief that the solitary 

life is best, especially for contemplation, and this in spite of his own contention that a 

life in which contemplation spills over into teaching and preaching is best” (284). 
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sense, unprecedented.”7 In short, Sommers claims that Aquinas 
drastically revised his views in question 188 of the Secunda 
secundae, where, “at the eleventh hour,” he discovered “a type 
of active life that is not constituted totaliter by exterior 
activity.”8 This newly conceived type of active life refers to an 
active life which draws on the riches of contemplation.  
 Although Sommers’s essay is brief, it contains a wealth of 
insights and views, many of which I have not been able to 
mention (such as, for instance, a helpful outline of the different 
senses of contemplation). In light of her provoking thesis, I 
want to address the question whether Aquinas changed his mind 
“at the eleventh hour,” that is, towards the end of the Secunda 
secundae. And if not, how exactly does Aquinas conceive of the 
relation between the active and contemplative lives from the 
beginning of his career? 
 It is remarkable—but perhaps understandable, given the 
constraints of a short essay—that Sommers never refers to 
Aquinas’s first theological synthesis, in which we find an 
extended treatment of the relation between the active and 
contemplative lives (III Sent., d. 35, q. 1). I am not aware of any 
scholarship that actually engages with this text in any depth. 
This article will provide a fairly close reading of what Aquinas 
has to say on the issue in the Scriptum, although I will 
occasionally refer to parallel passages from the Summa, without 
discussing Aquinas’s later views in any great detail. Given the 
confines of this contribution I will also refrain from discussing 
the role of the gifts of the Holy Spirit, which forms the topic of 
the next question in the Scriptum (III Sent., d. 35, q. 2). As is 
well known, Aquinas radically changed his mind on the role of 
the gifts of the Holy Spirit and the way they relate to the active 
and contemplative lives: while in his Commentary on the 
Sentences the gifts are intimately connected with the contem-

 

 7 Sommers writes: “It cannot be accidental that Aquinas makes the argument for the 

solitary life here (in STh III, q. 40, a. 1 [obj. 2]) from the conclusion of the eight argu-

ments of Aristotle (in STh II-II, q. 182, a. 1) only to frame the argument against it from 

the conclusion of STh II-II, q. 188, a. 6. He is letting us know that he has changed his 

mind” (“Contemplation and Action,” 173-74).  

 8 Ibid., 182. 



4 RIK VAN NIEUWENHOVE 
 

plative and active lives, by the time he writes the Secunda 
secundae the gifts are discussed in the context of the theological 
and cardinal virtues.9 When it comes to the relation between the 
active and contemplative lives, however, I do not detect a major 
or sudden shift in Aquinas’s thought—although there are 
modifications. The most important modification is that, in-
creasingly, Aquinas developed the view that an assessment of 
the perfection of the contemplative and active lives, as well as 
the religious states, should be determined on the basis of the 
perfection of charity. I will further suggest that we must 
interpret Aquinas’s views on the priority of the contemplative 
over the active lives (or vice versa) in light of the mendicant 
controversy, and I will therefore deal with this issue in the 
second half of this article. I hope to demonstrate that Aquinas’s 
views on the relation and the merits of the active and con-
templative lives remain fairly continuous, and I will question the 
claim that he fundamentally altered his views at the end of his 
career (in the Tertia pars): from the very beginning Aquinas 
defended an ideal which is neither purely contemplative, nor 
purely active, although throughout his career he was willing to 
acknowledge the inherent superiority (melior) of the contem-
plative life. 
 
I. THE RELATION OF THE ACTIVE AND CONTEMPLATIVE LIVES 

ACCORDING TO III SENT., D. 35, Q. 110 

 
 Before discussing the relation between the active and 
contemplative lives, it may be useful to consider what exactly 

 

 9 See Ulrich Horst, Die Gaben des Heiligen Geistes nach Thomas von Aquin (Berlin: 

Akademie Verlag, 2001) for an in-depth discussion.  

 10 In his Commentary on the Sentences Aquinas discusses the relation between 

contemplation and activity first in book II, in a brief passage which treats of the relation 

between angelic contemplation and ministry (II Sent., d. 10, q. 1, a. 4). He argues that 

angels can contemplate and minister at the same time. As an artisan keeps in mind the 

foundational principles and rules of his art while executing his work, so also the angel 

simultaneously contemplates God and ministers us (“Et ideo, sicut artifex simul 

considerat rationem artis et exequitur opus; ita et angelus simul contemplatur Deum et 

ministrat nobis”). Therefore, the angels, too, can attain harmony between action and 

contemplation.  
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Aquinas means by the notions of active and contemplative lives. 
In the Scriptum (III Sent., d. 35, q. 1, a. 1) he raises the question 
“Whether life is properly divided between active and 
contemplative?” He begins his response with a number of 
introductory remarks. First he expounds the meaning of the 
concept “life.” In the most general terms, it can refer to that 
which can move by itself (even if this is merely growth, such as 
in plants, or local movement as well, such as in animals). By 
extension, we call those things alive (viventia) which have their 
principle of motion in themselves (e.g., the water that gushes 
from a spring seems “alive,” while the water in a stagnant pool 
appears “dead”). Likewise, extending the range of meaning even 
further, we call “alive” those operations which we perform 
without being moved by another, even if they do not involve 
local movement or growth—such as when we speak of “lively 
ideas,” for our thought can also “move” towards a certain point 
of view. While there are many such operations in us (thinking, 
feeling, etc.), we generally associate the term “life” with the 
main operation that characterizes living things in our world. 
The life of animals, for instance, is called sentient although 
animals, like plants (which are considered nutritive), feed. 
Human life, then, is characterized by understanding and 
rationality, although we feed and have sensations as well. This 
extended meaning of life applies to both natural powers and 
acquired dispositions. After these preliminary remarks Aquinas 
gets to the heart of the matter:  
 
We therefore say that the life of each man consists in that in which he invests 
most zeal and care, as the Philosopher says in Nic. Ethics IX (1172a1-6). If 
understood in this manner, life can be divided in active and contemplative. 
Because a well-ordered human life . . . consists in the operation of intellect 
and reason, and because the intellectual part has two operations, namely one 
which belongs to man insofar as it operates as such in itself, and another one 
which belongs to him insofar as it regulates lower powers [unam quae est 
ipsius secundum se, aliam quae ipsius est secundum quod regit inferiors vires]; 
therefore, then, there will be a double human life. The first consists in the 
operation of intellect as such in its own right [secundum seipsum], and this is 
called the contemplative life. The second life consists in the operation of 
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intellect and reason insofar as it orders, regulates, and determines the lower 
parts, and this is called the active life.11 

 
Aquinas was to retain his notion of “life” in question 179, 
article 1 of the Secunda secundae, and he reiterated, similarly, in 
the very next article that the distinction between the active and 
contemplative lives is simply based on the Aristotelian 
distinction between the practical and theoretical intellect. 
Following Aristotle, “life” denotes an all-pervasive concern—
the way, for instance, we say about somebody that “philosophy 
is her life.” It refers to that to which we most dedicate 
ourselves, and on which we expend most care (in quo summum 
studium impendit et curam). Given the fact that human life (at 
least if properly ordered) consists in the operation of the 
intellect and reason, which either operates for its own sake, or 
else for the ordering and directing of lower powers, human life 
is properly divided between the contemplative and the active.12  
 This broad notion of contemplative life (which involves the 
commitment of all our intellect and love) should be 
distinguished from the contemplative act itself, which has a 
stricter meaning. In Aquinas’s own words: “The goal of 
contemplation, insofar as it is contemplation, is truth as such. 
But insofar as contemplation acquires the notion of life, it 
attains the character of something that is loved and good [ratio 
affectati et boni].”13 
 After these general remarks we can now turn to a text from 
the Sentences commentary (III Sent., d. 35, q. 1, a. 1, obj. 5) 
that is of immediate relevance to our purposes. In this objection 
the issue of the mixed life (although Aquinas does not use this 
term) is raised, thereby challenging the neat and apparently 
dichotomous distinction between active and contemplative lives. 
In his reply, Aquinas first states that this third category, 

 

 11 III Sent., d. 35, q. 1, a. 1. 

 12 Moreover, Aristotle had made a distinction in book 10 of the Nicomachean Ethics 

between the political (or active) and contemplative lives (vita civilis et contemplativa), 

and this further strengthens the claim that the distinction between the active and 

contemplative lives suffices. 

 13 III Sent., d. 35, q. 1, a. 2, qcla. 1, ad 1.  
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suggested by Augustine, does not make a distinction in the 
category of “life” but is used, rather, to distinguish between 
living people. He continues: 
 
Some exert themselves mainly in active pursuits, even though they also 
perform acts of contemplation. There are others who, after having set aside 
the active cares, apply themselves mainly to contemplation. There are others 
again who pursue both [alii vero qui circa utrumque insistent]. Nonetheless, 
there are a number of operations [operationes] which require both, such as 
preaching and teaching; which, originating in contemplation, end in action, as 
moving from cause to effect. This middle-state is included in the extremes [et 
hoc medium in extremis includitur].14 

 
Thus, Aquinas is not willing to introduce a “mixed life,” for this 
would clash with the anthropological underpinnings of the 
distinction between the active and contemplative lives in terms 
of practical and theoretical intellect. He is not, however, 
denying that the lives of some of us (if not most of us) involve 
active and contemplative aspects. Most of us are drawn towards 
either an active life of practical involvement with the world or a 
life of a more theoretical pursuit of truth. There are a number 
of activities, however, such as teaching and preaching, that 
share features of both lives. But this does not invalidate the 
distinction between active and contemplative lives, just as the 
existence of the color grey does not invalidate the legitimacy of 
the distinction between black and white.15 Most importantly, 
this quotation suggests that from the very beginning of his 
career Aquinas promoted an ideal that draws on contemplation 
and terminates in action. The example he gives in this context, 
(teaching and preaching) is, of course, a hardly veiled reference 
to the vocation of the Dominican Order. 
 The relation between the active and contemplative lives is 
addressed in more detail in article 3 of the same question (III 
Sent., d. 35, q. 1, a. 3). It consists of three quaestiunculae. 
Quaestiuncula 1 asks whether the active life is mainly ordered 
toward our neighbor. Aquinas responds by saying that the active 
life is indeed mainly ordered toward assisting our neighbor, 

 

 14 III Sent., d. 35, q. 1, a. 1, ad 5. 

 15 Aquinas uses this metaphor in STh II-II, q. 179, a. 2, ad 2. 
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although it can also refer more immediately to oneself. As an 
example of the latter Aquinas has in mind the ancient ideal of 
praktikè, the disciplining of our passions. Quaestiuncula 2 raises 
the question whether knowledge (cognitio) pertains to the active 
life. Aquinas explains that generally speaking only practical 
knowledge which governs our choices (as to how to act morally) 
pertains to the active life. In the contemplative life, on the other 
hand, we pursue knowledge for its own sake, and not for the 
sake of action. Nonetheless, there is a connection between the 
contemplative and active lives: through beholding eternal 
realities the contemplative life reveals the reasons why, and 
how, to live the active life. 
 It is in this context that Aquinas draws an interesting but 
perhaps somewhat confusing analogy which illustrates the 
interconnections between the active and contemplative lives: “as 
the intellect [intellectus] is the principle and end of reason 
[ratio] so too is the contemplative life in relation to the active 
life.”16 This powerful analogy suggests that there is a har-
monious integration, if not circularity, between the active and 
contemplative lives. As we reason from certain first principles 
which we simply accept through our intellective understanding 
(intellectus), and, again, as our ratiocinative process culminates 
in understanding, so too does the active life presuppose a 
contemplative insight into the fundamental truths which govern 
our life, while the active life also comes to fruition in the 
contemplative life, to which it predisposes us. To the best of my 
knowledge this is the only place in his corpus in which Aquinas 
draws this comparison, perhaps because it is predicated on a 
somewhat confusing double use of ratio.17 Even so, the analogy 
 

 16 “Sicut enim intellectus est rationis et principium et terminus, ita et vita 

contemplativa respectu activae.” 

 17 The analogy Aquinas employs to clarify the relation between the contemplative 

and active lives and, respectively, intellectus and ratio trades on the distinction between 

intellectus as the act of grasping first principles and ratio as the power of ratiocination, 

which he discusses in I Sent., d. 3, q. 4, a. 1, ad 4 and III Sent., d. 35, q. 2, a. 2, qcla. 1, 

among other places. On the other hand, associating intellectus with contemplation and 

ratio with the active life evokes a different distinction, namely, between intellectus as 

higher reason and ratio as lower reason, inspired by St Augustine (in De Trin. 12.12), 

referred to also in STh II-II, q. 182, a. 4: “For the higher reason which is assigned to 
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suggests that Aquinas, while defending a distinction between the 
active and contemplative lives, does not consider them in a 
dichotomous manner.18 
 The connection between the two lives is more explicitly 
raised in quaestuincula 3, where Aquinas discusses whether the 
active life can coexist with the contemplative life. This 

                                                           

contemplation is compared to the lower reason which is assigned to action, as the 

husband is compared to his wife, who should be ruled by her husband, as Augustine 

says.” According to Augustine, ratio (as lower reason) concerns itself with the practical 

life and intellectus (as higher reason, intellect) with the theoretical. Clearly, ratio is used 

in a different sense in the two instances (i.e., as discursive reasoning—which is part of 

theoretical intellect—and as practical intellect). Aquinas was never too enamoured with 

the Augustinian distinction between higher and lower reason. This, I suspect, was also 

the reason why he never repeated this analogy. For the Neoplatonic provenance of the 

distinction between intellectus and ratio, central in Aquinas’s understanding of the 

contemplative act, see Rik Van Nieuwenhove, “Contemplation, intellectus and simplex 

intuitus in Aquinas: Recovering a Neoplatonic Theme,” American Catholic 

Philosophical Quarterly 91 (2017): 199-225. 

 18 Some commentators, such as Jacques Leclercq (La philosophie morale de saint 

Thomas d’Aquin devant la pensée contemporaine [Leuven: Peeters, 1955], 160-65), 

Hans Urs von Balthasar, and Simon Tugwell, have accused Aquinas of treating the active 

and contemplative lives in a dichotomous manner. According to this criticism, more 

important than the distinction is the synthesis they attain in the Christian life, which 

incorporates the two lives. According to Tugwell in his book Albert and Thomas 

Aquinas “seems content to repeat conventional answers” (Albert and Thomas, 286) and 

“it seems fairly clear that his own interest was not engaged by the treatise on the two 

lives” (ibid.). Earlier (ibid., 282-83) he had written: “It is far from clear that Thomas 

could succeed in integrating into his overall doctrine a serious claim that the 

contemplative life, as he understands it, is more meritorious, more Christian, than the 

active life. The logic of his position would surely be to say that either life has to be 

converted into a Christian life in very much the same sort of way, and that either life is 

equally capable of being so converted. . . . Unfortunately Thomas does not appear to 

have been interested enough in the topic to work through the implications of his basic 

premiss with sufficient ruthlessness to challenge the clutter of conventional assumptions 

which largely governed the discussion.” Von Balthasar (Thomas und die Charismatik: 

Kommentar zu Thomas von Aquin: Summa theologica quaestiones II-II, q. 171-82: 

Besondere Gnadengaben und die zwei Wege menschlichen Lebens [Einsiedeln: Johannes 

Verlag, 1996]) expresses a similar concern, claiming that the theme of the inner 

fruitfulness of contemplation will only be voiced by later mystics, such as Meister 

Eckhart (573). For Aquinas, contemplation is the goal of our entire life. It therefore 

strikes me as implausible that his heart was not in the discussion, as Tugwell claims; as I 

see it, his views on the relation between contemplation and action move in the very 

direction that Tugwell and von Balthasar claim is absent from Aquinas’s perspective.  
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quaestiuncula, in which Aquinas argues that they can coexist, 
deserves detailed consideration. 
 The first objection puts forward the argument that “life” 
concerns that which we primarily pursue. Now it is not possible 
to pursue primarily two things. Therefore, it is impossible that 
the active and contemplative lives coexist in one person. 
Aquinas tersely replies that we can be preoccupied with differ-
ent things at different times, although admittedly not at the 
same time. The second objection refers to the classic locus from 
Luke 10:38-41 and makes the point that Martha’s being 
troubled is at odds with the leisurely ease and freedom of spirit 
characteristic of the contemplative life. Hence, they cannot 
coexist. Aquinas replies that the distractions (turbatio) of the 
active live do not occur after it has attained perfection, for then 
we act with delight and freely (delectabiliter et faciliter). This 
suggests that Aquinas, in this instance, understands the 
perfection of the active life mainly in terms of the serenity we 
attain through self-discipline (praktikè). The third objection 
states that the active life is a preparation for the contemplative 
life. If so, then the active life cannot simultaneously exist with 
the contemplative life. Here Aquinas refutes the objection by 
saying that those things that prepare us for something, if they 
are imperfect, will not last. For instance, faith, being imperfect, 
will pass away to make room for that to which it disposes us, 
namely, vision. Other dispositions, if perfect, will remain, and 
this applies to the active life. Again, this reply implies that 
Aquinas does not operate with a dichotomous understanding of 
the relation between the active and contemplative lives. 
 The sed contra quotes St. Augustine’s De civitate Dei, as well 
as Gregory’s Commentary on Ezekiel, where Gregory is said to 
claim that often the mind can turn from the contemplative to 
the active life. It also refers to the Virgin Mary who lived both 
the contemplative and active lives (beata virgo fuit in utraque 
vita). 
 In his response, then, Aquinas argues that as heat ignites fire, 
which then coexists with it, so too the active life prepares us 
for, or disposes us towards, the contemplative life (vita autem 
activa est dispositio ad contemplationem). As long as we have 
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not attained perfection in the active life, the contemplative life 
cannot exist in us, or only imperfectly in an inchoative manner 
(nisi secundum quamdam inchoationem imperfecte), for we are 
hindered in contemplation because of the distractions of the 
active life, which require our attention. He then concludes: 
 
But when the active life has become perfect, then we can easily attain the 
operations of moral virtues, and we then freely surrender ourselves to 
contemplation without being hindered by them. However, to the degree that 
we are more or less perfect in the active life, we can simultaneously apply 
ourselves, in a better or worse manner, to the things of the active life together 
with contemplation. And because it is incumbent upon prelates to be perfect 
in both lives, as they are the mediators between God and the people, receiving 
from God through contemplation and bestowing on the people through 
action; therefore, they must be perfect in moral virtues. The same applies to 
preachers.  

 
It is significant that Aquinas’s famous expression from the 
Summa theologiae—contemplata aliis tradere—gets a first airing 
here, albeit somewhat differently phrased: “Et quia praelatorum 
est in utraque vita perfectos esse, utpote qui medii sunt inter 
Deum et plebem, a Deo recipientes per contemplationem, et 
populo tradentes per actionem.” It is also striking that in this 
early text Aquinas makes an explicit connection between his 
ideal of action from contemplation, on the one hand, and the 
prelates and preachers, on the other.19 As we will see, this theme 
was to receive a particular emphasis in his disputes with the 
anti-mendicants. 
 If the active life prepares us for the contemplative life, there 
is a sense in which the contemplative life can, conversely, act as 
a pre-exigence of the active life. It is noteworthy that in the text 
just quoted Aquinas is saying not merely that if we have attained 
perfection in the active life we can surrender ourselves to 

 

 19 It must be said that the introduction of this theme occurs somewhat out of the 

blue; none of the objections in the question had mentioned this. Aquinas uses the term 

praelatio in a number of ways; it can refer to the bishop, priests, or archdeacons. In light 

of his later arguments against the anti-mendicant authors, it is plausible he has mainly 

bishops in mind. See Jean-Pierre Torrell, Thomas d’Aquin, ‘La perfection c’est la 

charité.’ Vie chrétienne et vie religieuse dans l’église du Christ (Paris: Cerf, 2010), 97 

n. 51. 
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contemplation unhindered, but also that we can then apply 
ourselves “to the things of the active life together with 
contemplation” (occupari potest activae vitae simul cum con-
templativa). Aquinas’s espousal of an active life, informed by 
contemplation, was no mere afterthought. We find it expressed 
in his very first major theological synthesis.  
 Even if the lives of most of us consist of both practical and 
contemplative aspects—indeed, even if we must grant that 
Aquinas considers such a life in some particular instances the 
one to be preferred (i.e., when such a life consists of teaching 
theology and preaching)—this does not mean that the 
traditional distinction between active and contemplative lives 
breaks down, or that the traditional preference in general for 
the contemplative life over the active one is rendered obsolete. 
Aquinas discusses this relation in the very next article (III Sent., 
d. 35, q. 1, a. 4).  
 Quaestiuncula 1 of article 4 asks whether the active life is 
nobler than the contemplative life (“Utrum activa vita sit no-
bilior quam contemplativa”), while quaestiuncula 2 examines 
the merit of both lives.20 
 Aquinas’s answer to the questions of the nobility and merit 
of the respective lives is nuanced. His responses cannot be read 
as a straightforward endorsement of the view that the 
contemplative life is in all cases better.  
 The corpus of quaestiuncula 1 argues that the notion of 
goodness is twofold. There are things that are considered good 
as such, for their own sakes; other things, however, are 
considered good in an instrumental manner, for the sake of 
something else (propter aliud). The contemplative life is su-
perior in the first sense, for we pursue it for its own sake. It also 
resembles best, and conforms us to, the vision of God we hope 
to enjoy in the afterlife—a vision we attempt to attain through 
the pursuit of the active and contemplative lives on earth: “the 
contemplative life is the goal [finis] of the active life, and nearer 

 

 20 These issues will be addressed again in STh II-II, q. 182, aa. 1 and 2. 

Quaestiuncula 3 raises the issue of the duration of the contemplative life, which will 

return in STh II-II, q. 180, a. 1. 
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to the ultimate end” (“[vita] contemplativa est finis activae, et 
fini ultimo vicinior”). In terms of instrumental goodness, how-
ever, the active life surpasses (praeeminere) the contemplative 
life. While the active life prepares us for the contemplative life, 
the latter is pursued for its own sake and has, furthermore, an 
eschatological dimension: eternal life is nothing but the 
consummation of the contemplative life, which constitutes a 
foretaste of the beatific vision of God. Aquinas draws the 
argument to a conclusion by distinguishing between what is 
more useful, and what is worthier: 
 
Insofar as the active life concerns itself with the well-being [salus] of our 
neighbors, the active life is more useful [utilior] than the contemplative life; 
the contemplative life is, however, worthier [dignior] for worth signifies 
goodness of something in its own right, while usefulness means goodness for 
something else. Nonetheless, the active life which is not for the sake of the 
other but solely for oneself, is neither more worthy nor more useful than the 
contemplative life. 

 
Thus, the active life, if understood in terms of service to our 
neighbor (and not merely in terms of praktikè and disciplining 
of self) is more useful than the contemplative life; the latter is, 
however, worthier. Perhaps we could rephrase dignior as “more 
meaningful in its own right.” Things or activities we pursue as 
meaningful in their own right are generally considered more 
valuable than those we use as a means to an end, even though 
the latter may be more useful.21 
 None of this implies that those activities that are intrinsically 
meaningful (dignior) always deserve priority over the practical 
demands that the active life imposes. Moreover, Aquinas is 
perfectly aware that a fulfilled existence will always involve 
both active and contemplative aspects. In objection 2 of the 

 

 21 As Josef Pieper reminds us (Happiness and Contemplation [South Bend, Ind.: St 

Augustine’s Press, 1998], esp. 89-99), if we were to consider the works of the active life 

as the ultimate end of our existence, we would need other people to be in need to give 

our lives meaning—and this is clearly absurd. Ultimate meaningfulness in the vision of 

God or in the contemplative life on earth is a nonutilitarian, gratuitous affair, and 

therefore it is intrinsically meaningful, unlike the pursuits of the active life. In that sense, 

also, the vita activa is fulfilled in the vita contemplativa (cf. STh II-II, q. 182, a. 4). 
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present quaestiuncula, the point is made that the good of people 
is “more divine” (divinius) than the good of the individual. 
Given the fact that the good of the contemplative life appears to 
be only advantageous to a single individual, while the active life 
benefits many people, it is argued that the active life is therefore 
nobler than the contemplative life. Aquinas, of course, rejects 
this view. He makes the point that “just as the good of an 
individual consists in action and contemplation; so also does the 
good of the multitude consist in action and contemplation.” 
The fact that it is through the practice of the active life that the 
good of the multitude is attained simply indicates that the active 
life is more useful, but not that it is worthier. 
 As indicated, this topic is revisited in question 182, article 1 
of the Secunda secundae, where Aquinas offers eight arguments 
from Aristotle to demonstrate that the contemplative life is 
worthier or greater (dignior vel potior) than the active life.22 
This text has been read by Sommers as a straightforward 
endorsement of the view that Aquinas considers, at that stage, 
the contemplative life superior to the active life.23 Even so, as he 
had done in his Commentary on the Sentences, Aquinas here 
qualifies the thesis that the contemplative life is better (melior) 
or worthier (dignior). The very first sentence of the response 
makes this clear, when Aquinas writes: “Nothing prevents 
certain things being more excellent in themselves, whereas they 
are surpassed by another in some respect.” Hence, as I argued 
earlier, the view that the contemplative life is intrinsically more 

 

 22 The fact that Aquinas explicitly refers to eight arguments from Aristotle, side by 

side with Christian sources, may reflect his more in-depth engagement with the 

Nicomachean Ethics, on which he was writing his major commentary. Given the 

controversy surrounding the role and reception of Aristotle in Christian theology at this 

time, one wonders whether perhaps Aquinas was also making a point about the 

centrality of Aristotle in his theology by boldly including such an exhaustive list of 

Aristotelian arguments when discussing contemplation, which is, after all, of central 

importance to the Christian life. 

 23 Sommers, “Contemplation and Action”: “It would seem that the conclusion that 

the contemplative life is ‘unconditionally better’ than the active life is firmly established 

in the Summa theologiae and throughout Thomas Aquinas’s works by means of 

Aristotle’s eight arguments. . . . Nevertheless, writing his ‘life of Jesus’ in the Tertia Pars, 

Aquinas firmly recants this reasoning” (173). 
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meaningful (or “nobler”) does not imply it should be pursued in 
all cases. And that is exactly what Aquinas says after he has 
outlined the eight Aristotelian arguments. In view of the needs 
of the present life the active life may be preferred “in a qualified 
sense and in particular cases.” The same view is expressed in the 
response to the third objection in the same article, where 
Aquinas includes a lengthy quotation from Augustine’s De 
civitate Dei (19.19), which explains that, while the contem-
plative life is to be preferred, the necessities of life often 
demand us to engage in works of the active life, without, 
however, having to forsake contemplation altogether. Aquinas 
concludes: “when a person is called from the contemplative life 
to the active life, this is done by way not of subtraction but of 
addition.”24 
 The issue of merit is discussed in quaestiuncula 2 of the 
article under discussion from the Scriptum (III Sent., d. 35, q. 1, 
a. 4, qcla. 2). Merit is, of course, derived from charity, and here 
Aquinas considers for the first time whether one can display 
more charity in the active life than in the contemplative life, or 
vice versa.25 Some commentators have claimed that, in this early 
text, Aquinas defends the position that the active life is actually 
more meritorious than the contemplative life (a position he is 
then alleged to relinquish in STh II-II, q. 182, a. 2).26 This claim, 

 

 24 Does Aquinas in this context have in mind the praktikè (the quieting and directing 

of the passions of the soul) or also works of mercy to assist our fellowman? The latter 

interpretation, although attractive, clashes with his categorical statement in STh II-II, q. 

182, a. 4: “it is evident that the active life hinders the contemplative, insofar as it is 

impossible for one to be busy with external action, and at the same time give oneself to 

divine contemplation.” I suspect Aquinas has in mind both the praktikè and some 

external works, such as teaching and preaching, but not other works of mercy, such as 

feeding the hungry. 

 25 III Sent., d. 35, q. 1, a. 4, qcla. 2: “Ad secundam quaestionem dicendum, quod 

meritum pendet ex radice caritatis; unde contingit quandoque quod in activa quis plus 

mereatur quam in contemplativa, vel e converso, secundum quod majorem habet 

caritatem vel minorem.” In the Summa theologiae the role of charity in relation to the 

merit of the two lives will be revisited and developed in II-II, q. 182, a. 2. 

 26 See for instance the Blackfriars’ translation of the Summa Theologiae. vol. 46 

(2a2ae 179-182). Action and Contemplation, 75 n. c: “Thomas did not hold this same 

doctrine in his youth [namely, that the contemplative life is of greater merit than the 

active life], nor did other theologians of his time (cf. Sent. III, 35, 1, 4, ii).”  
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however, is questionable. It is correct that the objections in 
quaestiuncula 2 argue that the contemplative life is more 
meritorious. Objection 2 states, for instance, that the contem-
plative life is associated with love of God, and the active life 
with love of neighbor; and love of God, is of course, a greater 
source of merit.27  
 The main response in quaestiuncula 2 is, however, quite 
nuanced and cannot be interpreted as a defense of the view that 
either of the two lives is obviously more meritorious. After 
Aquinas has made the point that it may very well happen that 
particular individuals acquire more merit in the active life than 
in the contemplative life, or the other way around, depending 
on the degree of charity they manifest in their chosen kind of 
life,28 he addresses the question in more general or abstract 
terms. He explains that merit can originate in two ways. First, 
through the remission of guilt, and here the active life is 
considered more meritorious than the contemplative life, for the 
former is more conducive to making satisfaction (plus de ratione 
satisfactionis), given the more laborious demands (laboriosior) it 
makes on us. Merit can also be gained by obtaining glory 
(meritum consecutionis gloriae) and here the contemplative life 
proves more meritorious given its purity (i.e., it is less 
contaminated by earthly realities than the active life). Finally, in 
relation to intensity of merit, it seems (videtur) that the 
contemplative life also proves superior to the active life, if we 
understand the latter in terms of self-disciplining. However, the 
contemplative life 
 
appears less meritorious in comparison to that aspect [of the active life] which 
concerns itself with the growth in perfection of others. Indeed, it seems 
[videtur] a stronger kind of charity when a person, setting aside the con-
solations offered by the contemplation of God, is intent upon the glory of 

 

 27 Aquinas was to revisit this theme and incorporate the argument into the main 

body of his response in STh II-II, q. 182, a. 2. Still, I do not see any major shift on this 

issue between the Scriptum and the Secunda secundae, as a comparison of III Sent., 

d. 35, q. 1, a. 4, qcla. 2, ad 2 and STh II-II, q. 182, a. 2 makes clear. 

 28 This disclaimer indicates that he is talking in general terms (in genere) in the rest of 

his response, focusing on the acts of the contemplative and active lives in general, rather 

than on the merit of individuals in either life. 
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God through the conversion of others [praetermissa consolatione qua in Dei 
contemplatione reficitur, gloriam Dei in aliorum conversione quaerat]. For 
even in human friendship, a true friend is more intent upon the good of his 
friend than upon enjoying his presence.  

 
Although Aquinas still seems somewhat tentative (videtur) one 
detects the first hints of a theme which he was to develop in a 
more resolute manner in later writings, including in the cor-
responding passages of the Secunda secundae: charity becomes 
the determining factor when evaluating the merit of different 
lives, including, as we will see, religious and secular lives. Also, 
the passage we have just discussed indicates that neither the 
contemplative nor the active life enjoys absolute priority in 
terms of merit. Indeed, those who put the delight of 
contemplation aside for the sake of assisting in the salvation of 
other people manifest greater love of God, and are therefore 
more meritorious.29 
 The discussion in question 182, article 2 of the Secunda 
secundae echoes the general tenor of this early discussion, but it 
also differs subtly in one important aspect. Aquinas reiterates 
first that “the root of merit is charity.” Following Gregory the 
Great he associates love of God and love of neighbor with the 
contemplative and active lives respectively. This now becomes 
the main lens through which he evaluates the merit of both 
lives. Gone are the references to satisfaction and glory. Given 
this perspective, he argues that, in general terms, the con-
templative life (which is especially concerned with divine truth) 
is of greater merit than the active life (which is more concerned 
with our neighbor). But he then qualifies this by stating that it 
may happen that a person may merit more in the works of the 
active life than does another in the acts of the contemplative 
life: “For instance, out of an abundance of divine love [propter 
abundantiam divini amoris] a man may now and then suffer 
separation from the sweetness of divine contemplation, for the 

 

 29 III Sent., d. 35, q. 1, a. 4, qcla. 2 ad 2: “Ad secundum dicendum, quod ex 

dilectione Dei videtur procedere quod homo praetermissa propria consolatione 

voluntatem Dei implore studeat in aliorum salute.” 
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time being, that God’s will may be done and for his glory’s 
sake.”30 
 This last quotation echoes the passage just quoted from the 
Scriptum, which indicates that Aquinas has not abandoned his 
qualified endorsement of the occasional superiority of the active 
life. Still, some might find Aquinas’s position ambiguous or 
unclear: the contemplative life appears worthier and greater, 
and, especially in the Summa theologiae, more meritorious, 
although this is nuanced (both in the Scriptum and in the 
Summa theologiae) by the qualification that “occasionally” 
activities for the sake of the salvation of our fellowman may 
manifest greater love of God, and hence be more meritorious.31 
Why the ambiguity, and which are these activities?  
 

II. DOMINICANS, THE ACTIVE AND CONTEMPLATIVE LIVES,  
AND CHARITY 

 
 Aquinas’s views on the relation between contemplation and 
action should be evaluated in light of the context in which he, 
as a Dominican friar, was writing. Within the confines of this 
article I can only give a brief outline of the significance of 
Aquinas’s vocation as a member of the Dominican Order for the 
manner in which he conceives of the relation between the active 
and contemplative lives. Even such a brief outline is further 
complicated by the increasing importance Aquinas attributes to 
the role of charity in evaluating the Christian life, especially the 
religious life. Hence, these three topics (the relation between 
the active and contemplative lives, the hierarchy of excellence 
of religious orders, and the role of charity) form a cluster which 
I hope to illuminate, even if only in a concise manner. 
 Aquinas treats of the role and legitimacy of the Dominican 
Order in questions 187-88 of the Secunda secundae, and in a 

 

 30 STh II-II, q. 182, a. 2. 

 31 In III Sent., d. 35, q. 1, a. 4, qcla. 2, ad 3 Aquinas makes a significant distinction 

between activities pertaining to the active life which relate to general human concerns, 

and those which are specifically pertinent to the salvation of others. Only the latter 

activities, it is suggested, constitute activities in which there is more merit than in 

contemplative ones. 
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number of other texts as well. One of the first of these is Contra 
impugnantes Dei cultum et religionem (1256), directed against 
William of St. Amour, who questioned the very legitimacy of 
those religiosi who dedicated themselves to a life of mendicant 
poverty,32 teaching and preaching, and hearing confessions 
without having their own parishes. William never seems to have 
grasped that the friars were not monks, as his call for them to 
return to their monasteries reveals.33 His views were condemned 
and a period of relative calm set in, until Gerard of Abbeville 
reopened the discussion in 1269 with the publication of his 
Contra adversarium perfectionis christianae. Aquinas drafted his 
own De perfectione spiritualis vitae partly in response (1270), as 
well as Contra doctrinam retrahentium a religione. In those texts 
Aquinas argues that religious enjoy a perfect state, for they have 
taken vows (of poverty, chastity, and obedience), unlike secular 
priests. The religious state is, however, less perfect than the 
episcopal one, for the bishop, as perfector, is called to make 
others perfect, while the religious state is merely a way to 
perfection.34 I will not here critically examine Aquinas’s 
arguments. For our purposes, what matters is how he conceives 
of the relation between active and contemplative lives in the 
context of this dispute. This relation was indeed central to the 
debate, as he explicitly states.35 

 

 32 Aquinas argues that poverty is for the sake of facilitating the contemplative life. 

Those who are forced to be occupied with manual labor are hindered in their 

contemplation by many worldly concerns (Contra impugn., c. 6). Refraining from doing 

manual labor is not due to laziness on the part of the mendicants but “out of an 

abundance of divine love, they withdraw from all exterior works so as to freely 

surrender themselves to contemplation” (Contra impugn., c. 5). Translations from 

Contra impugnantes are my own, unless otherwise noted. 

 33 Torrell, La perfection, 20; and Jean–Pierre Torrell, Saint Thomas Aquinas, vol. 1, 

The Person and His Work (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 

1996), esp. chap. 5: “Defender of the Mendicant Religious Life,” 75-95. 

 34 See De perf., c. 20; this teaching is reiterated in STh II-II, q. 185, a. 1, ad 2; q. 

185, a. 4, ad 1.  

 35 Contra doct. retrahen., c. 7: “Iam vero quod septimo proponitur de ordine vitae 

activae ad contemplativam diligentius considerandum est, quia hoc ab eis frequentius 

inculcatur.” 
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 Contra impugnantes was written towards the end of 1256. It 
offers a firm rebuttal of those who questioned the very calling 
of mendicant orders and the Dominican Order in particular, 
dedicated to teaching and preaching. In the first chapter 
Aquinas distinguishes between religious orders that are 
dedicated to the worship of God by contemplation, “such as the 
monastic and eremitical” (sicut religio monastica et eremitica) 
and others that have been established to serve God in his 
members, by action (i.e., assisting the sick, redeeming captives, 
and similar works of mercy). He adds, significantly: “There is 
no work of mercy for the performance of which a religious 
order may not be instituted, even though one be not as yet 
established for that specific purpose.”36 Later in the same work 
he includes teaching as spiritual work of mercy, for which 
purpose a religious order may be instituted.37 
 Aquinas explains that the perfection of a religious order 
depends on three criteria. First and foremost, there is the pur-
pose for which the religious order has been established. Those 
that pursue a more noble purpose are more perfect. Second, a 
religious order is more or less perfect to the degree it fulfills the 
end for which it was instituted. A third criterion is whether an 
order contributes best to converting people from the old life of 
sin to a new life. Thus, an order in which more austerity and 
penitential exercises, such as fasts and poverty, are practiced 
may be superior. This third criterion, therefore, singles out an 
aspect of the active life, namely, the attainment of serenity 
through self-discipline. Still, in this early work, Aquinas does 
not commit himself to a discussion of the relative merit of 
religious orders. Nor does he elaborate on charity as a central 
factor in determining the perfection of the religious life. And he 
is silent, in this context, on whether the pursuits of contem-
plation are nobler than those of action.38 

 

 36 Contra impugn., c. 1 (from An Apology for the Religious Orders, trans. John 

Proctor, O.P. [London: Sands and Co., 1902]). 

 37 Contra impugn., c. 2: “ergo potest aliqua religio institui specialiter ad docendum.” 

 38 Later, in the context of a discussion over whether or not the religious must engage 

in manual labor, he writes: “Now men can follow Christ either by the practices of a life 

of contemplation or by those of action. Anyone who leaves all things in order to devote 



 RELATION BETWEEN ACTIVE AND CONTEMPLATIVE LIVES 21 
 

 In chapter 2 he raises the question whether religious are 
permitted to teach. His adversaries insist that no religious 
should be allowed to do so, and a number of authorities 
(scriptural [e.g., Matt 23:8], Decretals, St. Jerome, Dionysius, 
and others) are quoted in support. Aquinas argues in contrast 
that those who have grasped the divine mysteries through 
contemplation are most fit to teach. In support he quotes 
Gregory the Great: “Those who contemplate with undistracted 
mind, drink [sorbeant] that knowledge, which they will pour 
out [refundant] by their words when they busy themselves 
amongst their neighbors.”39 The metaphors might be different—
here in terms of drink and overflowing, rather than in terms of 
light being shared, as in the Secunda secundae (STh II-II, q. 188, 
a. 6)—but the meaning is similar, which once again strengthens 
my argument that there is fundamental continuity between 
Aquinas’s views on action that proceeds from contemplation.40  
 While Aquinas defended a version of action shaped by 
contemplation from the very beginning of his career it was only 
in his De perfectione spiritualis vitae that he moved toward an 

                                                           

himself to contemplation, observes the counsels of Christ, as does anyone who abandons 

everything in order to give material alms, or to bestow spiritual assistance by preaching 

or teaching” (Contra impugn., c. 5). The juxtaposition does not indicate an explicit 

preference for either the active or the contemplative life.  

 39 Contra impugn., c. 2 (quoting Gregory, Moralia in Job 6.37.26). 

 40 When commenting on the accusation that the religious frequent the courts of kings 

and powerful people, Aquinas writes in a similar vein (Contra impugn., c. 19): “In order 

to establish this controversy on a solid basis, we must remark that holy men seek certain 

things for their own sake, and certain other things for the sake of their neighbors. For 

their own sake, they would prefer to adhere to Christ by contemplation, either in this 

world, in so far as human infirmity will permit them so to do, or in the next world, 

where contemplation is made perfect. For the sake of others, however, charity urges 

them at times to interrupt their much-loved contemplation, and to expose themselves to 

the stress of active life. Hence while by desire they enjoy the quiet of contemplation, for 

the sake of their neighbor’s salvation they patiently endure the toil of action. Thus St. 

