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Once in a while a legal or political matter rightly claims 
this space. When that happens, it is usually bad news. It is 
this time. This time it is about the legalization of “same-
sex marriage” in Massachusetts—by a panel of judges, of 

course, in the Goodridge case. And it is about the looming disintegration 
of marriage all across the legal landscape. 
     Such temporal matters rarely warrant attention here for a simple 
reason. The Fellowship of Catholic Scholars is not a current events chat 
group. Its mission is not (at least, not principally) to bring the faith to 
bear on modern problems. Our apostolate is that of, well, Catholic schol-
ars: intellectual investigation illumined by the truths of the faith, done 
as a service to God and to the Church. 
     Our investigations extend, of course, to contemporary questions. 
But legal and political questions are usually distant from the faith, re-
fracted – often at sharp angles—from the truths of Catholicism. Why?  
Because mundane matters typically involve contingencies which do 
not implicate the judgments of scholars as Catholic: contested factual 
claims, prudential judgments about long-term consequences, the in-
tentions and calculations of people who do not share the faith. Even a 
decision so momentous as a nation’s decision to go to war often rests, fi-
nally, upon factual questions entrusted to political authorities to resolve.
     Many answers to legal and political questions are compatible with 
the faith. Our faith (and reason) tells us what marriage is. But faith 
does not tell us to support, for example, the Federal Marriage Amend-
ment in order to preserve marriage as it truly is. (For the record: the 
FMA is a very good idea, and I am glad so many bishops have en-
dorsed it.)  We could all agree that the law of marriage is central to the 
culture of marriage, and that the culture of marriage is critical to what 
our children understand marriage to be. But, again, Catholic faith does 
not compel anyone to support a particular legal initiative.
     Catholic faith compels us to oppose some legal initiatives. Any 
proposal to reinstitute slavery is one. Legal abortion is another. And so 
the CDF called last summer for opposition to all legal efforts to put 
homosexual relationships on a par with marriage. No theory of consti-
tutional interpretation, no any account of “public reason” in a pluralist 
society, no any thin theory of law and its educative effect, can shield 
decisions such as Goodridge from condemnation. 
     We can leave the political and legal resistance efforts to the experts 
(including members of our Fellowship). In my view, the creative en-
ergies of Catholic scholars interested in law and marriage should be 
directed to this unprecedented question: when does the civil definition 
of marriage so depart from the moral truth that, all things considered, 
it would be better to abolish marriage as a distinct legal status than to 
tolerate continued scandal?  Is it time to replace marriage in the law 
books with a more commodious, but non-evaluative, status – house-
holder, perhaps, or even domestic partners. 
     The topic of next year’s convention is Marriage and Family. You 
can bet this question will be on the agenda.  ✠
Gerard V. Bradley, Professor of Law, University of Notre Dame

 PRESIDENT’S PAGE

NOTE: The Archives of the University 
of Notre Dame would like to preserve 
and make available to scholars a complete 
run of the Fellowship of Catholic Scholars 
Newsletter.  We presently have only issues 
that happen to have come to us with 
personal papers (e.g., of Sister Rose Eileen 
Masterman, CSC, or Ralph McInerny).  
If you have back issues that you would 
be willing to donate, please write to 
archives@nd.edu

Fellowship of 
Catholic Scholars 
Scholarship Inspired by the Holy Spirit,
in Service to the Church

CONTENTS 

PRESIDENT’S PAGE ........................................... 2

ARTICLES
Newman the Failure ...................................... 3
A Defense of Marital 
Conjugal Chastity ......................................... 10
Edith Stein as Philosopher.......................... 17

OF INTEREST
Human Dignity, Human Right
and Moral Responsibility ............................ 33
From the FCS Newsletter, Vol. 1, No. 1 ... 40

BOOKS RECEIVED.......................................... 40

BOOK REVIEWS .............................................. 41

BOARD OF OFFICERS 
AND DIRECTORS ........................................... 47

SED CONTRA .................................................. 48



2 FCS Quarterly • Winter 2004 3 FCS Quarterly • Winter 2004

Newman the Failure
A paper delivered by the Reverend Peter M. J. 
Stravinskas, Ph.D., S.T.D., to the National Newman 
Conference, at St. Joseph’s College in Rensselaer, 
Indiana, on 8 August 2003.

by Rev. Peter M. J. Stravinskas, Ph.D. 
Newman House, Omaha, NE

It would not be an overstatement to sug-
gest that the Venerable John Henry Cardinal 
Newman had the “Midas touch” in reverse. 
Oxford, Littlemore, and Dublin were all sites 
of failures. The “Achilli Affair” was a humili-

ating experience, just as the debacle with Father 
Faber was an embarrassment, like so many of the 
betrayals and misunderstandings from within his 
Oratorian community and from without. Examples 
could be multiplied.
     Interestingly enough, hardly anyone thinks of 
Newman as anything but a rousing success story. 
Why? I am prepared to assert that it was because 
Newman took each crisis precisely as a moment of 
grace. In this, he imitated the Lord Himself Who 
was perceived as an abject failure, reduced to the 
ignominious death of the Cross, yet by that very 
means became “the King and Center of all hearts.”1

     Let us review the Venerable Cardinal’s life, al-
lowing it to serve as an object lesson in living the 
Paschal Mystery, whereby each moment of crisis can 
be transformed into a moment of grace.

Failures in His Anglican Period

From his youth, Newman must have had an 
uncanny presentiment that he would not 
be a success, at least as the world generally 

defines success. And so, we find that as a university 
student, he “. . . prayed that he would not succeed if 
success would be spiritually harmful.”2 In 1821, he 
worked so hard for first honors that he broke down 
and got only third honors; “he was totally devastated 
by this failure,” we are told,3 and, ever the sensitive 

soul, wrote to his father: “It is all over; and I have 
not succeeded. The pain it gives me to be obliged 
to inform you and mother of it I cannot express. 
What I feel on my own account is indeed nothing 
at all, compared with the idea that I have disap-
pointed you; and most willingly would I consent 
to a hundred times the sadness that now overshad-
ows me if so doing would save my Mother and 
you from feeling vexation.”4

     As a budding theologian, desperately seek-
ing ways to justify the Anglican Communion as 
a theological and historical reality, Newman had 
evolved his Via Media, trying to negotiate between 
the Scylla of Protestantism and the Charybdis of 
“Romanism.” And in the midst of that endeavor, 
he came across the words of St. Augustine, securus 
judicat orbis terrarum. His intellectual honesty did 
not permit him to continue the charade of advanc-
ing the agenda of an ecclesial community that did 
not fit the Augustinian bill, causing him to declare: 
“By those words of the ancient Father, the theory 
of the Via Media was absolutely pulverized.”5

    The Littlemore “experiment,” intended to 
bring a modicum of peace to Newman’s life and 
those of his fellow-travelers, turned sour as well. 
His depression about the misunderstandings con-
nected to Littlemore was exacerbated to an incred-
ible degree by the death of James Bowden, “my 
oldest friend,”as he put it to Keble; “in losing him I 
seem to lose Oxford,”6 he would say, as he saw the 
personal and the institutional so intertwined.
     And then who could forget how the public 
response to Tract 90 affected him? His own words 
serve as the best testimony: 

