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Natural Knowledge of God

Bernard J. F. Lonergan, 8. J.

Qépe shlft from classical to modern culture has intro-
duced notable changes in the context within which the question
of natural knowledge of God may be ralsed and answered. It

will be to these differences that, in the main, I shall attend.

On the Aristotellan~Thomlst world-view the nuestlon of
God was contlnuous with questions about tnis world. The round
of the seasons and, generally, the whole of terrestrial procese
owed lts thedr continuity and per se perpetulty to the Influence

exercised by the heavenly bodles, and the heavenly bodies owed

thelr motion to the Flrst Mover. There was a single category
of causallty that conld be divided into several epecies and

could be applied analogously to creator and to creature.

In contrast, modern science 1s speclalized knowledge of
this world and only of dkeid this world. It 1s empirical,

and go 1t always proceeds from data. To the data it adds

no intelliglble unitles or relationships that are not verifiahle
Ay’

in the data, and ngksubject to confrontation with further data

and, 1f need be, to correction by them. But God ls not a

datum o+ of sense and he ls not a datum of conaciousness.
He cannot fall within the purvliew of an empirileal sclence.

Moreover, there can be no verlifiable principle or law relating

thls world to God, for verlifiable principles or laws hold
only between data., A relatlon between the glven and the
non-given camnot be verified. 50 the contemporary gquestion
about God 18, very bluntly, by what non-verifiable principle

xrpalel
do you propose to concludgﬁto God's exlstence.
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There 1s a further difference between the classlecal and
the modsern approach. The classlclst was concern;dj;gth the
conclusions actually reached by concrete men and women, but
with the conclusions to be resched by an ldeal named right

reaaon*. Classical proofs of God's exietence were conducted,
by *~

nogbba existentlal subjects, but by an abstract, per se, de iure

subject. Such abstractness 1s forelgn to us inasmuch as we
the thought of

have graspedpaven such forerunners as Newnan and Blondel.

The thinker 1s always the concrete man and his thlnklng goes

on, not in asome hypothetlical vacuum, but under the decree

of hls free, dellberate decision to devote himself to the

pursuit of the good of his intellect, the good that is truth.

Besldes the aponta*neoua openness by which we inoulire, doubt,

deliberate, there 1s the dellberate openness by which we

perssevere in ralsing and resolving all relevant questlons.

Such deliberate openness 1s needed to bring to term the

question of God, and so that questlon 1s not merely a guestion

of theoretical poseibility but also of efflcacious good will.

Finally, knowledge of God is not complete without know-
ledge of God's goodness. But knowledge of goodness, of the
true as opposed to the apparent good, of value, occurs on
the exlstential level of human consclouaness, on the level on
which we deliberats, evaluate, declide, act. Further, knowledge
of God's goodness lmplies that the world God mede and governs
also 1s good; it implies that evils of thie world are, not
intended, but permissible and permltted; accordingly it lnvolves
a process of dellbsrationm and e¢valuatlon that, so far from
occurring within an alreadyhhorizon, rather settles what one's
norizon 1is to be. There is Involved an exerclee of what

Joseph de Finance would name vartlcal liberty.
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Such seems to be the contemporary context of the question
of God and 1t will be wlth reference to that context that 1
shall treat the 4ueﬂ¢4oq‘iasues raised by asking whether our

knowledge of God is natural,
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