Paul says (Phil. i. 23): ‘I am straitened between two: having a desire to be dissolved and 

to be with Christ . . .  but to abide still in the flesh is needful for you.’ Saint Gregory 

says (Homil. XLII. part 1 super Ezech.): ‘One sole consolation remains to the soul 

enamoured of the heavenly Bridegroom, but not yet admitted to His presence. She 

delights in working for the salvation of her neighbor, and in enkindling in the souls of 

others the fire of Divine love’” (Proctor, trans.). 
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argument that focuses more explicitly on the significance of the 
role of charity in evaluating the Christian life (including the 
merits of the religious, contemplative and active lives). The text 
dates from 1269-70, and was written partly in response to a 
number of Quodlibets by Gerard of Abbeville and his Contra 
adversarium perfectionis christianae, which reopened hostilities 
with the mendicant orders. De perfectione is rightly celebrated 
as a beautiful and important text. In few texts did Aquinas 
speak so eloquently about love of God and love of neighbor. 
Charity now takes centre stage in his vision of what constitutes 
the Christian life.41 While he does not explicitly discuss a 
hierarchy of religious orders he does defend the status of the 
Order of Preachers, and compares the status of the episcopal 
state, religious, and secular priests. Towards the end of the text 
Aquinas engages with a set of arguments that had recently come 
to his notice. Scholars generally accept that the adversaries to 
whom he refers are Gerard of Abbeville and his followers.42 
 In De perfectione Aquinas claims (a) that the religious and 
the episcopal states are states of perfection, while the priestly 
state is not; and (b) that the episcopal state is more perfect than 
the religious life. In order to makes a case for claim (a) Aquinas 
first reminds his readers that the state of perfection is attained 
by taking “the three roads to the perfection of divine love,” 
namely, the giving up of material possessions (poverty), the 
sacrifice of marriage (chastity), and abnegation of self-will 
(obedience). Therefore, “as in every religious house these vows 
are made, it is plain that every form of religious life is included 
in the state of perfection.”43 

 

 41 De perf., c. 2: “the spiritual life consists principally in charity, for he that is 

without charity is spiritually nothing.” (Cf. 1 Cor. 13:2); and De perf., c. 3: “the 

perfection of the spiritual life may be understood as signifying principally perfection as 

it regards charity.” “Principaliter” refers in this context to charity as the source or 

principle (principium) of the virtuous Christian life, as Torrell reminds us (La perfection, 

523 n. 10). For translations of De perfectione I have consulted The Religious State, the 

Episcopate and the Priestly Office, trans. John Proctor, O.P. (St. Louis: Herder, 1902). 

However, the chapter numbers given for De perfectione follow the Leonine edition, 

which contains thirty chapters (unlike the Proctor translation, which contains 26). 

 42 See De perf., c. 24; and Torrell, La perfection, 22 and 651 n. 171. 

 43 De perf., c. 19. 
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 Moreover, there are three elements in the perfection of 
brotherly love, namely, one should love one’s enemies, be 
willing to lay down one’s life for the faithful or dedicate one’s 
entire life to them, and minister to their needs. Bishops are 
bound to fulfil these three offices of charity.44 
 We do not need to concern ourselves with the details of 
Aquinas’s arguments or their strengths and weaknesses. Our 
question is rather about how Aquinas considers the relative 
merits of the active and contemplative lives in De perfectione. In 
this context a first concern raised is the following: according to 
Aquinas’s own reasoning, it may appear that the religious state 
may be considered more sublime than the episcopal office. After 
all, so it could be argued, “the love of God, to the perfection of 
which religious dedicate their lives, far surpasses the love of our 
neighbor to which the episcopal state is devoted; just as the 
contemplative life, in which the religious are engaged, is nobler 
than the active life, to which the bishops are ordained.”45 Thus, 
if one accepts that the contemplative life is associated with love 
of God, and the active life with love of neighbor, and given the 
fact that love of God is more meritorious and nobler than love 
of neighbor, it would appear that the religious state, dedicated 
to contemplation, is superior to the episcopal state, which is an 
instance of the active life.  
 In reply, Aquinas first puts forward the argument that it is 
evident that greater perfection is needed of somebody who is 
called to make others perfect (i.e., a bishop) than is required of 
somebody who enjoys this perfection for himself (i.e., a 
religious).46 More significantly for our purposes, Aquinas indi-
cates that he does not consider the argument regarding the 
perfection of the contemplative life as being to the point (“non 
videtur ad propositium esse”). The reason is twofold: first, he 
considers the merits of the contemplative and active lives in 
light of charity (as both love of God and love of neighbor) and, 

 

 44 De perf., c. 19. 

 45 De perf., c. 20. 

 46 Ibid. 
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second and more important, he sees the active life as flowing 
from the contemplative life. The text is worth quoting at length:  
 
The perfection of fraternal charity springs, as we have seen, from the 
perfection of the love of God, which in the hearts of some men is so vigorous 
that it urges them, not only to desire to enjoy God and to serve him, but 
likewise for his sake to assist their neighbors. . . . For it is clear that it is a 
greater sign of love if a man, for the sake of his friend, be willing to serve 
another, than if he will only render service to his friend in his own person. 
 The argument drawn from the comparison between the perfection of the 
contemplative and the active life does not seem to have much bearing on the 
point in question. A bishop, being singled out as mediator between God and 
men, must, as minister to men, be pre-eminent in the active life. At the same 
time he must excel in contemplation, in order to draw from God the spiritual 
wisdom which he is bound to impart to those committed to his care. Hence St. 
Gregory says (in Liber Regulae Pastoralis), “A bishop should be foremost in 
action, and he should be raised above all men by contemplation. He should be 
solicitous, lest, on account of external occupation, he relax in his zeal for 
spiritual affairs; neither should his care for spiritual things lessen his diligence 
concerning such as are temporal.” It may happen, indeed, that a man occupied 
in the service of others may suffer some loss of sweetness in contemplation, 
but this very sacrifice is a proof of the perfection of his love of God. For if, for 
the sake of doing service to one whom we love, we deprive ourselves of the 
happiness of being in his presence, we show stronger affection for him, than if 
we endeavored always to enjoy his company.47 

 
 It is not for crude strategic reasons that Aquinas affirms the 
superiority of the episcopal state in his conflict with the anti-
mendicants. The bishop leads an active life which is nourished 
by contemplation; so also the Dominican Order engages in 
activities, such as teaching and preaching, which, while broadly 
pertaining to the active life, nonetheless are shaped and 
nurtured by contemplation. Aquinas repeats this stance in 
chapter 27. The objection had been raised that, while the 
contemplative life may be more untroubled (secura), the active 
life is more fruitful (fructifera), and therefore secular priests are 
in a more perfect state than religious.48 Obviously, Aquinas 
disagrees. With a reference to Luke 10:42 he first affirms, once 
more, that the contemplative life is not just freer from cares 

 

 47 De perf., c. 21. 

 48 De perf., c. 24. 



 RELATION BETWEEN ACTIVE AND CONTEMPLATIVE LIVES 25 
 

(securior) but is, as such, simply better (simpliciter melior) than 
the active life. He then continues: 
 
And in so far as contemplation is superior [melior] to activity, so much the 
more would he seem to do for God, who, at the expense of his much loved 
contemplation, devotes himself, for God’s sake, to his neighbor’s salvation. 
Hence, it is a proof of a greater perfection of charity, to be willing, for the 
love of God and of our neighbor, to labor for the salvation of others, even 
though, by so doing, contemplation be somewhat impaired, than to cleave so 
closely to the sweetness of contemplation as to be unwilling to sacrifice it, 
even for the salvation of others. Saint Paul was so zealous for the salvation of 
his brethren, that he desired, for their sake, not merely the prolongation of 
this present life, but also the temporary postponement of the beatific vision. 
His own words to the Philippians (1:23) are a proof of his disposition. “I am 
straitened,” he says, “between two: having a desire to be dissolved and to be 
with Christ, a thing by far the better. But to abide still in the flesh, is needful 
for you.” 
 If by perfection of charity we mean . . . preparation of heart, many who 
lead a contemplative life have attained to a degree of charity not found in 
some who are entirely occupied in laboring for the salvation of their neighbor. 
For, many contemplatives are ready, in order to please God, to suspend for a 
time their cherished contemplation, in order to devote themselves to the 
welfare of their brethren. Whereas, those who are busied in exterior works, 
are often led to engage in them, rather from the tedium which they experience 
in contemplation, than from the desire of attaining to the fullness of divine 
love, which would induce them to lay aside for a time that contemplation 
which is their delight.49 
 
This text, written in 1269, contains the major elements of 
Aquinas’s teaching, which is revisited in the Secunda secundae 
(STh II-II, q. 188, a. 6) and elsewhere.50 It is significant that 

 

 49 De perf., c. 27. 

 50 See for instance De caritate, a. 11, ad 6: “It is proper to the perfection of a 

friendship for a noble person that one who is occupied with serving a friend should 

sometimes even abstain from a pleasure which he experiences in the friend’s presence 

for the sake of that friend. So, according to this friendship, he who would absent 

himself from a friend for the friend’s sake would love him more than he who would not 

wish to depart from the presence of that friend even for that friend’s sake.” Aquinas 

then goes on to distinguish between three grades in charity: those who gladly or without 

great vexation separate from the leisure of divine contemplation; there is little or no 

charity in them. Others delight so much in contemplation that they do not want to turn 

away from it even to apply their service to God to the salvation of their fellowmen. The 

highest degree of charity consists of “those who rise to the heights of charity so that 
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Aquinas does not see any contradiction in affirming, in the very 
same paragraph, the superiority (melior) of the contemplative 
life in general terms and arguing that, because both the 
contemplative and active lives need to be evaluated in light of 
the love of God they manifest, at times an engagement with the 
exigencies of the active life may take precedence, and even 
reveal a deeper love of God. Although he does not explicitly say 
so in this particular instance, this is especially the case when the 
activities of the active life are nourished by, and proceed from, 
contemplation of God (e.g., teaching and preaching). A merely 
exterior life of active service to our neighbor that is not 
primarily motivated by love of God, is considered the least 
perfect. 
 In his mature teaching Aquinas keeps reiterating that the 
perfection of the Christian life consists in charity (STh II-II, 
q. 184, a. 1; q. 184, a. 2; q. 184, a. 3), which is the goal of the 
religious state (STh II-II, q. 186, a. 2; q. 186, a. 3; q. 187, a. 2). 
The perfection and merits of the different religious orders is 
evaluated in light of love for God, rather than primarily in 
terms of the active and contemplative lives. This is why, 
“although simply and absolutely speaking the contemplative life 
is more excellent [potior] than the active, and the love of God 
better than the love of our neighbor, yet, on the other hand, the 
good of the many should be preferred to the good of the 
individual. Wherefore . . . all the more . . . it belongs to the love 
of God that a man undertake the pastoral care of Christ’s 
sheep.”51 
 Love for God flows over, and expresses itself, in love of 
neighbor: “love of neighbor results from perfect love of God” 
(sequitur dilectio eius ex perfecta dilectione Dei).52 This is the 

                                                           

even as they advance in divine contemplation, although they are very much delighted in 

it, serve God in order to save their fellowmen. . . . This is the perfection proper to 

prelates, preachers, and all the other religious whose life is dedicated to looking after 

the salvation of others.” I have used the translation by Lottie H. Kendzierski, Saint 

Thomas Aquinas. On Charity (De Caritate) (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 

1997), 91-92. 

 51 STh II-II, q. 185, a. 2, ad 1. 

 52 STh I-II, q. 4, a. 8, ad 3. 
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reason why occasionally engaging with the demands of the 
active life can manifest greater love of God, which is generally 
associated with the contemplative rather than with the active 
life. While Aquinas had adopted from Gregory the Great the 
view that love of God is associated with the contemplative life, 
and love of neighbor with the active life, his views on (a) charity 
as the perfection of the Christian life and (b) a deeper awareness 
that love of neighbor is a reflection (and manifestation) of love 
of God (ex abundantia dilectionis divinae)53 assist him in 
offering a better-founded justification for the ideal of contem-
plata aliis tradere.54 After having reiterated that the contempla-
tive life is generally of greater merit than the active life, as the 
former pertains immediately to love of God and the active life is 
more concerned with love of neighbor, Aquinas says,  
 
Nevertheless it may happen [Potest tamen contingere] that one man merits 
more by the works of the active life than another by the works of the 
contemplative life. For instance, through excess of divine love [propter 
abundantiam divini amoris] we may now and then suffer separation from the 
sweetness of divine contemplation for the time being, that God’s will may be 
done and for his glory’s sake. Thus the Apostle says (Rom. 9:3): “I wished my-
self to be an anathema from Christ, for my brethren.” (STh II-II, q. 182, a. 2) 

 

CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS 
 

 Aquinas was treading a tightrope. On the one hand, he could 
not simply affirm the superiority of the active over the 

 

 53 STh II-II, q. 184, a. 7, ad 2: “That bishops are busy about things pertaining to the 

love of their neighbor arises out of the abundance of their love of God. . . . And it is a 

sign of greater love if a man devotes himself to others for his friend’s sake, than if he be 

willing only to serve his friend.” Both the religious and the bishops are in states of 

perfection; but the episcopal state is more excellent than that of the religious because 

the bishop is perfector, whereas religious are in the position of being perfected (cf. STh 

II-II, q. 184, a. 7). 

 54 STh II-II, q. 187, a. 2: “The religious state is directed to the attainment of the 

perfection of charity, consisting principally in the love of God and secondarily in the 

love of our neighbor. Consequently that which religious intend chiefly and for its own 

sake is to give themselves to God. Yet if their neighbor be in need, they should attend to 

his affairs out of charity . . . since through serving their neighbor for God’s sake, they 

are obedient to the divine love.” 
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contemplative life. Such a position would have been 
theologically problematic (for it would sever the link between 
contemplation on earth and the beatific vision), untraditional, 
and at odds with the biblical witness in Luke 10:42 (as 
interpreted by the Glossa and most of his contemporaries).55 It 
would also have conceded too much ground to Aquinas’s 
adversaries: for if the active life is considered superior, it would 
be all too easy to make the case that secular priests (who lead an 
active life) enjoy a state superior to religious in general.56 So 
throughout his career Aquinas was quite happy to affirm, in 
general terms and with the necessary qualifications, the 
superiority of the contemplative life. On the other hand, given 
the centrality of teaching and preaching in the Dominican way 
of life he did not want his Order to be categorized as purely 
contemplative.57 That is why he asserts, in Contra doctrinam 
retrahentium a religione (his third work in the mendicant 
dispute) that “the exercise of the active life pertains not only to 
the secular but also to the religious” (non solum est in 
saecularibus, sed etiam in religiosis).58 It is not necessary to 
remain in the world to lead the active life, for in the religious 

 

 55 It is quite telling that his later fellow Dominican, Meister Eckhart, was indeed to 

go against this tradition, and express preference for the life of Martha over Mary, such 

as in his Sermon 86, discussed by Bernard McGinn in The Mystical Thought of Meister 

Eckhart: The Man from Whom God Hid Nothing (New York: The Crossroad Publishing 

Company, 2001), 158ff.  

 56 In De perf., c. 24, Aquinas outlines the argument of his opponents as follows: 
“The more sublime, important [dignius], and fruitful [fructuosius] the 
ecclesiastical office to which a man is appointed, the higher his state is 
accounted. Now, archdeacons and parish priests exercise a more exalted office 
than do religious. For ‘although the contemplative life be the safer, the active 
life is by far the more fruitful of the two’ [Gratian, Extra, De Renuntia-
tionibus]. It follows, therefore, that parish priests are in a state of greater 
perfection than is the case with religious.” 
 57 He offers three arguments: first, by the practice of the moral virtues the passions 

are restrained, predisposing us toward the contemplative life; religious can engage in 

acts of mercy by teaching and spiritual correction, whether they dwell in the world or 

reside in a monastery; finally, when entering into the religious state they distribute their 

worldly goods to the poor (which is an act of the active life).  

 58 Contra doct. retrahen., c. 7. All translations from Contra doctrinam retrahentes are 

my own. 
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state one can have quite as much practice in the active life as is 
necessary to prepare us for the contemplative life.59 
 The affirmation of the episcopal state as the most excellent 
suits Aquinas’s overall argument eminently: for the episcopal 
state best reflects the ideal of action out of contemplation, and 
religious orders dedicated to teaching and preaching best 
resemble the episcopal perfection.60 Within the religious orders, 
then, the order that engages in activities that are shaped and 
permeated by contemplation, such as teaching and preaching, 
ranks as the highest, resembling best the episcopal perfection. 
Recasting the discussion about the merits of the different 
religious and ecclesiastical states from merely a debate on how 
they fit within the distinction between the active and 
contemplative lives to a perspective which evaluates them in 
light of charity enables Aquinas to espouse a more integrated 
ideal of action from contemplation. Some commentators have 
wondered whether his distinction (inspired by Aristotle) 
between the contemplative and active lives in terms of 
theoretical and practical intellect61 really coheres with the 
association (taken from Gregory the Great) of the 
contemplative and active lives with love of God and neighbor 
respectively.62 In my view, however, it is exactly this Gregorian 
element which provides Aquinas with the doctrinal foundation 
for his own ideal of action from contemplation. As love of 
neighbor flows from love of God, so too does action flow from 
contemplation, or at least some actions, such as teaching and 
preaching, aimed at the salvation of our neighbor, and 
specifically nourished by contemplation. 

 

 59 Contra doct. retrahen., c. 7. As noted earlier, Aquinas exploits the ambiguity at the 

heart of the notion of the active life: it can refer to both a life of neighborly service but 

also to self-discipline (praktikè). This proves useful in making a case for the role of the 

active life within the religious life. 

 60 The point is made explicitly in STh II-II, q. 188, a. 6: “Sic ergo summum gradum 

in religionibus tenant quae ordinantur ad docendum et praedicandum. Quae et 

propinquissimae sunt perfectioni episcorum.” 

 61 See III Sent., d. 35, q. 1; STh II-II, q. 179, a. 2. 

 62 Tugwell, Albert and Thomas, 282-83. 
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 Aquinas’s position on the relation between the active and 
contemplative lives is nuanced and balanced, but it is not 
incoherent, nor is it a late discovery. He proves himself an 
inheritor to a complex tradition in which, on the one hand, the 
Greek ideal of theoria and contemplation is considered 
superior, and, on the other hand, the Christian emphasis upon 
love of neighbor receives an emphasis it did not enjoy amongst 
Greek sages. Aquinas’s own synthesis reflects some of these 
tensions and is further colored by antimendicant polemics he 
had to face. He wants to hold on to the distinction between 
contemplative and active lives, and refuses to espouse the mixed 
life as a third category besides the active and contemplative 
lives; but he also refuses to characterize the Dominican Order as 
a purely contemplative Order and argues, instead, that its main 
activities (preaching and teaching) belong to the active life. He 
is committed to the superiority of the contemplative life (in 
general, and in terms of intrinsic meaningfulness), although he 
is of the view that certain activities pertaining to the active life 
in the service of the salvation of our neighbor, and nourished by 
contemplation, may prove more useful and even meritorious. 
Foremost amongst these are teaching and preaching. Indeed, 
although the contemplative life is usually associated with love of 
God, and the active with love of neighbor, Aquinas is willing to 
espouse the view that the active life, nourished by 
contemplation, can occasionally manifest greater love of God 
and hence be more meritorious. 
 None of these statements are in contradiction with one 
another, and I am of the opinion that, from early on in his 
career, Aquinas, as a young Dominican, defended them. What 
evolved from De perfectione onward was the growing role he 
attributed to charity in order to defend this nuanced position. 63  

 

 63 I am grateful to Professor Krause (Max Planck Institute for the History of Science, 

Berlin) for her comments and advice on an earlier draft of this article. 
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ONTEMPORARY MORAL psychology is discovering 
some unflattering aspects of our moral intuitions. Quite 
simply, they are unreliable, or, at least, we have every 

reason to think that our intuitions are not attuned to morally 
relevant features of our environment. Because moral intuitions 
are the starting point for a person’s moral judgments and 
reasoning, faulty intuitions can affect someone’s entire system 
of moral beliefs. What is more, the agent whose beliefs result 
from these faulty intuitions would not know otherwise. As E. F. 
Schumacher reminded us,1 just as by the eye one can see 
everything except the eye through which one sees, so the moral 
eye can see everything except the eye through which it sees. The 
same is true for whole systems of moral beliefs according to 
which everything looks okay “from the inside” or from the 
perspective of the agent, but, viewed sideways on, a moral belief 
system may be radically disordered. 
 This paper attempts to put contemporary cognitive science 
of moral judgment into conversation with Aquinas’s moral 
epistemology. Aquinas has provided us with a cognitive therapy 
for our moral intuitions, one that stands as a viable remedy for 
the problem of faulty intuitions. My goal here is to explain why 
and how his moral epistemology addresses the problem of faulty 
intuitions. A more ambitious goal would be to argue that his 

 

 1 E. F. Schumacher, A Guide for the Perplexed (New York: Harper Perennial, 1977), 

44. 
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solution is the best solution to our epistemic predicament. 
Though in fact I think this is the case, I cannot argue for it here. 
 The first section aims to highlight the problem contemporary 
moral psychology is discovering about our moral intuitions. The 
second section outlines and explains Aquinas’s solution to this 
problem. I explain this in two stages. First, I show that 
Aquinas’s solution to the problem of faulty intuitions is only 
partly the acquisition of the requisite virtues. Full rehabilitation 
of our moral intellects requires realizing the gifts of the Holy 
Spirit—in particular, understanding, knowledge, wisdom, and 
counsel. In the second stage I explain why the virtues and gifts 
are solutions to our problem. To understand why they are 
necessary we must understand how they operate on our moral 
intellects. Here I advert to recent work done on other areas of 
expertise with an eye toward finding family resemblances be-
tween expertise in chess and other domains, and moral 
expertise. We can appreciate better why the virtues and gifts are 
necessary if we have some grasp of how they are supposed to 
work, and we can see this on analogy with other forms of 
expertise. 
 

I. THE PROBLEM 

 
 The following nomenclature will provide the framework for 
the remainder of our discussion. The term “intuition” in phil-
osophy has a rather diverse meaning. Following Elijah 
Chudnoff2 and William Tolhurst,3 I understand intuition to 
mean something like an intellectual seeming analogous to a 
perceptual seeming. To use Aquinas’s terminology, an intuition 
is something like an apprehension according to which “the 
intellect merely has a likeness of a thing existing outside the 
soul, as a sense has a likeness when it receives the species of a 
sensible thing. But when the intellect begins to judge about the 
thing it has apprehended, then its judgment is something proper 

 

 2 Elijah Chudnoff, Intuition (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013). 

 3 William Tolhurst, “Seemings,” American Philosophical Quarterly 35 (1998): 293-

302. 
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to itself.”4 An intuition may be taken as an apprehension of 
something qua kind or species. Intuitions are intentional states 
in that they are about the world—“world” understood to 
include the perceptual environment, mathematical world, or the 
world of values and goods. They have a mind-to-world dir-
ection of fit, which means that they are representations of how 
the world actually is, or appears to be. But intuitions, as 
understood here, are not beliefs. One can have an intuition—a 
seeming—that, for example, the Muller-Lyer Illusion indicates 
two lines of different lengths.  

 

 
 
Upon being informed that this is an illusion and/or measuring 
the lines, any subsequent viewing of the Muller-Lyer lines will 
involve a seeming that they are different lengths, but one would 
not believe them to be different lengths. Of course, normally, an 
intuition that something is such-and-such will lead to a belief 
that it is such-and-such. 
 Beliefs are judgments that something is such-and-such. 
Beliefs have propositional content, whereas intuitions have as 
their content the way the world appears. Beliefs can be divided 
into two sorts based on their source of justification: inferentially 
justified, and noninferentially justified. Inferentially justified be-
liefs are justified by other beliefs in virtue of inferential/logical 
relations. Noninferentially justified beliefs are simply beliefs 
that are justified but not on the basis of other beliefs. Seeing the 
neighborhood kids torture a cat carries with it a strong sense 

 

 4 De Verit., q. 1, a. 3 (Saint Thomas Aquinas, Disputed Questions on Truth, trans. 

Robert W. Mulligan [Hackett Publishing, 1952], 13. 
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that the act is wrong, and the belief that such an act is wrong 
would be a good candidate for being noninferentially justified. 
(This is also an example of how an intuition almost auto-
matically becomes a belief.) Such beliefs may have their 
justification based on intuitions or seemings, but the latter are 
not themselves other beliefs. 
 Whereas intuitions and beliefs are epistemic states, reasoning 
or deliberation is a cognitive act. This is not to deny that 
acquiring intuitions or noninferential beliefs involves a cognitive 
act, but they are not cognitive acts themselves: they are 
epistemic states. (Certainly, one must not only be awake but be 
attentive to one’s environment in order to perceive.)5  
 Moral intuitionism is the philosophical position that some of 
our moral beliefs enjoy noninferential justification. Such 
noninferentially justified beliefs are justified by being based on 
or caused by intuitions that are reliable. Moral intuitionism, 
then, can be understood to comprise two theses: (1) some of 
our moral beliefs are justified noninferentially, and (2) they are 
justified because they are based on or caused by reliable 
intuitions. 
 Walter Sinnott-Armstrong6 thinks that (1) and (2) are likely 
false. He notes that there are five circumstances in which our 
moral beliefs require confirmation from other sources because 
we cannot expect our intuitions to be reliable in these 
circumstances. The first is partiality, according to which our 
beliefs can be based on self-interest and not on the facts.7 When 

 

 5 See Arien Mack and Irvin Rock, Inattentional Blindness (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT 

Press, 1998). 

 6 Walter Sinnott-Armstrong, “Moral Intuitionism Meets Empirical Psychology,” in 

Moral Psychology: Historical and Contemporary Readings, ed. Thomas Nadelhoffer, 

Eddy Nahmias, and Shaun Nichols (Chichester, West Sussex, U.K.: John Wiley & Sons, 

2010), 373-87. 

 7 Richard Brandt notes with precision and insight several sources of error. “One 

important source of ethical errors is doubtless the complexity of ethical problems. . . . 

Another important cause to which differences of ethical opinion may be ascribed is the 

degree of maturity of the person judging. . . . A third source of ‘error’ or disagreement 

[is] . . . the distortion or warping of the organ of insight by passion, disinclination to 

make any sacrifice of pleasure or the lower values, and so on. . . . [I]nterest may prevent 

us from seriously examining a problem although we may talk as if we had done so; or it 
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we may expect that our beliefs are a function of the former, we 
have evidence enough that they are based on an unreliable 
belief-forming mechanism. This is especially true for moral 
beliefs. Presumably, Sinnott-Armstrong thinks that all of our 
moral beliefs are thus affected. “To apply this principle [of 
partiality] to moral beliefs, we need to determine whether moral 
beliefs affect our self-interest either directly or indirectly. The 
answer seems clear: Moral beliefs affect us all.”8 
 The second circumstance is disagreement: not only dis-
agreement about moral issues, but a disagreement that is not 
resolved by greater familiarity with the relevant facts. According 
to Sinnott-Armstrong, this indicates that one or both parties to a 
disagreement have intuitions that are latching onto morally 
irrelevant features. Because it would be dogmatic to assume that 
it is the other person whose intuitions are unreliable, both 
parties have evidence that their intuitions are not serving them 
well.  
 The third circumstance is emotion: our moral “seemings” are 
often a function of emotional reactions. Sinnott-Armstrong ap-
pears to assume that emotions cloud moral judgment. 
“Emotions stop subjects from considering the many factors in 
these [the Trolley and Fat-Man] examples. If this interpretation 
is correct, then many pervasive and fundamental moral beliefs 
result from emotions that cloud judgment.”9 
 The fourth circumstance is when moral beliefs are subject to 
illusions. Sinnott-Armstrong gives several examples; I mention 
here only one. If moral outcomes are framed in terms of 
survival instead of death, even if they are mathematically the 
same, people prefer doing the actions that lead to “more 

                                                           

may make us rest with an incompletely analyzed conception; or it may make us ignore 

certain factors in the situation of which we are vaguely aware and which we would 

consider if we were honestly interested in an impartial and objective view” (Richard 

Brandt, “The Significance of Differences of Ethical Opinion for Ethical Rationalism,” 

Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 4 [1944]: 484-86, 491).  

 8 Sinnott-Armstrong, “Moral Intuitionism Meets Moral Psychology,” 377.  

 9 Ibid., 380.  
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survival” rather than “less death.” Since the terms used to 
describe an action in the scenarios are not morally relevant—
because the action and outcomes are identical—describing an 
issue a certain way can create an illusion of either permissibility 
or impermissibility. 
 The fifth circumstance is when we have evidence that our 
moral intuitions are shaped by disreputable sources. Sinnott-
Armstrong mentions Christianity as a disreputable source, as 
well as the architects of our culture, typically, the rich and 
powerful. On further analysis, though, it is clear that when our 
beliefs are compromised via disreputable sources this is really 
because one of the other circumstances (disagreement, par-
tiality, illusion, self-interest) applies. 
 What counts as a disreputable source would be a source of 
information that is either (a) not authoritative on the issue, or 
(b) has a conflict of interest in telling the truth. A simple 
example of (a) might be the National Enquirer on current 
events; an example of (b) might be a pharmaceutical company 
telling consumers that its drugs are safe and effective. Notice 
that for (a), knowing that the Enquirer is a disreputable source 
requires knowing what is fact and comparing that with what the 
Enquirer reports. If it is not clear that the magazine is reporting 
what is false, then we do not have an obviously disreputable 
source since there is disagreement over its reliability. But then, 
if I accept beliefs from it, what compromises the epistemic 
standing of my beliefs is not a disreputable source (since that is 
not clear) but disagreement. If the magazine is obviously 
disreputable, both it and the one who accepts beliefs from it are 
compromised by self-interest (in reporting the information and 
accepting it, respectively). 
 Speaking specifically about world views, it is unclear how 
Christianity, or any other world view, would as such be a 
disreputable source. One would have to show that it is false and 
obviously so.10 And as noted, it must be obviously false to avoid 
 

 10 One might expect such argumentation in his Morality without God (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2008). But this is not the case. Rather, Sinnott-Armstrong 

appears to assume that Christianity can only endorse a very crude divine-command 

theory. He argues that this crude version is false, but falsely assumes that this is the only 
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collapsing into the second circumstance, namely, disagreement. 
So, either we can know a source to be disreputable, in which 
case acceptance of it is due to partiality of self-interest; or we 
cannot (or do not [nonculpably]) know it to be disreputable, in 
which case it does not compromise the epistemic standing of 
our intuitions that are shaped by it. 
 The binding feature in all of these circumstances is that each 
highlights different ways in which our moral intuitions can be 
distorted by irrelevant features of a moral scenario.  
 Sinnott-Armstrong’s main target is to show that thesis (1) is 
likely false by way of arguing that (2) is questionable. If (2) is 
suspect, namely, if we have reason to believe that our moral 
intuitions are not reliable, then we had better get further 
support.11 What Sinnott-Armstrong does not mention is that the 
problem goes all the way up in terms of intelligence. Even high 
IQ people do not escape this skeptical thesis. In fact, high IQ 
people are just as susceptible to distorting biases and think they 
are immune to them. In an aptly titled chapter “Seeing what we 
want to see,” Thomas Gilovich writes, 
 
As the discussion will make clear, much of the empirical research . . . on this 
topic has dealt with how our wishes influence our beliefs in one particular 
domain—our beliefs about ourselves. There is ample evidence indicating that 

                                                           

plausible Christian account of morality. He then constructs a moral theory based on the 

notion of interests. His constructive project is a very clear and honest treatment of the 

interest account of harm and wrongdoing, but it suffers from the following defect: the 

interest account of wrongdoing holds as normative one's autonomous interests. 

Frustrating such interests is wrong, promoting them is good. But it is already agreed that 

moral intuitions formed as a function of self-interest have little epistemic worth. So why 

do our interests hold their moral worth? If our self-interests are not an accurate measure 

for the truth, why should they function as measuring sticks for what is good? 

 11 On this last point, I confess not to understand Sinnott-Armstrong. If we have 

evidence for a cognitive faculty not being reliable, relying on it to produce a track-

record-like argument for its reliability is viciously circular. The importance of this 

problem is noted in the next section.  
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we tend to make optimistic assessments of our own abilities, traits, and 
prospects for future success.12  

 
Because of this self-attribution bias, we tend to think that we are 
more objective than our opponents when considering an ethical 
issue. 
 The presence of bias among high IQ people is fairly easy to 
demonstrate. I mention here two studies. The first study 
demonstrates what is called my-side bias.13 My-side bias is the 
evaluation or generation of evidence aimed to confirm one’s 
prior opinions or assumptions. The basic experimental para-
digm asked people of various IQ levels to generate arguments 
on both sides of an issue. Their initial opinions on the issue 
were recorded and their arguments were scored for the number 
of points made and for the conclusions the points were meant 
to support. The researchers discovered that higher IQ students 
were able to think of slightly more arguments than lower IQ 
students, but only for their own side of the issue. The higher IQ 
group did not differ from the lower IQ group in terms of 
offering arguments counter to their own opinion. All subjects 
were equally horrible in generating counter-arguments to their 
own opinions. A similar effect was seen when subjects were 
asked to evaluate arguments on both sides of an issue. Subjects 
were asked to grade (hypothetical) papers on the abortion issue. 
There were one-sided papers (making either all pro-abortion or 
all anti-abortion points) and two-sided papers. Of the findings 
of the study was very surprising: subjects graded the one-sided 
papers as better than the two-sided ones. As expected, subjects 
graded papers congruent with their opinion much higher than 
incongruent papers. These findings led the researchers Kevin 
Stanovich and others to conclude that the “magnitude of the 

 

 12 Thomas Gilovich, How We Know What Isn’t So: The Fallibility of Human Reason 

in Everyday Life (New York: The Free Press, 1991), 76.  

 13 Jonathan Baron, “My-side Bias in Thinking about Abortion,” Thinking and 

Reasoning 1 (1995): 221-35. See Kevin E. Stanovich and Richard West, “On the 

Relative Independence of Thinking Biases and Cognitive Ability,” Journal of Personality 

and Social Psychology 94 (2008): 672-95. 
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my-side bias shows very little relation to intelligence.”14 Higher 
intelligence does not correct for such biases. Even worse, 
because higher IQ subjects generate more arguments only on 
one side of an issue, their risk of entrenchment and close-
mindedness is even greater. 
 The second study15 enrolled academics as subjects and tested 
for discrimination. Subjects were first asked whether they self-
identify as liberal, moderate, or conservative on a seven-point 
scale (very liberal, liberal, somewhat liberal, moderate, 
somewhat conservative, conservative, very conservative), and 
these identifiers were scored in three areas: foreign policy, 
economic issues, and social/moral issues. Asked if they had ever 
experienced a hostile environment because of their beliefs 
(again, on a seven-point scale from 1 [= not at all], to 7 [= very 
much]) conservatives experienced much more hostility (mean = 
4.7) than their liberal counterparts (mean = 1.9). Furthermore, 
a series of questions were asked about a stated willingness to 
discriminate. For example, subjects were asked whether a paper 
or grant application that looked like it was taking a conservative 
position would negatively influence a decision to award the 
grant or accept the paper. Two others asked whether one would 
invite to a symposium a colleague known to have conservative 
views and whether one would vote to hire a liberal candidate 
over a conservative one even if both were equally qualified 
candidates for the academic position. The researchers dis-
covered that “the more liberal the respondents were, the more 
they said they were willing to discriminate against conservatives 
on each question.”16 Thirty-two percent were willing 
(responding 4 or above on the scale) to reject a paper, thirty-
four percent were willing to reject a grant, and notably, forty-

 

 14 Kevin Stanovich, Richard West, and Maggie Toplak, “Myside Bias, Rational 

Thinking, and Intelligence,” Current Direction in Psychological Science 22 (2013): 229-

64, at 229.  

 15 Yoel Inbar and Joris Lammers, “Political Diversity in Social and Personality 

Psychology,” Perspectives on Psychological Science 7 (2012): 496-503. 

 16 Ibid., 500. 
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four percent (almost half) were willing to discriminate on hiring 
decisions. 
 Of note, subjects were asked directly about their willingness 
to discriminate, so these numbers may underestimate the num-
ber of people willing to discriminate given the social-desirability 
effect not to discriminate: 
 
[O]ur measures underestimate willingness to discriminate, because 
respondents were asked directly and because presumably there is a strong 
norm against discrimination among psychologists. Consistent with this, 
perceived willingness to discriminate was even stronger when people were 
asked about the behavior of their peers—an indirect measure that bypasses 
some social desirability concerns.17 

 
 Because people who identify as liberal also describe 
themselves as being open-minded, tolerant, and nondogmatic, 
this study is revealing. It does not reveal that liberals are 
dishonest people who are really intolerant dogmatists, rather, it 
shows how subtle biases can function and that we are all 
susceptible to them.18 The authors closed with the following 
lesson: “At the end of our surveys, we gave room for comments. 
Many respondents wrote that they could not believe that 
anyone in the field would ever deliberately discriminate against 
conservatives. Yet at the same time we found clear examples of 
discrimination.”19  
 The studies just canvassed support two claims. Highly 
intelligent people are not immune from cognitive biases, and the 
biases function quite furtively—their presence in our thinking is 
not obvious. But is there evidence that our moral intuitions 
and/or moral judgments can be systematically wrong? Peter 
Ditto, David Pizarro, and David Tannenbaum think that the 
answer is yes, and we should not be surprised by that empirical 

 

 17 Ibid., 501. 

 18 In fact, one commentary on this study observes that extremism of various kinds is 

the culprit, not liberalism or conservativism. See Mark J. Brandt, Christine Reyna, John 

R. Chambers, Jarret T. Crawford, and Geoffrey Wetherell, “The Ideological-Conflict 

Hypothesis: Intolerance among Both Liberals and Conservatives,” Current Directions in 

Psychological Science 23 (2014): 27-34. 

 19 Inbar and Lammers, “Political Diversity,” 502.  
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result either. That our moral intuitions can be distorted is easier 
to demonstrate than the presence of certain cognitive biases, 
because our moral intuitions and judgments are a function of 
our will and affects. 
 
Moral deliberation, is a deeply social enterprise, subject to all the 
complexities, passions, and pressures that characterize human life across a 
wide variety of domains. At the end of the day, most moral judgments are not 
based on written descriptions of the implausible plights of ‘‘Jones’’ and 
‘‘Smith,’’ but rather are made about friends, enemies, criminals, and 
politicians—people about whom we cannot help but feel strongly.20 

 
The way a moral issue appears to us will be a function of the 
fundamental moral Gestalt with which we evaluate the world. 
Jonathan Haidt notes that there are at least three Gestalts: the 
ethic of autonomy, the ethic of community, and the ethic of 
divinity. To take one example, he explains the ethic of 
autonomy as follows. “[P]eople are first and foremost, autono-
mous individuals with wants, needs, and preferences. People 
should be free to satisfy these wants, needs, and preferences as 
they see fit.”21 He goes on to show that subjects’ responses to 
moral cases were a function of these more basic value 
commitments. For example, when asked whether it was 
permissible for a man to have sex with a chicken carcass he 
bought from the store and then to cook it, respondents who 
thought that this was permissible could not articulate that view 
beyond noting that he did not harm anyone else and should 
have a “right” to do with his body whatever he wants.22 The 

 

 20 Peter H. Ditto, David A. Pizarro, and David Tannenbaum, “Motivated Moral 

Reasoning,” in Daniel M. Bartels, Christopher W. Bauman, Linda J. Skitka, and Douglas 

L. Medin, eds., The Psychology of Learning and Motivation (Burlington, Vt.: Academic 

Press, 2009), 307-38, at 334. 

 21 Jonathan Haidt, The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are Divided on Politics 

and Religion (New York: Pantheon Books, 2012), 99. 

 22 For the original research see Jonathan Haidt, Silvia Helena Koller, and Maria G. 

Dias, “Affect, Culture, and Morality, or Is It Wrong to Eat Your Dog?” Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology 65 (1993): 613-28. 
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point is that the moral intuitions we have will be a function of a 
prior (logically or temporal) moral orientation which will in-
clude various affective and volitional dispositions. In short, our 
whole soul is involved in apprehending moral reality. Moral 
conversions are difficult for this very reason; our moral beliefs 
are a function of a basic orientation that is rarely reflected 
upon, much less criticized.23 
 In summary, Ditto, Pizarro, and Tannenbaum comment on 
the empirical evidence accumulated to date regarding the 
motivational influences on moral judgments. 
  
[A] wealth of social psychological research suggests that in many judgment 
situations, particularly those that involve people and issues we care about 
deeply, people act more like lay attorneys than lay judges. Although the 
motivation to be accurate can sometimes improve the quality of inferences, 
people (like attorneys) often have a preference for reaching one conclusion 
over another, and these directional motivations serve to tip judgment 
processes in favor of whatever conclusion is preferred.24 

 
The metaphor of attorney versus judge is important. Attorneys 
are hired to argue for one conclusion. Judges, on the other 
hand, aim to judge impartially: to assess arguments on both 
sides as objectively as possible. What is important about the 
metaphor of an attorney (versus judge) is that the directional 
motivations for one conclusion over another typically operate 
within the bounds of what the person thinks is still objective. A 
lawyer may come to believe that she is arguing for what is true, 
but that may be because she is trying to array arguments in 
support of only that conclusion. Ditto, Pizarro, and 
Tannenbaum state, “The crucial aspect of these motivated 
reasoning mechanisms is that their subtlety allows them to 
operate well within the confines of what people perceive as the 

 

 23 Abortion doctors who convert to a pro-life position are almost unanimous in 

attributing their conversion to a shift in perceiving the value of nascent human life. See 

for example, Yvonne Moor, “Former Abortionist Yvonne Moor,” ClinicQuotes - 

September 11, 2012; http://clinicquotes.com/former-abortionist-dr-yvonne-moor/ 

(accessed 2/27/2016). This shift is basic in the sense that no argument appears to 

mediate the shift.  