I saw indeed clearly that my place in the Movement 
was lost; public confidence was at an end; my occupa-
tion was gone. It was simply impossible that I could say 
anything henceforth to good effect. . . when in every 
part of the country and every class of society, through 
every organ and occasion of opinion, in newspapers, in 
periodicals, at meetings, in pulpits, at dinner-tables, in 
coffee-rooms, in railway carriages, I was denounced as 
a traitor who had laid his train and was detected in the 
very act of firing it against the time-honoured Estab-
lishment.7

  ARTICLES
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     Departure from Anglicanism was thus inevi-
table, but he was hindered because, he says, “ I was 
bound [to it] by so many strong and tender ties.”8 
That anguish is dramatically revealed in his evoca-
tive homily of 25 September 1843, “Parting of 
Friends”:

And, O my brethren, O kind and affectionate hearts, 
O loving friends, should you know any one whose lot 
it has been, by writing or by word of mouth, in some 
degree to help you thus to act; if he has ever told you 
what you knew about yourselves, or what you did 
not know; has read to you your wants or feelings, and 
comforted you by the very reading; has made you feel 
that there was a higher life than this daily one, and a 
brighter world than that you see; or encouraged you, 
or sobered you, or opened a way to the inquiring, or 
soothed the perplexed; if what he has said or done has 
ever made you take interest in him, and feel well in-
clined towards him; remember such a one in time to 
come, though you hear him not, and pray for him, that 
in all things he may know God’s will, and at all times 
be ready to fulfil it.9

Catholic Failures

Of course, we should like to say that 
once Newman came into full com-
munion with the Catholic Church all 

his “moments of crisis” were over, becoming just 
one big moment of grace. That was not to be 
the case for, as Father Benedict Groeschel rather 
humorously but truthfully encourages would-
be converts today, “Come on in; it’s just awful!” 
Newman would second that sentiment, I suspect. 
The first suffering he would endure was that al-
though many close associates followed Newman 
into the Catholic Church, not a single member 
of his family did, nor Keble or Pusey; worse yet, 
many of his closest friends ended up ostracizing 
him for his move, accusing him of betrayal. Ironi-
cally, he had experienced much the same confu-
sion when associates of his preceded him into 
the Church of Rome, thus giving up the fight 
for their “Oxford Movement.” At any rate, for 25 
years after his conversion, the man lived under a 
cloud from Anglicans and Catholics alike.

    The establishment of the Oratory in England 
should have brought tranquillity and order to 
Newman’s haggard existence, which it did, to some 
degree. Even there, however, he was beleaguered by 
difficulties. The major one, ironically, came because 
of Newman’s sense of Christian hospitality toward 
a fellow-convert, Frederick Faber. With the benefit 
of hindsight, one can see that Faber and Newman 
were ill-suited to live under the same roof, but the 
acrimony even after the departure of Faber and 
his band for London was most unfortunate, caus-
ing Newman untold pain and embarrassment.10  
    This chapter in Newman’s life reminds me of 
a conversation I had with an English Oratorian a 
year into our Community’s existence. Responding 
to his query about how the first year had gone, I 
said that all had proceeded rather well but that we 
had certainly had a steady procession of “fruits and 
nuts” in the front door and out the back, adding 
that “I suppose that happens the first year.” Not 
too tongue-in-cheek, he replied, “Oh Father, a 
hundred years into the experience, and the proces-
sion has yet to stop for us!” Nor would it stop for 
Newman, even with Father Faber elsewhere. Con-
flicts over the apple of his eye, the Oratory School, 
brought about problems within the Community 
as well, causing three priests to leave, including the 
Headmaster.
     Every commentator on Newman’s life agrees 
that the most painful experience the man had to 
endure was the infamous “Achilli trial,” precipi-
tated by his desire to set the record straight about a 
renegade Italian Catholic priest who was wreaking 
havoc in England with the Church’s reputation. 
Since I am certain everyone present knows most 
of the gruesome details, I would like to mention 
just a few interesting side-lights. The case against 
Achilli concerned “a young woman of eighteen,” 
“a child of fifteen,” superiors doing “their best to 
conceal” and “hush-money” paid to father of a 
victim.11 Sound familiar? It seems the French do 
have it right with their, “Plus ça change, plus c’est 
la même chose.”
     Achilli’s depth of deception brought out the 
lion in Newman as he railed: 

  ARTICLES
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Yes, you are incontrovertible proof, that priests may 
fall and friars break their vows. You are your own wit-
ness; but while you need not go out of yourself for your 
argument, neither are you able. With you the argument 
begins; with you too it ends: the beginning and the 
ending you are both. When you have shown yourself, 
you have done your worst and your all; you are your 
best argument and your sole. Your witness against oth-
ers is utterly invalidated by your witness against your-
self. You leave your sting in the wind: you cannot lay 
the golden eggs, for you are already dead.12

Once more, we find some timely applications.
     Perhaps one of the most painful discover-
ies for Newman was the realization that Cardinal 
Wiseman, in large measure, was responsible for 
Newman’s condemnation by having dropped the 
ball in that he had not forwarded vital evidence to 
Newman during the trial, evidence that was at his 
disposal. In spite of all this, we still find a funda-
mentally positive attitude revealed in a letter react-
ing to the trial, dated 2 March 1853:
Good sense is sufficient to keep me from com-
plaining, let alone Christian charity or meekness. 
I have been too surprised at what I have under-
gone to be indignant, and too well satisfied with 
what I have done to be resentful. I have struck 
at the Protestant world, and the Protestant world 
has struck at me, and I consider I have inflicted as 
good as I have received, or rather better. I trust my 
own blows have been fair; I cannot say so much of 
those that have been levelled against me [referring 
to the judge in the case, Lord Campbell, and his 
totally Protestant jury]; but any how, I have gained 
more by my truth than my opponents have gain by 
falsehood; and I am content with my bargain.13

     If it is true that every cloud has a silver lining, 
that was surely proven true in the current situation, 
for Newman took great consolation in the out-
pouring of support, both moral and financial, from 
throughout the Catholic world. To Archbishop 
Kenrick of Baltimore, he spoke of his intense grati-
tude to the Catholic clergy and laity of the United 
States and then, in a most touching passage, alludes 
to his lately-come nature in the Church: 

I think I recollect the saying of a heathen sage! To the 

effect that the most perfect polity was that in which an 
injury done to the humblest citizen, was felt as a blow 
dealt to the whole community; but how much nobler a 
conception do I see fulfilled today when an individual, 
whose claim on Catholics, is not that of a citizen, but of 
a stranger, who has but come [as it were] to their hearth, 
and embraced their altars, and appealed to their hospi-
tality, is raised by the hand, and lifted out of his distress, 
as if he had been, all his life long, of the number of the 
cives sanctorum et domestici Dei.”14

