The Future of Thomism

When the Very Reverend Donald Kraus so kindly invited
me to address you, I asked him what might be a suitable topic

, among othera,
and he suggestedthe one that I have chosen, The Future of

Thomien. ﬁoggig%fe1ghgcgg%%gngh%ﬁ%sr%£g%:E;Emt%gtf%ggggﬁing
to don the mantle of a prophet and so I beg you to excuse ne
if I devoteﬁsgie time, first, to some account of the work of
8t. Thomas himself, secondly, to the Thomism developed to
meet the needs of the classlclst period and, thirdly, to the
mhndmedi transpositlions that are necessary for a contemporary
Thomlsm to be viable, I am afraid that my treatment of
these three toplecs can be no more than sketchy, but I venture
such outlines
to offer them because, I feel, they suggest the approprlate
orlentation and attitudes, neither simply rejecting the pastl‘
vé€ nor, on the other ha%d?i%ggiing short of the exigenoés

of the present.

The Mor¥ of S4¢7Thomeg
j——

The evement of Aquinas a remarkable sipilarity f;'
to|tHe achlevement dema of the Emporary-€atholic g

theologiaf.
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The Work of 8t. Thomas

The more vital and efficaclous religlous activity is,.
the more 1t infiltrates, penetrates, purifies, transforme
8 people's symbols and # rituals, lts language, art,and
literature, 1ts social order, its cultural superstructure of
sclence and * philosophy, history and theology. So the early
Christian church set about transformin;:greco-ﬁoman world.
30 the medleval church was a principal agent in the formation
of medleval dudiuvrd soclety and culture. S0 the Renalssance
church took over the formes of a classiclist culturs. So today
In & world whence cé?sicist cnlture has vanished, we have before

us the task of understanding, assimllating, penetrating,

tranaforming modern culturs.

Preclsely becausas thls vast problem 1s ocurs, we sare in

+ an excellent position for apprecieting the work of Aqulnas.
It is true enough that his work commonly is thought of as
8 theologlcal synthesls or a phllosophic synthesis. But
besldes belng a #/theologian and philosopher St. Thowas was
a man of his tim: meetlog the challenge of his time. What
ne was concerned to do may be viewed as a theological or
philosophical synthesis but, 1if pOnd consldered more concretely,
i1t turns out to be a mlghty contrlbution towards the medieval
cultural synthesis. As 1n our day ¢x so too in his there
was a feverlsh intellectual ferment. As 1n our day we are

somewhat belatedly comlng to grips with the implications

of the modern sclences and phllosophlies and bringing our

theology and “hristian living up to date, so too in hle day
then

Western Christendom was being flooded with theAnovel ideas

of Greek and Arabic sclence and phllosophy. As in our day

o )
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there ls a demand for an agglornamento of our thinking,

80 in his there was a demand for an aggiornamento of earlier

medlieval thought. Such updating, of course, cannot be the
work of a single man. 8t. Thomas had his forerunners, his
collaborators, hls disciples and followers. But the magnitude if

and brilllance of his achievenent permit us to single him ; o

out as the example, the specimen, of what was going forward

dlscovering, worklng out, thinking through ;
In hils day, namelytf}dvd&azot9T34%0’w0;iﬂgubf—tﬁwxhiéi«thnmmﬁﬁk i

8 new mould for the Catholic mind, a mould in which it could

remaln fully Cathollic and yet be at home with all the good
things that might be drawn from the cultural heritage of
Greeks and Arabsa.

This effort at olsd cultural synthesls is most evident,

perhaps, in the ﬁbb&idgﬁaééimhﬁ’four books of the Contra

Gentlles. Only in the foirth book where he presents
C

distinctlively “hristlan doctrinea on the Trinity, the Incarnation,

‘i)\rigina.l j‘"\in, the EEwai.cr'amentss, the resurrection of the body,

hell flre, the general judgement, does he proceed deductlvely

from scripture and tradition. Even there he 1s careful

to add the profound analogies that yleld some lmperfect

understanding of a_the truths of falth and so save the dogmas
no one need

from being formulae that must be repeated althoughﬁkﬁheyﬂnsa%&
understand them.