 24 Ditto, Pizarro, and Tannenbaum, “Motivated Moral Reasoning,” 310.  
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dictates of objectivity.”25 Since our motivations can affect our 
intuitions as well, we have evidence for them not being reliable 
also. 
 A concrete example of these points may be found in the case 
of Franz Stangl, commandant of the concentration camp at 
Treblinka. Gitta Sereny interviewed Stangl and published her 
account under the title Into that Darkness: An Examination of 
Conscience.26 She recounts that one of Stangl’s first appoint-
ments was at a euthanasia clinic in which infirm children were 
euthanized. This repulsed him at first but he tried to convince 
himself of its permissibility, because if he could not he would be 
divested of his rank and/or be sent to the front lines and likely 
die. He wanted to accept his appointment, and was not willing 
to give it away, and the other alternatives were not attractive to 
him. Eleonore Stump’s insightful analysis of Stangl’s conscience 
notes that he was double minded at first, looking for a way 
either to see euthanasia as good, or rejecting the assignment.27 
Since we do not do that which we see only as evil, Stangl had to 
see euthanasia as in some way good and focus on that good 
aspect. If a person wills something that is initially apprehended 
as evil, the will directs the mind to consider what is good about 
the desired object or action. Evidence in favor of the action 
being evil is discounted or ignored altogether, and evidence of 
its permissibility is highlighted. We see Stangl’s motivations 
(will) directing his intellect toward features of the act that 
would indicate its goodness. And such a direction is initiated by 
his behavior. The formula here is fairly simple and common. An 
agent desires x, but in order to get or maintain x, she must 
perform y. Action y is initially seen as being evil or repulsive, 
but the desire for x overrides this, and directs the intellect 
toward features of y that indicate its goodness. If someone 

 

 25 Ibid., 312.  

 26 Gitta Sereny, Into That Darkness: An Examination of Conscience (New York: 

Vintage Books, 1974). 

 27 Eleonore Stump, Aquinas: Arguments of the Philosophers (New York: Routledge, 

2003), chap. 11. 
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realizes this formula multiple times, we can plausibly substitute 
for x “being commandant of Treblinka” and for y “engaging in 
systematic destruction of human life.” Another process is 
exerting an influence as well. It is a psychological fact that we 
desire consistency between our moral beliefs and our moral 
behavior. After engaging in behavior we may initially have seen 
as repulsive, we “force” ourselves to judge the action 
differently; henceforth, our moral intuitions will apprehend the 
action as permissible. The desire for consistency makes it 
possible that behavior affects our judgments. Sereny tells us that 
Stangl never thought that what he did was wrong, he was never 
remorseful, and he could not understand the public ridicule he 
endured subsequent to the Nuremberg Trials. His will (and his 
affective capacities)28 clouded his ability to see the moral order 
correctly. 
  None of the authors cited here likely think that the evidence 
supports being skeptical of our views on, for example, torturing 
children for fun. It is more plausible to suppose that the 
evidence supports skepticism of those judgments concerning 
which an agent has a strong interest, or one that is not oriented 
to alethic goals. 
 

II. THE SOLUTION: 
 ADAEQUATIO TO MORAL REALITY—THE VIRTUES AND GIFTS 

 
 The evidence canvassed above suggests that we are in a bad 
epistemic situation. If we do not realize that we may be biased—
given various self-protective mechanisms—our moral intuitions 

 

 28 Numerous important works exist that argue for the role of emotion in moral 

perception. Most agree that emotion improves our moral insight and that apathy or 

distance is both an epistemic and a moral defect. See Arne Vetlesen, Perception, 

Empathy, and Judgment: An Inquiry into the Preconditions for Moral Performance 

(University Park, Pa.: Penn State University Press, 1994) chaps. 4 and 5; Nancy 

Sherman, Fabric of Character (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), chap. 2; 

Martha Nussbaum, Love’s Knowledge: Essays on Philosophy and Literature (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1990); Sabine Roeser, Moral Emotions and Intuitions (New 

York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011); Michael Brady, Emotional Insight: The Epistemic 

Role of Emotional Experience (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013).  
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risk being hermetically sealed off from critique or change. The 
epistemic problem is not that we may have deeply held 
convictions; the epistemic (or moral) vice is rather that our 
convictions may be based on morally suspect features of our 
affections, will, and reason—and we would know none the 
better. Again, the moral eye can see everything except the eye 
through which it sees. It seems that a vicious circularity looms if 
we dig in our heels and attempt to justify the reliability of our 
moral intellects when that justification would involve the same 
will, affect, and reason that is epistemically suspect. How would 
we go about doing so except by an appeal to the truth of other 
moral beliefs? When the trustworthiness of a source of beliefs is 
called into question, we cannot use that very source to justify 
reliance on it. And we cannot use other people’s moral beliefs to 
confirm our own since the empirical literature suggests that they 
are subject to the same distorting influences. I shall refer to this 
epistemic state as a state of radical skepticism. It is “radical” 
because I have outlined ways in which our moral perception can 
go wrong. When we realize that we may have a problem seeing 
the moral landscape well, we realize also that we cannot know 
whether our moral perception is acute or obtunded.  
 Aquinas understood this epistemic predicament quite well. 
Although he does not use the terms “skepticism” or “circu-
larity” to describe the problem, he is sensitive to how labile our 
moral intellects are to distorting influences. When discussing the 
need for the gifts of the Holy Spirit, Aquinas repeats often that 
our intellects are imperfect in regard to apprehending or 
judging correctly the eternal law. He uses an analogy between 
the sun illuminating on its own and the moon reflecting the 
sun’s light. He likens our intellects to the moon which has no 
light of its own but borrows its light from the sun.29 In the same 

 

 29 STh I-II, q. 68 a. 2. Quotations from the Summa Theologiae are from the 

translation by The Fathers of the English Dominican Province (New York: Benziger 

Brothers Inc., 1947). In places, I have made minor modifications for terminological 

clarity—too minor to warrant separate mention.  
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article he notes that the gifts are necessary to protect against 
cognitive defects such as folly (corrected by wisdom), dullness 
of mind (corrected by understanding), and ignorance (corrected 
by knowledge). Furthermore, even if human reason is perfected 
via the acquired or theological virtues, “it does not know all 
things, nor all possible things. Consequently it is unable to 
avoid folly and other like things mentioned in the objection.”30 
Hence, he is well aware of how fragile human cognition can be 
on moral and religious matters. For Aquinas, our minds require 
God to condescend so that we may con-ascend. 
 Before proceeding with an explanation of Aquinas’s solution 
to this problem, I should note an interpretive assumption. While 
it is apparent to any student of Aquinas that he distinguishes 
between the different powers of the soul, and between the 
intellectual and moral virtues, it is also apparent that he thinks 
that the person is a unified whole. Intellect, will, passions, 
intellectual virtue, and moral virtue are only separable by an 
abstraction from the concrete particular which is the person. 
Similarly, to recognize that the methane molecule is composed 
of hydrogen and carbon31 is by no means to suggest that it is a 
piece of hydrogen metaphysically glued to a piece of carbon. 
Methane is a unified whole in which we can separately identify 
only by abstraction the individual parts hydrogen and carbon. 
The same should be kept in mind for the discussion of Aquinas 
that follows. The distinctions Aquinas rightly makes are never-
theless distinctions in abstracta. This is not at all to say that the 
human person does not have an intellect, will or passions. I am 
saying, rather, that they are separately identifiable only in the 
abstract and that their existence is wholly parasitic on the 
existence of the person. It is the person who thinks, believes, 
and inquires, not the intellect (or will or affections). My 
intellect does not think, come to believe p, or decide to x. I 
think, come to believe p, or decide to x by means of my intellect 
(and maybe the will too, in the case of deciding). Without this 

 

 30 STh I-II, q. 68, a. 2, ad 3.  

 31 This example is borrowed from Theodore Scaltsas, Substances and Universals in 

Aristotle's Metaphysics (New York: Cornell University Press, 1994). 
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assumption, the person turns into an aggregate of powers and 
not a substantial whole. 
 Explaining in full Aquinas’s solution to the problem of 
radical skepticism would require detours into his action theory, 
which would include explaining the interaction of intellect, will, 
and passions;32 an explanation of the mechanisms of cognition; 
and an explanation for why he thinks the gifts of the Holy Spirit 
(over and above or in addition to the moral and intellectual 
virtues) are necessary to escape radical skepticism. My focus is 
strictly on the latter project and I assume in what follows that 
human action is a dynamic exchange between intellect, will, and 
passions.33 And I assume that Aquinas’s theory of cognition is 
compatible with, and at some points confirmed by, contem-
porary cognitive psychology.34 
 

A) Aquinas on “adaequatio” 

 
 The cornerstone to Aquinas’s solution is the following series 
of ideas. The first is an epistemic principle according to which 
the object of one’s knowledge constrains or dictates the 
epistemic methods one uses to apprehend that object. In the 
case of moral reality, one must be properly disposed in terms of 
affections and will, that is, one must have the moral virtues. 
This thought permeates several intellectual traditions. Feminist 
epistemologist Margaret Olivia Little notes that the “moral 
landscape will be opaque to those who are in no way moral.”35 
 

 32 For further discussion see Giuseppe Butera, “On Reason's Control of the Passions 

in Aquinas's Theory of Temperance,” Mediaeval Studies 68 (2006): 133-60; and Steven 

Jensen, “Virtuous Deliberation and the Passions,” The Thomist 77 (2013): 193-227.  

 33 For more on Aquinas’s action theory, see Martin Rhonheimer and William F. 

Murphy, The Perspective of the Acting Person: Essays in the Renewal of Thomistic Moral 

Philosophy (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2008); Steven 

J. Jensen, Good and Evil Actions: A Journey through Saint Thomas Aquinas 

(Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2010). 

 34 See Stump, Aquinas, chaps. 7 and 8.  

 35 Margaret Olivia Little, “Seeing and Caring: The Role of Affect in Feminist Moral 

Epistemology,” Hypatia 10, no. 3 (1995): 117-37, at 118.  
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Little is here endorsing a long tradition of thought according to 
which an adaequatio between knower and object is required for 
knowledge. In explaining the notion of adaequatio, E. F Schu-
macher notes that for Plotinus, “[n]othing can be known 
without there being an appropriate ‘instrument’ in the make-up 
of the knower.” Quoting John Smith (seventeenth-century 
Platonist), he adds, “That which enables us to know and 
understand aright in the things of God, must be a living 
principle of holiness within us.”36 In a passage we shall return to 
below, Aquinas observes a similar idea as it pertains to charity. 
 
It is proper to a habit to incline a power to act, and this belongs to a habit, in 
so far as it makes whatever is suitable [convenit] to it, to seem good, and 
whatever is unsuitable, to seem evil. For as one’s taste judges flavors according 
to its disposition, so does the human mind judge of things to be done, 
according to its habitual disposition. Hence the Philosopher says (Ethic. iii, 5) 
that “such as a man is, so does the end appear to him.” And so, charity is 
inseparable from its possessor, whenever that which is accordant [convenit] 
with charity cannot appear otherwise than good.37 

 
The person who has the moral virtues (and the infused virtue of 
charity) sees clearly which actions are upright or deformed. 
Comprehension of the moral order requires conformity to 
moral goods. Elsewhere Aquinas notes, “just as man assents to 
first principles by the natural light of his intellect, so does a 
virtuous man, by the habit of virtue, judge correctly of things 
concerning that virtue.”38 In discussing whether the objects of 
faith may be seen, Aquinas observes that “by the habits of the 
other virtues, man sees what is accordant [conveniens] to him 
according to that habit, so by the habit of faith the human mind 
is directed to assent to such things as are accordant [conveniunt] 
with a right faith.”39 The epistemic point is that we apprehend 
what we are able to apprehend. But when the object concerns 
moral goods, the ability to apprehend them requires a 
corresponding moral goodness in the soul. “[I]n moral matters a 

 

 36 Schumacher, Guide for the Perplexed, 39.  

 37 STh II-II, q. 24, a. 11. 

 38 STh II-II, q. 2, a. 3, ad 2. 

 39 STh II-II, q. 1, a. 4, ad 3. 
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man has a right estimate about the end through a habit of 
virtue.”40 
 I capture these ideas with the notion of adaequatio. 
Adaequatio can be translated as “proportion” or “an equi-
valence.” We get the English term “adequate” from it. The 
entire medieval tradition defines truth as an adaequatio 
intellectus et rei, the sense being that one’s intellect apprehends 
truly when it is conformed to the thing apprehended. Aquinas’s 
own examples are illuminating. “Likewise the bitter and sweet 
seem bitter and sweet to those who have a healthy taste, things 
really warm seem warm to those who have a normal sense of 
touch.”41 The same principle applies to the virtuous person 
since “that which is really good seems to him [the virtuous 
person] to be good. . . . Thus the things in accord with right 
reason . . . seem good to it. Here the good man differs . . . from 
others, for he sees what is truly good in individual practical 
matters.”42 Convenio and adaequatio share similar cognates such 
as accordant (with), suited to, adapted to, fitting, and so on. For 
moral knowledge, then, there must be an adaequatio between 
the knower’s intellect, will, and affections and that part of the 
moral landscape the knower is trying to apprehend.  
 This adaequatio between knower and object reaches its 
zenith when the gifts of the Holy Spirit are active in the person. 
There are seven gifts, four of which perfect the agent’s cognitive 
abilities (i.e., understanding, knowledge, wisdom, and counsel). 
The gifts are ordered to perfect the theological virtues (i.e., 
faith, hope, and love). Aquinas quotes several times the passage 
from Galatians according to which “faith works by charity” 
(Gal. 5:6) to support the view that the gifts perfect one’s 
apprehension and judgment about moral matters as well. The 
more a person knows the essence of God’s love, the better able 

 

 40 STh II-II, q. 8, a. 6.  

 41 III Nic. Ethic., lect. 10 (St. Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on the Nicomachean 

Ethics, trans. C. I. Litzinger O.P. [Chicago: Henry Regnery Company, 1964], n. 493).  

 42 Ibid. (Litzinger trans., n. 494 [emphasis added]). 
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she is to measure human actions with reference to love. 
Consequently, for Aquinas it is the gift of wisdom (not the 
virtue of prudence alone)43 that serves as a solution to the 
brumous effects of sin and disordered passions. Our ascent from 
skepticism reaches its zenith when we become by grace what 
Christ is by nature—for it is by charity that we attain God 
himself44 and wisdom is a gift of the Holy Spirit that perfects 
charity. The gift of wisdom, therefore, is the chief elixir to 
radical moral skepticism. 
 Having outlined the skeleton of Aquinas’s solution I will 
address three points. First, I will show that Aquinas is 
committed to the view that one’s moral virtues can perfect one’s 

 

 43 The key term is “alone.” In STh II-II, q. 47, a. 15, Aquinas is clear that prudence 

applies universal principles (such as “do good and avoid evil”) to specific actions. The 

task for prudence is to discern the fitting means once a good end is identified. The 

means to certain ends are, for human affairs, of a “manifold variety,” depending on 

different persons and their circumstances. Aquinas concludes that prudence is “not 

about the ends.” And because prudence is not about ends, it is not from nature. We may 

infer from this that natural reason is able to apprehend universal ends, such as happiness 

or doing good and avoiding evil (whatever content these have in specific cases). We do 

not all see, however, that killing preborn human beings involves doing evil (using a 

controversial example to make the point). As I understand Aquinas, the office of 

prudence is to perfect our grasp of how best (i.e., what are the means) to love (i.e., the 

end of doing good) mothers with unplanned pregnancies (i.e., manifold variety of 

circumstances). Why is prudence not enough? Anticipating what I say below, prudence 

is not enough because it does not by itself lead to deiformity. Keeping with the example 

of abortion, prohibitive attitudes on abortion among health-care professionals are more 

strongly correlated with religious belief than with any other single factor. What is more, 

it is not religious affiliation that is important, but rather the engagement in religious 

practices that sharpens their apprehension of the value of nascent human life. Allyson 

Lipp concludes from a meta-review of studies that “It was found that there was also a 

strong relationship between church attendance and attitudes towards abortion, with 

those attending more frequently having a more negative attitude. However, contrary to 

the hypothesis, this did not differ between those of liberal and conservative religions” 

(Allyson Lipp, “A Review of Termination of Pregnancy: Prevalent Health Care 

Professional Attitudes and Ways of Influencing Them,” Journal of Clinical Nursing 17 

(2008): 1683-88, at 1686 [emphasis added]).  
44 According to STh II-II, q. 23, a. 6, the good in human acts is regulated by human 

reason and God. Since human reason is further regulated by the eternal law, those 

virtues that perfect our union with God, which are the theological virtues, are better 

than the moral and intellectual virtues. And, among the theological virtues charity 

perfects our union with God the most in so far as charity “attains God himself.” 
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moral cognition. The typical view is that the moral virtues 
perfect one’s passions. Given the unity of the person I noted 
above, I suggest that there is a dynamic interaction according to 
which virtue is the upper limit of a power, and reaching that 
upper limit of human reason on moral matters, called recta ratio 
by Aquinas, requires a rightly ordered soul. Second, I will show 
that, for Aquinas, the acquired virtues are not enough to perfect 
our moral cognition. Rather, we need the gifts of the Holy 
Spirit, in particular wisdom. Lastly, I will explain how it is that 
right reason—informed by wisdom—conforms our minds to the 
moral order and thereby makes our moral cognition more 
acute. Sufficiently explaining these points should together limn 
Aquinas’s solution to the problem of radical skepticism. 
 
B) The Virtues and Moral Cognition 
 
 In numerous places Aquinas commits himself to the view that 
a person’s will and affections affect the operation of his 
intellect. The surest way to argue that Aquinas thinks this is to 
consider the very definition of a virtue. He tells us in his typical 
pellucid prose, “We must say that virtue . . . designates the 
completion of a power [complementum potentiae] . . . the 
perfection of a power . . . the uppermost limit of a thing’s 
capacity.”45 For a virtue to be a human virtue it must perfect the 
functioning of reason over a specific domain. “Virtue is a habit 
of choosing, lying in a mean determined by reason, as the 
prudent person would determine it.”46 In numerous other places 
Aquinas defines virtues more succinctly as acting in accordance 
with recta ratio, not just ratio. Because moral virtues consist in 
right reason, they all involve a perfection of the intellect. It is 
not the capacity of reason that determines whether one has a 

 

 45 De Virt., q. 1, a. 1 (http://www.corpusthomisticum.org/qdw100.html); my 

translation.  

 46 De Virt., q. 1, a. 9. This and all subsequent quotations of De Virtutibus are from 

St. Thomas Aquinas, Disputed Questions on Virtue, trans. Jeffrey Hause and Claudia 

Eisen Murphy (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 2010).  
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virtue, but rather perfected reason. And reason is perfected on 
moral matters when it attends to the morally salient features in 
one’s environment. On Aquinas’s action theory, the will can 
direct the intellect, as it did in the case of Stangl. Since the will 
can be influenced by the passions,47 in order for the intellect to 
attend to the morally salient features of one’s environment the 
will and the passions have to be rightly ordered as well. In 
speaking of prudence, which is a virtue required to complete 
every other moral virtue,48 Aquinas observes that “though the 
attainment of the mean is the end of a moral virtue, yet this 
mean is found by the right dispositions of these things that are 
directed to the end.”49 This is not to deny that there can be 
psychic conflict on Aquinas’s understanding, but a person who 
experiences conflict is not fully virtuous. 
 More explicit endorsements of the view that one’s moral 
character affects one’s intellectual operations on moral matters 
are the following. Aquinas considers this question directly when 
he asks whether intellectual virtues can exist without moral 
virtues. His answer is no when it comes to apprehending moral 
reality correctly. To quote at length,  
 
Other intellectual virtues can, but prudence cannot, be without moral virtue. 
The reason for this is that prudence is right reason about things to be 
done. . . . For it happens sometimes that the aforesaid universal principle [i.e., 
do good and avoid evil], known by means of understanding or science, is 
destroyed in a particular case by a passion: thus to one who is swayed by 
concupiscence, when he is overcome thereby, the object of his desire seems 
good. . . . [S]o, in order that he be rightly disposed with regard to the 
particular principles of action, which are the ends, he needs to be perfected by 

 

 47 Aquinas says, “Now it is evident that according to a passion of the sensitive 

appetite man is changed to a certain disposition. Wherefore according as man is affected 

by a passion, something seems to him fitting, which does not seem so when he is not so 

affected: thus that seems good to a man when angered, which does not seem good when 

he is calm. And in this way, the sensitive appetite moves the will, on the part of the 

object” (STh I-II, q. 9, a. 2). 

 48 This is because moral virtues are defined with reference to right reason. The 

specific moral virtues specify a particular end, but it belongs to prudence “to decide in 

what manner and by what means man shall obtain the mean of reason in his deeds” (STh 

II-II, q. 47, a. 8). 

 49 STh II-II, q. 47, a. 7. 
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certain habits, whereby he becomes in some way connatural, as it were, for 
him to judge correctly about the end.50  

 
 Aquinas’s discussion of the virtue of faith makes the point as 
well. “To believe does indeed depend on the will of the 
believer: but man’s will needs to be prepared by God with grace 
in order that he may be raised to the things which are above his 
nature.”51 In so far as the intellect is perfected by the infusion of 
faith and faith is a function of the intellect being moved by the 
will, the will can causally contribute to the intellect’s 
perfection.52  
 Speaking of the gift of understanding (which is a correct 
apprehension of divine things), Aquinas considers whether the 
beatitude “blessed are the clean of heart” is a condition for 
having the gift of understanding. One of the objections he 
considers argues that being clean in heart pertains to the 
appetites, but the gift of understanding pertains to the intellect. 
Therefore they must be different. Aquinas’s reply aims, among 
other things, to argue that the full array of our cognitive powers 
is much more integrated. “For cleanness is twofold. One is a 
preamble and a disposition to seeing God, and consists in the 
heart being cleansed of inordinate affections: and this cleanness 
of heart is effected by the virtues and gifts belonging to the 
appetitive power.”53 Here, Aquinas wants to say that a 
condition for understanding is having a clean heart, a rectitude 
of will and appetite. The content of understanding is the appre-
hension of divine truths without the mediation of inapposite 
representations. 
 The role of the will and appetites in causing or disposing the 
intellect to a more perfect (or imperfect) operation runs 
throughout Aquinas’s corpus. Discussing the causes of unbelief 

 

 50 STh I-II, q. 58, a. 5. 

 51 STh II-II, q. 6, a. 1, ad 3. 

 52 But it is the intellect that is perfected which is why faith “resides” in the intellect. 

See STh II-II, q. 4, a. 2. 

 53 STh II-II, q. 8, a. 7. 
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he notes that “the will’s contempt causes the intellect’s 
dissent. . . . Hence the cause of unbelief is in the will.”54 When 
tracing out the causes of dullness of sense (which is defined as 
the mind’s weakness in discerning spiritual goods), and 
blindness of mind (which denotes a complete insensitivity to 
spiritual goods), Aquinas observes that both have the character 
of sin in so far as they are voluntary “as evidenced in one who, 
owing to his affection for carnal things, dislikes or neglects the 
careful consideration of spiritual things.”55 And in the very next 
article Aquinas is even more explicit about the connection 
between one’s will, appetites, and intellect. As noted above, the 
will can direct the intellect to attend to certain features of one’s 
environment. Similarly, pleasure can fix a person’s attention on 
the pleasurable, and as a result, “man’s operation [clearly, the 
operation of his intellect] in regard to intelligible things is 
weakened.”56 
 Other endorsements of the will-passion-intellect connection 
concern participation in the divine life itself. In a decidedly anti-
Manichaean/Gnostic question, Aquinas addresses the issue of 
whether we should love our own body (his answer is yes). Along 
the way he addresses the objection that the body cannot have a 
share in the enjoyment of God: bodies qua bodies do not enjoy 
things. So why should we love them? In reply, Aquinas notes 
that “our bodies are unable to enjoy God by knowing and 
loving him, yet by the works which we do through the body, we 
are able to attain to the perfect knowledge of God.”57 
Presumably, corporal works of mercy and charity perfect our 
knowledge of God, and since God is goodness, our knowledge 
of what is good is thereby perfected by being more loving and 
merciful. 

 

 54 STh II-II, q. 10, a. 2, ad 2. 

 55 STh II-II, q. 15, a. 2. 

 56 STh II-II, q. 15, a. 3. See also STh II-II, q. 22, a. 1, ad 1: “[T]here was need for 

precepts of the divine law to be given even for those things to which natural reason 

inclines us, such as the acts of the moral virtues, for sake of ensuring a greater stability, 

especially since the natural reason of man was clouded by the lusts of sin” (emphasis 

added). 

 57 STh II-II, q. 25, a. 5, ad 2 (emphasis added). 
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 The point here has been to demonstrate that Aquinas is 
committed to the view that our moral percipience involves the 
full array of the soul’s powers. In order to apprehend the moral 
order correctly there must be an adaequatio between the moral 
character of the knower and the relevant moral goods in his 
environment. 
 
C) The Gifts and Moral Cognition 
 
 As just canvassed, Aquinas is committed to the view that the 
virtues perfect our moral intellects and make us more percipient 
with regard to moral issues. Yet virtue (i.e., prudence) is not 
enough; we need the gifts of the Holy Spirit in order truly to 
escape radical skepticism. We must first address briefly the 
distinction between the virtues and gifts, and examine why the 
gifts are necessary to perfect our moral intellects. Then we may 
consider how the gifts perfect our intellects, that is, how we 
should understand their mechanisms of action. 
 In his commentary on Job, Aquinas makes an interesting 
observation in reply to Job’s claim that he is righteous and 
morally beyond reproach: 
 
[S]ince man’s purity however great it can be is found wanting under divine 
scrutiny, he [Job] shows as a consequence that when he says that he is pure 
and innocent, he understands himself to be pure and innocent as a man, not as 
though he were lacking in nothing from the standpoint of the righteousness of 
divine justice.58 

 
Aquinas comments further that no matter how morally upright 
one may be on earth, nothing compares to the righteousness of 
God. 
 For Aquinas, the world is axiologically deep. In numerous 
places he observes that there are goods that are correlative to 
human nature and goods that fulfill us but surpass our nature. 

 

 58 In Job 9 (trans. Brian Mulladay [http://dhspriory.org/thomas/SSJob.htm]).  
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He introduces the notion of a twofold happiness59 when he is 
explaining why the gifts are needed for man’s happiness beyond 
that happiness which the virtues supply. 
 
Man is perfected by virtue, for those actions whereby he is directed to 
happiness, as was explained above. Now man's happiness is twofold. . . . One 
is proportionate to human nature . . . which man can obtain by means of his 
natural principles [the soul’s powers]. The other is a happiness surpassing 
man's nature, and which man can obtain by the power of God alone, by a kind 
of participation of the Godhead, about which it is written (2 Pet. 1:4) that by 
Christ we are made “partakers of the Divine nature.” And because such 
happiness surpasses the capacity of human nature, man's natural principles 
which enable him to act well according to his capacity, do not suffice to direct 
man to this same happiness. Hence it is necessary for man to receive from 
God some additional principles, whereby he may be directed to supernatural 
happiness.60 

 
These additional principles are referred to as the gifts of the 
Holy Spirit.61 So, virtues are dispositions or habits of acting in 
accordance with right reason. The gifts are those dispositions or 
perfections that are given to us by God to empower us to act in 
accordance with the Holy Spirit. The latter are needed in order 
that we might obtain the fulfillment which surpasses human 
nature. 

 

 59 It is not the task of this article to determine whether this twofold notion of human 

happiness justifies extracting from Aquinas a coherent set of philosophical principles of 

moral science, and a separate set of theological ones. For curious readers, my own 

opinion follows closely Denis J. M. Bradley, Aquinas on the Twofold Human Good: 

Reason and Human Happiness in Aquinas’s Moral Science (Washington, D.C.: The 

Catholic University of America Press, 1997).  

 60 STh I-II, q. 62, a. 1. See also ScG III, q. 34. We can understand an interesting 

aspect of felicity from what it is not. In the Summa contra Gentiles. Aquinas tells us that 

moral virtue cannot be man’s felicity since felicity is apportioned to reason in human 

beings. And reason is more fulfilled in what it is in itself than in what it produces. And 

since moral virtue produces acts in accordance with reason, it does not fulfill. The idea 

of fulfilling or sating what reason has “within itself” (ipsa in se habet) and that its 

ultimate perfection is not realized in operation suggests that our reason will have the 

property of aseity, it will be fulfilled in itself. If correct, we see here parallels to how 

Eastern Orthodox authors describe our ultimate end, namely, as becoming identical to 

God’s omni-properties (not essentially, but by grace). 

 61 See also STh I-II, q. 68, a. 1; and De Virt., q. 1, a. 10 and a. 12.  



 AQUINAS ON MORAL EXPERTISE 57 
 

 

 

 Regarding the role that the gifts play in reaching felicity, 
Aquinas uses similar reasoning: 
 
Now it is manifest that human virtues perfect man according as it is natural 
for him to be moved by his reason in his interior and exterior actions. 
Consequently man needs yet higher perfections, according to which he may be 
disposed to be moved by God. These perfections are called gifts, not only 
because they are infused by God, but also because by them man is disposed to 
become amenable to Divine inspiration.62  

 
Elsewhere, Aquinas notes that “nothing is receptive of a more 
sublime form unless it be elevated by means of a disposition to 
the capacity for this form.”63 He goes on to say, instructively, 
that our intellects need to be “strengthened” in order to reach 
our ultimate end. And this strengthening is accomplished by us 
taking on a “new disposition,” not merely strengthening the 
powers we already have. Here too, we see the theme of being 
perfected beyond that which we can attain for ourselves. 
Though being virtuous disposes one to act in accordance with 
reason, Aquinas is urging us not to look at the virtues, but along 
them, to see the end at which they point. After all, one can ask 
why acting in accordance with reason is so good. For Aquinas, 
the answer is that it disposes us towards felicity, but does not 
realize it. This, again, is because divine nature and human 
nature are metaphysically and axiologically separate, but the 
latter is ordered to participation in the former. 
 One need for the gifts, therefore, is for the elevation of our 
nature such that it can participate in its supernatural end. A 
second need for the gifts concerns the insufficiency of virtue in 
quashing the rebellion of the appetites against reason. Aquinas 
states that “virtue cannot entirely quash the irascible and con-
cupiscible appetites rebellion against reason. . . . On the other 
hand, divine power can entirely quash this rebellion.”64 Further 

 

 62 STh I-II, q. 68, a. 1. 

 63 ScG III, c. 53. 

 64 De Virt., q. 1, a. 4, ad 7.  
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on he reiterates the same point: “Things are different in the 
state of innocence and in the state of glory, when reason 
receives from its conjunction to God the strength to hold the 
lower powers completely under its sway.”65 So there is a need to 
elevate our nature and a need to “quash” the capricious parts of 
our nature. 
 The gifts, then, represent the ways in which we become 
deiform. Specifically, they aim to perfect the theological virtues, 
and the theological virtues,66 chief of which is charity, perfect 
our likeness to God. There are seven gifts. Four aim to perfect 
our cognitive faculties (understanding, knowledge, wisdom, and 
counsel), and three to perfect our will and affections (fear, 
piety, and courage). As discussed above, Aquinas understands 
our cognitive operations to include apprehension on one hand 
and judgment on the other. There are also two ends of our 
reasoning power: speculative and practical. Speculative reason 
aims to understand “intelligible matters,”67 and practical reason 
aims to understand matters of action. “Accordingly, for the 
apprehension of truth, the speculative reason is perfected by 
‘understanding’; the practical reason, by ‘counsel.’ In order to 
judge aright, the speculative reason is perfected by ‘wisdom’; 
the practical reason by ‘knowledge.’”68 Again, the role of the 
gifts is to perfect the theological virtues which jointly make us 
most like unto God: “[R]ather are all the gifts ordained to the 
perfection of the theological virtues as to their end.”69 In the 
analysis of wisdom that follows, I aim to show that only 
deiformity guarantees conformity to, and therefore accurate 
judgment of, the moral order. 

 

 65 De Virt., q. 1, a. 4, ad 8. 

 66 Faith illuminates the intellect regarding supernatural ends (De Virt., q. 1, a. 10), 

hope directs the will to this end as something attainable, and charity effects a spiritual 

union with that end, “whereby the will is, so to speak, transformed into that end” (STh 

I-II, q. 62, a. 3). 

 67 STh I-II, q. 76, a. 7. 

 68 STh I-II, q. 68, a. 4. 

 69 STh II-II, q. 9, a. 1, ad 3. 
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 When discussing the gift of wisdom, Aquinas draws a 
connection between an agent’s soul being ordered according to 
charity and that agent’s moral cognition becoming more acute.  
 
Now rectitude of judgment is twofold: first, on account of perfect use of 
reason, secondly, on account of a certain connaturality with the matter about 
which one has to judge. Thus, about matters of chastity, a man after inquiring 
with his reason forms a right judgment, if he has learnt the science of morals, 
while he who has the habit of chastity judges of such matters by a kind of 
connaturality. Accordingly it belongs to wisdom that is an intellectual virtue to 
pronounce right judgment about Divine things after reason has made its 
inquiry, but it belongs to wisdom as a gift of the Holy Ghost to judge aright 
about them on account of connaturality with them. . . . Now this sympathy or 
connaturality for Divine things is the result of charity, which unites us to 
God.70  

 
Several points are worth highlighting in this passage. First, 
wisdom as a gift is knowledge that results from being united to 
God—it results from becoming by grace what Christ is by 
nature. Saint Symeon the New Theologian remarks, “The union 
which he has by nature with the Father He promises that we 
may have with Him by grace, if we desire it, and that we may be 
in the same relation with respect to Him, if we keep his 
commandments.”71 This is not to suggest that we can become 
identical to God, but rather that we may participate in God’s 
nature. Second, the gift of wisdom is superior to the virtue of 
wisdom because the former involves connaturality with divine 
nature rather than the making of deliberative inferences using 
one’s own reasoning power.72 Connaturality, in this regard, 
refers to being like the divine nature by participation and 

 

 70 STh II-II, q. 45, a. 2. 

 71 St. Symeon the New Theologian, On the Mystical Life: The Church and Last 

Things, trans. Alexander Golitzin (Crestwood, N.Y.: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 

1995), 45. 

 72 See STh II-II, q. 45, a. 3, ad 1, where Aquinas says that wisdom as a gift is superior 

to the intellectual virtue “since it [wisdom qua gift] attains to God more intimately by a 

kind of union of the soul with Him.” 
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grace.73 One could say that the person with the gift of wisdom 
sees better than the person with the virtue of wisdom, since 
both may reason equally well. Third, because God’s love is 
maximally diffusive, God shares his nature with us, and that 
includes his mind. Becoming by grace what Christ is by nature 
entails not just acting like Christ but believing what he believes 
and understanding what he understands.74 Fourth, because 
wisdom qua gift is caused by a union with God, one has 
epistemic authority on matters within the scope of wisdom. 
 The fifth observation is that epistemic access to God and 
hence to goodness seems to require an adaequatio with God.  
 
The faculty of seeing God . . . does not belong to the created intellect 
naturally, but is given to it by the light of glory, which establishes the intellect 
in a kind of “deiformity.” . . . Hence the intellect which has more of the light 
of glory will see God the more perfectly; and he will have a fuller 
participation of the light of glory who has more charity; because where there 
is the greater charity, there is the more desire; and desire in a certain degree 
makes the one desiring apt and prepared to receive the object desired. Hence 
he who possesses the more charity, will see God the more perfectly, and will 
be the more beatified.75  

 
Aquinas is speaking here of what we may call religious 
knowledge, but since God is perfect goodness, knowing God 
entails knowing the moral order as well. Likeness with God 
satisfies the adaequatio necessary between human agent and the 
moral order.  

 

 73 The term “connatural” has at least three distinct meanings in Aquinas’s corpus. See 

Ralph McInerny, Art and Prudence: Studies in the Thought of Jacques Maritain (Notre 

Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1988), chap. 10.  

 74 See esp. ScG III, c. 59. This point also touches on the important issue of second-

person knowledge of God. See Andrew Pinsent, Second-Person Perspective in Aquinas’s 

Ethics: Virtues and Gifts (New York: Routledge, 2012); and Eleonore Stump, “Faith, 

Wisdom, and the Transmission of Knowledge through Testimony,” in Religious Faith 

and Intellectual Virtue, ed. Laura F. Callahan and Timothy O'Connor (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2014), 204-31, at 221f.  

 75 STh I, q. 12, a. 6 (emphasis added). Aquinas is speaking here of the human person 

in a beatified state, but the epistemic principle is the same for those in that state as for 

those not yet in that state, namely, the more one exudes charity, the better able she is to 

see God’s nature.  
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 We may explore a little more the cognitive consequences of 
the gifts in regard to moral matters. Understanding pertains 
principally to “penetrating” (penetrare) those truths which 
constitute the faith, but Aquinas adds the following reflection:  
 
good actions have a certain relationship to faith: since faith worketh through 
charity. . . . Hence the gift of understanding extends also to certain actions . . . 
insofar as the rule of our actions is the eternal law [rationibus aeternis], to 
which higher reason, which is perfected by the gift of understanding, adheres 
by contemplating and consulting it.76  

 
The gift of understanding disposes one to apprehend the truths 
of the faith. Since, however, faith qua theological virtue in-
volves becoming identical to what God is by participation, and 
God is pure love, understanding extends to empowering one to 
apprehend the moral quality of actions vis-à-vis caritas. The 
person with understanding does this by apprehending human 
actions in light of the eternal law.  
 Almost identical reasoning is used to argue that wisdom 
perfects one’s moral intellect. Aquinas tells us that wisdom 
considers divine ideas and “consults them, in so far as it judges 
of human acts by Divine things, and directs human acts 
according to Divine rules.”77 The schema present in the 
descriptions of both understanding and wisdom is that human 
acts are referred to eternal reason. We recall also that the gifts 
aim to make us deiform, perfecting or elevating our entire 
nature toward our supernatural end, that is, participation in 
divinity. Hence, the gift of wisdom perfects both will and 
intellect in the following way: sympathy for divine things is the 
result of charity, “which unites us to God. . . . Consequently, 

 

 76 STh II-II, q. 8, a. 3. 

 77 STh II-II, q. 45, a. 3 (emphasis added). Aquinas seems to offer a more generic 

reason immediately following according to which wisdom is “higher,” and therefore 

extends to more things. “The higher a virtue is, the greater the number of things to 

which it extends. . . . Since [wisdom] attains to God more intimately by a kind of union 

of the soul with him, it is able to direct us not only in contemplation but also in action” 

(ibid., ad 1). 
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wisdom . . . has its cause in the will, which cause is charity, but 
it has its essence in the intellect, whose act is to judge 
correctly.”78 Since wisdom perfects the will in discerning 
apposite ends, and it perfects the intellect in so far as the wise 
judge human actions in relation to eternal reason, the wise are 
epistemic authorities on moral matters.79  
 Aquinas’s solution to the problem of radical skepticism, then, 
is as follows. Indurate or usurious emotions and a capricious 
will frustrate the intellect’s ability to apprehend the moral goods 
in our environment. Becoming deiform has the opposite effect 
in so far as our nature—which includes the soul’s powers—is 
elevated to a higher actuality. As we become by grace what 
Christ is by nature, that propinquity with the nature of God 
sharpens our moral cognition, attuning it to see the goods in 
our moral environment in so far as it measures the moral 
landscape confronting us against the eternal law. 
 The problem facing Aquinas’s solution is why the gifts 
should have this effect of perfecting our intellects. Because they 
perfect us, they can, it seems, be understood as a remedy for 
faulty intuitions. But why should we think that they are an 
effective remedy for a faulty moral perception? May not a 
contemporary moral theorist simply emphasize getting more 
comprehensive justification for one’s beliefs? Understanding 
why the gifts have this effect on the intellect requires under-
standing how they are supposed to work. It is on this point that 
we can add to Aquinas’s understanding of moral knowledge. 
The question I aim to answer is this: What are the mechanisms 
of action for the virtues and gifts? On this point, we actually 
have a very plausible story to tell, one that is empirically 
informed and fairly widely accepted. When we look at other 
domains of cognitive expertise, the explanation for expertise is 
fairly consistent across different domains. 
 

 

 78 STh II-II, q. 45, a. 2.  

 79 On this point Aquinas’s virtue ethics is much more than a Christian version of 

Aristotle; it is even a departure from Aristotle. For a particularly informative study on 

this point, see Pinsent, Second-Person Perspective. 
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III. ADAEQUATIO: MECHANISMS OF ACTION 

 
 We can think of the virtues and gifts as making a person 
have an adaequatio with the moral order that is much like other 
high-functioning cognitive achievements, such as expertise and 
creativity, as these are understood by psychologists. In what 
follows, I wish to exploit an analogy between what the 
virtues/gifts do for our moral intellects and what features 
account for expertise or creativity in other domains. We are 
discussing a type of expertise—moral—and our inquiry would 
benefit from looking at other well-studied domains of expertise. 
 