 
Seemingly, for the first time, Newman had suffered 
for the faith, but not alone; he felt the presence of the 
Church Universal standing in solidarity with him.
     Back in 1851, a man came into Newman’s life, 
with repercussions resounding to our own time. 
That person was Archbishop Paul Cullen of Armagh 
and then Dublin, who had inherited an ecclesial 
scene of horrific ignorance and shocking non-prac-
tice of the Faith. By the time he had gone to his 
eternal reward, Ireland was ranked among the most 
observant countries in the Catholic world. It was 
Cullen’s dream to establish a Catholic university for 
his land, and he had no doubt that Newman was 
ideally suited to the task. On both scores, his intu-
itions were correct but, as we all know, things were 
not to work out that way, leading to yet another 
disaster in the life of our venerable friend.
     In his usual, systematic style, Newman launched 
out on his project by setting the stage, offering a se-
ries of lectures on his vision of university education. 
Those discourses—destined to become the Magna 
Carta of higher education—were prepared, amaz-
ingly enough, in 1852 during the Achilli Trial or, in 
his words, “composed under its pressure”; in fact, he 
dedicated the published version to those who had 
supported him during the crisis.
    While Cullen and Newman were both great 
men, they held diametrically opposed views of 
higher education, thus making “the enterprise of 
the Irish University one long, exhausting and fruit-
less effort on Newman’s part.”15 A perduring source 
of frustration for the rector of the fledgling institu-
tion was that Cullen repeatedly broke promises to 
Newman, including Newman’s right to be involved 
in all appointments of administration and faculty. To 
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the suggestion that the Archbishop had not acted 
maliciously, Newman flatly remarked: “The truth is 
that these bishops are so accustomed to be absolute 
that they usurp the rights of others and rough ride 
over their wishes and their plans quite innocently 
without meaning it, and are astonished, not at find-
ing out the fact, but at its being impossible to these 
others.”16

     In the midst of it all, Cardinal Wiseman at-
tempted to get Newman made a bishop to give 
him more leverage with Cullen [perceived by 
some as a sop for his failure to support Newman 
adequately during the Achilli Trial]; the appoint-
ment was blocked by Cullen—another humiliation 
for Newman since word of the Pope’s agreement 
with Wiseman had been widely circulated. None-
theless, it would be wrong to regard the entire Irish 
University project as a failure, especially since it 
gave us The Idea of a University; beyond that, New-
man explained to an Irish delegation to his car-
dinalatial ceremonies that he had undertaken the 
task, partly to expiate for English crimes against 
the Irish. He ended: “. . . it has been a great satisfac-
tion to me, and a great consolation, to find from 
you and others that I have a right to think that 
those years were not wasted, and that the Sovereign 
Pontiff had not sent me to Ireland for nothing.”17

     Not a few observers have underscored New-
man’s resiliency: “Newman had a gift for beginning 
each new work as if it were the first he had ever 
tackled. In the period between one enterprise and 
the next he was inclined to feel depressed by the 
thought that he was not making the contribution 
he could have made to the work of the Catholic 
Church in England. However, as soon as he was 
given a new task his optimism revived.”18 
    The English bishops asked Newman to spear-
head a new translation of the Bible, a project he 
undertook with gusto, involving great personal 
expense, in terms of money, energy, and time; after 
a year, it became clear the bishops had lost inter-
est—although they never had the civility to inform 
him of the fact. A similar scenario can be traced in 
The Rambler case: Newman had been asked to as-
sume editorship by Bishop Ullathorne—his own 
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Ordinary, who had always been supportive—and 
by Cardinal Wiseman; then, within a month of the 
publication of the first issue put together under his 
direction, he was asked by Ullathorne to resign. 
His reaction? “I never have resisted, nor can resist, 
the voice of a lawful superior, speaking in his own 
province.”19

    Then, we come to his article, “On Consulting 
the Laity in Matters of Doctrine,” delated to Rome 
by Bishop Brown of Newport for heresy; actually, 
it was not even the final version. Rome sent Wise-
man a list of contested points, seeking Newman’s 
interpretation. Inexplicably, Wiseman never gave 
the list to Newman [again, a dropping of the ball 
by Wiseman], making Roman officials assume 
that Newman had refused to cooperate. For eight 
years, the accused did not know what was happen-
ing, with the unhappy effect that he would re-
main under a doctrinal cloud for decades in many 
quarters—and until long after his death. At times, 
Newman has been charged with being “hyper-sen-
sitive,” “but a study of the facts shows that he was 
not oversensitive, but that others were lacking in 
sensitivity in failing to appreciate how damaging 
their treatment of him could be.”20 All of this was 
for a greater good—that spiritual growth which 
had concerned him in his youth. Thus, we find the 
following entry in his journal for 8 January 1860:

But not only have I not got it [praise of superiors], but 
I have been treated, in various ways, only with slight 
and unkindness. Because I have not pushed myself for-
ward, because I have not dreamed of saying: “See what 
I am doing and have done”—because I have not re-
tailed gossip, flattered great people, and sided with this 
or that party, I am nobody. I have no friend in Rome, I 
have laboured in England to be misrepresented, back-
bitten and scorned. I have laboured in Ireland, with a 
door ever shut in my face. I seem to have had many 
failures, and what I did well was not understood. I do 
not think I am saying this in any bitterness. . . . It has 
made me feel that in the Blessed Sacrament is my great 
consolation, and that, while I have Him Who lives in 
the Church, the separate members of the Church, my 
Superiors, though they may claim my obedience, have 
no claim on my admiration, and offer nothing for my 
inward trust.21
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through. Everything he undertook seemed to fail, 
even though none were undertaken except at the 
request of his superiors, and only after prayer and 
consultation,” with the aging gentleman appearing 
to be “a spent force.”24

    The attack on Newman in 1864 by Charles 
Kingsley, an Evangelical Anglican clergyman, how-
ever, proved providential because it forced him to 
set the record straight, writing at breakneck speed. 
The public was astonished at Newman’s charity 
toward his former Anglican fellow-travelers; his 
treatment of Kingsley, however, was quite different, 
totally destroying his credibility, so that after the 
initial pieces were published, all attention was fo-
cused on Newman himself. This, of course, became 
his Apologia pro Vita Sua. The wave of popularity 
following on that work emboldened Newman 
to pursue the Oxford Oratory plan, but this was 
thwarted by the English bishops, afraid of his influ-
ence there, so much so that he was forbidden even 
to live there. That dream of his would not be real-
ized until a century after his death.
    Yet another area of misunderstanding involv-
ing Newman was the debate on papal infallibility 
at Vatican I. Virulent opponents to the teaching 
itself—let alone its dogmatic definition—had indi-
viduals like W. G. Ward on the other extreme who 
could make the now-famous remark: “I should like 
a new papal bull every morning with my Times at 
breakfast.”25

     Newman had a most nuanced vision of the is-
sue, due in no small part to his experiences over the 
Irish University and Pius IX’s role, causing him to 
conclude, “but from the event I am led to think it 
not rash to say that I knew as much about Ireland as 
he did.”26 Newman’s “inopportunist” position made 
him even more suspect, from a doctrinal point of 
view, especially since Pius IX and Manning were 
such ardent supporters of the dogmatic definition. 
William Gladstone’s 1875 reaction to the defini-
tion, however, gave Newman the opportunity to set 
forth his stance exactly in light of the definition: At 
a personal level, no, he had no intention of leaving 
the Catholic Church; doctrinally, it was important to 
ask, “Just what does the dogma say and mean?” This 

    This point invites some further commentary. 
Father George Rutler recounts an anecdote which 
is paradigmatic in many ways, from Newman’s first 
audience with Blessed Pope Pius IX:

The Pope was lively and chatty. As Newman knelt and 
attempted to kiss the Pope’s slipper according to cus-
tom, his head hit the pontifical knee. There is a sermon 
in that, and one I would pursue, for it symbolizes the 
lifelong story of Newman’s relations with bishops. His 
instincts animated a profound reverence for the apos-
tolic office, and he became a Catholic by his convic-
tion of an inseparable association between the faith of 
the apostles and faithfulness to the Bishop of Rome. 
But with unsettling frequency, when he bowed to the 
bishops he bumped his head against them.22