A rot-beundersiosd) fin But in the first three books
generally
deduction from scripture and traditlon»is absent. There

speaks the volce of Christlan wisdom on God, on creation, on

the distinctlion of creatures, on angels and men, on the last

end, the beatific vislon, divine providence and dlvine law,
on ain and grace. It 18 a volce that conatantly quotes
scripture but it does so usually, not to posit a premiss

from which conclusions are to be drawn, but to confirm a
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position for which many reasons already have been given, :
whether demonstratlive reasons when demonstration is pessible, ﬁ

or ratlones convenientlae, convergent probabllities, where

human reason cannot demonstrate.

The goal, at whilch Aguinas explicltly aimed in thils !
work, was the manifestation of Catholic truth and the exclusion
of opposlte errors. But it is obvious that he was showing
his contemporaries that one could be a master of Greek and

Arablc thought and yet use it to present Chrlstian doctrine,

Wﬂ“
ﬁﬁe—ﬁw%mmmhmmumal

that the presentation could extend over five hundred pages
be

1
‘3. ways

coherent, always up to the minute, always persuasive and,

of fine print in double coloumns, that it could

when the occasion permitted, even deumonatrative. St.

&
Thomas wrote agalnet the Gentlles, but he used thelr own
weapons, and he 4id so so skillfully that he provided his

esgential features of
age with a concrete instance 1n whichﬁpathollc truth and of
Greek and Arablc culture were fused into a single, organic

whole,

What 1s cousplcuous in the Contra Gentiles, 1s no leas

to be discerned in his other works. His commentaries on
- Aristotle not merely reveal his mastery of the text but also
bring to light the manner in which Aristotle can be transposed

from his Helleipic to a Chrliestian context. His commentarles

on Seripture are theologlcal: they express scriptural doctrine
in the categories of the theology he was dolng so much to

develop., The endless guaestlones raised in his work on

Feter Lombard's Sentences, in nis numerous Quaestiones dlsputatae,
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and 1n hls Summa theoclogise put him in the mainstream of

For that stream was & stream 0f quaestiones.
medleval thought.ﬁ.ﬂmﬁhnmmmnﬁmﬁmmmnMHJhgefer Abelard in

hls 8ic et Non had taken over a technioue of the canonists,

He llsted about one hundred and flfty-elght propositions

and with respect to each he adduced authorltlies to prove

from scripture, from the fathers, or from reason both the
affirmative and the negatlve. Gllbert of Porreta tmd deflned

that a guaestio exlsts if an only if authoritieshcan be

adduced for 5&1h91x3&69~o* both sldes of a contradlction,

and s¢ traditionally emm guaestlones began with a proof of

thelr exlstence, wlth a Vlidetur oiod non and a Jed contra est.

Each question called for a statement of princlples of solutlon
and of the application of the principles to each of thse
authoritlies invoked. But a serles of guestlons on a single

toplc, such ap De Veritate, De Potentia, De Malo, demanded

& coherent set of principles for all solutlions on that tople,
while a i Sumpa needed a slingle coherent set relevant to

every questlon that might be ralsed.

80 it was that the development of medieval theology
along the lines laid down by the technioue of the ge quaestlo
created a need and an exigence for a coherent set of
theoretical terms and relationshlps that would make possible
coherent sclutions to all the problems created by the
aprarent inconslstencles in scripture and in tredition.
This need was met in two steps. The first was to take over
Aristotle's organized knowledge of this world. The second
was to distinguieh between the natural and the supernatural
and to concelve the supernatural on the analogy of the

naturally known.

|
- -
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-1 have been endeavoring to deplct the work of 8t. Thomas
in 1ts historical setting. It wae coacerned to carry forward
the vast task,lnltliated over a century previously, of organlizing
coherently ail the data from scripture and tradition. Because
fmAu&aAsnwergaﬂiang~n£:ﬂata1,&ﬁJh&a-h&§4§
1t was an organiﬁging of data, of ahwd enormous array of data,

1t s had a marked emplirlcal character; there wers no guaestiones

unless there was establlished a confllet between authorities or
between authority and reason. On the other hand, the task

was not merely empirlcal; there was sought a coherent organizatilon,
and thls could be achieved only by the exeq}clae of Chrlstian
intelllgence and Christian wisdom, an exerclse that took

the form of taking over Aristotle for things natural and

extending Arlstotle analogously for things supernatural,

Flnally, this solutlon not only enabled theology to attaln

the goal of lntelllgentla fidel but also em enabled medleval

culture to mailntain ite identity while taking over the products

of Greek and Apablc culturs.