A) Expertise and Creativity 

 
 The most important lesson to extract from this section is that 
expertise is a function of superior recognition abilities, not com-
putational abilities. And recognitional abilities are mediated by 
having a capacious schema-representation of the domain of 
expertise. 
 Chess expertise is a useful point of comparison, since it is 
well studied and numerous features of chess expertise show up 
in other forms of expertise as well. What distinguishes an expert 
from a novice chess player is not “forward thinking” ability, 
according to which one is able to calculate the consequences of 
numerous possible moves in an inferential manner. Surprisingly, 
what distinguishes novice from expert is that the expert has 
better recognition of meaningful board patterns. Chess expertise 
is perceptual in nature. 
 The perceptual nature of chess expertise was discovered 
using the following experimental paradigm. Experts and novices 
were presented with board arrangements for five seconds. Some 
board arrangements were intelligible, meaning that they were 
actual board arrangements that had occurred in championship 
play. Other arrangements were random placement of the chess 
pieces that did not violate the rules of chess (e.g., no two pawns 
of the same player were located on a single file with none of the 
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other player’s pieces being captured). The players were in-
structed to duplicate the presented board on a board in front of 
them after the five seconds of exposure. There were two condi-
tions for the meaningful board arrangements: a quiet condition, 
in which the arrangement was at a place in the game where no 
exchanges should take place, and an active condition, in which 
an attack was taking place and an exchange or several 
exchanges were the next logical move(s). For the quiet condi-
tions, grandmasters were able to duplicate the pieces almost 
perfectly, while Class A novices placed only 49% of the pieces 
correctly and beginners only 33%. For the active conditions, 
grandmasters placed on average 16 out of 25 pieces correctly, 
novices only 8 out of 25. For the meaningless board arrange-
ments, grandmasters and novices performed equivalently. 
 Fernand Gobet and Herbert Simon proposed what is called 
the chunking model of chess memory to explain this evidence. 
The central line of the theory is that “in the course of acquiring 
their skill, chessplayers stored chunks in long-term memory 
(LTM) corresponding to patterns of pieces. Each chunk consists 
of a small pattern that recurs frequently in chess positions 
encountered while playing.”80 The chunking model is able to 
provide an explanation of chess skill according to which the 
master is able to “search the tree of possible moves and their 
potential consequences very selectively and they are able to 
evaluate positions and to discover potentially strong moves.”81  
 How does the chunking model help explain expertise? What 
is chunked are meaningful chess arrangements, such as 12-16 
pieces that may be involved in a classic opening or attack such 
as “King’s Indian defense” or “Queen’s Gambit.” Chess masters 
are estimated to have 50,000-100,000 meaningful board 
arrangements memorized. These meaningful arrangements may 
be called schemas. A schema is any mental representation of a 
category or concept, however abstract. In this case, chess 
masters have numerous schemas representing various meaning-

 

 80 Fernand Gobet and Herbert Simon, “Templates in Chess Memory: A Mechanism 

for Recalling Several Boards,” Cognitive Psychology 31 (1996): 2.  

 81 Ibid.  
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ful patterns. When they see such patterns, they are able to recall 
them with much more facility than novices. In regard to the 
poorer performance on the “active” conditions, where an 
exchange was the next logical move, grandmasters were still 
able to place 16 out of 25 pieces correctly. It turns out that the 
pieces they placed correctly were those pieces involved in the 
attack, and the other pieces that were not placed correctly were 
quiescent in terms of their function at that stage in the game. 
Having numerous schemas of meaningful patterns allows the 
master to recognize important moves without resorting to 
“look-ahead” search processing.  
 Two questions follow from the idea that schema possession 
mediates expertise. First, what exactly does it mean to have an 
abstract schema? And why would having abstract schemas 
dispose one to have expertise in her respective domain? 
 To illustrate the idea of an abstract schema, we may consider 
work that has been done on understanding creativity. 
Creativity, which is related to expertise, involves the ability to 
solve novel or particularly difficult problems in one’s domain. 
Being an expert and being creative may overlap in many cases, 
but the two notions pick out slightly different epistemic 
properties. An expert is understood to be one who has a high 
level of knowledge, a creative person is one who is able to solve 
problems. Creativity is more of a functional or “operational” 
notion than expertise is, but few doubt that in order to be 
creative in a domain one must also be an expert in it.82 
 To explain the importance of abstract schemas, we may 
consider the Tumor Problem, which is a hypothetical case 
involving a cancer patient who has a tumor in the interior of his 
body. The doctor could kill the tumor cells by shooting a laser 
at the tumor, but because the laser has to be powerful enough to 
kill the cancer cells it would also destroy the healthy cells on its 

 

 82 C. M. Seifert and others, “Demystification of Cognitive Insight: Opportunistic 

Assimilation and the Prepared-Mind Hypothesis,” in R. Sternberg and J. Davidson, 

eds., The Nature of Insight (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1994), 65-124. 
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way to the tumor. At lower intensities, the laser would not do 
anything to the tumor. How can the doctor treat this patient’s 
cancer with the laser treatment without harming her otherwise? 
The Tumor Problem was exploited by Keith Holyoak and Paul 
Thagard83 to find out what abilities mediate creative problem 
solving. Different permutations of their experimental paradigm 
branch off from this point. For some groups, subjects were 
given the Tumor Problem and the Fortress Story. The Fortress 
Story involves a military general who is trying to retaliate 
against a dictator for a perceived insult. But the dictator is 
located in a fortress that is in the middle of his country and it 
has roads emanating out from the fortress like the spokes on a 
wheel. The dictator has planted mines across all of the roads 
leading into the “axle” of the wheel (i.e., the Fortress) to 
prevent an attack. But the mines had to be set to permit the 
pedestrian traffic of his own people, so they would go off only 
if numerous people walked over them (e.g., an invading army). 
If the mines did not go off, this would mean that too few 
soldiers had made it past—too few to make a successful attack 
on the fortress. Knowing this plan of the dictator, the general 
divided up his army along the perimeter in equal groups. Each 
group of soldiers was fairly small, but when they converged on 
the fortress, the whole army was present. His attack succeeded.  
 When subjects were given the Fortress Story and told to 
make use of it in solving the Tumor Problem, 75% of them 
succeeded in devising the “convergence” solution. The 
convergence solution is to use several lower intensity laser 
beams around a perimeter that individually do not harm healthy 
tissue (analogous to distributing soldiers around the perimeter 
so as not to set off the mines), but when they converge on the 
tumor they are collectively powerful enough to destroy the 
cancer cells (analogous to overthrowing the dictator). The 
combined intensity would be enough to destroy the tumor, but 
individually insufficient to destroy the healthy tissue on the way 
in. Without reading the Fortress story only 10% of the subjects 

 

 83 Keith J. Holyoak and Paul Thagard, Mental Leaps: Analogy in Creative Thought 

(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1999). 
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discovered the convergence solution. In the case of those 
subjects who read the Fortress Story without being told to make 
use of it, it appears that only 20% of them discovered the 
convergence solution.  
 We should not be surprised by these results. A fortress is not 
at all like a tumor, roads are not at all like pathways into one’s 
body, and an army distributed around the perimeter of a 
country is not like multiple laser beams in a medical setting. 
Even at a higher-order level, military strategy does not resemble 
cancer treatment. Finding the analog that unlocks the mind’s 
ability to see the convergence solution is a work of art. “Finding 
a source analog [a schema represented in the Fortress Story] in 
memory requires finding some semantic connection between the 
target [the Tumor problem] and the [source] analog.”84 If one 
represents the problem facing the military general in the 
Fortress Story more abstractly as “how can I (the General) apply 
enough force in this spot to destroy x?” rather than “how can I 
defeat this dictator?” the schema of convergence is more readily 
seen. In the case of the Tumor Problem, we may contrast the 
following two representations of the problem: (a) How can I get 
this laser to kill that tumor? (b) How can I apply enough force 
to destroy this thing/stuff? One can readily see both that (b) 
represents the problem more abstractly in terms of force (some 
sort of cause), and destruction (some kind of effect); and that if 
one represents the Tumor Problem according to (b) the con-
vergence solution can be seen better if paired with the Fortress 
Story. 
 When looking at the Tumor Problem and the Fortress Story 
side-by-side, we can readily see what it means to have an 
abstract versus a concrete schema representing the two prob-
lems. Furthermore, we can see that representing a problem or a 
story more abstractly can facilitate making analogical 
connections higher up in one’s representative system. This can 
lead to creative problem solving. 

 

 84 Ibid., 115.  
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 We may infer from this that an expert has more 
interconnected schemas which represent the domain of 
expertise. At least two properties characterize the expert’s 
schema system: it is both comprehensive and deep. The chess 
expert has memorized numerous meaningful board arrange-
ments. But her schema system is deep insofar as she knows why 
those arrangements are meaningful. Chess theorists understand 
the basic strategy in chess to involve covering the most squares 
and putting pressure on the opponent’s important pieces, and 
importance is understood functionally by what role a piece is 
playing in the opponent’s attack, not the objective value of the 
piece (e.g., a knight may be more important than the queen.) It 
is one thing to memorize meaningful board arrangements; it is 
another thing to understand why they are meaningful. The 
depth of the schema system accounts for this more 
fundamental/explanatory knowledge.  
 A final question for my purposes here is why are more 
abstract schema representations associated with expertise and 
creativity? How do they mediate better recognition? Colleen 
Zeitz85 notes four reasons why abstract schemas facilitate 
expertise and creativity. (1) Detailed representations become 
inaccessible or inaccurate due to interference from future 
encoding of like experiences or from solving other problems. 
Furthermore, detailed encoding for normal humans reaches its 
limits quickly. (2) Abstract schemas can be retrieved in response 
to more retrieval cues. In this regard they are more accessible 
than detailed encoding and, more importantly, because they 
apply to more retrieval cues, they integrate one’s experiences 
better than more concrete and first-order schemas. (3) Abstract 
schemas are more prototypical, making them more malleable. 
For example, a chess expert may see his opponent developing 
what looks like a King’s Gambit, with a slight permutation. The 
grandmaster has encoded not only what King’s Gambit looks 
like on the board, but also its goals. This higher-order repre-
 

 85 Colleen Zeitz, “Some Concrete Advantages of Abstraction: How Experts' 

Representations Facilitate Reasoning,” in Expertise in Context, ed. Paul J. Feltovich, 

Kenneth M. Ford, and Robert R. Hoffman (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1997), 43-
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sentation of King’s Gambit allows the grandmaster to see vari-
ous permutations of a prototypical King’s Gambit arrangement. 
Likewise for the solution to the Tumor Problem. Discovering 
the convergence solution requires representing stories that are 
completely disparate in terms of their contextual detail, but 
seeing the idea of convergence in both the Fortress Story and 
Tumor Problem requires the convergence to function more like 
a prototype than a defined concept with necessary and sufficient 
conditions. (4) With more abstract schema systems, only 
essential details are encoded. Because of this, problem solving, 
which likely involves holding in working memory at most 
several items, is better facilitated when the schemas are fewer 
but more relevant and essential. 
 

B) Moral Expertise  

 
 We are trying to extract lessons from expertise in well-
studied domains to learn what moral expertise looks like and 
how we get it. The points I wish to emphasize are that experts 
are able to see better than novices (in cognitive domains of 
expertise) largely because of schema comprehension and depth. 
Chess experts see what the right move is, radiology experts see 
what the patient’s pathology is, and physics experts see the 
problems in physics differently than  do novices—in particular, 
more abstractly in terms of physics concepts such as force and 
mass. To be sure, experts have skills in reasoning, but, as Zeitz 
argues, schema comprehension and depth are the primary 
factors that confer expertise and creativity. A second, and the 
more important point, is that the cognitive ability that is 
sharpened is one’s perceptual ability.  
 My thesis is that what comprehensive and deep schemas do 
to the perceptual abilities of experts, the virtues and gifts do to 
the moral perception of moral experts. “Such as a man is, so 
does the end appear to him.” For Aquinas, correctly appre-
hending the moral order requires a corresponding moral 
disposition in the soul of the knower. The notion of adaequatio 
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aims to capture the necessity of this correspondence. So it is 
with expertise, according to which the expert has a correspon-
ding disposition (e.g., meaningful schemas) to apprehend 
correctly the domain of his expertise. A novice may not see 
what is in actuality a meaningful board arrangement at a 
complex point in the game, but the expert would because of her 
adaequatio to that board arrangement, given her comprehensive 
and deep schema representations. For the moral expert, the 
analogy with comprehensive and deep schema representations 
in chess expertise is a rectitude of intellect, will, and passions to 
the point of deiformity.  
 To see this analogy in operation, consider the example of 
Franz Stangl introduced above. He was initially offered an 
assignment at a euthanasia clinic for disabled children. The 
thought of euthanizing children initially struck him as 
repugnant, but he wanted to maintain his rank and status. On 
Stump’s analysis, Stangl’s will directed his intellect to focus on 
the “good” aspects of killing children, such as the putative relief 
of their suffering. Stump explains, 
 
Because he succeeded in approving euthanasia as morally acceptable or even 
morally good, to this extent Stangl misprogrammed his intellect, and the next 
step was easier to take. The misprogrammed intellect allows the will to want 
as good what it [the intellect] might have rejected before the 
misprogramming.86 

 
Initially, Stangl was double-minded. Euthanizing children struck 
him as repugnant and he went in search of a justification in 
order to preserve his rank. To advance in the ranks, he focused 
on the suffering that disabled children must experience and 
concluded that ending their lives is doing them a favor. The 
important mechanism of folly here is that one’s will and 
affections directed the intellect away from the morally relevant 
goods in one’s environment. 
 If one’s will and affections were properly disposed one might 
perceive more clearly that the T-4 program involved killing 
innocent people and the virtuous person would have refused to 

 

 86 Stump, Aquinas, 357.  
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cooperate. This adaequatio to the good of children’s lives is like 
the expert’s adaequatio to the meaningful information in his 
domain. Chess experts see meaningful arrangements, creative 
problem solvers see abstract analogs such as “convergence” 
between the Tumor Problem and Fortress Story, and so on. The 
deep and comprehensive schema representation of his domain 
disposes the expert to see meaningful patterns. So it is with the 
virtuous and deiform person whose will and affections dispose 
her to see the meaningful goods in the moral landscape. The 
idea here is fairly straightforward. The nature of the object 
known constrains the methods by which I come to know it. If I 
want to know whether quarks and leptons exist I need to use a 
supercollider; reading Hamlet won’t do. In order to be attuned 
to the moral goods in my environment, there must be an 
adaequatio between those goods and my moral character. 
Apprehending the moral good of chastity requires being chaste. 
Apprehending the evils of a unjust war requires sympathy with 
the victims and the serious privations they would suffer, and so 
on. 
 Comprehension of the moral order requires conformation to 
moral goods. Moral knowledge requires having one’s will, 
affections, and recta ratio dispose her to see relevant goods in 
her domain. A novice will miss the solution to the Tumor 
Problem unless he has formed an abstract schema which 
semantically connects the Fortress Story to the Tumor Problem; 
a moral novice will miss subtle, or not-so-subtle, moral goods in 
his environment. 
 One might explore further analogs, namely, analogs between 
moral goods and meaningful patterns, or between being 
virtuous and having a deep and comprehensive schema system. 
The chief analogy I wish to exploit, however, lies in how the 
deep and comprehensive schema system disposes the expert to 
see better in her respective domain. It sharpens her perception 
through an adaequatio with the domain. In a similar way, the 
virtuous and deiform person is disposed to see better the goods 



72 STEPHEN NAPIER 
 

in the moral landscape because of her adaequatio with those 
goods. Little observes,  
 
The extent to which one actually cares about and is responsive to moral ends 
. . . has enormous impact on how accurately and reliably one sees the moral 
landscape, because what one is attentive to is deeply influenced by what one 
cares about, and caring about other than recognizably moral ends will 
significantly compromise one's propensity to notice the morally relevant set of 
details.87 

 
Little’s point is fairly clear and uncontestable: one sees what one 
attends to, and what one attends to is a function of what one 
loves. 
 

CONCLUSION 

 
 Our moral perception can be distorted and unreliable in 
apprehending the goods or values in the moral landscape. The 
problem is furtive enough to avoid self-critical detection. After 
all, biases do not announce their presence and there is no 
phenomenology to them. I have argued that the solution to this 
problem starts by observing that our perceptual acuity requires 
conformity to the object known, in this case moral goods. 
Relative to contemporary epistemology and applied ethics, 
Aquinas’s solution is unique. The uniqueness comes out most 
clearly in his discussion of acquired versus infused wisdom, 
quoted above. I focus on the following sentences,  
 
Thus, about matters of chastity, a man after inquiring with his reason forms a 
right judgment, if he has learnt the science of morals, while he who has the 
habit of chastity judges of such matters by a kind of connaturality. Accordingly 
it belongs to wisdom that is an intellectual virtue to pronounce right judgment 
about Divine things after reason has made its inquiry, but it belongs to 
wisdom as a gift of the Holy Ghost to judge aright about them on account of 
connaturality with them.88  

 

 

 87 Little, “Seeing and Caring,” 123. 

 88 STh II-II, q. 45, a. 1. 
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Aquinas is noting here that with the virtues we can deliberate 
well, but it is only through deiformity that we can see well. He 
is not suggesting that religious belief per se is what makes us see 
the moral order better; it is rather a propinquity with the divine 
nature that confers epistemic benefits. (Of course, it also 
properly orders our desires, which results in our loving the right 
ends, the ends necessary for proper moral reasoning.) Religious 
believers may turn out to be quite immoral at times. Since God 
is perfect goodness, however, propinquity with God will confer 
greater moral acuity. It has been the task of this paper to 
explain how this acuity is conferred by considering related 
forms of expertise.  
 I see at least two ways in which my project contributes to 
contemporary moral epistemology. First, contemporary expo-
nents of natural law theory note correctly that there are certain 
basic goods that are constitutive of our flourishing, welfare, or 
happiness. What is more, the claim is that these basic goods can 
be seen as good by everyone—they are self-evident (in some 
sense). Contemporary disagreements around abortion, 
euthanasia, and many other “applied” ethics issues, however, 
belie the truth of the claim that these goods are self-evident in a 
straightforward sense. I see my project as contributing to a 
better understanding of the epistemological assumptions of 
natural law theorists (whether new or “traditional”). 
Apprehending the goods that truly contribute to human 
flourishing requires right reason perfected by the gift of 
wisdom. Natural law theorists are correct to point out that 
certain goods truly contribute to our flourishing and happiness; 
my project aims to explain how we can know such goods as 
contributions to our flourishing and happiness. 
 Second, the focus in this article has been on the individual 
knower. A fuller account of Aquinas’s moral epistemology will 
have to include discussion of the communal aspects of moral 
knowledge. This is important in two respects. First, a com-
prehensive defense of Aquinas’s solution that I have outlined 
here requires explaining how an individual knower can know 
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that she has escaped radical skepticism. I have only outlined 
here what one needs to escape radical skepticism; I have not 
explained how an individual inquirer will know that she in fact 
has escaped radical skepticism. Explaining how we can come to 
know that we know requires adverting to the communal aspects 
of moral knowledge, in particular the role that testimony has in 
transferring moral knowledge.89 In a second respect, it is plainly 
true that for Aquinas moral knowledge arises in and is sustained 
by communities. Raymond Hain has recently pointed out,90 
correctly in my opinion, that our apprehension of truly fulfilling 
goods, namely, God himself, is achieved partly by participation 
in social practices. In this regard, my project, correctly 
interpreted, should not be understood strictly as the individual 
knower receiving the gift of wisdom from God directly. Rather, 
a more accurate interpretation, albeit more oblique, would be to 
acknowledge that our participation in the divine life is a 
communal activity.91 

 

 89 Aquinas suggests the importance of testimony on moral matters at STh II-II, q. 49, 

a. 3; and De Virt., q. 1, a. 13, ad 6. See also Matthew Kent Siebert, “Aquinas on 

Testimonial Justification,” The Review of Metaphysics 69 (2016): 555-82. 

 90 Raymond Hain, “Consilium and the Foundations of Ethics,” The Thomist 79 

(2015): 43-74. 

 91 I would like to thank Joe Butera and an anonymous reviewer for extensive and 

helpful comments on this paper. Research for this project was supported by the Veritas 

Award of Villanova University. I would like to thank the Provost and the Office of 

Mission for supporting this award. 
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HROUGHOUT HIS much-disputed and revered Dare 
We Hope “That All Men Be Saved”?, Hans Urs von 
Balthasar criticizes as “knowing too much” Augustine’s 

restriction of the object of theological hope to the elect, whom 
he deems to be only a few.1 Some argue that the same kind of 
criticism may be directed toward Balthasar: not only does he 
seem to know too much about the inner workings of the 
Trinity,2 but he also seems to know how best to reconcile two 
apparently conflicting affirmations, namely, that God loves 
every human being infinitely and that free creatures may be 
permitted to refuse his grace in a definitive manner.3 Others 

 

 1 Dare We Hope “That All Men Be Saved”? With a Short Discourse on Hell, trans. 

David Kipp and Lothar Krauth (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1988), 65-69. See 

Augustine’s Enchiridion de fide, spe et charitate Liber Unus (PL 40), 27.103 (available 

online at http://www.augustinus.it/latino/enchiridion/index.htm). Edward T. Oakes, S.J., 

summarizes Balthasar’s argument thus: “But if we already know [that men are in hell], 

then what becomes of hope, the hope expressed in the Church’s constant prayers, 

especially on Good Friday for the salvation of every human being ever born? And for 

him, ‘it is precisely the knowing (about the ultimate futility of the Cross) that renders 

impossible this state of suspension of those on pilgrimage’” (Pattern of Redemption: The 

Theology of Hans Urs von Balthasar [New York, Continuum Publishing Co.: 1997], 

308). 

 2 See, e.g., Bertrand de Margerie, S.J, “Note on Balthasar's Trinitarian Theology,” 

trans. Gregory F. LaNave, The Thomist 64 (2000): 127-30. 

 3 See Matthew Levering, Predestination: Biblical and Theological Paths (New York: 

Oxford University, 2011), especially chap. 6. One might argue, then, that at the heart of 

Balthasar’s tendency toward universalism, despite his cautions against Barth’s “over-

confidence,” is a lack of proper apophaticism, which is discernible in his rejection of 

T
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maintain that Balthasar does not even covertly suggest a 
resolution to the so-called tension in divine revelation between 
the possibility of universal salvation and the possibility of 
eternal condemnation for some human beings. 
 I will seek to mediate between scholars who defend Balthasar 
and those who critique him, arguing that the solution to the 
problem that so plagued Balthasar is neither a covert (or 
subjunctive) universalism nor the more “traditional” view that 
few will be saved,4 but rather a suspension of judgment 
regarding the number of the saved, even if this coexists with a 
justified presumption that some may very well be condemned. 
 Robert Barron, in a foreword to the new edition of Dare We 
Hope?, puts Balthasar’s claim in very mild terms: “we are 
permitted to hope that hell might be empty of men.”5 While 
rightly insisting that the magisterium of the Church has recently 

                                                           

Erich Przywara’s dictum, extrapolated from the Fourth Lateran Council, that in every 

predicate applied to God there is greater dissimilarity than similarity (see, e.g., Theo-

Logic, vol. 2, Truth of God, trans. Adrian J. Walker [San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 

2004], 95 n. 16). See also James Zeitz, “Przywara and von Balthasar on Analogy,” The 

Thomist 52 (1988): 473-98. 

 4 The term “universalism” in this article refers to the idea that the salvation of all 

human beings is the certain object of theological virtue, not the well-founded doctrine 

that God desires that all will be saved. While “subjunctive universalism” refers to 

Balthasar’s tendency to include universal salvation in the object of theological hope, 

“indicative universalism” is the more straightforward belief that all are infallibly 

destined for salvation (see Michael Root, “The Hope of Eternal Life,” Ecumenical 

Trends 41 [2012]: 100). In other contexts, the word “universalism” might refer to belief 

in the universality of God’s salvific will. The question addressed here is not whether 

God desires all men to be saved—that is taken for granted. It is whether such a desire is 

necessarily efficacious, that is, whether God actually permits some men to refuse his 

offer of salvation. The fact that Balthasar talks about the real possibility of such refusal 

does not mean he thinks such a possibility is concrete and not merely abstract. Hence, 

the question is whether, despite Balthasar’s lip service to such a possibility, divine 

revelation conveys the actuality of such a possibility or leaves room for the concrete 

possibility that all men are actually saved (i.e., not simply the abstract possibility that is 

conditioned upon the nonrefusal of grace by every human being, an implausible 

scenario). 

 5 Foreword to Dare We Hope “That All Men Be Saved”? With a Short Discourse on 

Hell, 2d ed. (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2014), ix (emphasis added). All other 

references to Dare We Hope? in this essay, except for those concerning this Foreword 

that immediately follow, will be to the earlier English edition cited above. 
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distanced itself emphatically from Augustine’s massa damnata 
perspective on salvation, thanks perhaps in part to Balthasar’s 
efforts,6 he implies that because “all men stand under divine 
judgment” it is a mistake to characterize Balthasar’s argument as 
“advocating an easy ‘universalism’ in regard to salvation.”7 
Indeed, his is not an easy universalism—it is a subjunctive and 
somewhat covert universalism.8 Barron, while desiring to 
protect Balthasar from the specter of universalism, agrees with 
his fundamental arguments, namely: (1) that there are two sets 
of texts in Scripture, some that affirm the reality of hell and 
some that “evoke” universal salvation;9 (2) that some of the 
Church Fathers “taught universalism, or something quite close 
to it”;10 and (3) as several of the Church’s mystics and St. Paul 
himself attest with their desire to be “accursed for the sake of 
the brethren” (Rom 9:3), Christ’s love for mankind is so 
profound that he plumbed the depths of sin and death in such a 
way that “we may reasonably hope that even those who have 
wandered farthest away from God will be drawn into the 
dynamics of the divine life.”11 I have argued elsewhere that the 
self-sacrificial love of the God-man for sinners does not by itself 

 

 6 Barron, “Foreword,” xi. 

 7 Ibid., ix. 

 8 See, for instance, Balthasar, Dare We Hope?, 36-38 n. 3, 53-55 n. 10, 74ff., 87. 

 9 Balthasar elsewhere states it this way: “[W]e must frankly admit that a great 

number of passages really do speak of universal salvation . . .” (Theo-drama 5:269). 

 10 Barron, “Foreword,” x. The qualifier is important since Balthasar’s interpretation 

in this regard is quite controverted. Balthasar tries to implicate as many patristic authors 

as possible, but Barron only lists Gregory of Nyssa, Maximus the Confessor, and Origen 

of Alexandria. On Maximus, see Brian Daley, S.J., The Hope of the Early Church: A 

Handbook of Patristic Eschatology (Ada, Mich.: Baker Academic, 2002), 202 n. 96; and 

on Gregory, see Brian Daley, S.J., “Balthasar’s Reading of the Church Fathers,” in The 

Cambridge Companion: to Hans Urs von Balthasar, ed. Edward T. Oakes and David 

Moss (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 197.  

 11 Barron, “Foreword,” xiii. Like Balthasar, he cites St. Benedicta of the Cross (Edith 

Stein) in support of this assertion, apparently unaware of Richard Schenk’s refutation of 

this claim (see Richard Schenk, O.P., “The Epoché of Factical Damnation?: On the 

Costs of Bracketing out the Likelihood of Final Loss,” Logos: A Journal of Catholic 

Thought and Culture 1, no. 3 [1997]: 122-54, at 150 n. 35).  
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provide adequate foundation for a theological hope that all men 
might convert; such a hope requires a particular understanding 
of grace in terms of competition with freedom.12 Here I will 
focus upon the debate concerning the first claim, not so much 
from the perspective of scriptural exegesis as from that of 
theological hermeneutics. 
 Clearly alluding to Ralph Martin’s recent critique of 
Balthasarian universalism, Barron says: “In very recent times, 
certain theologians have opined that Balthasar’s ‘universalism’ 
has contributed mightily to the decline of the Church’s 
influence in the West and to an attenuating of her missionary 
impulse.”13 Barron rightly insists that “the God of the Bible 
delights in working through secondary causes” and, therefore, 
“the hope for the salvation of all ought not to dampen the 
missionary spirit but, rather, to stir it up.”14 Yet Martin certainly 
makes a compelling case that the universalist speculations of 
theologians like Balthasar and Rahner have contributed to the 
missionary complacency that followed the Second Vatican 
Council.15 His argument was further strengthened in a recent 
New Blackfriars article by Germain Grisez and Peter F. Ryan, 
S.J. Nonetheless, Balthasar requires a more precise hearing on 
the question, and that is precisely the purpose of this essay. 
 

I. COMMENTARY ON BALTHASAR’S INTERPRETATION OF 
REVELATION 

 
 Nicholas Healy summarizes Balthasar’s argument in Dare We 
Hope? regarding the supposed two diverse strands of scriptural 
texts on damnation and universal salvation in the following 
manner: 
 

 

 12 See Joshua R. Brotherton, “The Possibility of Refusal: Grace and Freedom in 

Balthasar,” Josephinum Journal of Theology 21 (2014): 342-61. 

 13 Barron, “Foreword,” ix. 

 14 Ibid., xiii. 

 15 John R. Sachs, S.J., takes their universalist arguments to be an advancement in 

Catholic theology (see his “Current Eschatology: Universal Salvation and the Problem of 

Hell,” Theological Studies 52 [1991]: 227-54). 
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The first series speaks of individuals being condemned to eternal torment. 
Those who have rejected Christ are accountable for their actions and they will 
be cast into “the outer darkness,” or “the eternal fire prepared for the devil 
and his angels” (Mt 25:30f.; see also Mt 5:22,29; 8:12; 10:28; 2 Pet 2:4-10; 
3:7; Rev 19:20f.). The second series of texts speaks of God's desire, and 
ability, to save all mankind: “God our Savior . . . desires all men to be saved 
and to come to the knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim 2:4). Anticipating his 
suffering and death Jesus proclaims “Now is the judgment of this world . . . 
when I am lifted up from the earth, I will draw all men to myself” (Jn 12: 31). 
“God has consigned all men to disobedience that he may have mercy upon all” 
(Rom 11:32; see also 2 Pet 3:9; Titus 2:11; Rom 5:14-21; Eph 1:10; Col 
1:20). A harmonious synthesis between these two series of texts is not 
possible. A universalist theology that knows with certainty that all will be 
saved invalidates the numerous passages in Scripture which speak of judgment 
and eternal damnation as the consequence of sin. Likewise a theology that 
knows in advance a double outcome of judgment cannot take seriously the 
universal salvific will of God as expressed in 1 Timothy 2:4 and elsewhere.16 

 
This line of interpretation claims a Kantian-style antinomy in 
Scripture, which can only be resolved by “the mystery of 
hope.”17 One might argue that there are just as many (in fact, 
probably more) texts in which definitive self-condemnation 
seems to be asserted as a reality as there are texts that appear to 
leave open the possibility that God’s desire for all to be saved 
may be efficacious. The question hinges on whether the former 
texts are mere warnings and whether the latter texts may be 
otherwise interpreted. Surely, there are hints in Scripture and 
tradition as to how the two apparently conflicting strands of 
text may be reconciled; otherwise, divine revelation on the 
matter would simply be incoherent.18 

 

 16 Nicholas J. Healy, “On Hope, Heaven, and Hell,” Logos 1, no. 3 (1997): 80-91, 

at 84-85. 

 17 Ibid., 85. 

 18 Concerning Balthasar’s notion (in agreement with Rahner) that the first set of 

texts are only intended as minatory, Richard Schenk reveals the reason for such a 

hermeneutic, namely, an unapocaplytic interpretative philosophy of prophetic 

revelation (“Factical Damnation,” 136ff.). Ralph Martin offers a strong critique of such 

a hermeneutical thesis; see Ralph Martin, Will Many Be Saved? What Vatican II Actually 

Teaches and Its Implications for the New Evangelization (Grand Rapids, Mich.: William 

B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2012), 140ff. Concerning the scriptural hermeneutic 
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 Edward Oakes surprisingly points to the weakness in 
Balthasar’s scriptural exegesis regarding the notion that “the 
parables of judgment in the earthly ministry of Jesus must be 
‘back-interpreted’ in the subsequent light of the cross and 
resurrection,”19 commenting that “[i]t seems odd to call the 
discourses of Jesus in John unaffected by the resurrection.”20 
Regarding such a hermeneutic, he states:  
 
I am not sure how convincing this argument will prove to be among exegetes, 
but it seems unnecessarily simplistic, and in particular ignores the influence of 
post-Easter paranesis (that is, catechetical training in the faith after 

                                                           

necessary to rule out the predictatory nature of the “first set of texts” (i.e., the teaching 

of eternal damnation), Schenk makes the following interesting comments: “Noting with 

Thomas’ second objection [in STh II-II, q. 174, a. 1, concerning prophecy] the ‘slight 

discrepancy’ which seems to be involved in subsuming ‘prophecies of promise’ under the 

heading, ‘prophecies of threat,’ due to our common uncertainty about the outcomes of 

threats and promises, a connection reinforced by Thomas’ reference to Jeremiah 18, 7 

sq., Balthasar goes on to remark: ‘Thomas’ answer to this objection is profound. To 

name all our knowledge of this kind under the heading of “prophecies of threat” is 

justified in as much as names follow the pars potior, “because God is more inclined to 

relax a penalty than to withdraw promised benefits” (ad 2).’ Without explicitly 

mentioning the question of final loss, Balthasar then continues in a vein which all but 

reverses the direction of Thomas’ reflections and his sources: ‘Thus, while all threats of 

punishments in revelation are conditional, the same cannot be said in similar fashion for 

divine promises. There is no correspondence here, but rather (the two kinds of 

prophecy have) basically different forms; cf. Rom 11, 29.’ It must be conceded to 

Rahner and Balthasar that scholastic theology recognized that the prophetiae 

praescientiae and the prophetiae comminationis et promissionis of the kinds meant here 

are not always distinguishable by their grammatical forms; the paradigm of the latter is 

the seemingly apodictic statement by Jonah; ‘Nineve will fall.’ To know in questionable 

cases whether the prophecy is a mere threat or a shared knowledge of some future 

facticity was thought to require a further gift of prophecy. In contrast to Balthasar’s own 

suggestions, however, scholastic theology, as Balthasar himself will later point out, was 

convinced generally that the magisterial tradition, speaking, unlike the scriptures, after 

the proposal of apocatastasis had arisen, had already mediated the discernment that the 

biblical statements which seemed to communicate the facticity of some final loss and of 

some final beatitude were in fact a share in God’s non-predestining scientia visionis, 

even if each individual fate remains a less certain matter of prophetia communicationis 

et promissionis” (“Factical Damnation,” 142). 

 19 Oakes, Pattern of Redemption, 311. 

 20 Ibid., 312 n. 24. “[A]ll the Lord’s words that refer to the possibility of eternal 

perdition are pre-Easter words” (Balthasar, Theo-drama 5:279). 
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conversion) on the formation of the parables of judgment as we have received 
them in the Gospels today.21 

 
He adds: “This is especially true of the Parables of the Sheep 
and the Goats [i.e., Matthew 25], and if Balthasar’s exegetical 
ground is shaky there, it will prove unstable everywhere else as 
well.”22  
 Gerard O’Hanlon, S.J., argues that the “irresolvable tension” 
Balthasar discerns between the “two sets of texts” in Scripture 
finds its most likely resolution in the universalist view:23  
 
The incompleteness of the eschatological solution lay in the NT tension 
between the assertion of the efficacy, through Christ’s cross, of God’s will that 
all be saved and the continuing possibility of our damnation. . . . First, it 
cannot be the case that God is merely indifferent to our ultimate fate, that his 
glory is proclaimed equally by either our salvation or our damnation. 
Secondly, it is clear that with whatever pain and suffering there is in God, 
with whatever distinction one makes between its immanent and economic 
characteristics, God remains eternally happy and omnipotent. . . . it would 
seem that the concurrence of these two points must favour the salvation of all. 
And so it does. Nonetheless this conclusion, as we have seen, cannot be drawn 
with certainty. Balthasar does not speculate as to whether the compatibility of 
something like infinite pain with God’s eternal joy and victory might allow for 
the existence of some creatures in hell.24 

 

 

 21 Oakes, Pattern of Redemption, 312. 

 22 Ibid., 312 n. 25. He also implies (ibid., 312) that Balthasar himself seemed 

reluctant to commit fully to this thesis (see Dare We Hope?, 29-30). 

 23 Balthasar’s Dare We Hope? is peppered with quotations of openly universalist 

reflections from authors such as Gaston Fessard (see 55 n. 10) and F.-X. Durrwell (see 

80 n. 9). One may also note the prominence of Charles Peguy in Balthasar (see, e.g., 

Hans Urs von Balthasar, Explorations in Theology, vol. 1, The Word Made Flesh, trans. 

A. V. Littledale and Alexandre Dru [San Francisco: Ignatius, 1989], 267-68; cf. Gerald 

O’Hanlon, The Immutability of God in the Theology of Hans Urs von Balthasar [New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 2007], citations on 194 n. 69). 

 24 O’Hanlon, Immutability of God, 76-77 (emphasis added), citing Theo-drama 

5:246 and Die Wahrheit ist symphonisch, 131-32. Concerning the question of divine 

suffering in Balthasar, see Joshua R. Brotherton, “God’s Relation to Evil: Divine 

Impassibility in Balthasar and Maritain,” Irish Theological Quarterly 80, no. 3 (2015): 

191-211. 



82 JOSHUA R. BROTHERTON 
 

 Hence, Balthasar’s hope for universal salvation is not as 
formless as some suppose, but it is actually an explicit (although 
covert) hope for the conversion of every soul in the moment of 
death.25 This particular form of hope for universal salvation 
constitutes a tentative theory for how it may be possible for 
every soul to reach reconciliation with God,26 a theory based in 
part on the efficacy of grace and in part on the mysterious 
effects of Christ’s descent (on the Cross) upon the temporal 
structure of human death:27 “the one who has timelessly closed 
himself off is opened up through the inescapable presence of 
another, who is just as timelessly near him and calls his 
presumptuous, seeming unapproachability into question.”28 

 

 25 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Explorations in Theology, vol. 4, Spirit and Institution, 

trans. Edward T. Oakes (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1995), 456-57, reiterated in Theo-

drama 5:312. Margaret Turek seems to hold essentially the same interpretation of 

Balthasar’s hope to which I allude here, namely, that the grace of God is most likely to 

bring about conversion in the moment of death for all who live in sin (see Margaret 

Turek, “Dare We Hope ‘That All Men Be Saved’ (1 Tim 2:4)?: On von Balthasar's 

Trinitarian Grounds for Christian Hope,” Logos 1, no. 3 [1997]: 92-121, at 104-5, 

111-12). For an evaluation of various theories of how precisely all might be saved, 

taking Balthasar’s understanding of the matter as a point of departure, see Joshua R. 

Brotherton, “The Possibility of Universal Conversion in Death: Temporality, 

Annihilation, and Grace,” Modern Theology 32 (2016): 307-24. 

 26 Oakes notices: “And finally—and this is the most revolutionary aspect of 

Balthasar’s eschatology—he insists that when a person is condemned to hell, Jesus is still 

able to meet the one condemned, for he too has been there and can meet the sinner in 

solidarity with him. The passage where this is set out [Explorations 4:456-57] . . . I 

regard as the most crucial passage in all of Balthasar’s treatment of this controversial 

subject” (Patterns of Redemption, 316). 

 27 For an interpretation of Balthasar’s understanding of Christ’s descent into hell as 

atemporal, see Joshua R. Brotherton, “Hans Urs von Balthasar on the Redemptive 

Descent,” Pro Ecclesia 22 (2013): 167-88. 

 28 Theodramatik IV, 286, as translated in Sachs, “Current Eschatology,” 244-45. 

Sachs also quotes from The Von Balthasar Reader the following excerpt from “Abstieg 

zur Hölle” (also found in Explorations IV): “[the abandoned Christ] disturbs the 

absolute loneliness striven for by the sinner: the sinner, who wants to be ‘damned’ apart 

from God, finds God again in his loneliness, but God in the absolute weakness of love 

who unfathomably in the period of noontime enters into solidarity with those damning 

themselves. The words of the Psalm, ‘If I make my bed in the netherworld, thou art 

there’ (Ps 139:8), thereby take on a totally new meaning” (“Current Eschatology,” 244). 

In this way, hell becomes a “gift of divine grace” (Theodramatik IV, 287f. and 293, cited 

by Sachs, “Current Eschatology,” 244 n. 76).  
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Hence, Germain Grisez argues: “Anybody who accepts both sets 
of passages as God’s word must try to synthesize them, and von 
Balthasar himself tries—precisely in a universalist sense.”29  
 Balthasar explicitly states that “the two series of statements 
run along side by side in such a way that a synthesis of both is 
neither permissible nor achievable,”30 and yet Kevin Flannery, 
S.J., notes: 
 
It is apparent that Balthasar does not really believe that the two types of 
passage should be left with a “cleft” between them ([Dare We Hope?] 23), 
since he attempts to resolve the tension between them himself. That, indeed, is 
the motive for his second point, that to harmonise the statements in the way 
that Hermes chooses is to put limits on God. By removing these supposed 
“limits” on God, Balthasar closes the gap by giving more weight to the second 
type of passage (interpreted in a particular way), thereby “conditionalising” 
the first type. But who is to say that harmonisation is not to be achieved by 
going Hermes’ route rather than Balthasar’s? . . . Balthasar reconciles the two 
strands of scriptural tradition by an argument for the fact of universal 
salvation and not by an argument for the possibility of hoping and praying for 
universal salvation. . . . Beginning with the idea that God’s “triune will for 
salvation” may not be “blunted” or “thwarted” by men, Balthasar can only 
proceed to the conclusion that God cannot condemn anyone to hell lest he 
violate his own nature (or the nature of his will), but this is to go too far.31 

 
Nonetheless, there appears to be a contradiction in Flannery’s 
piece. First, he argues that “the only reason we might have for 
so regarding [Matthew 25 as mere threats or warnings] would 
be if Balthasar (and others) were right: that it is incompatible 
with God’s nature to allow to happen what Christ says will 
happen to those who are not merciful.”32 Then, he concludes: 
 

 

 29 Germain Grisez, The Way of the Lord Jesus, vol. 3, Difficult Moral Questions 

(Quincy, Ill.: Franciscan Press, 1997), 25, cited in Martin, Will Many Be Saved?, 267 n. 

40. 

 30 Balthasar Dare We Hope?, 29. 

 31 Kevin Flannery, S.J., “How to Think about Hell,” New Blackfriars 72 (1991): 

469-81, at 473. 