    This evaluation is seconded by none other than 
Jean Honoré, the man made a cardinal at the con-
sistory held precisely on the hundredth anniversary 
of Newman’s birth:

. . . Newman had all the necessary gifts to initiate and 
conduct with success the affairs of men. The great 
disappointment in his Catholic life was to look like an 
underemployed, even a useless tool in a Church which 
never knew how to use him according to his talents. It 
is not that he was lacking in courage and good will; he 
answered all requests from ecclesiastical authorities and 
accepted and assumed all roles proposed to him with 
the same loyal and generous heart with which he pur-
sued his own personal projects. Nevertheless, one re-
mains under the irresistible feeling that by giving him 
these various tasks, the Catholic hierarchy was seeking 
more to keep him busy than to truly entrust him with 
their confidence. The history of a man who seems 
always to be running after his destiny, without ever 
attaining it, is always worthy of pity. But what can we 
say when such a man is Newman! It is hard to prevent 
a feeling of irritation and regret at the spectacle of all 
those occasions lost for the Catholic Church in Eng-
land and for the whole of the Catholic Church during 
the second half of the nineteenth century.23

    Truth be told, so badly was Newman treated, 
that rumors circulated that he was about to re-
turn to the Church of England, with these stories 
actually reported in papers; he blamed these sto-
ries on Catholic misrepresentations. A rather bal-
anced summary comes from Michael Davies: “The 
years 1858-63 were the worst Newman had lived 
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was not unlike his approach in the Apologia, with his 
Letter to the Duke of Norfolk being widely praised, in-
cluding a public accolade by Cardinal Cullen, which 
was significant since Cullen had produced the final 
draft of the definition.
     Soon after the election of Pope Leo XIII in 
1878, rumors spread that he would make New-
man a cardinal, but having been badly burnt before 
by ecclesiastical politics and promises, Newman 
did not take any of it seriously, especially since he 
took the refusal to have him live in Oxford at a 
sign of distrust. When the official news came, he 
was overjoyed. Wilfred Meynell saw it thus: His life 
was now “crowned with the only glory he sought: 
the approbation of the living Church.”27 It would 
be no exaggeration to say that the cardinalate gave 
him a new lease on life as he took on new respon-
sibilities and completed old ones. To his immense 
delight, this Catholic honor was the catalyst for his 
being invited back to Oxford, causing him to dedi-
cate the second edition of his Essay on the Develop-
ment of Christian Doctrine to the President of Trinity 
College, thus making a full circle since the first 
edition coincided with his leaving Oxford, while 
this one coincided with his return. At the dinner 
party held in his honor, the future British ambas-
sador to Washington remarked that on Newman’s 
“aged face worn deep with the lines of thought, 
struggle and sorrow,” “the story of a deep and mo-
mentous period in the history of the University 
and of religion seemed to be written. . . .”28 But, in 
Newman’s mind, the vindication had finally oc-
curred. It is worth noting that when Pope St. Pius 
X condemned Modernism with Pascendi Dominici 
Gregis in 1907, some of the targets of the encycli-
cal claimed they were saying no more or less than 
Newman; Pius wrote a rousing defense of New-
man six months later.
    Toward the end of his life, Newman seemed to 
wax more pessimistic regarding the future of the 
Church; at the vantage point of more than a centu-
ry, his predictions look eerily realistic and accurate. 
He spoke of a coming “widespread infidelity,” and 
while envisioning it primarily within Protestant-
ism, he also addressed the Catholic dimension: “. . . 

but great actions and successes must be achieved by 
the Catholic leaders, great wisdom as well as great 
courage must be given them from on high, if Holy 
Church is to [be] kept safe from this awful calamity, 
and, though any trial which came upon her would 
but be temporary, it may be fierce in the extreme 
while it lasts.”29

     At his death, 20,000 people representing the vast 
tapestry of English society—Catholic and Protestant 
alike—lined the streets as his funeral cortege made 
its way to Rednal. Persecutions, crosses, difficulties, 
misunderstandings, losses, failures—all of these—had 
been subsumed for the Cardinal into the Lord’s 
Paschal Mystery, enabling him to be sustained by 
an indefatigable trust in Divine Providence, hence, 
“one step enough for me.”30

Conclusion

Cardinal Ratzinger has repeatedly noted that, 
in his considered judgment, the one most 
glaring failure of post-conciliar theology—

and, therefore, of spirituality—has been the loss of 
eschatology. In other words, we have ceased to re-
gard life sub specie æternitatis. Ultimately, that is why 
unborn babies are viewed as hindrances to human 
flourishing; why the sick and the elderly should be 
cast aside; why any inconvenience may never be 
tolerated. Which is to say that a Christian notion of 
joy has been lost. Now, that is quite different from 
hilarity, superficiality, denials of reality, or other 
types of Pollyanna-like behavior. Christian joy looks 
at a situation and sees it for what it truly is—even if 
disastrous—but immediately relates it to the Cross 
of Christ and our eternal destiny and, in that man-
ner, snatches victory from the jaws of defeat. 
    The great Orthodox theologian, Father Alexan-
der Schmemann, wrote of this phenomenon in his 
personal journal over twenty years ago: “Christianity 
has lost joy—not natural joy, not joy-optimism, not 
joy from earthly happiness, but the divine joy about 
which Christ told us that ‘no one will take your joy 
from you’ [Jn 16:22]. Only this joy knows that God’s 
love to man and to the world is not cruel” [21 April 
1981, emphases in original]. Some years earlier, he 
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had observed that “one thing is clear to me. . . . 
only failure is beautiful in this world, only poverty, 
pity, compassion, vulnerability. . . . Everything that 
is fat, loud, successful—is awful.” He went on: “The 
most talented symbol of Dostoevsky [is] ‘the little 
tear of a child’” [5 March 1978]. And speaking of 
a child, he recorded these thoughts nearly thirty 
years ago: “On the eve of the Christmas fast, we 
are trying to preach to the students why the com-
ing of God into the world in the form of a small 
child is not only a kenosis—a self-emptying of di-
vinity—but the most adequate revelation of God. 
In that Child, there is no need for strength, glory, 
‘rights,’ self-affirmation, authority or power” [18 
November 1974].31 
     I am convinced that Cardinal Newman had 
already integrated those profound insights into 
his life a century before the esteemed Orthodox 
priest-theologian. While it is hard to find anyone 
describe Newman as joyful or to find photo-
graphic evidence of laughter or even a smile, it 
may well be that his interior joy, like the hidden 
“mirth”of Christ described by Chesterton in 
Orthodoxy,32 is not perceivable to lesser souls, to 
those not so immediately influenced by “the un-
seen world”33 as he. 
     Reflecting on Newman’s beautiful and pow-
erful meditation on human participation in the 
divine plan, Robert Lockwood writes that if a 
believer “lives with complete trust in the Lord, his 
‘mission’ will be accomplished, even though he 
may never know what that mission is—because the 
Lord knows ‘what He is about.’” He continues, “in 
other words, it is through grace, and surrendering 
to grace, that great things can be accomplished in 
life.”34  Under the impulse of grace, St. Paul’s en-
couragement to fill up in our own bodies what is 
still lacking to the sufferings of Christ” [cf. Col 1:
24] becomes not only a viable possibility but the 
unum necessarium [cf. Lk 10:42]. As the soon-to-
be Blessed Mother Teresa of Calcutta never tired 
of reminding her Sisters and the whole world, al-
mighty God does not call us to be successful, just 
faithful. Because Cardinal Newman was faithful, he 
was eminently successful—in the final analysis. ✠
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Introduction:
     