Clesslcal Thomi{;m
/

Classical Thomism prided itself on its fidellty to St,

Thomas. It met new questions by extending medieval solutlons,

and 1t could do so all the more confldently because of 1its
classiclet presuppositions. Truth ls immutable. Human
nature does not change. God has revealed hlmself once for
all in “hrist Jesus. It 1s true enough that times change
and that circumstances &2 alter cases. But all such change
ia accident}al. The same eternal princlples are equally valid
and equally waesd applicable despite the flux of accidental

difierences.
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Along with other Scholastlic achools, Thomlsm cultivated
logle, It distinguished different meanings of the same term,
and it defined each meaning. It reduced propositlons to their
presuppoeitions and worked out their lmpllcatlions.

omphalin-aboning cme s tatIc\eiEradter 0

With meanings fixed by definltions, wlth presupposlitlions and

-;f} imglications flxed by the lawai of logic, there resilted

what vaed to be called eternal verities but today are known

R ST

a8 statlic abstractions. fif'

It derived its notlon of science from Aristotle's

T o3 MR A

Posterior Analytice. There * is sclence properly so called,
and there 1s sclence 1n some weaker, analogous sense.

Properly so called, sclence conslsts in the conclusions that

follow necessarlly from self-evldent, necessary principles.

In some weaker, analogous sense, sclence consiste in concluslons

that follow not necessarily but probably, or 1ts principles
may be necessary without belng evident to us, or they be

not even éj,necessary but only what ls fltting, conqvenient,
'_1.& EUitableo

It had much to say on the metaphysics of the soul,

|

l

! but 1t was little glven to psychologlical introspectlion to
j

t galn knowledge of the subject. Behlnd this fact there

did not 11e any neglsct of lntrospectlon on the part of
Arlstotle and Acqulinas; I belleve they hlt things off much

too accurately for that to be true. The difficulty was,

\h‘J I think, that while Aristotle did practice introspectlon,
8till hils works contaln no account of was lntrospective

method. In hie De anima Aristotle employed one and the same

L method for the study of plants, animals, and men. One
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was to know acts by thelir objects, habits by acts, potenclies
by hablite, and the essences of souls by thelr potencies.
was made

The procedure, & purely objective, and mees, No explicit
mention of direct introspectlion of acts and of thelr subject.

Human nature was studled extenslvely, in a metaphysical
peychology, in an enormous and subtle catalogue of virtues
aﬁd vices, in its native capacities and proneness to evil,

natural, divine,

in the lawqhdiﬂéaa;and human to which 1t was subject, 1in
the great things it could accomplish by God's grace. But
such study was not part of some on-golng procese; everything
esgentlal had been sald long ago; the only urgent task was
to #27- find the telling mode of expresslon and lllustratlon
that wonld communicate to the uneducated of today the wisdom
of the great men oﬁ&he past. A%the study of man was statle,
80 too man was concelved ln statlec fashion. There was no
notion that man had exlsted on earth for hundreds of thousands
of years or that they there had been and stlll was golng
forward man's ascent from crude primltive cultures, through

effectlve
the anécient high civillzatlons, to thehgmergence of eritical

intelfzéence in the first millenium B, C. and, finally, to
the triumph of sclentific lhtelligence in the last few centuries.

Finally, classlcal Thomlsm stressed first prineiples.
Mg Mot wndertate Yo Elrean—sxhuusbive~tiat-of—{ireh

an exhaustive list of all

It did not undertake to givqhgm&asﬂﬁmdhfirst principles
with each of tnem deflned with complete accuracy. But
its commitment to loglc and to the Aristotslian notioq of
sclence was 2uch that to deny first principles was tqkosma$t
oneself t&%sgrékepticism while to ignors them was to

condemn onesslf to superlficiality.
Lv
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Thomlsm for Tomorrow

A Thomlsm for tomorrow will involve, in my opinlon,
first, & shift from the emphases of classlical Thomism and,
gecondly, a revislon of the results obtalned by medleval
theology.

To begin from the second polnt, the tschnlque of the
quasstio almed at a loglcally coherent zrmz reconcillation
of conflicting authoritles. It met the demands of human
intelllgence seeking some unders=tanding of 1ts falith, and
it did =so in the grand manner. But its scrutiny of the data
presented by scrlpture and tradltlon was qulte insufficient.