 32 Ibid., 476.  
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It makes sense that the Church to which we belong have in it neither 
knowledge that all men will be saved, nor, the knowledge that certain 
individuals are damned. If in the end God is going to save all souls and also be 
proved not to be a deceiver, this is the only locus for the hope that we have.33 

 
But such a “thin basis for hope,” as he calls it repeatedly, does 
not cohere well with his concession that “The prayers found in 
the Liturgy and quoted by Balthasar do appear to be prayers 
that the ‘whole group’ [i.e., all of humanity] be saved.”34 At the 
same time, he asserts: “it is impossible to hold that all souls will 
be saved, for even if God chooses to be especially merciful 
toward some, he cannot be so toward all without contradicting 
the revealed doctrine in Matthew 25.”35 Such attempts to limit 
God to the face-value of the written Word may be precisely 
what the Church wants to avoid, just as the Church does not 
believe that God is constrained to save men only through the 
sacraments to which he manifestly bound his own saving grace. 
While it is true that the Scriptures either reveal that some are 
definitively condemned or they do not, the Church appears to 
suspend judgment precisely on the question of whether the texts 
in question (e.g., Matt 25) comprise mere warning or future 
prediction as well. 
 Hence, even Roch Kereszty, O.Cist., himself critical of 
Balthasar’s universalism, nevertheless maintains with Balthasar 
“that, since the Church prays for the salvation of all, we should 
join in that prayer. And since the Church prays for all, we 
should hope for the salvation of all,” adding: “My reservation 
regarding his position comes from the suspicion that the logic of 
his thought leads not just to hope, but to a (consciously denied 
but logically inescapable) certainty for the salvation of all.”36 

 

 33 Ibid., 478. 

 34 Ibid., 479. 

 35 Ibid., 477. Matthew 25 is also the pivotal text for John Paul II’s own view that 

some are indeed condemned despite our human longing that all might convert and be 

saved by divine grace (see John Paul II, Crossing the Threshold of Hope [repr.; New 

York: Alfred A. Knopf Inc, 2005], 185). 

 36 Rock Kereszty, O.Cist., “Response to Professor Scola,” Communio 18 (1991): 

227-36, at 229-30. See also Theodramatik, vol. 3 (Einsiedeln: Johannesverlag, 1980), 

314-15, cited by Kereszty, “Response,” 230 n. 7). 
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Flannery points out that many of the texts of the German missal 
proffered in support of universalist hope by Balthasar37 are not 
conclusive, but “might refer quite naturally to the living 
members of the Church.”38 But he adds:  

 

 37 See Balthasar, Dare We Hope?, 35 n. 3. Against the notion that hope for the 

salvation of all men is indicative of the real possibility of such, as Christian hope cannot 

disappoint (Rom 5:5), Flannery draws on a distinction made by Francisco Suarez 

regarding two kinds of desire motivating prayer: “[Suarez] says that it is one thing to 

pray for the salvation of all out of the ‘simple desire’ which would include the 

condition, expressed or not, that that which is prayed for be subordinate to the will of 

God. It is another thing to pray out of ‘absolute and efficacious desire,’ as Christ did 

when, according to Suarez, he prayed for those predestined to glory. . . . it is possible to 

pray for the salvation of all with simple desire, even if we know by revelation that some 

are damned—thus, our ‘thin basis’ [of not knowing who is condemned] is irrelevant 

here. To pray in this fashion is simply to conform our wills to God’s, who might will the 

salvation of all, even knowing that some will refuse it” (Flannery, “How to Think about 

Hell,” 479). See also the first half of Joshua R. Brotherton, “Presuppositions of 

Balthasar’s Hope and Maritain’s Alternative Proposal,” Theological Studies 76 (2015): 

718-41. 

 38 Flannery, “How to Think about Hell,” 471. “‘God’s teaching is made available to 

all . . . each one who has somehow at some time felt yearning for God, comes to the Son 

. . . each one who hears God comes to the Son.’ That is why it is forbidden to despair of 

any sinner. This applies to Judas too” (Theo-drama 5:281). See also the note on this text 

(Theo-drama 5:281-82 n. 17). Kereszty opposes this line of thought (Kereszty, 

“Response to Professor Scola,” 229 and n. 5). I take issue only with Kereszty’s apparent 

certainty that Judas is condemned, according to the evangelists. I do not think we can 

say with certainty what the evangelists thought. The words he quotes can be interpreted 

in many different ways; they are by no means definitive evidence that Judas did not, for 

example, convert right before the moment of his suicidal death (i.e., one can repent for 

suicide after willing the sin). Even if the evangelists did believe Judas was condemned, 

the words of Scripture themselves do not necessitate agreement with such an opinion 

(i.e., the subjective dispositions of the sacred authors are not intrinsic to the meanings 

intended by the words themselves inspired by the Spirit, even though the latter are 

brought about through the subordinate agency of the human authors). Hence, one is 

free to agree with John Paul II’s opinion in Crossing the Threshold of Hope that the 

words of Scripture do not necessarily reveal that anyone, even Judas, is definitively 

condemned (see 186). Germain Grisez and Peter F. Ryan report that “Pope John Paul II 

made a small but important change to the text of a catechesis on hell (Wednesday, 28 

July 1999). The original text said: ‘Eternal damnation remains a real possibility, but we 

are not granted, without special divine revelation, the knowledge of whether or which 

[Italian: se e quail] human beings are effectively involved in it’ (L’Osservatore Romano, 
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It must be acknowledged that nowhere in the Liturgy or in the Church’s 
official teaching are we ever told to exclude any particular souls, living or 
dead, from our prayers. Suarez, indeed, says that we are forbidden to do this. 
Moreover, Leo XIII in the encyclical Immortale Dei teaches that “Just as Jesus 
Christ came into the world in order that men ‘might have life’ [John 10.10], in 
the same way the Church has as its object the eternal salvation of souls: on 
account of which such is her nature that she extends herself toward the entire 
embrace of the human race, circumscribed by limits neither of place nor of 
time.” So then, it seems that we can agree with Balthasar to this extent: that 
there is no compelling reason why we cannot pray for the salvation of all 
souls.39  

 
Of course, while he objects to Balthasar’s “arguments in favor of 
universal salvation,” he is not therefore defending all the 
positions attacked by Balthasar (e.g., that we should only pray 
for the elect). Flannery does well to note the context of the 
combative words Balthasar first penned in Was dürfen wir 
hoffen? against critics of his universalist tendencies at that time 
(Gerhard Hermes and Heribert Schauf): 
  
Balthasar rejects those criticisms of his own work that suggest that, in so far as 
we know that at least some souls are damned to eternal perdition, we may not 
in any sense hope for the salvation of all souls. Hermes, for instance, writes 
with regard to hope for universal salvation: “Such a hope does not exist, 
because we cannot, hope in opposition to certain knowledge and the avowed 

                                                           

4 . . . ). However, the words ‘se e’ do not appear in the text printed in the weekly 

English, French, Spanish, Portugese, and German editions of L’Osservatore Romano on 

its 1999 CD-ROM. That little change makes it reasonable to conclude that John Paul II, 

on reflection, judged it wrong to deny that God has revealed that some human beings 

will end in hell” (“Hell and Hope for Salvation,” New Blackfriars 95 [2014]: 606–15, at 

609 n. 5). Nevertheless, Redemptoris Missio affirms “the real possibility of salvation in 

Christ for all mankind” (see nos. 9-10). Nicholas Healy and Ralph Martin (à la Charles 

Morerod) interpret this passage diversely: see Healy, “On Hope, Heaven, and Hell,” 89, 

and Martin, Will Many Be Saved?, 5–6. Concerning Judas, Benedict XVI expressed the 

same opinion as John Paul (Papal Audience on Oct 18, 2006). Contrary to the opinion 

of John Paul II and Benedict XVI, Ralph Martin writes: “‘. . . Many saints and doctors 

of the Church, including St. Augustine and St. Thomas Aquinas, have taken it as a 

revealed truth that Judas was reprobated.’ Roch Kereszty argues that ‘there can hardly 

be any question that in the view of the evangelists, Judas is definitely lost.’ Flannery 

makes the point that in Revelation 20:10, ‘apparently, a human soul—i.e., the false 

prophet—is spoken of as suffering in hell forever’” (Martin, Will Many Be Saved?, 177). 

 39 Flannery, “How to Think about Hell,” 471-72.  
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will of God” (15). Such certain knowledge is said to be found at, for instance, 
Matthew 25.31–4640  

 
Balthasar justifies his theoretical attempts to make Scripture 
cohere with his universalist arguments by appealing to the 
notion of mankind being presently (and therefore also at the 
time of Christ’s preaching of hell) “under judgment” until the 
risen Christ is seen in his full glory at the end of time, drawing 
on the notorious idea of Barth that Christ alone is the reprobate 
so that we who are naturally reprobate may be rendered 
“elect.”41 He conjoins the idea that “whatever judgment will 
befall the human race, either collectively or individually, already 
resides entirely in the person of Jesus,” with the fact that “Jesus 
admits other co-judges to join him in his role as Judge of the 
world” such that “the possibility of an economy of grace where 
intercessory prayers really count and we become bound to each 
other even across the borderline of death.”42 This economy 
takes effect through Christ’s solidarity with every sinner before 
the Father consummates the judgment already underway, justice 
being satisfied and giving way to mercy. Certainly, divine 
judgment cannot be transferred entirely to one’s present state or 
to the end of time, but to pit mercy and justice in God against 
each other would be a failure to account for the import of 
divine simplicity. 
 Balthasar apparently thinks this kind of approach is more 
pastorally sensitive and spiritually healthy. Oakes defends this 
assertion thus: 
 
It is, I think, too little noticed how the command to hope for the salvation of 
all (and it is a command: 1 Tim 2:1-4) is intimately linked with the command 

 

 40 Flannery, “How to Think about Hell,” 469. Regarding Hermes, see also Turek, 

“Dare We Hope,” 117 n. 22. 

 41 Regarding Karl Barth’s influence on Balthasar, see especially D. Stephen Long, 

Saving Karl Barth: Hans Urs von Balthasar’s Preoccupation (Minneapolis, Minn.: 

Fortress Press, 2014) and John Webster, “Balthasar and Karl Barth” in Oakes and Moss, 

eds., Cambridge Companion, 241-55. 

 42 Oakes, Pattern of Redemption, 314-15. 
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to love one’s enemies, and that a claim to ‘know’ that some are destined to 
hell will lead, by a short but inexorable logic, to a diminution of the love one 
should feel for one’s enemies.43 

 
Balthasar is responding to those who argue that we can only 
pray for the salvation of the elect, as if our prayers cannot be 
instruments affecting who may be elect. Oakes blames the error 
that Balthasar attacks on a myopic focus upon the relationship 
between grace and freedom, and the proposed remedy is greater 
Christocentricity:  
 
[I]t will be Balthasar’s point that the pastoral crux of either lassitude-and-pride 
or anxiety-and-despair in regard to the doctrine of predestination has come 
from allowing the tension between finite and infinite freedom to be debated 
on its own terms rather than in view of its ultimate resolution in Christ.44 

  
Finally, the charge is sometimes made that rejecting Balthasar’s 
arguments leads one to judge the souls of others rather than to 
focus upon the possibility of condemning oneself.45 
 

II. RALPH MARTIN’S CRITIQUE 
 
 Ralph Martin objects to Balthasar’s (and Rahner’s) univer-
salist tendencies as detrimental to the new evangelization, 
founding his misgivings about the pastoral implications of the 
popularization of their theories upon the theoretical problems 
involved in such an eschatology. Although Martin misunder-

 

 43 Ibid., 308. 

 44 Ibid., 227. He continues: “In other words, unless we see how the antinomies of 

divine and human freedom are meant to culminate at that moment when Christ was 

‘made into sin’ and became a ‘curse’ for our sake, we will forever be running aground on 

the dilemmas posed in the doctrine of predestination. . . . ‘This plan always includes 

God’s “answer” to every word that may possibly be uttered by finite freedom’ (TD 2, 

277)” (ibid., 227). Against this view, I argue elsewhere that Balthasar’s avoidance of the 

grace-freedom problem involves undermining the natural integrity of creaturely 

freedom and results in an unsustainable universalist eschatology; see Brotherton, 

“Possibility of Refusal,” 342-61; and Joshua R. Brotherton, “Universalism and 

Predestinarianism: A Critique of the Theological Anthropology that Undergirds Catholic 

Universalist Eschatology,” Theological Studies 77 (2016): 603-26. 

 45 See, for example, Sachs, “Current Eschatology,” 254. 
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stands Balthasar’s speculations regarding how universal con-
version may play out and does not provide a firm theology of 
grace to replace that underlying such an eschatology,46 he makes 
some significant points. Drawing largely on Richard Schenk, 
James T. O’Connor, and Flannery, Martin argues both that 
Balthasar’s approach to Scripture is mistaken and that his 
arguments are theologically unsound, in the light of the 
Church’s traditional understanding of the economy of salvation. 
 Regarding the testimony of Scripture, Martin states that 
“[w]hen the Scripture uses the future, indicative tense to 
communicate a meaning, it is specifically not making a con-
ditional statement, and this is how the tradition has understood 
the statements in question [e.g., Matthew 25].”47 Later, he 
admits that such prophetic parables might be interpreted as 
provisional or minatory, even if the “traditional” interpretation 
is more plausible. He concedes with O’Connor that the future 
indicative tense alone does not necessarily indicate information 
about the future. 
 
It is true indeed that the future has not been described for us. Only enough 
has been revealed to stimulate our hope and desire, and to warn us that not all 
will share what is to be hoped for and desired. But the indications of what is 
to be hoped for, and the indications that not all will share those wonderful 
realities must be taken with equal seriousness.48 

 
He adds:  

 

 46 On the possibility that Balthasar is advocating postmortem conversion, see Martin, 

Will Many be Saved?, 162, 178, 275 n. 123. The need for an adequate theology of grace 

for Martin’s critique to be established on firm ground can be seen, for example, on 139, 

142, and 172. Perhaps, this is simply a question Martin did not wish to address in the 

confined space since he does cite T. J. White, O’Connor, and Schenk each pointing out, 

at least parenthetically, that Balthasar seems to reject “the traditional distinction which 

says that God’s will to save all men is not absolute but conditioned on their free 

cooperation” (James T. O’Connor, “Von Balthasar and Salvation,” Homiletic and 

Pastoral Review [1989], 19, cited by Martin, Will Many be Saved?, 272 n. 110). 

 47 Martin, Will Many be Saved?, 152. 

 48 O’Conner, “Von Balthasar and Salvation,” 18, cited by Martin, Will Many be 

Saved?, 153. 
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While we cannot judge the state of anyone’s soul and what transpires at the 
moment of death, it certainly appears—from the view of human resistance to 
grace, and subsequent judgment, contained in the Scriptures and from 
empirical observation—that many people persevere to the end in their 
rejection of God and/or in a life of immorality.49 

 
He ultimately agrees with conclusions drawn by Flannery and 
O’Conner on the matter: 
  
[I]t is not just a theoretical possibility but probable, that many end up in hell. 
Flannery acknowledges that a case can be made that Scripture does not imply 
with the force of logical necessity that there are people in hell. He argues 
though that the overwhelming weight of Scripture and tradition ‘approach 
logical necessity.’ As O’Connor puts it, these passages and how they have been 
interpreted by the theological tradition and the magisterium lead us to 
presume that there will be many in hell, a presumption that the Holy Spirit 
who inspired the Scriptures intends us to have . . . ‘Against such a 
presumption one cannot have what is properly defined as theological hope, 
but we can and must have a human hope, a wish which expresses itself in 
prayer and zealous efforts, for the salvation of all’ [O’Connor, “Von Balthasar 
and Salvation”].50 

  
 While there may be problems with Balthasar’s exegetical 
methods, the real issue at the heart of his universalist inter-
pretation is conceptual in nature. Wanting to escape from neo-
Scholastic hair-splitting, Balthasar takes too broad a view of the 
reality of hope and infuses it with a discomfort for the idea that 
God might “fail” at bringing creation to the end for which it 
exists, salvation. Citing Geoffrey Wainwright and Oakes,51 
Martin hints at how Balthasar’s universalist hope is his own 
answer to a problem that results from his understanding of God 
and his relationship to man in Christ: “Balthasar claims that . . . 
because the will of God is to save all men, and because of the 

 

 49 Martin, Will Many be Saved?, 155. 

 50 Ibid., 156. 

 51 See ibid., 164, citing Oakes, Patterns of Redemption, 314, regarding the “gamble” 

God makes with himself in creating. Geoffrey Wainwright writes: “Balthasar refuses to 

say whether God can really ‘lose the game of creation through the creature’s free choice 

to be lost’ [Two Say Why: “Why I am Still a Christian,” 51]” (Geoffrey Wainwright, 

“Eschatology,” in Cambridge Companion, 125, cited by Martin, Will Many be Saved?, 

265-66 n. 24). 
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nature of Christ’s redemptive sacrifice, we not only can, but 
have the duty, out of Christian charity, to hope that every 
human being is saved.”52 Balthasar, therefore, rejects  
 
[t]he solution that the theological tradition has taken in its meditation on the 
magnitude of the gift of eternal life . . . that a freely chosen relationship of 
love with God, necessarily “running the risk” of human freedom, is somehow 
necessary for the greater good of the human race and the glory of God.53 

 
There is certainly nothing unbefitting about centering the 
infinite-finite freedom dynamic in Christ, but a Christological 
perspective (akin to Karl Barth’s Christocentrism) is not alone 
sufficient to work out a theology of grace (i.e., of faith, hope, 
and charity). Since grace builds on and perfects nature, an 
adequate understanding of the nature of the human being is also 
required.54 
 Given the universal salvific will of God (1 Tim 2:4), 
Balthasar is right to want to avoid limiting the object of 
theological hope to “the chosen few,” but he goes so far in the 
opposite direction as to risk rendering the possibility of 
persistent human refusal of grace merely nominal. Without 
necessarily following Augustine’s conclusion from the revelation 
of eternally condemned angels that God efficaciously desires the 
salvation of a minority portion of men, Balthasar should have 
concluded from the revealed data that it is at least plausible, 
although perhaps not known with the certainty of faith, that 

 

 52 Martin, Will Many be Saved?, 165. 

 53 Ibid., 166. 

 54 Hence, given that Christ was incapable of sin, a theological anthropology that 

limits itself to the Christological exemplar of human being may not be adequate by itself 

for handling the reality of moral evil. For development of this type of criticism of the 

theological anthropology that underlies Balthasar’s theodramatic eschatology, see 

Brotherton, “The Possibility of Refusal”; Joshua R. Brotherton, “Universalism and 

Integralism: Balthasar’s Syncretism and the Lonergan-Maritain Alternative,” Angelicum 

92 (2015): 305-48; and idem, “Towards a Resolution to Balthasar’s Aporia: The 

Problem of Moral Evil and Theodramatic Hope,” Josephinum Journal of Theology 

(forthcoming). 
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some men definitively reject God’s glory as well. Hence, Martin 
says: 
 
Even if one wanted to take a more cautious approach to interpretation than 
the tradition has, one would at least have to say that it is plausible that there 
are people in hell. Therefore, hope for the salvation of all would have to be 
restricted to those presently alive, and, of course, for the faithful departed and 
those “whose faith is known to you alone.” We cannot properly have hope for 
those who departed this life persisting in their refusal of saving grace and 
faith, although only God knows who these are. And while we hope and work 
for the salvation of all those still alive, we do so knowing, based on the words 
of Jesus and the understanding of the tradition, that it is quite possible that 
many will refuse the offer of salvation and die unreconciled to God.55 

 
While Martin appears hesitant to disagree with “the 
tradition”—which he seems to regard as, though he does not 
demonstrate it to be, monolithic on the question—he does 
express a tolerance for a kind of middle position. Although he 
wants to argue that we can hope theologically only for the 
salvation of the living and the “faithful departed,” it is 
important to note that he also wants to grant the possibility, at 
least in the abstract, that many who may appear to die in sin 
actually convert in a hidden manner before death definitively 
brings the soul to the seat of judgment.56 In this view, 
Balthasar’s problem consists more in attempting to rationalize 
the possibility of universal salvation than in objecting to the 
undue restriction of theological hope to the living. However, 
the former effort affects the latter insofar as Balthasar thinks it 
necessary to argue for the possibility and obligation of 
possessing theological hope for the salvation of every human 
being.57 

 

 55 Martin, Will Many be Saved?, 178. 

 56 He cites Catherine of Siena’s mystical reflection in Will Many Be Saved?, 22. 

 57 Balthasar implicitly specifies the hope for the salvation of all men as “theological” 

when he outright denies it to the fallen angels in Dare We Hope?, 144. On the 

theological character of Balthasar’s hope, see Turek, “Dare We Hope,” 101-3. Martin 

quotes Thomas Joseph White: “In refusing to appropriate the above mentioned 

distinction [between antecedent and consequent divine wills], he rejects along with it an 

authentic reception of the Catholic Tradition’s teaching on the ‘resistible’ character of 

saving grace, and the corresponding reality of God’s permissive will of evil. 
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III. EDWARD OAKES’S RESPONSE 
 
 In one of his last publications, an article reviewing Martin’s 
book, Oakes seeks to respond to a number of arguments against 
Balthasar’s approach.58 Concerned both with distinguishing 
Balthasar’s perspective from Rahner’s and with defending Bene-
dict XVI’s purportedly Balthasarian position,59 Oakes seems to 
be proposing a more modest Balthasar than the one critiqued by 
Martin and others. 
 Perhaps reading Balthasar a little too charitably, he does not 
explain precisely how he can maintain theological hope for 
universal salvation and, at the same time, apparently agree with 
Wittgenstein that, “[Universal salvation] would make nonsense 
of everything else. If what we do now is to make no difference 
in the end, then all the seriousness of life is done away with.”60 
Oakes concludes that it is not a task of Christian eschatology to 

                                                           

Consequently, persisting moral evil must necessarily be seen as a reality engendered by 

the absence of the divine initiative” (T. J. White, O.P., “Von Balthasar and Journet on 

the Universal Possibility of Salvation and the Twofold Will of God,” Nova et Vetera 

[Eng. ed.] 4 [2006]: 633-66, at 665, cited by Martin, Will Many Be Saved?, 185). 

Martin does not, however, bring out the significance of this critique or put it front and 

center. Instead, he says: “Flannery notes, ‘If God can, without contradicting his own 

merciful nature, consign an angel to hell, there would seem to be no logical reason why 

he could not do the same to a human soul’. . . . Balthasar claims that because we do not 

know for sure that there is anyone in hell, not even Judas, and because the will of God 

is to save all men, and because of the nature of Christ’s redemptive sacrifice . . .” (Will 

Many be Saved?, 165).  

 58 Edward T. Oakes, S.J., “Saved from What? On Preaching Hell in the New 

Evangelization,” Pro Ecclesia 22 (2013): 378-94. 

 59 Oakes points to Martin’s surprise (Will Many be Saved?, 216) at Balthasar’s 

comments on Rahner’s tendency to apokatastasis (in Theo-drama 4:283-84) as evidence 

that Martin does not really understand Balthasar’s position, at least as it relates to 

Rahner’s (see “Saved from What?”, 393). See also ibid., 380-82 for differences between 

Balthasar and Rahner. While Oakes is correct about the two not having synonymous 

approaches, Martin is correct that their respective proposals both engender an over-

confidence in God’s “victory” over human freedom, as it were. 

 60 Oakes, “Saved from What?”, 394, citing Rush Rhees, ed., Recollections of 

Wittgenstein (New York: Oxford University Press, 1984), 161. 
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waste time speculating about who is saved or condemned, 
arguing that “revelation wisely withholds providing any firm 
and sure ‘information’ about the Final Judgment” because if we 
knew that only a few were saved, despair would set in, and if 
we knew that most men are saved, then presumption would 
come easily.61 Oakes seems to think that by defending the 
distinction between antecedent and consequent divine wills 
Martin practically adopts the “double predestination” that 
Balthasar criticizes in Dare We Hope?62 But that is certainly an 
over-simplification, perhaps born of a particular theology of the 
grace-freedom relationship presupposed by Oakes. There is no 
indication whatsoever that Martin believes in the Reformers’ 
predestinarianism or Augustine’s restrictive election or even 
praedestinatione ante praevisa demerita.63 But Oakes does 
effectively argue that Martin’s unnecessary option in favor of a 
populated hell is not at all demonstrable: 
 
Martin goes astray, in my opinion, when he takes the reliance of LG 16c on 
Rom 1:21, 25 as demonstrating that the majority of the unevangelized will go 
to hell. Exegetically, this is troubling on several grounds. First, Martin 
assumes without argument that Paul’s notion of God’s wrath is an indication 
of the eternal reprobation of the objects of God’s wrath rather than of God’s 
permissive will to let the consequences of sin take their toll inside history. 
Second, he elides Paul’s clear thesis that this wrath, however interpreted, falls 
upon mankind universally (Rom 3) so that God’s mercy might also fall 
universally on mankind, as Paul makes especially clear in these two verses: 
‘For there is no favoritism with God’ (Rom 2:11), and ‘God has bound all 
men over to disobedience so that he may have have mercy on all’ (Rom 
11:32).64 

 
Appealing to the centrality of “paradox” in the Christian faith, 
Oakes thinks it unnecessary to try to reconcile the purported 
two sets of texts in Scripture. He admits that “Balthasar tips the 
scale . . . in a universalist direction,” and then asks, “why do 

 

 61 Oakes, “Saved from What?”, 394. 

 62 See ibid., 384. 

 63 In fact, the absence of such considerations is a significant lacuna in Martin’s 

critique of Balthasar. 

 64 Ibid., 387. 
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conflicting statements in Scripture have to be reconciled?”65 At 
the same time, in response to Balthasar “ask[ing] whether God 
really intends to ‘lose the gamble’ he made with himself,” he 
apparently concedes that, “as Martin points out, God pre-
sumably already did lose that ‘gamble’ with the fall of the 
rebellious angels.”66 While Balthasar certainly does more than 
innocently ask such a question, it appears that Oakes may be 
willing to grant with Ratzinger that God does in the end suffer 
the loss of a portion of his free creatures, although Oakes does 
not want to claim knowledge that some of these are in fact 
human. 
 Although Ratzinger (as Pope Benedict XVI) notoriously 
comes to the conclusion that there are most likely at least a few 
men who reject divine grace definitively, Oakes focuses on 
defending his statements in Spe Salvi against Martin’s charge 
that predicting the salvation of all but a few has led to a 
presumptuous dearth of missionary activity.67 Martin indicates 
the significance for Ratzinger/Benedict of Lubac’s insight on 
solidarity in Corpus Mysticum, where he wonders how the 
blessed can rejoice when members (or potential members) of 
Christ’s body are cut off forever.68 But he does not note the fact 
that Benedict never extends the object of the virtue of 
theological hope to include everyone, alive or dead. Stating that 
“[o]ur hope is always essentially also hope for others; only thus 
is it truly hope for me too,”69 while opposing a restriction of the 
object of hope to one’s own salvation, does not necessarily 
mean either that (Christian) hope for the salvation of all is 
theological in character or that any genuine theological hope 

 

 65 Ibid., 388. 

 66 Ibid., 383. 

 67 See Spe Salvi 45-47; Martin, Will Many be Saved?, 284 n. 14; Oakes, “Saved from 

What?”, 390-92. 

 68 See Oakes, “Saved from What?”, 391, citing Spe Salvi 13-14. Ratzinger also 

entertains this question in Eschatology: Death and Eternal Life, trans. Michael 

Waldstein (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1988), 188. 

 69 Spe Salvi 46, quoted in Oakes, “Saved from What?”, 392. 
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must have as its object the salvation of absolutely everyone. It is 
not necessary to agree with Balthasar’s reasoning for universalist 
hope, which inevitably involves a subjunctive universalist escha-
tology, in order to say the following with Ratzinger (against 
Nietszsche’s charge that ressentiment is essential to Christian 
faith):70  
 
We cannot start to set limits on God’s behalf; the very heart of the faith has 
been lost to anyone who supposes that it is only worthwhile . . . by the 
damnation of others. Such a way of thinking, which finds the punishment of 
other people necessary, springs from not having inwardly accepted the faith; 
from loving only oneself and not God the Creator, to whom his creatures 
belong.71 

 

 From the following it appears that Ratzinger also thinks 
Balthasar is arguing for suspension of judgment regarding 
universal salvation rather than a theological hope for it: 
 
In several passages Balthasar expresses the opinion that the tightening vise of 
the Augustinian doctrine of predestination, which sets a final limit to the 
Church’s ability to aid and bear the sinner, is gradually beginning to open up 
again today. Not that Balthasar, the great scholar and translator of Origen, 
intends to argue in favor of Origenism in the sense of a doctrine of 
apocatastasis. He is well aware that such a move jeopardizes every notion of 
election and he is absolutely resolute in his objection to “a certain exhilaration 
at being redeemed” (I, 250). But he teaches us again more plainly to leave to 
God what is God’s and not to take it upon ourselves to fix the decision ahead 
of time in one direction or another—in Origenian or extreme Augustinian 
fashion. And above all he reminds us that when God acts historically to reject 
or to elect, as Holy Scripture records in relating the stories of Isaac and 
Ishmael, of Jacob and Esau, of Moses and Pharaoh, and finally of the whole of 
Israel, what is at stake is not the eternal salvation and damnation of these 
figures, but, quite simply, action belonging to salvation history executed in 
this world.72 

 

 70 See Friedrich Nietzsche, Genealogy of Morals, first essay, sect. 15. 

 71 Joseph Ratzinger, God Is Near Us: The Eucharist, the Heart of Life, trans. Henry 

Taylor (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2003), 35, quoted by Oakes, “Saved from 

What?”, 392. 

 72 Joseph Ratzinger, “Christian Universalism: On Two Collections of Papers by Hans 

Urs von Balthasar” in Joseph Ratzinger in ‘Communio’, vol. 1, The Unity of the Church, 

ed. David Schindler (Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2010): 

131-43, at 141-42. 
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However, at the time he wrote this, Ratzinger had only the first 
two volumes of Balthasar’s Skizzen zur Theologie (Explorations 
in Theology) on which to comment. His judgment preceded the 
publication of the fourth volume of the same series as well as 
the pivotal Theodramatik: Das Endspiel, Was dürfen wir 
hoffen?, and the ensuing defenses of the latter.73 

 Conflating the predestinarian approach with any attempt to 
delimit the object of theological hope, Oakes claims magisterial 
authority against Martin’s distinction between theological and 
merely human hope because “any hope that finds its expression 
in the Eucharistic Prayer of the Catholic Mass, of all places, and 
that moreover deals with the eternal fate of one’s neighbor, 
would seem on its face to be a quintessentially theological hope 
if there ever was one,”74 which is an unfounded claim about the 
relationship between prayer and hope. Oakes says he is not even 
clear why Martin is drawing such a distinction.75 Martin could 
have spent some time discussing the intrinsic efficacy of the 
theological virtues as infused habits of grace. But that would 
have required a much deeper treatment of grace (i.e., the 
development of an adequate theological anthropology). 
 Oakes himself rules out some desires as possible objects of 
theological hope, namely, “that Abraham Lincoln not be 
assassinated on Good Friday of 1865,” which he rightly deems 

 

 73 Despite his praise for Balthasar’s Das Endspiel in general (see the second Appendix 

to his Eschatologie, composed in 1987 [Eschatology, 262]), Ratzinger was not always 

wholly in agreement with his dear friend and colleague; see, for instance, his 1997 

reflections on his 1967 “Meditations on Holy Week” in William Congdon, The Sabbath 

of History with Meditations on Holy Week by Joseph Ratzinger (New Haven, Conn.: 

Knights of Columbus Museum, 2013), 135-53, esp. at 138. For more on their 

differences, see Joshua R. Brotherton, “Damnation and the Trinity in Ratzinger and 

Balthasar,” Logos 18, no. 3 (2015): 123-50. Even more so, John Paul II voiced 

disagreement with Balthasar, despite his praise for him; see his General Audience of 

January 11, 1989, concerning the nature of Christ’s descent into hell, and his General 

Audience of July 28, 1999, with regard to the prospect of damnation for human beings. 

 74 Oakes, “Saved from What?”, 386. 

 75 See ibid. 
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to be “antecedently impossible.”76 He, therefore, bases his 
theological hope for universal salvation on the impossibility of 
knowing for certain the ultimate destiny of any human being: 
“[I]t is precisely that reality—that we really don’t know what 
transpires in the human soul—that gives grounds for hope. . . . 
because it is not known who is in hell . . . hope (even if it is a 
‘hope against hope’) remains possible.”77 The problem with this 
argument is that if some are in fact condemned—a very likely 
possibility in the eyes of faith and reason—then their salvation 
could not have been promised by God and cannot be the actual 
object of theological hope. Even if theological hope extends to 
all in an indeterminate fashion, it must implicitly exclude those 
who are condemned. 
 

IV. GERMAIN GRISEZ AND PETER RYAN 
 
 Germain Grisez and Peter Ryan, in a recent short article, 
elaborate upon the argument of Martin’s Will Many Be Saved?, 
concisely and rigorously arguing that the most doctrinally and 
pastorally sound position to take on the question of hope for 
universal salvation is precisely that “more than a few” are 
condemned, according to both Scripture and tradition, and it is 
therefore detrimental to the Church’s evangelizing efforts not 
only to suppose (1) that some are predestined to hell or (2) that 
all will be saved but also to hold either (3) that only “a few 
extremely wicked human beings will be damned” or (4) that 
“we cannot know whether any human being will be damned.”78 
These are the four positions they engage, beginning with the 
broad and uncontroversial definition of Christian hope as “the 
absolute confidence with which God’s children should count on 
the Father’s grace and mercy as they strive to abide in his love 
and die in Christ, always looking forward to the resurrection of 
the dead and life everlasting in the kingdom.”79 They rightly 

 

 76 Ibid., 384. 

 77 Ibid., 384-85. 

 78 See Germain Grisez and Peter F. Ryan, S.J., “Hell and Hope for Salvation,” New 

Blackfriars 95 (2014): 609 (see also 607). 

 79 Ibid., 607, citing the Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 1821. 
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point out that, “from the Church’s hope and prayer for every 
single human being, a fallacy of composition leads some today 
to imagine that the Church has always hoped and prayed that 
hell be an unrealized possibility—an empty class.”80 But they are 
not exactly correct when they claim that those who firmly hope 
for universal salvation cannot consistently evangelize for the 
sake of salvation.81 It is certainly true that people are naturally 
less inclined to evangelize when they believe that everyone will 
be saved (or that the numbers of saved and damned are 
predetermined), and it does seem a bit incongruent for 
universalists to think their own efforts may help save others. 
However, strictly speaking, in the tradition of Augustine and 
Thomas Aquinas, people can seek to evangelize, knowing that 
God himself ultimately determines who will be saved and 
damned, precisely because they know that God desires to save 
the elect through their own efforts to collaborate with God’s 
salvific plan. In other words, the secondary cause may not be 
actually necessary to attain the end sought by the primary cause, 
but it may still be desired and utilized for such an end. 
 Although Grisez and Ryan do not distinguish between 
indicative and subjunctive universalism—that is, faith versus 
hope that all will be saved—they do argue that those who 
proclaim agnosticism as to whether any are damned (4), in 
practice, assume that God will save all in the end (2), stating: “If 
such people hope that all human beings will be saved, that is not 

 

 80 Grisez and Ryan, “Hell and Hope,” 607 n. 4. 

 81 “Christians who hold (2) cannot, if consistent, choose to do or refrain from doing 

anything in order to promote their own or others’ entrance into the heavenly kingdom. 

When Christians who hold (2) choose to repent, resist temptations, evangelize, or do 

other good works, they cannot, if consistent, make such choices for the sake of their 

own or others’ salvation” (ibid., 608). Yes, they can. They can consistently believe that 

God saves all precisely through the efforts of whomever is willing to participate in such 

a plan of universal salvation and therefore choose to be one who participates in such a 

plan, making themselves instruments of his infallible providence. This is, nevertheless, a 

hard concept for many Christians to grasp, and thus it is very easy for believers in the 

infallible efficacy of the divine will to fall into passivity (hence the motivation behind 

the Molinist reaction to the Reformers). 
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the hope that excludes despair and presumption. Rather, it is 
the wishful expectation that (2) will turn out to be true.”82 
Regarding the state of mind of those who think only a few very 
wicked people will be condemned (3), they opine (probably 
accurately):  
 
Therefore, holding (3) is likely to have the same effects that holding (1) [that 
some are predestined to hell] would have had. Hope is replaced by 
presumption with respect to oneself and those one cares about, and by despair 
with respect to those one regards as extremely wicked. If consistent, one can 
make no choice to do or refrain from doing anything for the sake of one’s 
own or anyone else’s salvation.83 

 
They fail, however, to address the position that we should sus-
pend judgment regarding the question of whether “many” or 
“few” are condemned in the end, and emphasize both the real 
danger of damnation for each of the living and the infinite 
nature of divine mercy. 
 Grisez and Ryan briefly address the metaphysical and 
scriptural aspects of the question. In the midst of arguing that 
“The New Testament clearly teaches” not only “that God wills 
everyone to be saved and that Christ died for everyone,” but 
also “that some, nevertheless, will be lost,”84 they give a nod to 
the view that “God’s causality transcends the created universe 
and is incomprehensible to us,” denying the premise that 
“God’s causality [is] similar to any causality we know of or can 
even imagine,” and concluding that  
 
God’s causing completely accounts for the reality of a universe in which 
created causes of each sort account for their effects in their own ways. Among 
those causes are the choices by which human beings freely shape their own 
lives and relationships with God and with one another.85 

 

 82 Ibid., “Hell and Hope,” 610. 

 83 Ibid., 609-10. 

 84 Ibid., 610. 

 85 Ibid., 611-12. In favor of such an approach, they cite Kathryn Tanner, God and 

Creation in Christian Theology; David Burrell, Freedom and Creation in Three 

Traditions; Harm Goris, Free Creatures of an Eternal God; and Jacob Schmutz’s essay in 

Surnaturel. They also recruit the support of W. Matthews Grant for supplementary 

points. They could as well have cited David Bentley Hart’s “Providence and Causality: 
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Their arguments that “more than a few” are in fact damned 
because Jesus’ warnings cannot be devoid of all epistemic or 
prophetic content (against Rahner’s “hermeneutics of eschaton-
logical assertions”) are valid as far as they go, but at the same 
time one must caution against such argumentation proving too 
much. If Jesus’ sayings are to be taken simply at face value, as 
Grisez and Ryan seem to want to do with Luke 13,86 then we 
should be arguing (with Martin, in fact, following Augustine) 
that a (great) majority of men are damned, which is a thesis I am 
not prepared to defend (and it appears neither are they). Hence, 
Balthasar’s (and perhaps Rahner’s) argument has some value to 
it: through the paschal mystery the economy of salvation 
reflects better the efficacy of divine grace and mercy than it did 
prior to the redemptive incarnation. In fact, when Jesus says, 
“Enter by the narrow door,” he need not be referring to 
anything other than the straight path to heaven (the “straight 
and narrow”), and yet we know by virtue of the Holy Spirit 
active in the developing tradition of the Church that the gates 
of heaven may be entered through another way than by perfect 
living, namely, by purgation. Thus, Easter brings greater hope 
to God’s people by creating an economy of salvation through 
communal suffering, that is, the intercessory power of the saints 
and the availability of imposed postmortem penance 
(“purgatory”). 

                                                           

On Divine Innocence,” in The Providence of God: Deus habet consilium, ed. Francesca 

Aran Murphy and Philip G. Ziegler (London: T &T Clarke, 2009); and idem, 

“Impassibility as Transcendence: On the Infinite Innocence of God,” in Divine 

Impassibility and the Mystery of Human Suffering, ed. James F. Keating and Thomas 

Joseph White (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2009). While I think 

Grisez and Ryan’s formulation of the question is philosophically imprecise, the 

suspension of judgment regarding the particular way in which human freedom and 

divine efficacy may interact could be an effective rallying point for the view that “more 

than a few” are condemned. For an alternate approach, see Joshua R. Brotherton, “The 

Integrity of Nature in the Grace-Freedom Dynamic: Lonergan’s Critique of Bañezian 

Thomism,” Theological Studies 75 (2014): 537-63; and idem, “Toward a Consensus on 

the De Auxiliis Debate,” Nova et Vetera (Eng. ed.) 14 (2016): 783-820. 

 86 See Grisez and Ryan, “Hell and Hope,” 612. 
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 Grisez and Ryan interpret the Catechism of the Catholic 
Church, where it seems to entertain the hope that all could 
possibly be saved, in light of the regional Council of Quiercy, 
which affirms both the desire of God for all to be saved and 
“that not all are redeemed.” Their justification for doing so is 
that the Catechism treats it “as an authoritative source by 
quoting an excerpt from [Denzinger],” and yet the excerpt 
utilized is one invoking the intended universality of redemption 
in Christ’s sacrifice.87 Thus, the strongest counterpoint from 
authority they offer is, rather, an argument from the universal 
reception of ordinary magisterial teaching, namely, that “for 
well over a millennium” Jesus’ warnings (recorded in Scripture) 
that many would be condemned “[conveyed] truthful informa-
tion about their prospects if they failed to heed his warnings.”88 
In other words, Grisez and Ryan claim that the tradition of the 
Church authoritatively interprets certain passages of Scripture 
regarding the end as not only minatory, but also predictive, 
invoking also Dei Verbum regarding the truth-value of Jesus’ 
reported assertions.89 But unless or until the magisterium 
clarifies (or articulates with greater clarity) that it is a datum of 
revelation that some human beings are definitively condemned, 
we will not know with the certainty of faith that our hopes for 
universal salvation are inefficacious. Still, it certainly seems 
more in accord with Scripture, tradition, and right reason to 
believe that, at least in some cases, our prayers for the 
conversion of sinners in death are simply good human desires 
that are not intrinsically connected to the supernaturally infused 
virtue of hope, even if these prayers are a natural expression of 
such hope.90 It is true, nonetheless, that a legitimate “hope for 
 

 87 Ibid., 611 n. 8. 

 88 Ibid., 612-13. Regarding the universal consent of the faithful, Lumen Gentium 12 

is invoked, which quotes Augustine’s De praedestinatione sanctorum liber unus (PL 44), 

14.27 (see Grisez and Ryan, “Hell and Hope,” 613 n. 13). 