Sex is good. The Church has always taught 
this and has defended its goodness against 
opponents in the ancient, medieval, modern 

and post-modern periods. But it is not unquali-
fiedly good. Like speaking and knowing sex can be 
chosen in bad ways. And so the Church, respond-
ing to humanity’s deepest moral question, “how 
ought I to live?”, has passed on (and continues to 
pass on) the wisdom of Divine Revelation and 
sound human reasoning on sexual morality. This 
wisdom is no more than an articulation of the 
conditions under which the choice for sex can be 
fully consistent with the purposes of God and the 
full flourishing of human persons. 
    This includes the judgement against birth 
control. Though it is an ancient judgement, the 
attention it has received in the past 35 years 
might lead one to conclude that there is no 
teaching more important in all Catholic doctrine. 
The attention has had positive and negative ef-
fects. On the negative side, the birth control 
debate has alienated people from the Church, 
bishops from the pope, priests from their bishops, 
theologians from the Magisterium, has divided 
departments of theology, and has even given birth 
to twins: the modern phenomenons of public 
dissent against authoritative Church teaching 
by those authorized to teach in the name of the 
Church, and ‘cafeteria Catholicism.’  
     On the positive side, it has given rise to sci-
entific research into safe and effective methods of 
family planning which respect the moral law and 
the sensitive biology of a woman’s fertility cycle, 
has reunited couples, given rise to lay movements, 

sensitized consciences to the dignity of the unborn 
and opened people’s eyes to the conflict between 
what Pope John Paul II calls a ‘culture of life’ and 
the ‘culture of death’.
     I intend in this essay to lay out several reasons 
why the Catholic Church says what it says about 
birth control. Let me begin with the definition 
of contraception formulated by Pope Paul VI 
in Humanae vitae: a contraceptive act is “any ac-
tion, which either before, at the moment of, or 
after sexual intercourse, is specifically intended 
to prevent procreation–whether as an end or as 
a means.”1  And this act, he says, because it is in-
consistent with the dignity and flourishing of the 
human person and God’s purposes for sexual inter-
course, should never be chosen. 
     

Lambeth and the Protestant 
Response to Contraception:
     

Up until the twentieth century, virtually 
all Christian churches upheld this moral 
judgement. In Protestant Christianity it 

was maintained, at least officially, until the 1930 
Anglican Lambeth Conference where the confer-
ence fathers, breaking with the ancient tradition, 
judged, albeit reluctantly, that the intentional use 
of contraceptive devices by married couples was, 
in limited cases, morally legitimate.2  Twenty eight 
years later, the same international conference, 
speaking on the same issue, passed a resolution, this 
time devoid of hesitation, which said: “(the) means 
(which Christian couples use in their) family plan-
ning are in large measure matters of clinical and 
aesthetic choice . . . and Christians have every right 
to use the gifts of science for proper ends.”3  As 
went Lambeth and the Anglican church, so gradual-
ly went the rest of mainline Protestant Christianity.
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Catholic Teaching:
     

Catholic moral tradition approaches the 
question of the morality of contracep-
tive acts from two directions:4 the first 

is from the perspective of the 5th Commandment 
dealing with human life, and second from the 6th 
Commandment dealing with sex. In the first the 
Church focuses on the contraceptive choice as 
one which is deliberately against the good of hu-
man life—a contra-life act—insofar as it involves the 
intention to prevent the coming to be of a new human 
life. In the second, the Church focuses on the con-
traceptive act as a choice to engage in sex which is 
not marital, the marital relation being the only fitting 
context for the full sexual expression between a man 
and a woman. Let’s look at both.

The Contraceptive will as contra-life:  In the 
early eleventh century, Bishop Burchard of Worms 
drew an analogy which at first you might find star-
tling. He identified the choice to contracept with 
the choice to commit homicide. He wrote:

If anyone (si aliquis) for the sake of satisfying sexual 
desire or in deliberate hatred does something to a man 
or to a woman so that no children may be born of him 
or her, or gives something to drink so that he cannot 
generate or she conceive, let it be held as homicide. 
[(Patrologia Latina 140:933) (Noonan, Contraception, 
1965, 209-210).]

The collection of moral norms in which this is 
found remained part of Western Catholic canon law 
up to the twentieth century (close to 900 years). 
     Nearly five hundred years later the Roman 
Catechism composed shortly after–and on the order 
of–the Council of Trent (1545-63) handed on this 
same kind of reasoning when it taught: 

married persons who, to prevent conception or procure 
abortion, have recourse to medicine, are guilty of a most 
heinous crime—nothing less than wicked conspiracy 
to commit murder. (Roman Catechism, Part II, ch. 8.13; 
tr. McHugh & Callan, 1934, p. 344)

     By what logic does the statement liken the use 
of contraceptives to homicide?  It is saying that the 

wrongfulness of the choice to contracept lies in the 
opposition of that choice to the good of human 
life. If we think of procreation, not in terms of  the 
sexual activity from which it usually results, but in 
terms of the coming to be of a new human life, we 
can say that procreation is always good. It may be 
accompanied by evils making the occasion for the 
coming to be of this or that particular life undesir-
able. But considered in itself, the coming into exis-
tence of a new human life is a great good.
     Now to contracept one must deliberate and 
choose as follows: one reasons that some behavior 
one is considering is likely to cause a new human 
life to begin, and that that new life can be prevent-
ed from beginning by some other behavior; one 
goes ahead and chooses that behavior.5  The fact 
that the behavior is chosen is evidence that a new 
life has been envisaged and its potential life willed 
against. If no new life was envisaged there would 
be no reason to contemplate using birth control 
in the first place, let alone to use it. Because the 
coming to be of new human life is always good, 
and since contraception is defined by its intention 
(i.e., the intention of the ones contracepting) that 
that new life not begin, the contraceptive act is to 
that extent against the good of life, i.e., is contralife. 
The fact that it may be, and usually is chosen for a 
good end (e.g., to avoid harms that might occur as 
a result of a new life coming into being), does not 
change the fact that in choosing this means to that 
end the contracepting persons reject the new life 
they envisage by their freely chosen act. They fore-
see that a baby might come to be and they choose 
something precisely in order to assure the un-
wanted baby not come to be.6  Herein lies its com-
parison with homicide. Like homicide it involves a 
will against life by willing that a human life not be. 
Because homicide, according to Christian moral-
ity, includes suicide, it is clear that the wrongness 
of homicide is more than the wrong of injustice, 
though some suicides involve great injustices. More 
to the point, homicide is wrong because it involves 
willing that the victim not be. Moreover, homicide 
is wrong, not simply because the victim loses his 
or her life. If this were the case, all killing would be 
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wrong (including accidental killing and killing in 
self-defense). Homicide is wrong in the first place 
because a person has freely chosen to will that human 
life not be.7  And one who contracepts likewise 
freely chooses to will that a human life not be.
    To be sure, between contracepting and 
homicide there are disanalogies as well. The 
Church does not teach, nor has it ever, that there is 
a killing, or even necessarily an injustice involved 
in using contraception. Remember, the canon says 
“let it be held as homicide”, not is homicide. 
And so to say that a contraceptive act commits no 
injustice against the possible person whose life it 
prevents is true; and to that extent, moral equiva-
lence between the two acts is lacking. 
     But morality includes more than simply justice 
issues (as central as they are). It extends also to the 
hidden world of our hearts and thoughts. Moral-
ity is firstly an interior reality, a matter of what one 
foresees, plans and intentionally chooses; “sin is in 
one’s heart before it is in one’s deed.”8  By the time 
we see a particular instance of human behavior, 
the choice for evil or good, which makes that be-
havior morally what it is, has already been made in 
the hidden privacy of one’s mind and will. This is 
what Christ intends to teach us in the Sermon on 
the Mount when he interiorizes the Law of Mo-
ses: “You have heard it said, ‘You shall not commit 
adultery (... shall not kill).’  But I tell you anyone 
who looks lustfully ... (is angry ...)”. 
     So with respect to the morally relevant ele-
ments of foreseeing, planning and intentionally 
choosing, it would be wrong to conclude that no 
morally relevant comparison between contracep-
tion and homicide can be made. The envisaged 
life that the contraceptive act prevents “is no mere 
abstraction”—the billion dollar world-wide con-
traceptive industry proves that—“but an absolutely 
unique and unrepeatable individual who would 
exist if he or she were welcomed rather than pre-
vented.”9  From a Christian perspective, no one 
knows what plans God has in mind for this per-
son. And it is this person, this baby, whom I don’t 
want to come to be when I contracept, and against 
whom I take positive action. So despite the very 