On the whole 1t was unaware of history: of the fact that

every act of meaning 1s embedded 1n a context, and that
over time contexts change subtly, slowly, surely. A con-

temporary theology must take and has taken the fact of hlstory

inte account. Inasmuch as it does so, St. Thomas 8
and venara S

c thoughﬁ but he/cnaaes %6 be the arblter to who

/

ap eal for adlutlons/of contemporary questions.

7

for ua/a/model %nd a patrOn, 1nasmuch a8 wg/;tr e

o 3¢ for our ge};ﬁgpfﬁ; a1d for his, inasmuch as.ve leazn

’ el

ot only £rom the-broad lines of hia/ékample bf///lao fr
;L
heApenetrat}d//g;he skéil the surensss exhibiteqflafﬁ

al Ebﬁ&;MGn
ceases to be the arblter to whom all can appeal for the
solutlon of contemporary questlons for, by and large,
contemporary questlons are not the same as the questions he
treated and the contemporary context is not the context in
which he treated them. But he remalns a magnifiqﬁnt and

& venerable figure in the history of Catholic thought.




He stands before us as a model inviting us to do for our age
what he 4id for his. And, 1f I may express a personal opinion
of my own, a mature Catholle theology of the 4= twentieth
century will not ignore him; it will learn very, very much from
him; and it will be sware of its debt to him, even when 1t 1is
gffectlng its boldest trasnspositions from the thirteenth
century to the twentieth.

What are such transposltions? I have prepared my answer
to that questlon by my list of five emphases of claseical
Thomism. & Thom;pm for tomorrow has to_move from loglc to

method, from sclence as concelved in the Posterior Analyticse

to sclence as it 1s concelved today, from the metaphyslics of
the sonl to the self-appropriation of ths subject, from
an apprehension of man in terms of human nature to an apprenension
of man through human history, and from flrst principles to
transcendental method. Before consideringigzzg transitions
Blngly, let me remark in general that they are not exclusilve;
a tn&gnsi&i}ion from logle to method does not drop logle,
and similarly 1n most of the other czses.

First, then, from loglc to method. Today we frequently
here complaints about metaphyslcs as statle. But what is statlec
is not metaphysics as such but & loglecally rigorous metaphysics.
Indeed, anything that ls loglcally rigorous ls statlec. Deflined
terms are abstract and abstractlons are lmmoblle. Presupprositions
and impllcatlons, 1f rigorous, cannot shift a single lota,
Loglc smbodles an 1deal of clarity, coherence, and rigor. it

1s an ldeal that we must ever pursue, but the pursult is a

matter not of loglec but of method. A method is a normative

FoT - | | 10 |

pattern of related and recurrent operations. There ars [ﬁhepe are
for instance, to take the simplest example, in natura acienc97\

operatlons: ,observing, describing, defining probdlems, making
N

s
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dlscoverles, formulating hypotheses, working out their
presuppoasitions and implicatlons, devising experiments,
Wi testing hypotheses by experlQments, determiggng thineh whether
the hypothesls so far le satisfactory or alreadyhunaatiafactory,
and 80 proceeding to new questions or to a revislon of the
hypotheais already made. All such speratlons are related,
for each leads on to the mdhmm next. They are recurrent,
for they form & clircle that is repeatigd over and over
and cumulatlvely extends the mastery of human intelligence
over ever broader flelds of data. Tne patterm of such
related and recurrent operations ls normatlve, for that is the
right way to do the Job., Finally, while this pattern includes
all loglical operatlons, 1t also 1lncludes many operatlons that
lie outslde a formal logle, such as observing, discovering,
experimenting, verlfying.

Secondly, from the conceptlion of sclence in the Posterior
Analytics to the modern conceptlon of a sclence. On point
after point the two conceptlons are Oppo%ied. In the Aristotelian
nobtion necessity was a key category; 1n modern sclence 1t 1s

marginal; 1t has been replaced by verlfilable possibillty.

“For the Aristotellan sclence is certain; for the modern science

is no more than probable, the best avallable sclentliflc opinion.
For the Aristotellian causallty was material, formal, efficieht,
exemplary, or final; for the modern causality is correlation.
For the Aristotellan a sclence was & nablt 1n the mind of an
individual; for the modern sclence 1s knowledge dlvided up among
the sclentlific community; no one knows the whole of modern

or 0T or

mathematica,rmodern physics,hmodern chemlstry, modern blology,

and so on.
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Thirdly, from soul to subject. I do not mean that
the metaphysical notiosn of the soul and of its propertles is
to be dropped any more than I mean that loglec is to be dropped.
But I urge the necessity of a self-appropriation of the subject,
of coming to know at first hand oneself and one's own operations
both as a bellever and as a theologlan, It 1s there that one
wlll find the foundations of method, there that one wlll find
the 1invarlants that enable one to steer a steady course,
though theologlcal theorles and opinions are subjlect to revision
and change. Wlthout such a basgis systematic theology will
remain what 1t has been too often in the past, a morass of
questlions dlsputed endlessly and frultlessly.