 89 See Grisez and Ryan, “Hell and Hope,” 610 n. 7. 

 90 This does not, however, give anyone the right to presume to discern between 

those who will be saved and those who will be condemned. John Sachs is right to issue 

the following warning against too much certainty that many will not convert before 

judgment: “Unfortunately, history shows all too well that once one preaches the 

existence of hell with the same force as the existence of heaven, one is all too ready to 
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the salvation of all . . . expresses itself in active discipleship 
which labors for the universal communion of love and justice 
which God has always intended for the world.”91 
 

V. TOWARD A RESOLUTION: SUSPENSION OF JUDGMENT 
 
 Although it may be argued that Balthasar did not completely 
succeed in the endeavor, he certainly wanted to maintain a 
healthy abstention of judgment regarding how the director, the 
producer, and the chief actor of the play (to use his metaphor of 
drama) complete the “endgame”—that is, he wanted to hesitate 
to specify with too much certainty or precision the details of the 
“last act” of salvation history. With total confidence in God’s 
infinite goodness, he does not wish to anticipate the sovereignty 
of divine freedom, and yet he assigns all relevant power to 
divine agency,92 perhaps undermining the reality of the created 

                                                           

populate it with those whom one condemns and then gives up on. After Judas, Hitler, 

and Stalin, why not other groups one may find reprehensible: terrorists, abortionists, 

atheists or gays” (“Current Eschatology,” 254). Of course, suspending judgment on the 

final destiny of such individuals does not require suspension of judgment regarding the 

gravity of their sins, whether culpable or not. It is all too common for those rightfully 

convinced of divine mercy to proceed illegitimately to undermine the seriousness of sin 

and obscure the distinction between mortal and venial matters, even if it is not always 

clear which particular acts fall into which category. 

 91 Ibid. 

 92 See, for instance: “So long as the world endures, there remains for us the 

unresolvable contradiction between the atemporality of the Cross, the different 

atemporality of hell, and the yet altogether different all-temporality of heaven. This 

cannot be neatly calculated, much less be forced into a theory (of ‘universal 

redemption’, say). No one can try to anticipate the judge and look at the cards. 

Certainly Easter is the victory of the triune God over every contradiction; death is 

swallowed up in victory, and with it, the sting of death, sin (1 Cor 15:54, 56). And if 

the Lord brings the marks of his wounds into his victory and eternally remains the 

‘Lamb as slain’, it is surely not in order to integrate the contradiction of sin and hell into 

his heaven. He does have the keys of death and the underworld in his power, but only 

as the victor over both. The Lamb is at the same time ‘the Lion of Judah’, whose victory 

gives him alone the power to open the book of the history of the cosmos” (Theo-Logic 

2:359). 
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power to resist grace and glory irrevocably,93 and therefore 
refrains from presumption without good reason (or else, his 
suspension of presumption is merely nominal). 
 The Church does indeed pray that all may come to know 
and love God, as God himself desires.94 In this sense, the Baltha-
sarian claim that Scripture seems to allow for a real hope that 
all human beings will be reconciled to God, even while at times 
it seems to state that some will in fact resist his divine mercy to 
the end, is a welcome contribution to theology. At the same 
time, it ought to be clarified that this mystical hope for 
universal salvation, which is not guaranteed to be theologically 
certain, may be fulfilled by God in ways unknown to men.95 
Hence, while it is good to hope that all sinners will convert 
before or in death, it is also wise to be aware of the reality that 
God most likely becomes “omnia in omnibus” in a way that 
does not require the glorification of all human beings, as with 
the (fallen) angels. 
 Thus, there are reasons both for suspending definitive 
judgment on the question of the possibility of universal 
salvation and for supposing that, perhaps, there is another way 
for the universal salvific will of God to be fulfilled other than 

 

 93 For instance, his section in Das Endspiel that is translated in the English version as 

“The Serious Possibility of Refusal” (literally, “the seriousness of refusal” [Der Ernst der 

Selbstverweigerung]) is couched in a context that undermines the definitiveness of 

human refusal (see, e.g., Theo-Drama 5:285 and 295), which is fitting given that it is 

immediately preceded by a section called Der Ernst der Unterfassung (“The Seriousness 

of Undergirding”), which is completely changed in the English version to “A 

Comprehensive Redemption.” “Unterfassung” is an idiosyncratic word of Balthasar’s 

that gets translated most often as “undergirded and undercut” and is sometimes used in 

conjunction with the more common German word überholt, which means “overtaken” 

(see, e.g., Explorations 4:422), or hinterlegt, which is often translated “laid up” (see, 

e.g., Theo-drama 5:302). 

 94 See The Catechism of the Catholic Church, nos. 1821, 1261, and 1058. See also, 

for instance, Weekday Mass I, Tuesday Offertory Prayer; Liturgy of the Hours, Tuesday, 

Midafternoon Prayer; Collect #22; Eucharistic Prayer III. See also the prayer given at 

Fatima, one of the few ecclesially endorsed apparitions of the Blessed Virgin: “O my 

Jesus, forgive us our sins! Save us from the fires of Hell! Lead all souls to Heaven, 

especially those in most need of thy mercy!” 

 95 For speculations regarding other eschatological options, see the latter half of 

Brotherton, “Presuppositions of Balthasar’s Hope and Maritain’s Alternative Proposal.” 
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outwitting the definitive rejection of divine grace of which 
human beings are revealed to be capable. Whether or not divine 
revelation includes the truth that some are in fact definitively 
condemned seems to be an open question for Scripture scholars 
and specialists in the theology of revelation, not yet clarified by 
the magisterium. While there might be some confusion regar-
ding the particulars of Balthasar’s own implicit reconciliation of 
the “two affirmations” (in Levering’s words),96 it has been 
shown by others that Balthasar does not always exercise the 
restraint he requests in Dare We Hope? regarding reconciliation 
of the two apparently conflicting strains of biblical texts.97 For 
whatever contingent reason (e.g., the influence of Karl Barth’s 
theology), it is not at all clear that he suspends judgment 
regarding the (probability of the) prospect of universal 
salvation. It ought to be clear, however, that, given the real 
possibility for finite freedom to refuse divine grace definitively, 
a healthy skepticism with regard to such a prospect is fitting, 
even though we pray that all may “be saved and come to the 
knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim 2:4). 

 

 96 For example, Oakes argues that Balthasar entertained the notion that postmortem 

conversion might be a possibility (see Pattern of Redemption, 318 n. 35; and idem, “The 

Internal Logic of Holy Saturday in the Theology of Hans Urs von Balthasar,” 

International Journal of Systematic Theology 9 [2007]: 184-99, at 188-89), and Martin 

follows suit (see Will Many Be Saved?, 155, 162, 180, 275 n. 123). But this contradicts 

Balthasar’s own words (see Theo-drama 5:297; Dare We Hope?, 182).  

 97 See Matthew Levering, Predestination: Biblical and Theological Paths (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2011), esp. chap. 6. See also, e.g., Martin, Will Many Be Saved, 

138ff. Martin (ibid., 139) cites both Kevin Flannery (“How to Think about Hell,” 477), 

and Germain Grisez (The Way of the Lord Jesus, vol. 3, Difficult Moral Questions 

[Quincy, Ill.: Franciscan Press, 1997], 25 (see Will Many Be Saved?, 139). 
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HE IMPACT OF modern philosophy’s rejection of meta-
physics on popular thought is readily evident when one 
tries to teach college students about aesthetics. Often 

they hesitate to express any reactions to, or opinions about, 
particular artworks, out of the conviction that in art “de 
gustibus non est disputandum.” If taste cannot be disputed, then 
it cannot be examined by reason, and so we cannot discuss it. As 
a result, they are somewhat puzzled at having to study ideas 
about beauty at all. They have inherited the modern rejection of 
metaphysics, which reduces beauty to a merely subjective 
experience. 
 As a response to modern philosophy’s influence on philo-
sophical and popular aesthetics, the Thomist revival of the 
twentieth century emphasized the metaphysical and objective 
nature of beauty. Given Thomist realism, and the accompanying 
confidence that reason can receive reality as it really is, such 
that we all share in the same reality, the most immediate and 
pressing issue in Thomist aesthetics was to rescue beauty from 
the merely subjective realm in order to restore it to the 
metaphysical realm and to reestablish the objective, and so 
shared, foundation of beauty.  
 Even Thomists who agreed about the metaphysical and 
objective nature of beauty, however, had diametrically opposed 
views about the beauty of particular works of art. For example, 
Jacques Maritain said that Bach’s music, while mechanically 

T
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correct, lacks inspiration; he called it “music without magic.”1 
On the other hand, Josef Pieper wrote that listening to Bach 
leads to a “new and rekindled clarity, authenticity, and vigor of 
our inward existence.”2 While Paul Claudel was so moved by 
the beauty of the Magnificat chanted at Christmas Day vespers 
that he attributed his conversion to hearing it,3 Etienne Gilson 
wrote that plainchant “has not been written to build up sound 
structures that please the ear by themselves and deserve to be 
heard for their own sake.”4 It is a common phenomenon: 
disagreements between generally well-disposed, well-educated 
people about which works of art are more beautiful. Even 
agreement about the objectivity of beauty does not quell 
disagreement about the appropriate subjective experience of the 
beauty of particular works of art. 
 The question I wish to begin to explore here is how, if 
beauty is a metaphysical and not simply an aesthetic category, 
we can explain that, among people of generally good formation 
and disposition, who agree about the objective basis of beauty, 
there can be conflicting—and often strongly felt—preferences in 
art. What response might a Thomist give to the prevailing 
conviction that “de gustibus non est disputandum” in art? Can 
Thomism account both for metaphysical beauty and the 
phenomenon of individual taste in art? 
 

I. THE IMPORTANCE OF TASTE 
 
 At first glance, it may seem that the question of whether taste 
in art can be disputed is trifling and silly. There are so many 

 
 1 Jacques Maritain, Art and Poetry, trans. E. de P. Matthews (New York: 

Philosophical Library, 1943), 101. 

 2 Josef Pieper, Only the Lover Sings: Art and Contemplation, trans. Lothar Krauth 

(San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1990), 51. 

 3 Benedict XVI, “Celebration of Vespers with Priests, Religious People, Seminarians, 

and Deacons,” Notre Dame Cathedral, Paris, September 12, 2008; http://w2.vatican.va/ 

content/benedict-xvi/en/homilies/2008/documents/hf_ben-xvi_hom_20080912_parigi-

vespri.html. 

 4 Etienne Gilson, The Arts of the Beautiful (McLean, Ill.: Dalkey Archive Press, 

2000), 174. 
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matters of seemingly much greater consequence on which we 
know we can dispute that worrying about whether we can 
dispute taste in art may appear to be, in the words of William 
Barrett, just another of the irrelevant “path[s] leading away 
from the urgent and the actual”5 to which contemporary 
philosophy is prone. It is worth pausing for a moment, 
therefore, to consider this question within the context of the 
history of philosophy in order to make a case for its 
importance, especially for the Thomist revival. 
 The history of the notion of taste in art shows that this is no 
trivial, merely academic question.6 The emphasis on taste in art 
grows out of eighteenth-century empiricism, its rejection of 
metaphysics, and its consequent revision of morality. Empiricist 
epistemology relies primarily on sensation and sentiment, and 
relegates reason to the role of constructing connections between 
those sentiments in the realm of the ideal, rather than the real. 
According to empiricism, we cannot know being, we can only 
know impressions and the ideas that we construct in order to 
connect those impressions. Therefore, this epistemology claims 
that the foundation of ethical thought cannot be metaphysics, 
since metaphysics is beyond the reach of our knowledge. It 
demands an alternative account of morality, one that relies not 
on metaphysics but on sentiment. However, in the eighteenth 
century, when people were accustomed to the notion that there 
is moral good and evil, it was necessary, in order for a 
sentiment-based account of morality to be accepted, to show 
that it could offer a standard of morality. 
 In order to show that some standard of right and wrong is 
possible in a sentiment-based morality, the empiricists, including 
David Hume, began not with morality but with taste in art and 
aesthetic beauty. They regarded it as evident that beauty is a 
feeling of pleasure. Once we understand beauty as the sentiment 

 
 5 William Barrett, Irrational Man (New York: Anchor Books, 1958), 7. 

 6 The following discussion of aesthetics and morality in eighteenth-century 

empiricism is indebted to Dabney Townsend, Hume’s Aesthetic Theory (New York: 

Routledge, 2013), esp. chaps. 3 and 4; and Peter Kivy, De Gustibus (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2015), 23-26. 
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of pleasure, we can transfer that understanding to moral 
goodness, and so are prepared to accept that, just as what is 
beautiful and ugly is based on sentiment, so too what is morally 
good and morally evil is based on sentiment. 
 As a result, Hume articulated a standard of taste that de-
pends only on sentiment, not on metaphysics. Without relying 
on natures or knowledge of the structure of reality, Hume had 
to account for our recognition that there is a standard of taste. 
If such a standard could be found and agreed upon, then he 
could also make the claim for some similar standard in matters 
of morality. This standard he found within the man of good 
taste. That is, Hume held that in order to know what is good 
taste, we must consult the man who has the happy confluence 
of delicate sense organs, developed sentiments, and a sound 
education. What this true critic says is good taste is the standard 
against which the rest of us must measure our taste. 
 But this solution is not really a solution at all. If, in fact, as 
Hume wrote, “beauty and deformity, no more than sweet and 
bitter, are not qualities in objects, but belong entirely to the 
sentiment, internal or external,”7 and if there is no nature that 
we all share, then there is no reason why the sentiment of one 
man, or a small group of men, should be the exemplar for all 
others. 
 The positivism that suffuses contemporary thought sees that 
this standard of taste does not work, and makes an even more 
radical claim: both taste in art and what is morally good are 
based on sentiment, but there is no standard for that sentiment. 
Positivism holds that what is true is only what can be verified by 
empirical experience and experimentation. Sentiments, as 
subjective, internal events, cannot be verified, and so cannot be 
true or false. For example, A. J. Ayer writes, “Aesthetic terms 
are used in exactly the same way as ethical terms. Such aesthetic 
words as ‘beautiful’ and ‘hideous’ are employed, as ethical 
words are employed, not to make statements of fact, but simply 

 
 7 David Hume, “Of the Standard of Taste,” in Four Dissertations (Cambridge: 

Chadwyck-Healey, 1999), 217. 
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to express certain feelings and evoke a certain response.”8 The 
consequence of this position, then, is that there is no standard 
for beauty or for morality. 
 Given the widespread contemporary conviction that beauty 
is only a feeling and that taste cannot be disputed, if we agree 
that there is at least some objective aspect of beauty and that 
there is something important about recognizing that objective 
aspect, as the Thomists of the twentieth century do, then it is 
necessary first to offer an account of differing taste in art. Only 
if Thomism can account for the obvious phenomenon of 
particular preferences for individual works of art will a meta-
physical account of beauty begin to make sense within the 
context of everyday experience. Without such an account, the 
discrepancy between lived experience and theoretical specula-
tion is too great, and those to whom metaphysics is foreign will 
not be able to be open to a metaphysics of beauty. Just as Hume 
saw that a sentimental account of taste would lead people to 
reject metaphysics, a Thomist account of taste will help to point 
towards metaphysics. And the recovery of metaphysics is 
necessary for a recovery of an understanding of Thomas 
Aquinas’s anthropology and moral philosophy. 
 In order to dispute taste in art, it must be possible to explain 
why someone has the taste that he does. A dispute is possible 
only if we can offer a reason that the other disputants can 
understand. That is, a dispute is possible only if there can be 
some shared understanding as to why an experience of a 
particular work of art is elicited, and an explanation as to why 
that experience is correct or not. The question for this article is 
whether, within a Thomist framework, there is any explanation 
as to why someone has the taste in art that he has. 
 In what follows, I will examine the analogous way in which 
Thomas refers to taste, first in order to work out what he might 
mean by “taste,” and then to consider what “good taste” is, so 

 
 8 A. J. Ayer, Language, Truth, and Logic (New York: Dover Publications, 1952), 

113-14; quoted in Kivy, De Gustibus, 32. 
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as to be able to speculate about whether there is “good taste” in 
art such that taste in art can be disputed. 
 

II. THE ANALOGY OF TASTE 
 
 Voltaire, to whom it makes sense to turn for a definition of a 
supposedly modern term, begins the entry on taste in the 
Philosophical Dictionary thus: “The taste, the sense by which 
we distinguish the flavor of our food, has produced, in all 
known languages, the metaphor expressed by the word ‘taste’— 
a feeling of beauty and defects in all the arts.”9 There is a way in 
which the taste of food is like the experience of art, such that 
we can refer to that experience as “taste.” The development of 
the modern discussion of taste in art relies heavily on this 
analogy with the taste of food. 
 The analogous use of taste is not only a modern usage, 
however. Thomas also uses “taste” analogously, but he is much 
more daring. While Voltaire limits the analogy of taste to that 
between food and art, Thomas extends it from the taste of food 
to that of man’s experience of contemplation and of God. The 
difference in the expanse of the analogy between Voltaire’s 
terms and Thomas’s terms illuminates how a Thomist theory of 
taste can observe the same phenomenon with which modern 
aesthetics is concerned, and yet offer a different explanation of 
that phenomenon such that it allows for objective beauty and 
differing taste in art at the same time. Because Thomas has a 
more robust notion of reason than modern thinkers who reject 
our ability to know the truth of being, he can consider not only 
the taste of food and the taste of art, but even the taste of reality 
and of God himself. He sees that knowledge and the activity of 
reason begin in the senses, but then move beyond what is 
sensible.10 

 
 9 Voltaire, Philosophical Dictionary, vol. 2 (London: E. Truelove, 1850s), 523. 

 10 Throughout the paper, I will use “reason” and “rational” to refer to both ratio—

the calculative, discursive activity of discovering what is true—and intellectus—the 

activity of gazing on what is true—and will use “rational activity” and “intellectual 

activity” interchangeably. I do so to emphasize Thomas’s more robust understanding of 
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 In order to understand the analogy of taste between the taste 
of food and the taste of God, it will be helpful to consider each 
in turn, beginning with what is sensed, but then moving beyond 
the sensible, so as to understand what is common to both kinds 
of taste and thus to come to some understanding of what 
Thomas means by “taste.” 
 In the questions on the exterior senses in the Summa 
Theologiae11 and in his commentary on De Anima,12 Thomas 
considers the sense of taste, and finds that it is similar to and 
dependent on the sense of touch, but is also “discriminative of 
flavors.”13 Taste is the experience of “flavor” in response to 
coming into contact with an object. The two primary flavors 
that Thomas considers, based on how frequently he refers to 
them, seem to be sweetness and bitterness. It is interesting to 
note, because it points to the commonality of human ex-
perience, that these are the same flavors that Hume emphasizes. 
 Unlike Hume, who limits his use of “sweetness” to the taste 
of food and physical beauty, however, Thomas’s most frequent 
use of “sweetness” is in reference not to food or even to 
physical beauty but to our encounter with God. He quotes 
Gregory about the “sweetness of knowing God”14 and 
Augustine observing that “the sweetness of truth is eternal.”15 
Elsewhere, Thomas says “a man experiences in himself the taste 
of God's sweetness.”16 This sweetness is not the literal sweetness 
that we experience when the tongue comes into contact with 
sweet food. Rather, it is the sweetness that results from human 

                                                 
rational and intellectual activity as compared to that of modern philosophy, which 

reduces all of human intellectual activity to that of discursive reason. 

 11 STh I, q. 78, a. 3.  

 12 II De Anima, lect. 21 (trans. Kenelm Foster and Silvester Humphries [New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 1951]). 

 13 Ibid. 

 14 STh II-II, q. 180, a. 7, ad 4. All quotations from the Summa theologiae are from 

the translation of the Fathers of the English Dominican Province (1948; repr., Allen, 

Tex.: Christian Classics, 1981). 

 15 STh II-II, q. 182, a. 1. 

 16 STh I-II, q. 97, a. 2, ad 2. 
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fulfillment, from the fulfilling encounter with the proper objects 
of the acts of the rational powers. 
 The rational activities of the will and intellect have as their 
objects goodness and truth. The will is aimed at what is good 
and is actualized by the possession of the good; the intellect is 
aimed at the truth and is actualized by knowing the truth. The 
act of the rational powers insofar as they are aimed at their 
objects for the sake of those objects, and not for the sake of 
something else, is contemplation. That is, contemplation is the 
intellect dwelling on the truth simply to know it, and not for 
the sake of some other pursuit, while the will rests in the good 
of that knowing, instead of spurring the person on to use that 
good to pursue some other good. The final fulfillment and full 
activity of our rational abilities occurs (as I will discuss later) in 
the contemplation of God, which, Thomas says, tastes sweet. 
 Thomas can draw the analogy between taste in food and 
taste in contemplation because both involve the passions. In his 
commentary on De sensu et sensato, he follows Aristotle in 
calling flavor “a passion of the nutritive soul.”17 Similarly, his 
references to the sweetness of contemplation occur within the 
context of a discussion of the delight of contemplation. To 
describe the delight in contemplation, he quotes Gregory: “The 
contemplative life is sweetness exceedingly lovable.”18 Taste 
seems to be the quality of the experience undergone in response 
to encountering an object, which is the experience of passions.  
 In fact, Thomas relies on the analogy of taste in order to 
describe the passions themselves. For example, when he 
considers the question, “Whether anger causes fervor in the 
heart?”, he writes: “the fervor of love has a certain sweetness” 
while “the fervor of anger has a certain bitterness.”19 Love 
“tastes” sweet, while anger “tastes” bitter. Just as the taste of 
food has a flavor, so too does the taste of the passions. 
 It seems, then, that what taste in food and taste in 
contemplation have in common is that they are the “what it is 

 
 17 De sensu et sensato, tract. 1, lect. 2, n. 5. 

 18 STh II-II, q. 180, a. 7, ad 3. 

 19 STh I-II, q. 48, a. 2, ad 1. 
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like” of undergoing a passion in response to an object. Whereas 
the passion names the motion undergone in response to an 
object, taste is the experience of that motion, the quality of the 
experience that we name with the name of a flavor. The 
passions may originate differently—delight in contemplation 
follows from intellectual activity, while the delight in food 
follows from a sensitive activity—but both food and contem-
plation are tasty because they involve a passionate experience. 
 

III. A STANDARD OF TASTE? 
 
  The analogous way in which Thomas uses taste offers a 
foundation for speculating, within a Thomist framework that 
acknowledges an objective aspect of beauty, about a possible 
answer to the question: Can taste in art be disputed? I will 
suggest that, because art is for contemplation, but is both 
material and formal, taste in art involves both a physical and 
intellectual response, and that there is more variation for 
possible goods in the former than the latter, such that taste in 
art both can and cannot be disputed. To arrive at this claim, I 
will consider first what “good taste” is in food and in 
contemplation by drawing directly from texts of Thomas, and 
then, following W. Norris Clarke’s call for a “creative retrieval” 
of Thomas,20 I will speculate about how these considerations 
can extend to good taste in art, such that we can bring 
Thomas’s philosophy to bear on a contemporary question that 
Thomas himself did not consider. 
 We are entering a dispute that has been shaped by modern 
philosophy, which denies reason’s ability to know the reality of 
human nature. Thomas, however, has a much more robust sense 
of what reason is and what it can know than do the empiricists 
and positivists. He has confidence in the reality of natures and 
our ability to know them. Reason, for Thomas, is not merely 
the discursive, calculative activity of reason, as it is for the 
positivists, nor the idea-constructing rational activity of the 

 
 20 W. Norris Clarke, “Person, Being, and St. Thomas,” Communio 19 (1992): 601. 
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empiricist. Rather, reason includes both the activity of dis-
cursive reasoning (ratio), by which we come to know, and the 
activity of knowing (intellectus). As Pieper describes it, reason is 
“the passage to reality”21 and is the activity through which we 
come into contact with all of reality, including natures. 
 It is this much more robust sense of reason that raises the 
question of a standard of taste for Thomists in a way quite 
different from that which we find among the positivists and 
empiricists. While Hume is concerned is to find a standard of 
taste, given his individual and subjective definition of beauty 
and goodness, for a Thomist the problem is accounting for 
differing tastes given an objective conception of what is good. 
Human nature, as we will see, provides the standard of what is 
good for the human being, and so provides a standard for good 
taste: something should taste good when it is in accord with 
human nature. If this is the case, however, then it seems that 
there is no room for a differentiation of good taste, and so it 
may seem that the Thomist account is not consonant with 
human experience. 
 In what follows I will build on Thomas’s analogy of taste of 
food and contemplation in order to investigate what constitutes 
good taste for each, and then I will consider how to apply those 
considerations to taste in art. 
 Thomas’s discussion of the taste of food shows that taste is 
good when something tastes as it should—when the “what it is 
like” of the passion corresponds with the reality of the object to 
which it is a response. What is really good should taste “sweet”; 
what is really bad should taste “bitter.” This is most evident in 
the taste of food: food that is good for us should taste good; 
food that is unhealthy should taste bad. Thomas explains that a 
mark of a sick man is that he does not taste accurately: “Thus 
we observe that a sick man's tongue being vitiated by a feverish 
and bitter humor, is insensible to anything sweet, and every-
thing seems bitter to it.”22 We can recognize, within some range, 

 
 21 Josef Pieper, “Reality and the Good,” in Living the Truth, trans. Stella Lange (San 

Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1989), 113. 

 22 STh I, q. 75, a. 2. 
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or in regard to at least some food, that there can be good or bad 
taste in it; that is, that we can taste it as it should be tasted or 
not. 
 But, as the modern philosophers saw and emphasized, there 
is a great variety of taste among food. Indeed, Thomas makes 
the same observation when he writes: “Thus to every taste the 
sweet is pleasant but to some, the sweetness of wine is most 
pleasant, to others, the sweetness of honey, or of something 
similar.”23 While sweetness is agreeable to all, different people 
experience different foods as most pleasantly sweet. Never-
theless, provided that that food is actually good for the person, 
then each person’s taste is good—that is, correct—even if 
persons disagree about which is most pleasant. 
 This phenomenon makes sense within Thomist metaphysics 
and anthropology. Matter is the principle of individuation, and 
accounts for how there can be individuals within kinds, such 
that something can have a form identical to others of its kind 
and yet also be an individual. By extension, this principle allows 
that one person’s experience of the taste of food—the 
encountering of a material object with his material body—may 
be different from the experience of another person, who is 
composed of different matter, even though they both have the 
same human nature. 
 Each material object expresses a finite and limited good. 
Each human perceiver, because he encounters other material 
objects through his own limited, material body, encounters each 
material good with a material reception different from that of 
anyone else. His material perception may be open to a material 
good whereas another’s material perception may be closed to it. 
As a result, there is greater room among material things for 
variation of the things that legitimately taste good. Provided 
that the food that appeals to someone’s taste is not actually 
harmful, there is a way in which taste in food cannot be 
disputed. 

 
 23 STh I-II, q. 1, a. 7. 
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 While some people may find the sweetness of wine most 
pleasant, and others may find the sweetness of honey most 
pleasant, Thomas goes on to say: “Yet that sweet is absolutely 
the best of all pleasant things, in which he who has the best taste 
takes most pleasure. In like manner that good is most complete 
which the man with well-disposed affections desires for his last 
end.”24 While it may seem that Thomas is simply taking a page 
from Hume’s book—what is sweet is what the man with the 
best taste finds sweet—there is more at stake here. Hume turns 
to the example of the man of good taste to say what good taste 
is, but he cannot explain why that taste is good. Thomas, on the 
other hand, is looking to human nature, and so is able to 
consider why the man with well-disposed affections has good 
taste. He is discussing taste in response to the question, “Do all 
men have the same end?” In his answer, he argues that while all 
men may not attempt to realize the complete good in the same 
way, the complete good is the same for all men. That is, because 
human beings share a nature, they share an end in common. 
Thus, we look to the well-disposed man to know what is really 
sweet because the well-disposed man is rightly related to reality. 
As such, the well-disposed man looks to the complete good for 
realization, and so he will experience the “sweet that is 
absolutely best.” 
 The good that is absolutely best is the contemplation of God. 
In the contemplation of God, the intellect is fully actualized in 
knowing the source of all that is and it achieves this simply 
because its nature is to know the truth fully. Likewise, the will 
comes to rest and is fully actualized in the possession of the 
truth that is the good of the human being.  
 Consequently, the contemplation of God is not simply 
another good among many, as material goods are, but is the 
complete good.25 Since contemplation of God is the end of the 
rational activities, and the activity for which we should perform 
all other activities, the contemplation of God is man’s final end 
and his unlimited good. 

 
 24 STh I-II, q. 1, a. 7. 

 25 STh I-II, q. 2, a. 8. 
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 We can say, then, as Thomas implies, that the contemplation 
of God should taste “sweet.” Because humans have their nature 
in common, and the fulfillment of that nature comes in the 
contemplation of God, this is a good that all humans should 
experience as good. This experience should be sweet; there is 
no room for variation of taste here. The only good taste in 
contemplation is the taste of sweetness. If contemplation is 
bitter to someone, there is something awry with him, as there is 
with the man who, because of sickness, cannot taste food cor-
rectly. The man who finds contemplation bitter does not have 
good taste. Taste in contemplation, therefore, can be disputed. 
 There is much more room for individual taste in food than 
there is in contemplation. Good taste in food involves generally 
tasting things as they are—either good or not good for health—
but within that limitation there is a great deal of room for 
variation. Good taste in contemplation, on the other hand, is 
always experiencing the sweetness that follows from the 
satisfaction of the rational powers in gazing on what is true, 
simply because it is good. There is not the same room for 
differentiation of individual preference in the contemplation of 
God since he is the complete, infinite good, the contemplation 
of which is sweet, rather than a limited, differentiated good that 
may have varying appeal to limited, differentiated subjects. 
 

IV. TASTE IN ART 
 
 This discussion suggests that there is more room for the 
individuation of good taste in sensitive activities than in rational 
activities. These activities meet, however, in the perception of 
art, which is both sensual and intellectual. 
 While God is the final and most proper object of contem-
plation, other things may be objects of contemplation as well. 
Anything that is true and good—and so can be the object of the 
intellect and the will—can be the object of contemplation. As 
Pieper writes, “there is a contemplative way of seeing the things 
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of creation.”26 Moreover, this contemplation, if it is really 
receiving what is true for its own sake, is good for the human 
being, because it allows for the actualization of the intellectual 
power, which is a foretaste of and preparation for the 
contemplation of God. 
 Following Pieper’s ideas about art, I suggest that art is what 
is man-made for the sake of contemplation. Pieper writes: “All 
that exists carries somehow the imprint of ‘paradise,’ and all 
authentic fine arts, offspring of the Muses, know how to make 
this truth apparent.”27 While the contemplation of any being 
can prefigure the contemplation of Being, art makes this 
possibility manifest, because art exists for no other purpose than 
contemplation. 
 Anything that is is formed and so can be received by the 
intellect, and so anything that is can be an object of con-
templation. In the case of artificial things, the form is added by 
a human being. That form, since its origin is a human mind, is 
more easily grasped by another human mind. Art is particularly 
attractive to the intellect. As man-made, it has a more easily 
graspable form. In addition, it has no purpose other than to be 
seen or heard, that is, to be gazed on for its own sake. This 
means that the form that makes a work of art to be art is 
especially and immediately appealing to the intellect because it 
exists only for the actualization of the intellectual powers. 
 Art, then, presents an object to the intellect, which can give 
rise to intellectual passions—that is, a passionate response to the 
intellectual activity that the art elicits.  
 The other essential component of art is that it is material. 
The artist forms an already existing material thing, whether 
paint, stone, words, sounds, or bodies. The material that is 
formed elicits a sensitive reaction from the viewer, similar to the 
reaction to food. All art has some material, and so sensible, 
aspect that appeals to the senses. There is a material “flavor” of 
art. 

 
 26 Josef Pieper, Happiness and Contemplation, trans. Richard and Clara Winston 

(South Bend, Ind.: St. Augustine’s Press, 1998), 84. 

 27 Pieper, Only the Lover Sings, 70. 
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 Art, then, also presents an object to the senses, which can 
give rise to the sensitive passions—that is, a passionate response 
to the sensitive activity that the art elicits. 
 The experience of art is not only physical, nor is it only 
intellectual, but rather it is a meeting of the two. Art, because of 
what it is, and because of what a human being is, elicits a 
reaction that is both sensitive and intellectual. This means that 
the “flavor” of art is the result of both the passionate response 
that follows from intellectual apprehension and the passionate 
response that is the sensitive response to an encounter with 
something material. 
 These differentiations between the sensitive passions and the 
intellectual passions and between the matter and form of art are 
crucial, but our actual experience of art is not so clear cut. In 
the experience of art the human, as a unified being, comes into 
contact with the work of art, which is also unified. The 
experience that is elicited is a unity. Just as the art is not 
perceived as two things—an object of the intellect and an object 
of the senses—so too, these passions are not experienced as 
clearly differentiated. For example, the material aspect of art is 
not quite like the material aspect of food in that art is always 
made of already formed matter, such that the “matter” of art—
the paint, the stone, the individual notes, the words—is 
intelligible on its own and as such has its own “taste.” The 
sensitive “taste” of the material is colored by the intellectual 
grasp of what the material is, which may give rise to another 
kind of “flavored” response. Conversely, given the hylomorphic 
nature of the human being, it seems likely that the “taste” of the 
intellectual aspect of art gives rise to physiological responses 
and so colors the material reception of the art. Human beings, 
with both material and intellectual dimensions, are complex 
creatures, and so their experience of art, which engages both 
the material and intellectual aspects of the human, is also 
complex. 
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V. CAN TASTE IN ART BE DISPUTED? 
 
 In the midst of such a confusing muddle, I would like to 
propose at least a tentative answer to the question, within a 
Thomist framework, can taste in art be disputed? That is, must 
someone who wants to maintain that beauty is objective also 
maintain that there is only one good taste in art, and so taste 
cannot be disputed? Or does the obvious phenomenon of 
people of good disposition having radically different ex-
periences of the same artwork mean that taste can be disputed? 
 I propose that the answer is both yes and no.  
 First, an explanation as to why taste in art cannot be 
disputed: Just as someone’s taste in honey versus wine, or wine 
versus honey, cannot be disputed, since a disparity in taste in 
food is the result of the appeal of an individual material thing to 
an individual material human being, such that what is fitting 
and sweet to one person simply is not to another, so too with 
art. The reason for this difference is simply the difference in the 
material composition of human beings. The sensitive response 
to a work of art may differ between human beings because of 
the individual material responses that the art elicits. Because 
human beings are individuated by matter, they have individual 
responses to material things, for which no reason can be given 
other than human individuality. 
 But there is also a way in which taste in art can be disputed. 
Because taste in art involves intellectual activity, there is 
something about the experience of art that is intelligible and so 
can be explained. It is possible to reflect on one’s experience of 
art and to continue to discover why the art affects the perceiver 
in a certain way, since both the form of the art and the formed 
material out of which it is made are objective and intelligible. 
And given that art is for the sake of contemplation, which is the 
good of the human, it is possible to consider whether the 
reasons that the art tastes as it does are in accordance with what 
is objectively good for the human being. 
 Because of the complex way in which the perceiver’s 
disposition develops and continues to develop, because the 
senses impact the intellect and the intellect impacts the senses, 
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and because we are shaped by the intertwining of past 
experiences and education, it is very difficult—perhaps even 
impossible—to come to a definitive and complete answer as to 
why a particular person experiences a particular work in a 
particular way.  
 Disputing taste is a bit like examining a mystery. A mystery is 
a mystery because there is something about it that is knowable, 
even though, no matter how much of it is known, there always 
will be more to discover. Perhaps the same is true in disputes 
over taste in art. We can continue to consider our response to a 
work of art, and the art itself, in order to understand why we 
react the way we do. But, because we are complex and 
continually developing beings, no matter how much we 
understand about our experience of a work of art, there will 
always be more to discover. 
 Taste in art can be disputed, but the dispute may never be 
fully and finally settled. Because it is difficult to separate out the 
sensitive from the intellectual experience of art, someone who 
gives a reason for his response to a particular work of art must 
always recognize that, even while his response is intellectual and 
so he can expect that response to be understood and shared, 
there is also an element of an individual material response that 
cannot be shared. But when he listens to someone with a 
different judgment, he must similarly recognize that, even when 
he seems to understand what the other person is describing, 
there yet may be elements of that experience that he does not 
grasp and understand. It is possible, then, to dispute taste in art, 
but always with humility and hope: humility to recognize that, 
even though we can engage in dispute, there may be things 
beyond our current understanding, and hope for the deepening 
of that understanding. 
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Minding the Modern: Human Agency, Intellectual Traditions, and Responsible 

Knowledge. By THOMAS PFAU. Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 2013. Pp. x + 673. $75.00 (cloth). ISBN: 978-0-268-
03840-3. 