real differences between the two acts, not the least 
of which are the immediate consequences associ-
ated with them, there is a point of relevance which 
ought not to be lost. The point is not the external 
damage done, but the relationship of the cor-
responding wills to the good of human life. One 
contemplating the use of birth control is confront-
ed with a real choice as to how to relate to a real 
good, the good of procreation, of bringing a real 
baby into the world. 
     Having said this, the question of injustice in 
the use of contraception should not to be ruled 
out. Contraceptive acts can and often do involve 
injustice. Because of contraceptive failure rates, 
abortion for many is a very real consideration; and 
even when abortion is not contemplated the fact 
remains that the life of the child was positively 
willed against. Moreover, some methods of con-
traception (e.g., the ‘morning after’ pill, IUDs) act 
as abortifacients rather than contraceptives and so 
have their effects after conception has taken place, 
acting to destroy not prevent new life. 

What about Natural Family Planning (NFP)?  If 
it is wrong to act against the coming to be of a 
new life by using contraception, is not limiting the 
possibility of pregnancy by calculated recourse to 
natural fertility cycles also wrong?  Not necessarily. 
Choosing NFP to avoid pregnancy may be chosen 
wrongly if there is not a good reason to avoid hav-
ing a baby, if it is chosen, say, out of selfishness or 
aversion to the idea of having another child. Paul 
VI says recourse to fertility cycles is permissible if 
there are “serious reasons” (si adsint iustae causae),10 
which might include the physical or mental condi-
tion of the husband or wife, the need to care for 
a disabled child or parent, economic distress, or 
involvement in some other vocational duty. NFP 
to avoid pregnancy also can be wrongly chosen by 
couples who choose it as if it were their means of 
contraception. They judge they should not have 
another child but believe that contraceptive inter-
course is legitimate, consider the possible options 
for avoiding conception and decide that under the 
present circumstances the safest and most desir-
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able way to prevent having a baby is to use NFP. 
Although abstaining from sexual intercourse with 
this in mind does not entail a choice precisely to 
contracept,11 the couple may be quite willing to 
contracept. They may see no difference between 
what they are doing and what contracepting cou-
ples do, except, perhaps, by way of aesthetic prefer-
ence. They resolve, ‘If we could find a method of 
contraception that met our aesthetic criteria, we 
would contracept and be done with this bother-
some monthly period of abstinence.’  They might 
know that under the present conditions finding 
such a method is unlikely, and yet have the inten-
tion to choose the method if their conditions 
were met. Such a couple has a conditional intent 
to contracept and hence the man and woman are 
contraceptors.12

     But NFP need not be adopted in these ways. 
If a contraceptive disposition is excluded and the 
couple are conscious of good reasons not to have 
another baby (e.g., the physical or mental well-be-
ing of the mother or father, the prior commitment 
to care for a high-maintenance special needs child 
or infirmed parent, serious financial problems, etc.), 
then the choice to abstain is not contralife. In order 
to appreciate this we need to understand a basic 
point of morality, namely, that we are not required 
to do all the good we possibly can all the time; but we 
are required never to do evil. And so, in each conju-
gal act we need not have a positive intention to 
bring about a new human life, but we must never 
have a positive intention to reject life. In choos-
ing NFP to avoid pregnancy, our intention is to 
bring about a good which otherwise would not 
be able to be brought about if a new child were 
conceived; and so, we accept as a side effect the fact 
that a new human life will not come to be; but we 
never intentionally choose against that life. While 
the NFP and contraceptive couples may be similar 
in their reasons for avoiding pregnancy, the choices 
themselves which they make in order to bring about 
such avoidance morally differ. The contraceptive 
couple choose to impede the coming to be of a 
baby; we might say the ‘not-being’ of the baby is 
chosen. The NFP couple choose to abstain from 

intercourse which could result in a baby; abstinence 
is chosen.13  The contraceptive couple foresees a 
new life brought into being by their freely chosen 
behavior and rejects it. The NFP couple labors in 
numerous ways precisely to avoid participating in 
an action (viz. fertile intercourse) which foresees 
a new life. It is only when a child is in fact fore-
seen that its life can be willed against. Willing not 
to foresee a child is not in itself good or bad; it’s 
neutral. It might be done for bad reasons (e.g., to 
maximize self-indulgence) or good reasons (e.g., to 
make enough money to be able to support another 
child). As I said, we need not do all the good we 
can all the time. And so the procreative good need 
not be actively willed in all conjugal encounters. 
But it must never be willed against. 

Contraceptive sex as essentially non-marital:  
The second and more common direction Catholic 
moral teaching approaches the morality of birth 
control is from the perspective of the 6th Com-
mandment concerning sex. From this perspective 
intentionally rendering our sexual intercourse ster-
ile is judged to be wrong because it is a choice to 
engage in sex which is not marital in nature, marital 
sex being the measure for all legitimate acts of sex-
ual intercourse. Two 12th century works will help 
us begin our examination of this perspective of the 
traditional teaching. 
    The Italian monk, Gratian, father of Catholic 
canon lawyers, and Italian theologian, Peter Lom-
bard, in his hugely influential textbook of theology, 
expound their teachings against contraception this 
way: they argue that those who use drugs in order 
to render themselves sterile (distinguished from 
drugs taken to cause abortion) are fornicators rather 
than spouses, because their sexual acts are contrary 
to the good of marriage (i.e., are not marital). 
Variations on this reasoning are used by Pius XI 
in Casti Connubii (1930),14 Pius XII in his Address 
to Italian Midwives (1951), Vatican II in Gaudium et 
spes (1962-65),15 Paul VI in Humanae Vitae (1968) 
and John Paul II in Familiaris Consortio (1981). Let’s 
look at the reasoning more closely.
     Paul VI, in Humanae Vitae (par. 12), speaks of 
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two dimensions, or two meanings of married love, 
both of which together define the nature of mari-
tal sexual intercourse. Christian conjugal love, he 
says, “is founded upon the inseparable connection, 
willed by God and which man may not break on 
his own initiative, between the two-fold signifi-
cance of the conjugal act: the unitive significance 
and the procreative significance.”  Jesuit theologian, 
Joseph Fuchs, elaborates upon this helpfully when 
he wrote (1963):