Fourthly, from human nature to human history. The polnt
here 1s that meaning is constitntive of human llving. Just as
words without sense are st glbberish, so human living uninformed
by human meaning ls infantile. Next, not only is meaning
constltutive of human living but also it 1s subject t> change;
cultures develop and cultures decllne; meaning flowers and meaning
becomes decadent. Finally, Christianlty is an historlcal rellglon;
it 1s & statement of the meaning of human living; 1t 1ls &
redeemling statement that ocwer cures decadence and foaters growth.

Fifthly, from first principles to transcendental method.
Flrst principles, logically flrast propositions, are the foundatlions
for a mode of thought that 1s insplred by logle, by necessity,
by objectivity, by nature. But the contemporary context,

tasgks and
theﬁprohlems of a theology that would deal with the lssues
of today, call for method, verified possiblility, full awareness
of the subject, and a thorough grasp of man's historieity.

Its foundations lie, not in abstract propositions called first

principles, but in the structural lavarlants of the concrete
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human subject. When the poksuz®® natural and taoe human
sciences are on the move, when the social order 1s developing,
when the everyday dlmensions of culture are changing, what 1s
needed is not a dam to block the stream but control of the
river-~bed through whilch the stream must flow. In modern
sclence what 1s fixed le not the theory or aystem but the
method that kﬁﬂ&r&t&ﬁﬁihA keeps generating, lmproving,
replacling theorles and systems. Transcendental method 1is
the assault J%.the cltadel: it 18 possession of the basle
method and all other methods are Just so many extenslons and
adaptations of 1t.

Finally, let me note that, when such transpositions are
effected, theology will be more strictly theology than 1t

¥xx has been. The development of method makes an academic

discipline stick to 1lte own business. Teelhetdtpy—oimtine
it WY TRPNEPP IR DL POV PR erae RN
RN AT RO E Al ] LG R T O R T T e T e e,
Eia-in#&aonee-&béﬁihehhpo confuse the task of the theologlan
with the offlce of the blshop. Rellglon 1ls one thlng, and
theology 1s another. Rellgion 18 necessary for kkmm salvation
and theoclogy is not. It 1ls the office of the blshop to teach
religious truth. It is the task of thé thecloglan to reflect
on t the religious fact, and it is the task of the Christian

theologlan to reflect on the Christian religlous fact.
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Conclusion

You may ask, hovever, whether the lntroduction of the
five transpositions Jjust outlined wonld leave anything left
of Thomism. And at once I must gréﬁp that the five emp}haaes
I attributed to classical Thomlsm would dlsappear. COne may
doubt, however, whether such emphases are essential to the
thought of 5t. Thomas or of the great Thomlsts.

8t. Thomas practised a method, the method of the guaestio.
Tﬁ%:%ﬁomista practised a method, the method of the commentary.

S8t. Thomas accepted the Arlstotellan 1@fa1 of sclence,
but he restricted a theology in accord with 4he that ideal
to the mind of God and the minds of the blessed in heaven.
-Bgﬁwasy# content not to demonetrate but to show how the
mysterles of falth might be manlfested.

3t. Thomas tre=ated of the soul at length, but he sald
enough about the subject for me to be able to write my
Verbum articles.

3t. Thomas did not have the modern concern for history

3t. Thomas was an extraordinarily erudite person,and

and for man's historicity. Butnif one wishes to evade history
and historicity, one wishes to live in a world that no longer
exlists.

Finally, while Arlstotle and St. Thomas did not elaborate
a transcendental method, they understood its point. Thls may
be 1llustrated by Aristotle's advice for dealing with skeptics,
namely, get them to talk, and by St. Thomas's argument against

KUioes 'S
Averroes: ufs positlon implled the conclusion that thlsg man does

ggE understand and St. Thomas concluded that therefore EEEB man

was not to be listenﬂed to.

You have been llstenlng long enough. I thank you.

U
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