 
 We have become used to panoptic accounts of modernity, often informed 
by one or another theory of secularization, and are almost inured to them. We 
might begin with Karl Löwith, whose Meaning in History (1949) argues that 
our modern sense of history derives from Christian eschatology yet, since it 
has no ground in faith, can only give us eschatology not as consummation but 
merely as historical progress. Against this thesis, Hans Blumenberg maintains 
in The Legitimacy of the Modern Age (1966) that Scholasticism breaks down 
under internal pressure and finally yields a modernity that cannot be reduced 
to theological categories. John Milbank’s Theology and Social Theory (1990) 
aims to expose the limitations of “secular reason” mostly by examination of 
the assumptions of high theory. Only once the theological, and at times 
flagrantly anti-theological, assumptions of social theory are identified and 
weighed can theology detach itself from them and be in a position to do its 
proper job. Finally, Charles Taylor’s A Secular Age (2007) is a belated 
contribution to this genre, its sweeping (and sometimes rambling) narrative 
seeking to explain how secularism becomes a mass phenomenon. It marks the 
end of an academic tradition, one in which intellectual brilliance and deep 
scholarly knowledge have been set in the service of a broad comprehension of 
our times that is contested almost as soon as it is grasped. 
 The end of this tradition is not merely a matter of crisp rational argument 
triumphing over tedious narrative, as some analytic philosophers would wish 
to urge. Rather, it is a matter of insight (eidetic, lyrical, theological, or what-
ever) having more power to determine us at a fundamental level than any 
narrative. We live inside stories, often without knowing that we do, but the 
vanishing points of each personal world are usually set by those deep insights 
we inherit or form early in life. Some grounding metaphors come in a purely 
adventitious manner; others are given in and through a tradition in which we 
find ourselves and which we slowly and fitfully bring to light through reading 
and writing. If I am more inclined to prize Löwith and Milbank over 
Blumenberg, it is probably less because the former two are better storytellers 
than the latter and more because Blumenberg has a harder job making me 
adjust my vanishing points. Long before I read Bonaventure’s De reductione 
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artium ad theologiam, I thought that theological language was at the base of 
how we figure the world. The impact of Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress and 
the King James Bible being read to me as a child probably set that assumption 
firmly in place at a very early age. 
 To be sure, if I am fair and rational, and if Blumenberg argues strongly 
about a particular issue, I will shift my perspective, but usually more often in 
the inch than in the mile. No story, however capacious, is ever the whole 
story; and so neutrality in narrative is never achieved. Grounding insights and 
metaphors make no pretense to be neutral, and they give an air of 
completeness simply because they are vanishing points: a whole world answers 
to them. Yet if we seek to show how other points could have been chosen, or 
that ours rely on something anterior to them, we never gain neutrality, which 
perpetually withdraws, and we are in danger of losing intellectual, spiritual, 
and literary strength in the process of demystifying ourselves. It is very hard to 
make someone change his or her mind about basic things, such as whether the 
world is at heart secular or sacred. Not even analytic philosophers, committed 
to high standards of clarity and rigor, change their minds about the existence 
of God or the nature of being or the relation of virtue and happiness, even 
when faced with compelling arguments against their own position. More often 
than not, they draw a distinction and carry on. 
 So it is refreshing to find that, despite its bulk, Thomas Pfau’s Minding the 

Modern has a much sharper focus, the unity of will and person, than the grand 
intellectual histories of modernity, and that here intellectual history is not 
presented as a matter of big ideas laced together, whether tightly or loosely, 
but rather is advanced through close readings of exemplary texts. It is worth 
noting that of all the people I have named (including others who could also be 
mentioned, Alasdair MacIntyre, for one), Pfau is the only person trained in 
the literary analysis of texts. (He is a very fine scholar of English and German 
Romanticism.) One might go further and point out that he is the only one of 
the group for whom reading can stop the bulldozers of intellectual history in 
the grand style. Not that Pfau regards reading as inevitably stymying any 
synthesis or thesis; instead, he is admirably attentive to the dialectical and 
rhetorical play of texts, to their declared purposes and their hidden purposes 
as well. We understand our past, and the ways in which it shapes our present, 
only by seeing how one argument engages with another before it or to the side 
of it, how readers omit, overlook, or reduce as much as they take from those 
they read, and how polemic can energize a debate and even clarify its terms. 
Intellectual history requires us, then, to stay within history, even the history of 
reading texts, and yet we must never forget that people write in the service of 
insights that, they sometimes believe (and sometimes with good reason), are 
irreducible to historical categories. 
 In outline, Pfau’s argument is relatively straightforward. With Aristotle and 
the development of his ideas at the rise of university culture, we find a 



 BOOK REVIEWS 127 
 

 

satisfying unity of reason and will. This is not a matter merely of the history of 
philosophy, considered in a narrow sense, for the unity in question also 
animates Augustine and all who come in his wake. The great synthesis of 
Christianity and Greek philosophy one finds in High Scholasticism begins to 
break down, however, and when that happens, reason and will begin to part 
company; new understandings of “person,” “judgment,” “act,” and so on, 
come into play, largely in and through the rise of nominalism and chiefly by 
way of Ockham. So far, so familiar; but Pfau continues, coming more surely 
into his own. 
 With Locke and Shaftesbury, Pfau argues, we witness the advent of non-
cognitivism: desire and sentiment come to the fore. Then, with Mandeville 
and Hutcheson, we pass from naturalism to reductionism; eventually, in the 
eighteenth century, we find mind being prized but without attention to its 
content, and virtue affirmed without a grounding in human agency. Where 
once reason and the will worked in concert, now, in early modernity, we have 
a world in which voluntarism, both theological and secular, is dominant. Only 
with Romanticism does one find an emphasis on the responsible will, as well 
as on the irreducible importance of relations between human beings. We need 
to “mind the modern,” Pfau advises, that is, to keep in mind what it has 
forgotten, sidelined, or repressed, and to tend it wherever we can so as to 
glimpse, however precariously, what has been lost and imagine how we can 
rethink it today. The task is urgent nowadays, for even university culture, he 
thinks, has become debased, all too often content with mere belief rather than 
justified belief (let alone justified true belief) and, perhaps worse, the 
sequestering of thought, including moral thought, to particular disciplines, the 
boundaries of which are tightly patrolled from both within and without. 
 It is difficult in a short review to give a true idea of the richness of Pfau’s 
analyses. Perhaps one example will suffice. Nominalism has long been 
regarded as one of the poisoned wells of the West, if not the sole poisoned 
well. Hans Urs von Balthasar, in the fifth volume of The Glory of the Lord, is a 
powerful witness to its enduring potency, though modernity’s ills have other 
causes as well, he thinks. Pfau, who oddly makes no mention of Balthasar, also 
makes a case for the catastrophic effects of nominalism, which he sees as more 
widespread than we might have imagined in modernity. His argument is that 
early modern philosophers, especially Hobbes and Locke, seize upon an 
objectivist understanding of truth, which they develop by way of an 
epistemological method, one that slowly yet inevitably restricts the whole 
range of causality, as Aristotle conceived it, to efficient causality. In this vision, 
meaning is to be found only in singular entities, and truth is eventually 
restricted to certainty. Of course, we are well used to thinking of “method” by 
way of “theory” but not yet sufficiently aware of recognizing just how narrow 
this modern understanding of theory is. On Pfau’s reading, what Hobbes and 
Locke repudiate, in line with nominalism, is precisely qewriva or contemplatio, 
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the attentive gaze at being that could behold the ethical as well as the 
ontological structures of reality, and in terms of which truth is folded in 
wisdom. By the middle of the eighteenth century, Pfau argues, the sheer 
success of method in epistemology results in meaning having decayed to 
information, and modern thought accepting a division between fact and value. 
Hume is one great representative of this intellectual moment, and Adam Smith 
is another. Moral philosophy is no longer a matter of determining “the good 
life” and is utterly removed from theological categories; instead, it is 
descriptive and sociological. 
 The God who emerges from nominalism, and who becomes triumphant in 
Reformation theologies, is a king who is so free with respect to his kingdom 
that he must be feared as a captious monarch. For Calvin, as Pfau sees, this 
new God wills what the good is to be; before Calvin, however, God’s 
goodness was understood to be irreducibly one with his being. One could go 
an inch or two further and say that God, who, for Catholics, is wholly 
transcendent yet able freely to enter creation at each and every level, is not 
regarded in Geneva in ontological categories but in legal terms. He surveys a 
creation populated only by individuals who are unable to resist war without 
the heavy hand of a strong State in evidence, and he is bound to us only by 
way of contracts. Let us listen to Pfau: “Consequently, the individual is 
challenged to assert and legitimate itself as an individual (Blumenberg’s Selbst-
behauptung) and to chart its course based on a law that, as representatives 
from Renaissance humanism to Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz and the Romantics 
were to argue, has to be understood with individuality itself” (167). It is in this 
diminished and narrow world that, Pfau finely sees, theodicy becomes more 
biting than it ever was before. Only the servile can praise the God of the 
Institutes; a more dignified response is to wonder how such a God can be 
justified in the first place. To cite an example that Pfau does not mention, in 
his “On Mr Milton’s ‘Paradise Lost’” Andrew Marvell worried that Milton, by 
virtue of his literary strength, would “ruin . . . the sacred truth” by the very 
act of writing Paradise Lost. But one lesson that we might take away from 
Minding the Modern is that the ruin had already occurred with the advent of 
Puritanism. 
 It is Coleridge who, for Pfau, properly diagnoses the ills brought about by 
rampant and ramified nominalism. He saw, perhaps more clearly than anyone, 
“that a society defined solely by private interests and personal claim rights has 
effectively lost sight of reason, the faculty concerned not with contingent 
propositions but with ideas” (58). Yet there is reason to pause. Nominalism 
does not simply have to do with ideas; it also nourishes the practice of modern 
poetry. Would we wish to do away with William Carlos Williams, Charles 
Reznikoff, Robert Gray, and others whose verse is marked firmly by nom-
inalism or at least its consequences? I, for one, would not. But Pfau does not 
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argue on the ground occupied by literary modernism, even when it has 
learned a lesson or two from the Coleridge of the conversation poems. 
 Pfau also gives honor to Husserl, especially as the author of The Crisis of 
European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology (written 1934-37, 
published 1954), who distinguished between “the truth of correctness” and 
“the truth of disclosure.” To prize the former at the expense of the latter is to 
limit the realm of rational and imaginative activity. Perhaps more could be 
said on this theme. After all, it is Husserl’s commendation for us to pass from 
the natural attitude to the theoretical attitude and, from there, to the 
phenomenological attitude that marks the closest return to qewriva in its 
philosophical mode in modern times. If his project is not affirmed, if it 
splinters into diverse competing schools (those of Heidegger, Scheler, Sartre, 
Levinas, and others), it is in large part because of his obsession with cultivating 
a pure gaze, one that eliminates all glances and that invests too deeply in the 
Kantian notion of the transcendental. Pfau seems to agree with Stanley Rosen, 
whom he quotes as saying that “transcendental doctrine is a myth” (613) and 
that only when we recognize this do we see Plato and Kant in a hidden 
continuity. 
 I am not so sure. “Transcendental,” for Husserl, names an unlimited field 
of sense (Sinn), which is constituted by the intentional accord of consciousness 
and world, and which is brought to light by reduction. This is a long way from 
Kant’s conditions of possibility for knowing phenomena. If there is a myth 
here, it is that the mind supplies those conditions just by itself. But it is to 
Husserl, not Kant, that we look to understand the role that the body plays in 
acts of constitution. When we do that, Plato and Husserl do not appear in the 
same stretch of philosophical terrain. What does appear, though, is Husserl as 
a modern thinker who diagnosed a crisis of rationality a century ago and who 
identifies responsible knowledge with a conversion of the gaze. Modern 
philosophy has largely lost that contemplative gaze on the world, and Catholic 
Christianity has done little or nothing since Vatican II to affirm contemplative 
prayer in the Church at large. Pfau does not address himself to the pressing 
question of how to restore some sense of qewriva in humanistic inquiry; it was 
not his brief in his big and important book. But it points to a void that calls to 
be filled. 
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Knowing the Natural Law: From Precepts and Inclinations to Deriving Oughts. 
By STEVEN J. JENSEN. Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of 
America Press, 2015. Pp. ix + 238. $34.95 (paper). ISBN: 978-0-
8132-2733-7. 

 
 This important book is an account of how we know the natural law. It aims 
to be substantially Thomistic. This means, first and foremost, that it bases the 
knowledge of natural law on a knowledge of nature. Of course, many secular 
ethicists find no value in nature (as they conceive it) and reject the very idea of 
natural law. But for a while now, some Catholic moralists have been trying to 
save natural law by denaturing it, that is, by disengaging the knowledge of it 
from knowledge of nature. Jensen finds the upshot partly mystifying, partly 
just confused. His main target is the New Natural Law theory (hereafter NNL) 
of Germain Grisez and John Finnis, with its hard is-ought dichotomy, its wide 
disconnect between practical and speculative reason, and its flat denial of a 
single final human end. Jensen also works to forestall the charges of 
physicalism that Martin Rhonheimer might raise. 
 Jensen lays out his argument in ten very logically structured chapters, and 
he executes it with his typical blend of clarity, pedagogical skill, and gentle 
irony. He is very deft at dealing with the side issues that emerge along the way 
without losing or entangling the main thread. Besides Aquinas and a few 
Thomists, he draws a good deal on Peter Geach and even more on Phillipa 
Foot. It is a handsome volume. I have one small editorial gripe: views are 
sometimes ascribed to authors without documentation. To me, the utility of 
such documentation would have offset the extra bits of clutter. 
 Chapter 1 presents the issues. Chapter 2 studies the relevant lines of 
Thomas’s famous natural-law text Summa theologiae I-II, q. 94, a. 2. Jensen 
finds that it makes knowledge of goods a function of knowledge of natural 
inclinations. He also gathers from it various ways in which one piece of 
knowledge can be a function of, or directly derive from, another. Syllogistic 
derivation is only one way. So even if, as NNL theorists insist, conclusions 
containing ought cannot derive from premises lacking it, ought-judgments may 
still derive, quite rationally, from is-judgments. 
 The rest of the book is about how we move from inclinations to goods, 
from goods to oughts, and from oughts to actions. Jensen frames it all, very 
effectively, in terms of the four types of knowledge that Thomas distinguishes 
in STh I, q. 14, a. 16: purely speculative, practical in matter but speculative in 
mode (Jensen calls this materially practical), practical also in mode but not in 
end (virtually practical), and practical also in end (fully practical). So, first, 
Jensen works to identify a purely speculative knowledge underlying the 
knowledge of natural-law precepts. It is some sort of knowledge of some sort 
of natural inclinations. Thomas is not too explicit about either sort, and 
Jensen is cautious, devoting three chapters to the matter. Eventually he centers 
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on a text that seems to tie at least some knowledge of human good to a grasp 
of the intellect’s intrinsic, nonconscious inclination toward truth. His own 
thesis is that the knowledge of the human good as a whole, upon which rests 
the knowledge of natural law as a whole, derives from knowledge of the 
nonconscious inclinations of our whole set of vital powers. This starts from 
perception of the powers’ spontaneous workings. 
 Knowledge of the human good is at least materially practical. Against NNL 
theory, Jensen argues forcefully, with some help from Geach and Foot, that 
such knowledge is nonetheless descriptive. It is simply knowledge of human 
teleology. The true good of a natural being is nothing other than the 
perfection of its nature, seen as an object to which it is naturally inclined. 
Jensen uses the appeal to nonconscious inclinations and their objects to rebut 
Finnis’s argument that we know human nature only in light of practical 
reason’s work and that therefore practical reason’s principles cannot rest on 
knowledge of human nature. It can, though of course this knowledge is not 
strictly scientific. 
 The NNL authors, and also Rhonheimer, often claim that being “according 
to nature,” in Thomas’s ethics, means nothing other than being according to 
practical reason. Against this claim, Jensen uses “brute force” (88). He alleges 
a host of texts in which it is seen to be wrong. The best known concern 
unnatural lust, but there are a great many others too. Practical reason 
naturally aims to fulfill every aspect of human nature as such. 
 But is this not physicalism, a subordination of the moral—the voluntary 
and free—to the merely biological? Jensen argues in chapter 6 that it is not, 
because the will too has a natural end and inclination proper to it, and one 
that in fact dominates the entire practical order. Only the will tends toward 
human good as a whole and toward other powers’ goods as parts of the 
whole. 
 In chapter 7, Jensen explains how reason moves from materially practical 
knowledge of goods to virtually practical knowledge, that is, knowledge 
existing in a mode that is apt to guide or to direct action. Ought-statements 
that direct toward human goods express knowledge of this sort. Now, in the 
NNL theory, ought-judgments are sharply divided from descriptions. Jensen 
shows how mistaken that division is. For one thing, there can be, and are, 
purely speculative ought-judgments. For another, an ought-judgment is really 
just a type of modal judgment. It describes something as necessary for an end. 
So even when the end in view is a human good, an ought-judgment that 
prescribes action for it is descriptive too. “The judgment provides guidance 
precisely because it describes; it shows the way to go; it describes the path” 
(143). 
 Jensen also explains here, with surprising simplicity, how the mind moves 
from the judgment that something is necessary for an end to the judgment that 
one ought to do or pursue it. The move is not a syllogism. It is the shift, quite 
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typical at the close of deliberation, from seeing doable things in relation to the 
projected end, as necessary for it, to seeing the same things in relation to the 
end’s agent, as due or belonging to him—things he ought to effect. Along the 
way, Jensen draws nice comparisons and contrasts between ought-judgments 
and predictions; between speculative and practical judgments about the 
present and about the future; between speculative and practical ought-
judgments; and between the latter, which are virtually practical, and fully 
practical works of reason, namely, commands. Commands involve the will. 
How they do so is left for the last chapter to spell out. 
 Before that, Jensen addresses two issues. The first (chap. 8) is whether mere 
necessity for an end does justice to “moral” oughts or to the obligation that 
natural law seems to carry. Is this obligation not something absolute or 
categorical? Grisez says it is, because it is underived (as if hypotheticals were 
always conclusions of syllogisms) and because it constitutes a special type of 
knowledge, “prescriptive” knowledge, which is binding per se, not on any 
supposition, whether of an end or of an act of will. Thomas, however, posits 
no such knowledge, and for him the obligatory force of natural law is a plain 
case of necessity for an end. Concretely, it is necessity for avoiding some 
punishment instituted by a legislator (divine or human) for transgression. How 
does this differ from the force of a bully’s threat? What makes a legislator’s 
command truly authoritative and its necessity moral? Jensen argues, I think 
convincingly, that the primary thing is its ordering to a true common good. 
Natural law’s proper end is not your or my private end. It is that of a 
community of which we are naturally parts. And lawful punishment for 
transgression, that is, for deviating from the order to the end, is simply a 
proportionate deprivation of one’s share in the end. This all dovetails nicely 
with Jensen’s account of moral specification in his Good and Evil Actions 
(chaps. 4-5). 
 The other issue (chap. 9) is whether Jensen has not fallen into a sort of 
physicalism after all, making reason a mere conduit of nature. He addresses 
this in the setting of a broader study of the precepts of natural law: as to their 
immediacy (i.e., their being per se nota), as to their unity under the first 
precept (to do good and avoid evil), and as to the moral quality that they get 
from the first precept, by its directing toward the will’s proper end, the human 
good as a whole. As we saw, this already avoids a certain type of physicalism. 
But Jensen also has in mind Rhonheimer’s notion that reason must be wholly 
active, in no way passive, in the constitution of the moral order. Jensen argues 
that reason can be active about an order in two ways—by forming the order 
itself, and by determining it or applying it to particular contexts—and that 
both presuppose passive roles. Applying an order supposes receiving it, and 
forming it supposes receiving both the end that governs it and the necessities 
that the end entails. But this is not to demote reason to nature’s mouthpiece. 
However natural a human end may be, only reason can complete the work of 
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ordering toward it. Reason is the proper measure of morality. Reason’s orders 
are measured by nature’s order, but they do not just copy or echo it. They 
flesh it out. 
 Finally we reach fully practical knowledge (chap. 10). This is knowledge 
that actually yields action in accordance with it. It does not just describe the 
path. It commands. It has moving force. One command may derive force from 
another, but what is the origin of such force in the knower? It is not reason 
alone (Rhonheimer). It is the knower’s fully willing the end to which the path 
leads. Granted, even this willing is unleashed by some sort of knowledge. But 
this is not natural law itself (NNL); it is the natural notion of the whole 
human good, on which even the first precept rests. So, fully practical 
knowledge derives quite directly from knowledge that is, in a strong sense, 
speculative. 
 The foregoing only sums up some of the book’s results. Anyone familiar 
with current debates on natural law should appreciate their significance, and 
both experts and relative newcomers to the field can learn much from 
studying its arguments for them. I think the book clears away many obstacles 
to a philosophically sound doctrine of natural law and moves the discussion 
well forward. Disciples of Thomas, I suppose, will be combing the book for 
readings to dispute. But the one concern that I wish to raise here is more 
substantive than exegetical. 
 The concern is whether the book’s account of our grasp of the human 
goods toward which the precepts of natural law direct is not just a little too 
one-sidedly introspective. We fall into Cartesian traps so easily. In my own 
fashion, I have often done so myself, on this very topic. Precisely the book’s 
emphasis on common goods is what has made me realize it. 
 What I mean is the following. Undoubtedly, perceiving one’s spontaneous 
vital acts, and discerning the inclinations that determine them, does play a role 
in one’s grasp of the goods. But is not an at least equal role played by the 
apprehension of other people and their activities? I am thinking not only of 
their nonconscious tendencies but also, or even chiefly, of their voluntary 
doings. After all, usually one’s knowledge of what others are doing, and of 
why, is only “materially” practical. (Of course, occasionally one does judge or 
even command another’s actions.) To be sure, human behavior is far less 
uniform than that of other natural kinds. But does a child not begin pretty 
early on to perceive stable patterns in people’s behavior and to find out the 
common ends that make the patterns intelligible? My thought is simply that 
we naturally experience human goods as human, as fulfilling our shared 
nature. This thought fits both with Jensen’s view of the will itself as having a 
nature and a natural finality—this is quite observable, really—and, of course, 
with his insistence on natural law’s directing toward common goods. From the 
start, we grasp the goods as common to humankind. Self-perception is 
essential to seeing the kind as ours. But if (as someone said) reason imitates 
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nature, why not human nature too? Does reason not imitate even reason 
itself? How else do young minds grow? 
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 Schumacher’s work is a detailed, competent study of one of the important 
issues in contemporary Catholic theology: a careful comparison of the 
theological anthropology of Hans Urs von Balthasar and Adrienne von Speyr 
with that of Thomas Aquinas. Such a serene, objective treatment, combined 
with Schumacher’s respect and empathy for all three theologians, is indeed 
rare. 
 Balthasar characterizes his theological method as distinct from, but 
complementary to, the Thomistic approach. Saint Thomas chiefly uses 
analogies of the created world to illuminate supernatural mysteries. Balthasar 
employs the analogical approach too, as well as what he calls the katalogical 
method. If analogy moves upward from created perfection to divine 
perfection, the katalogical method is directed downward from the revealed 
divine truths or archetypes to an understanding of created realities. In 
Balthasar’s theology, which he shares with Adrienne von Speyr, the divinely 
revealed Trinitarian mystery sheds light on the many aspects of human 
realities. Just as the Trinity is a mystery of unity in difference, so too are 
anthropological mysteries characterized by “unity in difference,” all of which 
can be explicated on the basis of the Trinitarian archetype. Schumacher 
analyzes five of these mysteries: the relationship between the act and object of 
faith, nature and grace, body and spirit, individual and community, man and 
woman. 
 Schumacher accepts Balthasar’s multiple attestations that his work and 
Adrienne von Speyr’s are two sides of one and the same mission, and that 
Balthasar’s work only unfolded in its full scope after he began working with 
Adrienne. In fact, Balthasar adopted most of his unusual images, metaphors, 
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and phrases from Adrienne’s work and made them his own. (Therefore, I will 
refer to their common work and beliefs as B-A.) 
 While St. Thomas theorizes that the eternal generation of the Son from the 
Father and the eternal procession from the Father and the Son both take place 
by way of the divine essence, which is the same in each divine person, B-A 
believe that the two processes—generation and procession—happen by way of 
the persons, since the Trinity is a communion of persons. B-A are convinced 
that only personalist images and metaphors can express analogically the 
Trinitarian mystery. Balthasar accepts from Adrienne the term Hingabe—
surrender—to describe the mutual relationships between the Father and the 
Son, and between the Father and the Son on the one hand and the Holy Spirit 
on the other. From all eternity, the Father surrenders to his Son all that he has 
and is. The Son, in turn, receives the self-donation of the Father, and in the 
Son’s very act of acceptance, he returns himself to the Father in thanksgiving 
and praise. Both the Father and the Son together give themselves to the Holy 
Spirit, who accepts and returns all that he has received in love. According to 
B-A, these relationships in God suppose both an infinite distance and an 
infinitely intimate union among all three divine persons. 
 Creation is not simply the act of God in his unity, B-A explain, but it has a 
specific relationship to the divine person of the Son, who is creation’s divine 
archetype. That the Father creates the universe in the Son means no new 
relationship on God’s part but rather creation’s participation in the Son, who 
returns the universe in and with himself to the Father. 
 We participate in the archetypal unity and distance between the Son and 
the Father through the relationship of our act of faith and the object of our 
faith. “The Christian [and, in particular, the theologian] participates in 
Christ’s mission of giving expression, or more correctly said, to be the 
expression, or ‘the definitive “interpretation” (Jn 1:18)’ of God the Father” 
(83, quoting Balthasar). In order to be admitted to the intimacy between the 
Father and the Son, one needs to be “‘admitted to the sphere of the Holy 
Spirit. . . . We must have been granted a share in the divine Spirit’” (85, 
quoting Balthasar). In this way, our faith participates in its prototype, the faith 
of Christ. We can receive the self-revelation of the Father through the 
revelation of Christ only if we possess within us Christ himself. This, then, is 
the “unity-in-difference” between our object of faith (Glaubenslehre: the self-
revelation of the Father in Christ) and our act of faith (Glaubenshaltung) 
within and by us (84). Its realization presupposes that the Spirit in whom the 
Father and the Son are united is “‘the subject within our subject that receives 
him’” (86, quoting Speyr). 
 B-A’s view of theological knowledge and work follows from their 
understanding of the relationship between the content of faith and the 
subject’s act of faith. Theological knowledge presupposes the theologian’s act 
of faith, while the latter presupposes the presence of the Holy Spirit within 
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the theologian. The Holy Spirit, in turn, is inseparable from the presence of 
Christ and the Father. Thus, even before the conceptual assimilation of the 
object of a theologian’s research, its reality is already implicitly present in him. 
Without this qualified identity between the act of faith and its content, 
authentic theological knowledge is not possible. 
 Schumacher demonstrates the congruence of this concept with St. 
Thomas’s thought, but she does not treat the distinction between mystical 
knowledge and scientific theology. 
 The second aspect of human participation in the Trinitarian mystery is the 
nature-grace relationship. The incarnate Son’s eternal procession of generation 
from the Father is expressed in the temporal modality of his universal mission. 
Just as the intra-Trinitarian subject of the Son is fully defined by the Father’s 
generation, so too is its temporal expression, his mission. In other words, in 
Jesus, and only in Jesus, subject and mission are identical. The infinite subject 
of the Son corresponds with the universal mission of the man Jesus on earth. 
In every human subject, B-A find an analogy to the “structure of Jesus” in that 
the human subject becomes a (theological) person only if he shares in Jesus’ 
mission. The human subject’s conscious and free “surrender” to a unique, 
“custom-sized” vocation in God’s universal plan of salvation makes the subject 
(Geistes-Subjekt) into a unique person that participates in Christ’s mission 
and, thus, in his being. Every gift of sanctifying grace, according to B-A, is also 
a charismatic grace with an implied ecclesial mission. 
 A third aspect of humanity’s participation in the Trinitarian mystery 
concerns the body-spirit polarity. Unlike St. Thomas, who treats the 
relationship between body and soul in a human being as a static metaphysical 
structure, B-A elucidate the dynamism of the polarity between body and soul, 
concluding that the human spirit oscillates between an ascent, on the one 
hand, to the purely spiritual, and so to a liberation of oneself from the weight 
and bounds of the body (Platonism), and, on the other hand, an extreme 
descent into an identification with matter, and so to a denial of the reality of 
the spirit (pantheism or materialism). 
 Through his obedient life and death, the incarnate Son has opened up his 
crucified and risen body in total surrender to the Father and humankind. “The 
corporal body of Christ thus assumes a capital importance as the point of 
union (cf. Eph 2:16) between the fullness of the Godhead (cf. Col 1:19) and 
the Church as the mystical body of Christ (cf. Eph 1:23; Col 1:18, 24)” (171). 
Briefly, the Son’s descent into flesh aims at ascending to heaven with all 
redeemed men in their bodily reality. As Ephesians 4:10 says, “He who 
descended is also the one who ascended,” that is, Christ Jesus (171-72). 
 The fourth anthropological polarity on which the Trinitarian mystery sheds 
light is the tension between the individual and the community. B-A insist that 
“the idea of solidarity is ‘much too weak to express the whole depth of 
identification taken on by Jesus’ of sinful humanity in its position of distance 
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from God” (201, quoting Balthasar). Instead, B-A speak about substitution. 
Although objectively not guilty, Jesus subjectively experiences punishment for 
our sins. Thus, on the cross he suffers the greatest alienation from God in the 
very act by which he most perfectly expresses his love for the Father: infinite 
closeness in infinite distance, “unity-in-difference.” 
 Remarkably, Schumacher does not see how Jesus’ substitute suffering of 
punishment obtains redemption even though the Anselmian-Thomist theory of 
satisfaction is close to B-A’s understanding. The punishment suffered by the 
innocent Jesus is redemptive, according to B-A, on account of the infinite love 
that the Son has for his Father and that atones for all sinful human beings. 
This divine love, expressed through Jesus’ human love in the sinner’s state of 
complete alienation, obtains for all of us the offer of forgiveness. 
 The final aspect of our participation in the Trinitarian “unity-in-difference” 
is the man-woman relationship. The Father’s role is imaged in the man insofar 
as the man is always and necessarily the initiator of fecundation within sexual 
intercourse. In the Trinity, the Father is the source, the fountainhead, of 
Trinitarian life, and in his surrender to the Son, he gives all of himself. The 
Son’s role of active recipient toward the Father and his active initiation of 
divine life on earth analogously endow his relationships with masculine and 
feminine qualities. 
 At the same time, the woman sheds light on the Creator-creature and 
Redeemer-redeemed relationships. As she is actively receptive in conception, 
so also is she when receiving the grace of the Holy Spirit. The Church, then, is 
symbolized in the image of Virgin and Mother, whose surrendering and 
nurturing love (which is also grace) is necessary for our salvation. Mary, who 
received not only grace but also the source of all grace, the Son of God 
himself, embodies in her humanity the perfect Church. Thus, she is the 
mother of all the redeemed. 
 In conclusion, I believe that Schumacher succeeds in showing the basic 
compatibility and complementarity between the theological anthropology of 
B-A and St. Thomas. She also rightly calls attention to the need for finding a 
more precise metaphysical formulation for the metaphors and images of B-A’s 
poetic language. 
 I would like, however, to expand Schumacher’s critique to other points of 
B-A’s Trinitarian anthropology. We cannot speak about the “obedience” of 
the pre-incarnate Son to the Father since—pace B-A’s protestations—
obedience necessarily implies subordination. A “loving agreement” with the 
Father’s initiative might be a better formulation. 
 B-A affirms that “God is ever greater than himself” (see, for instance, 
79-80). God, indeed, is infinitely greater than what any creature can think 
about him, but B-A says more than that: “God is greater than himself.” How 
can God be greater than himself? Such a statement implies a logical 
contradiction to God’s very essence, which is Logos, the Truth. 
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 One of the most important problems—one that Schumacher’s study poses 
but does not treat—is the relationship between mystical and conceptual 
(scientific) theology. Both St. Thomas and B-A agree that theological study 
always presupposes in the theologian the virtue of supernatural faith, which 
implies in him or her the presence of the grace of the Holy Spirit. They also 
share the conviction that the grace of faith helps not only to ground the 
principles of theological reasoning but also facilitates the reasoning process 
itself. What is not clear to the reader of Schumacher’s study is whether she 
agrees with B-A’s method, which in certain chapters, such as those on 
eschatology, relies almost exclusively on (alleged) mystical visions, intuitions, 
and locutions as the sole peremptory theological foundation. The description 
of mystical experiences is a different literary genre than scientific theology, 
which may use private mystical experiences to illustrate the existential aspect 
of a divine mystery, but not as the foundation for its truth. 
 All in all, Schumacher’s magnum opus is undeniably a milestone in the 
ever-expanding and deepening research evaluating the immense theological 
and spiritual heritage of Hans Urs von Balthasar and Adrienne von Speyr 
within the Catholic theological tradition. 
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 In Engaging the Doctrine of Revelation, Matthew Levering breathes life into 
the body of topics that emerge from the doctrine of revelation. The eight 
chapters take as their starting point that God has spoken through the prophets 
and “by a Son.” The book addresses the following question: “Where and in 
what ways does this mediation take place so that humans in all generations 
can receive the fullness of the gospel?” (1). 
 The first three chapters engage the hierarchical-ecclesial nature of the 
mediation of revelation. Levering articulates the Church’s role in the 
mediation of revelation in terms of Aquinas’s theology of Trinitarian missions. 
“The Church’s participation in divine revelation,” he explains, “comes about 
through the missions of the Son and Spirit that enable us to believe, obey, and 
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imitate Christ’s revelatory words and deeds” (42-43). “Absent the vibrant 
theology of the trinitarian missions that we find in Aquinas (and in 
Scripture),” he argues, “the theocentric character of revelation would seem to 
exclude the active role of the Church, lest mere humans be situated in the 
place of God or lest revelation be imagined as the Church’s work over the 
centuries rather than as God’s work in Christ and the Spirit” (55-56). 
 Chapter 2 treats the role of the Eucharistic liturgy in the mediation of 
revelation. Levering begins his discussion of the mediating role of the liturgy 
with a lengthy presentation of the work of Anglican theologian John Webster. 
Webster raises questions about “liturgy-centered accounts of Scripture” 
because he worries that they lead to the view, in Levering’s words, “that 
Scripture is ‘Scripture’ only when the Church is actively using the biblical texts 
in proclamation and worship” (61). Levering appreciates many of Webster’s 
insights about the nature of Scripture but is not satisfied with all of his 
conclusions. In response, Levering offers a presentation of Scripture’s own 
testimony about its mediating role in the liturgy. “When Scripture talks about 
Scripture,” he observes, “it does so most frequently within liturgical and 
sanctifying contexts” (70). 
 Levering turns his attention to the priesthood in chapter 3. Authors such as 
Calvin and Hobbes ask whether the priesthood, especially the papal office, 
“has failed to mediate divine revelation faithfully” (87). The evolution of the 
centralization of power in the priesthood and papacy gave rise, according to 
this view, to a “priestly rivalry” that destroyed the serenity of the early 
Church. Levering resists this narrative by pointing out that it is precisely by its 
priestly power that “the Church prevails against the power of death by 
liturgically mediating the gospel to the world—thereby revealing not the 
power of humans to be in charge, but the cruciform power of the merciful 
One” (111). 
 In chapter 4, Levering relates the Church’s mediation of revelation to the 
reality of the gospel. “If the gospel is Jesus Christ,” he asks, “why does not 
Scripture’s testimony to Jesus suffice for the mediation of divine revelation, 
especially after the end of the apostolic age?” (114). He considers and 
contrasts the gospel theologies of Scot McKnight and Thomas Aquinas to 
respond to this question. McKnight’s theology of gospel culture “involves 
more than simply the call to repent and believe in Jesus Christ” (ibid.). At the 
core of gospel culture is a dynamic that “leads directly to who Jesus is” (120). 
Levering builds upon McKnight’s treatment of the gospel by looking at 
Aquinas’s commentaries on St. Paul. What makes the gospel good news, 
Aquinas explains, is “that it announces the news of man’s union with God, 
which is man’s good” (121). Aquinas and McKnight thus agree on the 
transformative nature of gospel culture and the centrality of Jesus Christ at the 
heart of the gospel message. Aquinas, however, “does not do away with the 
need to receive confirmation from the whole Church” (136). 
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 Chapter 5 treats the topic of Tradition. Levering begins by recalling the 
teaching of Dei Verbum that speaks of Tradition as a mode of transmitting 
divine revelation. He offers a detailed presentation of Terrence Tilley’s 
Inventing Catholic Tradition (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 2000) as an example of 
negative criticisms of the doctrine of Tradition. Tilley forwards a theological 
epistemology that is rooted in practice. Thus, “since we are ever changing,” 
Levering explains, “the truth-claims of ‘Catholic tradition’ are ever changing” 
(150). In this view, there is no doctrinal continuity that is preserved through 
the changes in history and culture. 
 Levering provides a helpful examination of Scripture’s teaching on the 
nature of Tradition so as to highlight several problems intrinsic to Tilley’s 
work. For example, in Matthew 15:2, Jesus accuses the Pharisees of 
transgressing a commandment of God (“Honor your father and mother”) for 
the sake of their own traditions. “Even if the practice of temple offerings,” 
Levering reasons, “can be adapted in certain ways, according to Jesus it cannot 
be adapted in this way without contradicting the express content of the 
commandments” (161). “It is also noteworthy,” he observes, “that Jesus’s 
distinction between a divine commandment and a human tradition could not 
cogently be made on Tilley’s terms” (163). 
 Chapter 6 wrestles with doctrinal development. Following the teaching of 
Dei Verbum and John Henry Newman, Levering notes that “since God’s self-
revelation does not attempt to resolve all conceptual problems before they 
arise in the Church, revelation anticipates the necessity of development and 
even of contentious development” (183). Some authors, however, reject the 
notion that development unfolds revelation in an organic fashion. John T. 
Noonan, for example, citing the Church’s teaching on slavery, religious 
freedom, and usury, rearticulates development in terms of change. Those who 
deny formal change within Church teaching, in Levering’s summary of 
Noonan, must “come to understand . . . that the Church has not only changed 
but also erred” (196). In contrast to Noonan’s rejection of continuous 
development, Levering considers the work of Lewis Ayres and Khaled 
Anatolios on the doctrinal controversies that took place in the Nicene period 
of the Church. Against the skepticism embedded in Noonan’s view, Ayres 
“insist[s] that we cannot prove that Nicene theology faithfully develops the 
content of divine revelation. . . . Ayres suggests that in faith we must trust the 
Church to be ‘able to judge the appropriate structure of a faith resulting from 
development’” (202). Anatolios, for his part, emphasizes the need to focus on 
the “acts of understanding and interpretation” that led to Nicaea’s Trinitarian 
statements (205). “Anatolios emphasizes that the fathers sought conceptual 
clarification,” Levering explains, “not for its own sake but because our 
salvation and the integrity of our worship depend upon it. Their conceptual 
work retained a profound awareness of divine mystery” (205). Levering 
perceptively points out that the work of Ayres and Anatolios on the 
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challenging Nicene period demonstrates how “woodenly propositional” 
Noonan’s understanding of development is (210). 
 In chapter 7, Levering treats biblical inspiration. He advances his treatment 
of inspiration on several principles: “biblical authors/redactors and biblical 
texts are inspired by the Holy Spirit within the covenantal people of God, 
biblical texts often bear the imprint of many authors and redactors writing 
some time after the events they describe, and the whole of Scripture is inspired 
to teach what God willed to make known for the sake of our salvation” (217). 
Given the range of literature on the topic of inspiration, the discussion focuses 
on “the relationship of divine inspiration to the truth of the historical 
narratives of Scripture” (ibid.). Levering identifies a pattern in New Testament 
teaching about historical accuracy and events. When it comes to the 
proclamation of Christ’s Resurrection in 1 Corinthians 15, Paul insists on 
historical accuracy as a requirement of Christian faith. However, in his use of 
some Old Testament events, Paul is less emphatic about their “historical 
actuality.” “Scripture, then,” Levering explains, “sometimes insists on the 
accuracy of its historical narratives. . . . More often, however, historical 
accuracy is either presumed, not worried about, or handled rather loosely” 
(220). There is a use of history in Scripture that is not accounted for by the 
approaches of modern historians, namely, “the reality of God’s providential 
governance of history” (ibid.). This type of historical claim offers a mode of 
historical narration other than solely external events. “Scripture displays this 
providential and active involvement of God,” Levering notes, “in history by 
drawing typological connections between events, connections of a kind that 
are hardly possible for secular historiography to admit” (221). 
 Levering considers Origen and Augustine as “two fathers in particular” 
who “stand out for their approaches to Scripture’s twofold account of history” 
(222). “God placed these truths, often in a hidden manner, within narratives 
about the visible creation, about human deeds (often including wars), and 
about a system of law, all of which are instructive outwardly and point 
inwardly toward their fulfillment” (226). This does not mean that Scripture, as 
understood by Origen, cannot be trusted for its presentation of historical 
events. Unlike Origen, “Augustine insists . . . that the historical narratives of 
Scripture always speak with historical accuracy about actual persons and 
events” (229). Both the events and the broader (interior) providential order 
that is revealed “are equally ‘historical,’ since history has both an outward and 
an inward dimension” (232). 
 It is a challenge for contemporary theologians working under the regency 
of empirical standards to maintain both the outward and interior/providential 
aspects of Scripture’s historical presentation. “We should insist,” Levering 
explains, “that the sacred writers were inspired and were not liars, while also 
insisting that they freely employed the historical genres of their day” (240). 
Denis Farkasfalvy identifies a twofold understanding of inspiration in the 
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Fathers that Levering finds helpful in unpacking the finer nuances of 
Scripture’s inspiration. The Fathers understood inspiration in terms of the 
illumination of the human author, and they saw Scripture itself as an inspired 
document in which the literal sense conceals deeper spiritual teachings. This 
twofold dynamic identifies Scripture as more than a simple record of past 
events: it narrates and contains the unfolding of God’s providence in history. 
Following Farkasfalvy, Levering points out that “Scripture functions to 
advance God’s history with his people, as Scripture mediates ‘(analogously) 
inspired encounters with God within the Church, by both communities and 
individual believers’” (246). 
 The final chapter of Engaging the Doctrine of Revelation takes up the 
question of the relation between Hellenic philosophy and biblical studies. 
Levering notes that “many contemporary biblical scholars view with suspicion 
the contributions of Hellenistic philosophical culture” (251). He demonstrates 
that biblical descriptions of God and higher aspects of biblical Christology 
evince an influence of the Greek philosophical patrimony on the inspired 
minds of many biblical authors. In light of this discernable influence, Levering 
frames the chapter with a pointed question: “Is there a way then, to affirm the 
New Testament’s critique of pagan idolatry without denying that certain 
Hellenistic philosophical insights are in fact true, even if only partially so, 
about the living God of Israel . . . to affirm that certain Hellenistic insights . . . 
succeed in referring to the same reality as do Scripture’s various statements 
about God?” (254) 
 Without denying the effects of the Fall or uncritically viewing the Greek 
philosophers as “proto-Christians,” Levering holds that “the answer to this 
question must be yes” (255). Daniel Kirk argues against this position, 
suggesting that “historical revelation and metaphysical discourse are at odds” 
(259). Levering unravels the false dichotomy at the heart of this position. 
Plato himself often admits to the difficulty of the problems that he is grappling 
with. This humility creates an openness that leaves room for compatibility 
with biblical revelation. Levering tests his arguments against several biblical 
texts. When Paul proclaims the unknown God in Athens, Levering observes 
that the Greeks are not bothered by his discourse about God. “They do not 
ask him,” Levering notes, “to defend his claim [about] ‘the God who made the 
world and everything in it.’ . . . Instead they quibble only with his concluding 
assertion that God raised Jesus from the dead” (269). Levering also 
demonstrates his position by identifying points of continuity between the late 
Old Testament book known as Wisdom of Solomon and Romans. “Paul and 
the author of Wisdom of Solomon are agreed in considering, for reasons 
pertaining to their critique of pagan idolatry, that the one God who created all 
things (the God of Israel) can be known on the basis of ‘the things that have 
been made’ (Rom. 1:20)” (276).  
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 What ties together the scholarship that is on display in these chapters? 
“Against ecclesiastical fall narratives,” Levering concludes, “I have argued in 
this book that the Church truthfully mediates God’s revelation to us, due to 
the efficacious missions of the Son and the Holy Spirit” (286). 
 This book is a tutorial in theological wisdom. Levering displays a 
knowledge of non-Catholic sources, which gives the work an important 
ecumenical significance. However, the sources and positions that guide his 
thought are rooted in Catholic magisterial teaching and the Fathers and 
Doctors of the Catholic theological tradition. 
 Now, more than fifty years after the closing of Vatican II, many of the 
conversations occasioned by the teaching of Dei Verbum have become 
stagnant. Levering’s work brings them alive and nudges them forward with 
renewed momentum. Levering reminds Catholic theologians that they can 
provide—with confidence—substantive and coherent responses to the 
challenges that face the Church. 
 

ROGER W. NUTT  
 
 Ave Maria University 
  Ave Maria, Florida 

 
 
 
 
Echoes of Aquinas in Cusanus’s Vision of Man. By MARKUS FÜHRER. Lanham, 

Md.: Lexington Books, 2014. Pp. xiii + 201. $85.00 (cloth). ISBN: 
978-0-7391-8740-1. 