The Creator so arranged the sexual act that it is simul-
taneously both per se generative and per se expressive 
of intimate oblative [i.e., self-giving] love. He has so ar-
ranged it that procreation would take place from an act 
intimately expressive of conjugal love and that this act 
expressive of conjugal love would tend toward procre-
ation. (On the Order of Chastity and Sexuality,” p. 45)

In other words, the good of marital intercourse 
has by nature and God’s design two intrinsic di-
mensions: it contributes to (builds up, strength-
ens, deepens) the unity or communal love of the 
spouses and tends toward the bringing forth from 
that love the full flowering fruit of new life. Sex 
which is marital therefore is unitive and procreative. 
If I positively will against either one, I am still hav-
ing sexual intercourse, just not marital sexual inter-
course.
     Presupposed is the foundational principle of 
Christian sexual ethics which says that sexual inter-
course is good, reasonable and morally legitimate 
in and only in the context of marriage. To appreci-
ate this we must pause a moment on the meaning 
of Christian marriage. 
     Marriage is a type of human association (of hu-
man community), what Vatican II calls an “intimate 
community of conjugal life and love” (GS 47). 
Marriage is not just a community of love, like the 
community we call friendship, it is a community of 
love and “conjugal life.”  It can therefore be called 
a conjugal community, or a conjugal friendship 
and marital love can be called conjugal love.16  This 
singularly married type of love, the Council writes, 
“is uniquely expressed and perfected through the 
marital act”, an act which, by its very nature, pre-
supposes procreative possibilities. (GS 49)  On this 

Karol Wojtyla writes in his pre-papal work Love & 
Responsibility (1960): 

The marital relationship is not just a union of persons 
. . . but is essentially a union of persons affected by the 
possibility of procreation. . . . The relationship between 
husband and wife is not limited to themselves, but nec-
essarily extends to the new person, which their union 
may (pro-) create. (pp. 226-27)  

The Catechism of the Catholic Church (1997) says 
something similar:

Fruitfulness (fecunditas) is a gift, an end of marriage, for 
conjugal love naturally tends to be fruitful. A child does 
not come from outside as something added on to the 
mutual love of the spouses, but springs from the very 
heart of that mutual giving, as its fruit and fulfillment. 
(No. 2366)

    The tradition teaches that marriage, expressed 
and perfected in sexual intercourse, has two di-
mensions: it is friendship (i.e, unitive), but not just 
friendship; it is procreative, but not just procreative; 
it is not merely a procreating relationship. But if 
we are to understand the Church’s teaching, it 
is important to see that without the procreative 
dimension the institution as a whole would be un-
intelligible. I do not mean to say that individual 
marriages which are not procreative are meaning-
less. This is not, nor has it ever been, the Catholic 
teaching. But the name marriage is given to pre-
cisely this kind of community, this type of friend-
ship-- the conjugal friendship. No other friendship 
(e.g., neighbor to neighbor, mother to daughter, a 
cowboy to his horse) is dignified with name mar-
riage. The institutionalization of this unique kind of 
friendship is precisely because of its conjugal na-
ture with its potential procreativeness. It is because 
of these two dimensions—the procreative and the 
unitive—that the marital relationship is by nature 
and God’s design an exclusive relationship.

Therefore: To be marital individual acts of sexual 
intercourse between married persons must fully re-
spect both dimensions proper to the one exclusive 
relationship. Each sexual act is either marital or not 
marital. Sexual acts outside of marriage, because 
they are not exclusive, are not unitive, therefore 
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authentic exchange of love, perhaps by imagining 
she is having sex with another man, or by choosing 
to sport a cold demeanor, or by intentionally re-
maining rigid in her movements; if she in fact car-
ries through with her intents, wouldn’t we say that 
this act, at least relative to her, is morally deficient?  
Or again, say King Henry VIII, determined for a 
male successor, calls into his bed-chamber Kath-
erine of Aragon, or Ann Bolyn, or Jane Seymore, 
and has sex with her for the exclusive purpose of 
procreating; let’s even say she is willing, so their 
sexual act is ‘consensual’. But Henry, at least, (per-
haps also his mate) is and intends to remain entirely 
uninterested in making the act anything more than 
baby-making, i.e., he is unwilling to will any spiri-
tual unity with his mate; wouldn’t we say that this 
act was unfit to be called a Christian conjugal rela-
tion?  In other words, when a spouse determines 
(or even when both spouses agree) to withhold the 
spiritual dimension of themselves from their part-
ner in an act of sexual intercourse, we would say, I 
presume, that the act is morally deficient. But men 
and women are more that simply spiritual entities 
like Angels; we are also bodily; we are, says Aquinas 
and Catholic Tradition, a unity of body and spirit; 
neither body alone, nor spirit alone, but an embod-
ied spirit. So if holding back my spiritual self from 
my spouse in sexual intercourse is morally unfit for 
a Christian (unfit for anyone who is married), why 
wouldn’t the same be true if I hold back my bodily 
self, by deciding to exclude from my married sex 
something which common sense, the witness of 
the ages and the teaching of the Church say is in-
trinsic to marital intercourse?  It’s like saying, “I 
love you, dear, but . . .”

     Genesis teaches that man and woman are made 
in God’s image. If God, in whose image we are 
made, is, as John the Evangelist says, Love, then 
doesn’t it make sense that he would will that the 
passing-on by procreation of his divine image 
from person to person take place in the context 
of this wholly unique human act, an act meant to 
summarize all that spousal love itself means and is, 
viz., faithful, irrevocable and self-emptying love?  

not marital, therefore wrong. Orgasmic homo-
sexual sex is not possibly procreative, therefore 
not marital, therefore wrong. This reasoning holds 
consistent for acts of adultery, non-conjugal mutual 
masturbation, orgasmic oral or anal sex, bestiality 
and, yes, contraception. When a man and woman, 
married or otherwise, deliberately exclude the pos-
sibility of parenthood from an act of sexual inter-
course they thereby render that conjugal act non-
marital. Whatever else their ‘sexual love’ is with 
respect to that act, it is  not marital love. By delib-
erately excluding procreative possibilities, the char-
acter of the act changes. What otherwise would 
be an act through which the couple experiences, 
expresses and perfects their marriage (embodied 
in the intrinsic two-fold good of self-giving and 
procreation), becomes merely an act of mutual, or 
bilateral enjoyment. I would like to develop further 
this line of reasoning. 
     Sacred Scripture teaches that the love between 
Christian spouses is so holy that it is a sign of the 
love of Christ for his Church (Eph. 5: 21-22, 24-
28, 31-32). The Church’s belief is that the human 
institution of marriage has been taken up by Christ 
and made a sacrament, that is transformed into a 
holy communion, which not only images a divine 
reality, but also makes its participants sharers in that 
reality. The mutual subjection so poetically (and 
unpopularly) described by St. Paul in Ephesians 5, 
and the corresponding roles of husband-as-Christ 
and wife-as-the-Church, imply that Christian 
sacramental marriage is a reality of complete self-
emptying love, of a husband for his wife, of a wife 
for her husband (–after all, what didn’t Christ give 
for our redemption, and what shouldn’t we–the 
Church–offer in return?). The free human act 
which most perfectly images this mystery is the 
conjugal act, in which the one-flesh reality of hus-
band and wife is both experienced and expressed.17