 
 Nicholas of Cusa (1401-64) read widely, as we see throughout his writings 
and in the marginal comments in his manuscripts of Proclus, Pseudo-
Dionysius, Albert the Great, Thomas Aquinas, and others. Yet his reading was 
anything but slavish, as he creatively wove many strands into his own 
philosophy and theology. This book traces one of these strands, “the possible 
influence” of Aquinas in Cusanus’s “doctrine of the human condition,” with 
an appropriately modest goal: “to show that there is an affinity between the 
two thinkers that makes them kindred spirits” (3). This is not to say that their 
views are identical or that Nicholas is simply a Thomist. Führer thus follows 
Rudolf Haubst, whose landmark studies highlighted the Thomistic features of 
Nicholas’s Trinitarian thought and Christology. Yet this book breaks new 
ground by focusing on Nicholas’s anthropology, and invites controversy by 
comparing his views with those of Renaissance philosophers and humanists. In 
eight chapters, Führer meticulously states Nicholas’s views, aligns them with 
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relevant texts of Thomas, and briefly notes—usually by contrast—Renaissance 
views on the same issues. 
 On nearly every subject, Nicholas and Thomas agree. They share a 
common heritage and repeatedly engage two themes: Aristotle’s claim that the 
intellect is in some sense all things (De anima 3.5.430a), and humanity as 
imago Dei (Gen 1:26-27). They define humanity in terms of intellect. Where 
Nicholas “identifies man with his intellectual soul,” Thomas sees the soul as 
man’s “substantial form” (22-23, 59). This implies no mind-body dualism, 
since both thinkers hold a hylomorphic view of man (11) and acknowledge 
the foundational roles of the senses and phantasms in knowing (96-99). They 
both describe humanity as a microcosm or privileged “point of intersection 
between . . . the spiritual and the material,” although Nicholas emphasizes the 
incarnate Christ as fulfilling this position and leading to cosmic redemption 
(38). Nicholas and Thomas also “advance a positive analysis of the uniqueness 
of man as an individual” and of human singularity “grounded in a direct 
dependency relation upon God” (55), not the “radical or self-dependent” 
individuality that Burkhardt and others saw in Renaissance thought (49). 
 Chapter 4 is the book’s longest and presents a nuanced analysis of “the 
unity of man’s soul.” It reaffirms the identity between man and intellect, and 
explores the intellect’s relation to the “lower psychological powers” of reason, 
imagination, and the senses (57). For Thomas and Nicholas, “the lower faculty 
of sense activates the intellect,” which simultaneously unifies and “order[s] the 
lower faculties” (63). This reciprocal dynamic suggests “an analogy between 
the operation of the human mind and the divine mind as the exemplary cause 
of all things” (ibid.). Hence, as imago Dei, “man’s mind opens . . . to all 
creation” (64), and “the soul can conform to all things knowable” (77). 
Whether by “adaequatio” (Thomas) or “assimilation” (Nicholas), the mind 
“does not merely interpret its object but in a sense becomes the object. This 
identity allows it to produce ideas that are the likenesses or similitudes of the 
things it encounters” (64). For this reason, Führer describes both thinkers as 
realists (77). They also affirm that the intellect “withdraws” or “abstracts” 
itself from the lower powers, body, and phantasms. Here, Nicholas focuses on 
the circular motion whereby the intellect reflects upon itself (71), while 
Thomas emphasizes that “such circularity . . . causes the withdrawal of the 
soul from the distraction of external things” (72). 
 Chapters 5 and 6 probe these issues further. The mind unifies the human 
person “by animating the body and . . . using the faculties of sensation in the 
act of understanding” (85). Nicholas and Thomas describe these functions as 
mediated by intellectual and corporeal or arterial spirits (88, 109). Since mind 
also works per se, independently of the body, it assimilates forms “‘not as they 
are immersed in matter but as they are in and of themselves’” (88, citing 
Nicholas, De mente). Specifically, “both thinkers see abstraction as the key to 
the mind’s ability to rise above the contingency of material reality” (90). The 
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mind’s dynamics reflect a Neoplatonic cycle of procession (exitus) and return 
(reditus), where “the human intellect . . . takes its place after intellectual 
substances through a process of emanation” (91) and—especially for 
Nicholas—exercises a “redemptive function” leading bodily things and the 
lower powers back to God (113). Since Thomas and Nicholas emphasize 
individuality, it comes as no surprise when chapter 7 notes that they reject 
Averroës’s “monopsychism”—the doctrine that all human beings share a single 
intellect—and affirm the soul’s immediate creation by God and its 
immortality. Chapter 8 criticizes the common claim that Renaissance thinkers, 
unlike their medieval forebears, asserted “an unbounded capacity of both the 
mind and the will” (125). Führer sketches a richer, more complex scene. 
Thomas and Nicholas affirm the intellect’s infinite potential and the will’s 
freedom, but within creation’s hierarchy and as intimately linked to divine 
grace. Führer also notes the wide variety of Renaissance views on free will 
(135). 
 The brief conclusion summarizes the connections between Thomas and 
Nicholas, and emphasizes that Nicholas’s marginal glosses to his manuscripts 
of Thomas’s Summas show how closely he read the Dominican master (140). 
Führer also notes differences between the two thinkers. As a university 
professor, Thomas wrote in Scholastic genres, whereas Nicholas wrote essays 
and dialogues. Führer notes a “difference in character” between Nicholas, 
whose views continually evolve, and Thomas, whose “ideas seem to spring full 
blown and in a systematic form from his head all at once” (141). A crucial 
distinction is “that Cusanus explores the dimensions of the mathematics of the 
mind in a way that Thomas never considers” (138). For both thinkers, God 
gives measure to all things, and the term “mind / mens” derives from “measure 
/ mensurare” (76). But Nicholas goes on to develop a distinctive “quadrivial 
theology” (80). For “God, when he is identified with number as it is 
embedded in creation, can be approached quadrivially in such a way that the 
finite restrictions of dialectic can be discarded” (139). This theology reflects 
Nicholas’s engagement with the Pythagorean tradition, which David Albertson 
analyzes in Mathematical Theologies: Nicholas of Cusa and the Legacy of 

Thierry of Chartres (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014). Earlier in the 
book, Führer notes another contrast. Both Thomas and Nicholas discuss 
individuality in terms of “contraction,” but “for Aquinas the individual 
creature is a contraction of a universal, while for Cusanus it is a contraction of 
the divine unity itself” (52). This seems to be a major difference, especially 
when for Nicholas, “the creature exists as an image of God, but is not a 
positively distinct reality in its own right” (52)—a position that echoes 
Eckhart more than Thomas. 
 Echoes of Aquinas in Cusanus’s Vision of Man clearly succeeds in tracing 
many affinities between Nicholas and Thomas. Indeed, Führer says, “it might 
very well be the case that Cusanus’s philosophy of the human person is more 
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dependent on his understanding of Thomas Aquinas than on any other 
source” (48). This finding is welcome because Cusanus scholarship (including 
my own) has generally focused on Nicholas’s Platonizing sources rather than 
on Thomas. Yet the book could be clearer about how Nicholas uses Thomas 
among his many sources. For example, since Nicholas’s mathematical turn 
responds to Thierry of Chartres and his heirs, how are we to understand 
Thomas’s influence vis-à-vis Thierry’s? And what is Thomas’s role among 
Nicholas’s Platonizing sources: Proclus, Pseudo-Dionysius, Albert, and 
Eckhart? Führer notes the influence of Albert (137-38) but not that of 
Eckhart, whose teachings on image, intellect, and knowing surely complicated 
Nicholas’s reading of Thomas’s anthropology. If Echoes of Aquinas does not 
address these questions, it does compare Thomas and Nicholas with their 
Renaissance successors. With occasional exceptions (Ficino and Pico), the 
comparisons become contrasts as Pomponazzi, Valla, and others differ sharply 
from Nicholas and Thomas. Here, the book suggests broader issues of 
Nicholas as a “Janus figure” looking toward both modernity and the Middle 
Ages (140). Führer highlights these issues by repeatedly criticizing Ernst 
Cassirer’s The Individual and the Cosmos in Renaissance Philosophy (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1963; German original, 1927), which described Nicholas as 
initiating Renaissance—and therefore modern—philosophy. By rejecting 
Cassirer, aligning Nicholas and Thomas, and contrasting them with most 
Renaissance thinkers, Echoes of Aquinas places Nicholas squarely within 
medieval thought. Edmund Vansteenberghe, Hans Blumenberg, and other 
scholars agree, as does Louis Dupré, who describes Nicholas as “probably the 
last thinker to reunite the theocentric and anthropocentric forces that had 
begun to pull the medieval synthesis apart” (Passage to Modernity [New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1993], 186). Yet this view of Nicholas as “the 
last of the medievals” has its limits, and has been contested by Maurice de 
Gandillac, Hans-Georg Gadamer, and others who “[draw] attention to the 
modern elements in Cusanus’s thinking” (Catalina M. Cubillos, “Nicholas of 
Cusa between the Middle Ages and Modernity,” ACPQ 86 [2012]: 242). For 
all its virtues, Echoes of Aquinas illustrates these limits in two respects. First, it 
slights the forward-looking features of Nicholas’s anthropology, such as his 
accounts of visual perspective and the mind’s creativity—an issue about which 
Führer notes that Thomas is “silent” (119-20). Second, Führer’s medieval 
placement of Nicholas results from defining “Renaissance” too narrowly in 
terms of Cassirer’s account. Yet Cassirer’s view of Renaissance thought has 
often been criticized, and in recent decades scholars have stressed the 
continuities between the medieval and modern epochs, and explored the many 
varieties of philosophy and theology in the Renaissance. Within this wider 
historical frame, we see that Thomas’s legacy flourished throughout the period 
as his Summa theologiae displaced the Lombard’s Sentences in university 
curricula and found commentators like John Capreolus and Cajetan. We also 
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encounter in Nicholas of Cusa a Janus figure who simultaneously builds upon 
Thomas and confidently marks out new ground. This too is Renaissance 
philosophy and theology. 
 

DONALD F. DUCLOW  
 
 Gwynedd Mercy University 

  Gwynedd Valley, Pennsylvania 
 
 
 
 
Anthropology and Culture: Joseph Ratzinger in “Communio”, vol. 2. By POPE 

BENEDICT XVI. Edited by DAVID L. SCHINDLER and NICHOLAS J. HEALY, 
JR. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2013. Pp. viii + 199. $30.00 
(paper). ISBN: 978-0-8028-6417-8. 

 
 Joseph Ratzinger has proven one of the most insightful cultural critics of 
our time. One of the founders of the scholarly theological journal Communio, 
Ratzinger published a number of articles therein. The present volume is the 
second in the series dedicated to Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI’s writings, 
Joseph Ratzinger in “Communio.” This volume is devoted to Ratzinger’s 
Communio essays regarding anthropology and culture. It contains fourteen 
essays originally published between 1972 and 2005. In what follows, I will 
cover some of the volume’s highlights. 
 One of the early themes that arises in the volume is the importance of 
conscience. This is a topic that Ratzinger has come back to again and again, as 
his slender 2007 volume On Conscience indicates. Using the example of 
Bartolomé de Las Casas (20-26), Ratzinger reflects on how “the kernel of the 
necessary control and limitation of power in this world consists in the courage 
to follow conscience” (20). Going back to the New Testament and the early 
Christians, he likewise underscores how “Christianity does not begin with a 
revolutionary, but with a martyr” (23). He forcefully communicates the 
radical nature of the Christian vision of conscience, so necessary in our own 
times and in all times: 
 

It is part of the inherent greatness of the Christian faith that it can 
lend conscience its voice, that it can inexorably oppose the world 
which believers have built for themselves and which they justify on 
grounds of faith, that it has room for the prophetic No, and in 
general that it gives birth to prophets, men who are not the voice 
of some particular interest but the voice of conscience against 
chicanery. (25) 
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 Another important theme which comes early in the volume is that of hope. 
There is a glimpse in the essay “On Hope” (28-41) of the seeds of Ratzinger’s 
later papal encyclicals Deus Caritas Est (especially on 30-32) and Spe Salvi 
(throughout the essay, but especially on 28-29), as well as the apostolic letter 
Porta Fidei (especially on 32-35). As with so many of his other writings, he 
takes Nietzsche and Marx as dialogue partners. Here, Ratzinger finds insights 
and responses in 1 John, St. Bonaventure, and the Franciscan tradition. He 
emphasizes how hope is inextricably bound up with faith and love. In a 
passage drawing on St. Bonaventure, he writes, “We can remain people of 
hope only if our life is not contentedly grounded in the everyday but is solidly 
rooted in ‘substance.’ The more we recollect ourselves, the more hope 
becomes real and the more it illumines our daily work. Only then can we 
perceive the brightness of the world which otherwise withdraws farther and 
farther from view” (38). 
 A small but important theme which comes up again and again in a number 
of Ratzinger’s publications— for example, his 1994 A Turning Point for 
Europe? and his 2007 Spe Salvi—pertains to the “dialectic of Enlightenment.” 
He here relies in part on a very interesting positive use of the agnostic, Jewish, 
neo-Marxist philosophers Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno and in 
particular their Dialectic of Enlightenment, which they penned as the Second 
World War was drawing to a close. These philosophers from the Frankfurt 
School help Ratzinger think through challenges to the Enlightenment from 
within, as it were. Within this context Ratzinger argues for responsibility and 
the value of human labor. In the end, as he makes crystal clear, “to be set free 
from morality is not freedom, but rather the unlocking of the forces of 
destruction” (51). 
 Perhaps one of the most important essays in the volume is “Freedom and 
Liberation: The Anthropological Vision of the Instruction Libertatis 

conscientia” (52-69). It deals with the issue of liberation theology. Much of 
the essay pertains directly to biblical interpretation (61-66), which for 
Ratzinger is connected to the Church’s liturgy, which he identifies as a “sphere 
of freedom” (58). He will develop some of these thoughts in later writings, 
such as the first volume of his Jesus of Nazareth series. As key elements in 
authentic freedom, he mentions the centrality of the family, education, 
training, the formation of conscience, work, and cooperation (59). He 
criticizes the versions of liberation theology that invert biblical typology and 
thus misconstrue the proper relationship between the Old and New 
Testaments (61-62). As he explains: 
 

Christians had interpreted the Exodus of Israel from Egypt as a 
symbol (typos) of baptism and seen in baptism a radicalized and 
universalized Exodus. . . . But to the theologians of today . . . the 
lines of history must now be reversed: baptism is to be understood 
in terms of the Exodus, not the Exodus in terms of baptism. 
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Baptism is an introduction to the Exodus, i.e., a symbol of an act of 
political liberation. (61) 

 
For Ratzinger, this is backwards, and dangerously so. He does a brilliant job of 
elucidating the liturgical and sacramental contours of salvation history as 
found in the biblical material. He writes:  
 

In his conversation with Pharaoh, Moses in no way gives the 
conquest of a land for Israel as the goal of the departure, but rather 
the search for a sacrificial site in order to worship God in the way 
willed by him. Before and above all else, the goal of the Exodus is 
Sinai, i.e., the covenant with God. . . . The figure of freedom is the 
covenant. . . . In a certain respect Sinai remains superior to the 
land. . . . If Israel loses Sinai in its land, i.e., if it destroys the law 
and the covenant and dissolves the order of freedom through the 
disorder of caprice, then it has returned to its pre-Exodus 
condition; it then lives in its own land and yet is still in Egypt, 
because it destroys its freedom from within. The Exile merely 
makes visible in an external, political way the prior inner loss of 
freedom through the loss of justice. . . . What is truly liberating in 
the Exodus is the institution of the covenant between God and 
man, which is concretized in the Torah. (62-63) 

 
 Another significant essay is “Jesus Christ Today” (84-102), which is 
historical and spiritual, theological and biblical. Ratzinger wants to 
communicate the centrality of the biblical message that “Jesus Christ is the 
same yesterday and today and for ever” (Hebrews 13:8 in the RSVCE). This is 
just one of the problems he finds with “the search for the historical Jesus,” 
which, he claims, “locks Christ into the past; it denies him today and eternity” 
(85), a theme he applies more broadly to Scripture in his many challenges to 
modern biblical criticism (e.g., his 1988 “Biblical Interpretation in Conflict,” 
his three-volume Jesus of Nazareth, and his 2010 post-synodal apostolic 
exhortation Verbum Domini). The same Jesus who walked around on this 
earth is the Christ of today and of tomorrow, and, moreover, in Jesus, the 
infinite God is revealed (87). Ratzinger likewise mentions how the Old 
Testament feasts of ancient Israel point to and find their fulfilment in Jesus’s 
definitive Passover in the New Testament (90). He walks through some of the 
Christological heresies and then shows us how it is in Christ that we can truly 
find liberation. Here he includes a look at the significance of the theological 
work of St. Maximus the Confessor and the Third Council of Constantinople, 
whose emphasis has been a hallmark of Ratzinger’s Christology (e.g., in his 
1986 Behold the Pierced One), as well as that of Cardinal Christoph Schön-
born, on whose work Ratzinger here relies. 
 The theme of Sabbath rest and worship on the Lord’s day as central to our 
Christian identity comes to the fore in “The Meaning of Sunday” (119-40). 
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Ratzinger opens this essay with roughly two pages of narrative describing a 
specific episode in the early fourth-century Roman persecution of Christians 
under the Emperor Diocletian. In this instance, the Christians were being 
persecuted because of their fidelity to worshipping on the Lord’s day, which 
they articulated as the center of their lives. Ratzinger discusses the historical 
shift in early Christianity from Sabbath to Sunday, and explains the 
importance of both for the early Church. He proceeds to a sort of “theology 
of the Sabbath” (129-32), describing its place in the Genesis creation account 
(129-30), the Sabbath as true freedom (130-31), and its “eschatological 
dimension” (131-32). He concludes with a challenge to what he labels the 
modern “weekend society,” which makes the proper celebration of the Lord’s 
day so difficult: “It must be made clear that a dimension of existence is 
opened up here [in the Lord’s day] to which everyone secretly aspires, namely, 
the presence of that which cannot be made by man’s own hand—a 
theophany—a revelation of mystery, and in it the benevolent gaze of God who 
governs being with his power and who alone is capable of making it ‘good’” 
(139). 
 Ratzinger’s many comments in “Truth and Freedom” (147-67), originally 
published in 1995, are as relevant today as they were then—perhaps even 
more so. He observes, “The modern attitude toward truth is summed up most 
succinctly in Pilate’s question, ‘What is truth?’” (147-48). “Truth” is so often 
viewed as a limit to freedom. Ratzinger thus walks through the history of the 
modern notion of freedom, from Luther to Rousseau, Schiller, and Kant, and 
to Nietzsche, Marx, and Sartre (151-57). Ratzinger underscores the necessity 
of responsibility (Recht, “right”) for authentic freedom (160-63), relying upon 
Pope St. John Paul II’s 1993 papal encyclical Veritatis Splendor. 
 The volume closes with Ratzinger’s famous “Europe in the Crisis of 
Cultures” (188-99). In it, he continues many of the themes already brought up 
in the volume’s other essays, particularly concerning the dangers of relativism, 
the dialectic of Enlightenment (although not so phrased), and the importance 
of truth for authentic freedom. After commenting (in what may be a subtle 
allusion to C. S. Lewis) that “the extreme attempt to fashion the things of man 
without any reference to God leads us ever closer to the edge of the abyss, to 
the total abolition of man,” he provides the solution to the problems of the 
world: “What we most need at this moment of history are men who make 
God visible in this world through their enlightened and lived faith” (198). 
Like Alasdair MacIntyre’s After Virtue, Ratzinger, the future Pope Benedict, 
here explicitly mentions St. Benedict. 
 This collection of Ratzinger’s essays concerning anthropology and culture 
in Communio provides a wonderful source of his wisdom and insight on 
contemporary matters still pertinent in theology and also the broader culture. 
Anyone interested in the thought of Ratzinger, or in the contemporary crises 
in which we find ourselves—crises well illuminated by Ratzinger’s incisive 



 BOOK REVIEWS 151 
 

 

critique regarding modernity and relativism—will welcome the essays in this 
volume. 
 

JEFFREY L. MORROW  
 
 Seton Hall University 

 Immaculate Conception Seminary School of Theology 
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Consilia sapientis amici: Saint Thomas Aquinas on the Foundation of the 

Evangelical Counsels in Theological Anthropology. By VIKTÓRIA 

HEDVIG DEÁK. Rome: Editrice Pontificia Università Gregoriana, 2014. 
Pp. 447. $45 (paper). ISBN: 978-88-7839-281-6. 

 
 A doctoral dissertation rarely merits a book review, but it does when there 
is a gap in knowledge in a particular theological branch, as is the case today 
concerning the evangelical counsels. The author of this work, a Hungarian 
Dominican Sister, has written an exceedingly comprehensive book on 
St. Thomas Aquinas’s understanding of the counsels of Christ, our friend—as 
Aquinas often calls him in his writings. Her secondary sources are too 
plentiful to mention in a book review, but a major mentor in this theological 
area is Servais Pinckaers. Deák is somewhat critical of the views of Francisco 
Suarez, Karl Rahner, and Hans Urs von Balthasar on this topic. 
 This is a masterful book about the great counsels of poverty, chastity, and 
obedience as linked intimately with the precepts or commandments of God. 
All of the counsels, including the evangelical ones, are meant to be understood 
as advice even for those not called to religious life. When the counsels are 
activated by the decision of a human person, they normally facilitate the living 
of the precepts and at the same time, in the higher stages of the spiritual life, 
express a deep intensification of divine love when the occasion to make an act 
of supererogation demands it. Possible works beyond what is obligatory 
emerge more profoundly as one grows in the virtues, and they become inner 
demands for the person “madly” in love with God. For the less advanced, the 
counsels act as healing agents sweeping aside excessive anxiety or solicitude 
for the goods of this world, that is, material goods, married life, and the desire 
to control one’s life, often called self-determination, and autonomy. The 
desires associated with these goods usually become unnecessary or excessive, 
making growth in divine love more difficult to achieve because the mind 
becomes cluttered and unable to concentrate on God, the friend and lover. 
Thus, these counsels are not principles of life extrinsic to the commandments, 
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nor are they meant exclusively for those consecrated by vows. Whether in the 
state of religion or marriage, all are called to holiness, which means seeking 
the perfection of infused charity. Acts that flow from the counsels produce a 
lived freedom for intimacy with the Triune God. 
 Deák is careful to show that for Thomas the obstacles to life are not 
created goods, but extreme anxiety over or excessive desire for them. Not 
being able to manage solicitudo (major distractions, tensions, worries, and the 
like) tends to reduce the ability of the human person to contemplate God and 
so grow in charity. However, when adopted the counsels heal many false 
desires and so reduce the anxieties hindering the thirst for truth and goodness 
embedded in the love for God. Chastity (continence), recognized today as the 
foundation of consecrated life, is therefore natural to some because the desire 
for contemplation as such is a natural inclination. While for Thomas, poverty 
becomes the foundation of religious life, the virginal life is well appreciated in 
his writings. For instance, in his definition of religious life at the beginning of 
the Pars prima of his Contra impugnantes, he gives chastity top billing, listing 
and treating the counsels in the order chastity, poverty, and obedience. Later 
on he will change that order to poverty, chastity, and obedience. 
 Deák examines all of the relevant major works of Thomas to show his 
many insights, but she especially relies on his commentaries on John’s Gospel, 
Paul’s Epistles, Peter Lombard’s Sentences, and Pseudo-Dionysius’s On the 

Divine Names. In other words, her tome opens a gold mine of Thomas’s 
thought, and in addition it discusses a wide swath of secondary literature of 
Thomists as well as the writings of St. Bonaventure and the adversaries of the 
mendicant movement. Deák reminds us that Thomas was the first thinker to 
systematize the theology of the evangelical counsels. She sets out in a 
diachronic order the thought of Thomas over his academic life. It seems that 
the questions after Aquinas’s time that separated the counsels from the 
commandments arose due to the work of Suarez, among others, which tended 
to emphasize the commandments as a minimum standard of life and the 
counsels as only for the “elite.” 
 For Thomas, the intellect is the highest faculty of human nature and so is 
most apt for the contemplation of (and meditation on) the truth. However, 
life’s many demands often make this task difficult if not impossible. As a 
consequence, one’s sense of well-being and happiness becomes compromised 
unless one takes care to live the counsels of Jesus, from time to time. Those 
called to vow to live the evangelical counsels take a “running start” on the 
journey to beatitude by entering the consecrated life with its many challenges. 
This life is also called a life of penance because the acts of satisfaction—
namely, prayer, fasting, and works of mercy—uphold the virtue of penance. 
These actions are embedded in the rule and constitutions of consecrated life. 
 This is not irrelevant to the layperson. Without a solemn vow, one can still 
develop the spirit of poverty by giving away excess money to the poor and 
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needy. The spirit of chastity may be lived by practicing natural family 
planning, and the spirit of obedience by listening to the inspirations of the 
Holy Spirit and testing them with a spiritual director or confessor. Though I 
find it a bit of a stretch, Thomas claims that even Abraham possessed the habit 
of chastity and was equal in continence to the virgin St. John (De perfectione 

vitae spiritualis, c. 8), and he opines that Abraham would have been continent 
had God asked him to be. In any case, charity can be so profound that many 
virtues and dispositions are readied in the saints but never actualized because 
such is not in God’s plan for them. 
 For Thomas, everyone is called to live a kind of religious life. For most it 
will be lived out in the world in the lay state, but for a few it will be in 
religious (consecrated) life through the evangelical and other minor counsels 
such as “turning the other cheek,” and for others it will be through private 
vows. Deák goes to great pains to show that there is a unity between the 
commandments and the counsels in Thomas and that, following the Thomistic 
tradition, it is clear that holiness, including the counsels, is for everyone, lay 
and religious. 
 Consilia sapientis amici comprises an introduction and three parts 
consisting of nine chapters. Part 1 exposes some of the theological issues faced 
in the twentieth century concerning the relationship between the counsels as 
nonobligatory and the works of obligation (the commandments). The 
common oversight of the fact that counsels can at times be obligatory even for 
lay people is manifest even in the discussion of the topic by the Second 
Vatican Council and the papal magisterium of the time. Much later in her 
work (chap. 8), Deák will show that for Thomas commandments (rules) are 
the beginnings of the virtues, not simply or arbitrarily imposed. Charity, not 
obedience, is the primary virtue of the spiritual life. The precepts are like 
training wheels that help bring about virtue so that one does not act merely 
out of obligation but according to wisdom.  
 Part 2 examines the development of Thomas’s thought, beginning with his 
works written during the mendicant controversy against William of Saint-
Amour, both in his quodlibetal question (VII, q. 7) De opere manuali and in 
his first polemical work, Contra impugnantes. His more systematic account 
would develop further in his Summa contra Gentiles, where he shows the 
importance of contemplation as the leitmotif of the vowed evangelical 
counsels. Later in his life, Thomas would encounter the objections to the 
mendicants of Gerard of Abbeville. In writing against him in De perfectione, 
Thomas describes religious life as a means of growing in charity toward God 
and neighbor. His last polemical work, Contra doctrinam retrahentium, 
clarifies that the commandments and counsels are all ordered to the greatest of 
the commandments: love of God and neighbor. Finally, in the Summa 

theologiae (originally meant for beginning students of theology), Thomas 
omits some of the original contributions of his earlier writings and emphasizes 



154 BOOK REVIEWS 
 

 

the counsels as means of growing in perfection rather than as passionate 
overflows of one’s deep love for God through acts of supererogation. 
 Part 3 attempts of give a Thomistic view of the counsels in response to 
Pierre Rousselot. Looking at the nature of love as a passion, and the meaning 
of perfect charity and ecstatic love in view of the influence of Pseudo-
Dionysius, it becomes clear that the perfection of charity is not based on self-
love even if part of ecstatic love of God looks to the self. The three vows 
taken by the religious make him a holocaust or sacrifice to God as well as turn 
him away from the three concupiscences: the eyes, the flesh, and the pride of 
life. In a sense, this is a going out of oneself, as the follower of Jesus exercises 
these “instruments” for growing in perfection, flowing from the infused 
theological virtue of charity. Since martyrdom is the highest act of divine 
charity, living the counsels by vows, especially obedience, is to imitate 
martyrdom in leading one to the death of selfishness. Doing acts repugnant to 
the will under obedience is similar to the action of the martyr who does this 
on the highest level, as the inclination to preserve one’s life is most 
fundamental to human nature, yet the martyr renounces his life for the sake of 
the gospel. However, in the final analysis, if charity is friendship with God, 
then there are many stages of our growth in charity, of wanting to do what 
our dear friend wants us to do, with the assistance of the gifts of the Holy 
Spirit. So, living the counsels is an effect, a sign, of a powerful intimacy. 
 As one grows in charity, more and more “the process implies a dis-
appropriation, dis-possession of self or forgetfulness of the self, of interests 
and affections, in order to belong unreservedly to the beloved . . . to God” 
(328-29). Yet thinking of God does not rule out the desire and reasonable 
anxiety for the salvation of others. In having such a concern, we imitate the 
Lord Jesus, who lived every counsel with absolute perfection. 
 The few minor critical remarks I wish to make do not take away from the 
profundity of the work. First, the author reminds us (215) that a moral sin 
against a vow of the consecrated life may be double that of a lay person’s sin. 
However, while Thomas agrees with this idea, he also says that if a religious 
sins venially out of weakness or ignorance and not against a vow, he sins less 
because the sin is “absorbed” by his good works, and if a religious does sin 
mortally, he can “more easily rise from it” (STh II-II, q. 186, a. 10). 
 Second, I do not think it is accurate to say that there is a “quasi-obligation” 
(281) to tend to perfect charity. If one is not progressing, one is going 
backwards, but this need not be assessed in a linear manner at every instant, 
for it can suffice that one be open: when someone loves, he or she is ready 
and willing to come to the aid of a friend. 
 Third, the praeparatio animi concerning virginity would be 
“anthropologically absurd” (350 n. 100) only if virginity were understood 
only in a literal sense. However, as in the case of poverty, one can have the 
spirit of virginity without being in fact virginal, because of the freedom from 
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erotic desires a married person may have—as Thomas asserts about Abraham. 
Abraham could and would have renounced marriage had God asked him to, 
because he had such an intimate friendship with God. This case is remotely 
similar to that of a great sinner who develops a disposition to martyrdom 
shockingly and suddenly at the end of his life. One of the martyrs of Gorkum, 
a diocesan priest of ill repute, St. Andreas Wouters, falls into this category. 
Ordinarily prayer and contemplation prepare one’s mind for such acts of the 
virtues, but it is not always necessary. 
 Finally, Deák suggests that Thomas should have treated the counsels more 
systematically in the Tertia pars of the Summa theologiae (355), but because 
Christ realized all of the counsels as perfections within the depths of his 
virtues, such a treatment would have been redundant to the Secunda pars. 
 Notwithstanding these few criticisms, Consilia sapientis amici is a 
masterpiece of Thomistic scholarship on the evangelical counsels and should 
be read by those assigned to guide novices and postulants. It is doubly 
important that beginners on the journey of growing in the perfection of 
charity realize what a glorious gift they will receive if they persevere in their 
profession of vows or other sacred bonds. In addition, both married and single 
persons can come to understand how the counsels of their friend Jesus, when 
appropriated, become great sources of growth in virtue and grace and are in 
peaceful accord with human nature and their state in life. 
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 In this ambitious and substantial volume, Kenneth Loyer offers an 
interesting examination of the “pneumatological resonance” (225) between 
Thomas Aquinas and John Wesley, demonstrating the ongoing relevance of 
their teaching on love and the Holy Spirit for contemporary theology. These 
two theologians, with their differences in doctrine, method, and historical 
context, may seem unlikely conversation partners, but Loyer effectively shows 
that, in dialogue, they provide a rich source of renewal in the Spirit for 
Wesleyans and Thomists alike. Loyer argues that a constructive retrieval of 
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Aquinas and Wesley on the Holy Spirit can help to remedy a number of 
deficits in contemporary Christian theology, not least the often-lamented 
“pneumatological deficiency” of the modern West. Renewed theological 
attention has in recent years been given to the Holy Spirit, in conjunction with 
a renaissance in historical theology in some Catholic and Methodist circles. 
Loyer locates himself fruitfully in the stream of this ressourcement. 
 Loyer’s project has several interrelated goals. His primary concern is the 
malaise he perceives in contemporary Methodist theology. Loyer, himself a 
Methodist pastor, presents in chapter 1 a respectful yet penetrating critique of 
Methodist theological reflection today, which too often, he argues, “tends to 
end up reflecting the human spirit and its multifaceted quest for liberation 
more than it reflects the Spirit of God, who . . . gives the human spirit its true 
freedom” (3). This “secularization of the doctrine of sanctification” is 
manifested by a preference for the generic language of “grace” over reference 
to the Holy Spirit or Trinity, a “grazing over the Spirit” that mutes Wesley’s 
own pneumatological tone (6-7). This elision of the Spirit in contemporary 
Methodism is seen most clearly in “the common reduction of the Spirit’s work 
to political projects” (7). Loyer argues that to try to bring about the reign of 
God on earth by an overly narrow focus on socioeconomic concerns, without 
attention to theological foundations, is ultimately self-defeating. His concern 
is well founded and raises questions about the task of theology that are equally 
relevant for Catholics today. Although theology cannot ignore social justice, 
“justice” is not about “just us” (13). Loyer argues that Methodist theology 
must develop a more robust doctrine of the Spirit lest it lapse into “theological 
irrelevance” (16). His solution to the problem—a retrieval of Wesley and 
Aquinas—skillfully underlines the perennial value of the historical tradition 
for contemporary theology. 
 Loyer presents Wesley’s “practical theology” of sanctifying love in the 
Spirit in chapter 2. Here he shows convincingly that in spite of Wesley’s 
avowed intent to distance himself from overly Scholastic modes of teaching, 
and his sometimes imprecise manner of expression, his doctrine of 
sanctification is still substantially Trinitarian and pneumatological. Loyer 
argues that although Wesley rarely delves into questions about the immanent 
life of God, he is nevertheless stoutly Trinitarian, rejecting a doctrinal and 
practical Unitarianism that would undermine salvation. His sermons and 
hymn texts reveal an implicit experiential theology that teaches that, through 
the restoration of the divine image by growth in love, especially in the 
Eucharist, we become “Transcripts of the Trinity” (52). An underlying theme 
here is Loyer’s attempt to redress another “problem”—this time in the 
reception of Wesley’s theology. Overly anthropocentric readings of Wesley 
that misunderstand the doctrine of Christian perfection as “perfectionism” 
have led to claims of its irrelevance. On the contrary, Loyer argues, Wesley’s 
own notion of “participation in God” as the meaning of sanctifying love is 
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dynamic and theocentric, the work of the Holy Spirit, and can contribute to a 
more robust development of the doctrine of Christian perfection. This 
participation in God, through the Spirit, has as its end a life of perfect love in 
communion with God and neighbor. Wesley, in sum, is a “soteriologist” (17) 
whose pneumatological and Trinitarian insights, while not always clearly 
articulated, provide his heirs with an underappreciated source for a renewal of 
the theology of sanctification. 
 The Thomist reader can anticipate here connections with Aquinas. Loyer 
proposes that Wesley and Aquinas share complementary views, while Aquinas 
can enrich Wesley’s intuitions with dogmatic precision. In chapters 3 to 5, 
Loyer examines with admirable depth and rigor Aquinas’s teaching on the 
Spirit as Love and Gift in the Summa theologiae (STh I, qq. 37-38), building 
an argument that Aquinas’s “amor-based pneumatology” provides a soterio-
logical connection between Trinitarian doctrine and the moral life. Loyer’s 
close reading of STh I, q. 37, aa. 1-2, in chapters 3 and 4, something of an 
hommage to Gilles Emery, explores the conjunction in Aquinas’s mature 
thought of the themes of the Spirit as personal and mutual love. Any good 
close reading provides contextual, structural, and historical insights into the 
text while making a constructive argument of its own, and Loyer does not 
disappoint. To introduce the Holy Spirit as “love in person” (69) in q. 37, a. 
1, Loyer provides helpful context on the Trinitarian processions, relations, 
and persons. It is a challenging but necessary task to present this complex 
background in the right amount of depth, especially given the ecumenical 
scope of the book. Loyer does so successfully for the most part, though 
sometimes more explanation (and quotation) might help those unfamiliar with 
this difficult area of Aquinas’s thought. For instance, in distinguishing 
“essential” from “notional” love, a brief initial explanation of why the latter is 
“notional” (with reference to q. 32 on the notiones) might have clarified. 
More discussion of q. 36, on the Spirit’s procession from the Father and the 
Son, might also have been useful for understanding the Spirit as Love 
proceeding. However, in a work of such breadth and depth, space constraints 
are always pressing. As it is, Loyer’s sophisticated reading offers new insights 
into Aquinas as well as ways in which Aquinas may illuminate Wesley. 
 Loyer shows through his careful analysis of STh I, q. 37, that the themes of 
the Spirit as personal and mutual love are complementary, mutual love 
remaining significant in Aquinas’s mature thought, although not as exclusively 
as in his earliest works. This enduring significance is important for Loyer’s 
purposes, since it is to the theme of mutual love that the notions of personal 
communion within God, and with God by human persons, are related, 
connecting Aquinas’s Trinitarian theology, pneumatology, and soteriology in a 
way also relevant to Wesley. Disagreements about the importance of mutual 
love in Aquinas’s mature pneumatology have led, Loyer argues, to its under- 
or over-emphasis. His discussion of these conflicting interpretations of 
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Aquinas will be of interest to Thomist commentators and to other scholars 
studying the Spirit as the bond of love. Loyer offers a constructive “reappraisal 
. . . that affirms the true significance of the theme of mutual love for Aquinas” 
yet that also places it second in “a sequence of topics aiming at the greater 
purpose of disclosing the nature of the Spirit’s immanent procession as love” 
(113). At least one valuable contribution Loyer makes here is to unpack the 
structure of Aquinas’s teaching on the different senses of love in God—
essential, notional, personal, and mutual—all of which contribute to building 
up an amor-based pneumatology with Trinitarian roots and soteriological 
fruit. In this regard, Loyer gives special attention to Aquinas’s statement in q. 
37, a. 2, that the Father and Son love “each other and us, by the Holy Spirit, 
or by love proceeding,” establishing as the foundation for the next part of his 
analysis that the Spirit’s activity in God’s love for creatures is grounded in the 
Trinitarian relations. 
 Loyer moves in chapter 5 to the “third phase” of Aquinas’s pneumatology. 
Here he considers the Spirit as Gift (STh I, q. 38), relating this theme to 
questions on the missions and charity, as well as texts in the Summa contra 

Gentiles and the Pentecost sermon Emitte Spiritum. Some of this ground has 
been covered by other scholars, but Loyer’s synoptic treatment in this chapter, 
particularly of the latter, lesser-known sermon, effectively gives deeper insight 
into Aquinas’s understanding of the Spirit as gift of God’s love in salvation. 
Accurately noting parallel language in Aquinas’s teaching on the indwelling of 
the Word and Love and in the questions on charity, Loyer argues that 
“Aquinas’s trinitarian theology serves as the basis of his moral theology,” 
demonstrating a “link between caritas and the doctrine of the Trinity, and 
pneumatology in particular” (158). In his analysis of ScG IV, cc. 20-23, and a 
brief consideration of the Eucharist as the sacrament of charity, Loyer 
develops this link between the Spirit and Christian life. He ably brings the 
texts together in order to demonstrate the “theological depth and breadth” of 
Aquinas’s pneumatology, which relates “the Holy Spirit as the gift of the 
Father and the Son” to “the Spirit’s greatest gift of love in the economy of 
salvation” and again to “the Christian life itself as gift under the Spirit’s 
agency” (142). Loyer’s argument is especially strengthened by his original 
analysis of Emitte Spiritum, not only because he brings out its “richly 
pneumatological soteriology” (178) but because his choice of this sermon 
helps to reveal Aquinas’s strengths as a scriptural exegete and preacher as well 
as a Scholastic, caught in the exercise of a “practical theology” congenial to 
Wesley himself. 
 Perhaps the most interesting chapter of the book is the last and longest, 
chapter 6, in which Loyer weaves together the book’s multiple goals: “to 
demonstrate how Methodists might learn from Thomas Aquinas, how 
Thomists might learn from John Wesley, and how these two traditions might 
contribute to a pneumatological ressourcement for the advancement of 
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ecumenical and constructive theology” (181-82). While demonstrating the 
compatibility of Aquinas and Wesley, Loyer rightly avoids an overly facile 
attempt to erase their doctrinal distinctiveness. Some terminological 
differences between the two might be reconciled—Loyer notes commonalities 
in Aquinas’s “virtues” and Wesley’s “tempers”—but key teachings, such as 
Wesley on assurance and Aquinas on merit, seem to place them more 
diametrically in opposition. Yet even here, there is surprising “common 
ground” and a shared doxological goal (255). In spite of real differences, the 
two affirm in common that “the Holy Spirit draws Christians into the life and 
love of the Trinity” (204), in the context of a “participatory understanding of 
the doctrine of God in which the work of the Spirit is central” (207). The 
recurring claim that “participation in God’s life is key for both figures” (210) 
is notable, and perhaps demands further exploration. For Aquinas at least, this 
theme is related to deification. To what extent could the same be said of 
Wesley? The evidence for pneumatological affinities between Aquinas and 
Wesley, at any rate, is persuasive. Loyer clearly shows that both theologians 
avoid the charges made against the West of “overshadowing . . . the Spirit’s 
work by that of the Son and . . . obscuring . . . the Spirit’s authentic person-
hood” (224). So, both can serve as sources for a general “pneumatological 
recovery” (196), the mutual enrichment of their traditions, and ecumenical 
dialogue. Indeed, Loyer argues, “Aquinas could help Wesleyans become more 
authentically Wesleyan” (226), among other things helping “Wesleyans build 
on Wesley by accounting more explicitly for the trinitarian depth and telos of 
sanctification” (228). And Wesley could direct attention to Aquinas’s own 
sometimes overlooked teaching on sanctification by love in the Spirit, 
especially in its “practical implications” (241). Loyer concludes by returning to 
the problem raised in chapter 1: the reduction of theology to political 
projects. Here too, Wesley and Aquinas can help to provide a solution by 
undergirding an alternative, theologically founded “politics of participation in 
God’s life” that “provides a grammar of true holiness, bestowed . . . by the 
Spirit” (274). 
 Loyer sets himself a complex task in bringing Wesley and Aquinas together 
to the aid of contemporary pneumatology, and succeeds admirably. The book 
ends on a doxological note, expressing Loyer’s pastoral concern to make 
better known God’s love in the Holy Spirit as the living source of 
sanctification. Students of both Wesley and Aquinas will benefit from reading 
it. 
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