     If in anticipation of sexual intercourse a wife, 
smarting, say, from an old wound, decides that 
when she is next together with her husband she 
will withhold her heart’s love from him, that she 
will prevent as far as possible their sexual inter-
course from being–at least on her part–an 
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And doesn’t it make sense that he would will that 
such an act and such a process be protected and 
promoted within the integrity and stability of the 
marital relationship? ✠

FOOTNOTES

1Paul VI, Humanae Vitae, 1968, par. 14; restated by John Paul II in 
Familiaris Consortio, 1981, par. 32.
2Resolution 15 of the Conference proceedings reads: “Where there 
is a clearly felt moral obligation to limit or avoid parenthood, the 
method must be decided on Christian principles. The primary and 
obvious method is complete abstinence from intercourse (as far as 
may be necessary) in a life of discipline and self-control lived in the 
power of the Holy Spirit. Nevertheless in those cases where there is such 
a clearly felt moral obligation to limit or avoid parenthood, and where there 
is a morally sound reason for avoiding complete abstinence, the Conference 
agrees that other methods may be used, provided that this is done in the 
light of the same Christian principles. The Conference records its strong 
condemnation for the use of any methods of conception control 
from motives of selfishness, luxury, or mere convenience.” [emphasis 
added] (voting: For-193; Against-67) Anglican Lambeth Conference 
(1930).
3Resolution 15, Section 2.147, Committee Report of the 1958 
Anglican Lambeth Conference. 
4The Church in the past appealed to the story of Onan in Gen-
esis 38 as a biblical warrant for its condemnation of contraceptive 
acts. Contemporary exegetes argue that the point of the passage 
is Onan’s failure to fulfill his Levirite vow and not his act of coitus 
interruptus, hence they disregard its relevance to the morality of 
contraception. 
5Notice here that one need not engage in intercourse to practice 
contraception, e.g., a tyrant who wants to control population might 
contracept by having anti-fertility additives put into the water 
supply, which illustrates that the two acts are distinct. For one con-
templating intercourse, however, two choices have to be made: (1) 
whether or not to engage in sexual intercourse and (2) whether or 
not to contracept.

6Germain Grisez, Joseph Boyle, John Finnis, William E. May, “‘Ev-
ery Marital Act Ought to be Open to New Life’: Toward a Clearer 
Understanding,” The Thomist, 52, 3, July, 1988, 371.
7Ibid., 372.
8Ibid., 373.
9Ibid., 388-89.
10Humanae Vitae, 16.
11Even if a couple approves of contraception, since no new life is 
envisaged in their act of intercourse during infertile periods, they 
cannot will against it. And if they abstain during fertile periods, their 
choice to abstain, i.e., to will not to have sexual intercourse, does not 
entail a will rejecting the good of life, since no good has been envis-
aged to be rejected, even though it does mean not willing that the 
good of life be realized.
12See Finnis, Boyle and Grisez’ treatment of ‘conditional intent’ in 
Nuclear Deterrence, Morality and Realism (Oxford University Press, 
1987), 81-86, 99-100.
13Grisez, et al., Toward a Clearer Understanding, 401-02.
14Pope Pius XI, Casti Conubii, Sec IV (1930). 
15Vatican II, Gaudium et spes, 49-51.
16This is not to say that marriage is simply friendship plus genital 
sexual expression. The metaphysical ground for the possibility of 
full sexual expression is the complementarity of the sexes, which when 
brought to its conclusion in the permanent and exclusive covenant 
of marriage justifies the sexual expression, which plays an important 
part in actualizing the good of the marriage. But the capacity that 
man and woman have for complementing one another (for fill-
ing one another out) is not limited to sexual expression, but runs 
straight to the heart of the spiritual persons themselves. Dietrich von 
Hildebrand discussed this in his short book, Marriage: The Mystery of 
Faithful Love (Sophia Press,1991), 13-15.
17And in the fruit that God has ordained to grow from this holy 
vine, the ‘one-flesh’ metaphor dissolves into actuality; for in the 
child that springs from this Christian love, shining through her eyes, 
her height and hair, her temperament and talents, it’s all but impos-
sible to say where mommy begins and daddy ends. 
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I

It was not long after her baptism, in 1922, 
that Edith Stein (St. Teresa Benedicta of the 
Cross) began to take a determined interest 
in the works of St. Thomas Aquinas. Trained 
as she was as a phenomenologist, her deci-

sion to embark upon a serious engagement with 
the works of the Doctor Communis involved, as 
she herself tells us, an entry  into what was for her 
a whole new philosophical world. “When I began 
to study the writing of Aquinas,” she notes in the 
Preface to a work which was to serve as the direct 
philosophic predecessor to Finite and Eternal Being, 
[1] “the following question continuously disturbed 
me: What method is actually being used here? Be-
ing accustomed to the phenomenological way of 
working, which makes no use of traditional doc-
trines but investigates everything that is necessary 
for the resolution of a question itself ab ovo, I ran 
into a procedure in which sometimes Scriptural 
texts, sometimes citations of the Fathers, sometimes 
statements in ancient philosophy were brought 
into play in order to draw conclusions from them.” 
[2] We can easily imagine the state of her discom-
bobulation  in her first meeting with St. Thomas, 
for the mode of philosophizing that she was en-
countering was antithetical  to everything she had 
been taught to believe about philosophy, and how 
it was properly to be pursued. But if Edith Stein 
was amazed at St. Thomas’s approach to philosophy, 
we can easily imagine what St. Thomas and his 
fellow schoolmen of the 13th century would have 
thought of her account of what the philosophical 
enterprise was all about. They would have been 
perfectly astonished by the idea that one begins 
philosophizing ab ovo, and  by the idea that the 
right way for a philosopher to proceed is con-
sciously and systematically to ignore everything 

that philosophers before him have had to say. We 
can suppose  St. Thomas commenting that only a 
Thales would be in a position to begin philoso-
phizing ab ovo.                  

Those familiar with Edith Stein’s life are aware 
of the dramatic effect the reading of St. Teresa of 
Avila’s Autobiography had upon her. The book can 
be rightly recognized as the principal instrumental 
cause of her conversion to Catholicism. It fairly 
swept her off her feet. There seemed to have been 
no comparable experience associated with her first 
reading the writings of St. Thomas Aquinas. With 
respect to religion, Edith Stein converted from 
atheism to Catholicism, but, with respect to philos-
ophy, there was no conversion from phenomenol-
ogy to Thomism. As a philosopher, she was, from 
start to finish, a staunch proponent and defender of 
phenomenology. Did this have any bearing on the 
way she read St. Thomas? Unquestionably it did. 

The Problem of Empathy, published in 1917, 
was Edith Stein’s first book-length philosophical 
work. It was written as a doctoral dissertation at 
the University of Freiburg under the directorship 
of Edmund Husserl, commonly regarded as the 
father of phenomenology. The work could stand 
as an exemplar of the phenomenological way of 
doing philosophy.  It is a meticulously thorough, 
multi-faceted analysis of the nature of the emotion 
of empathy, and is particularly noteworthy for the 
wealth of striking psychological insights it contains. 
[3] The University of Freiburg was sufficiently 
impressed by the work that the institution awarded 
the doctoral degree in philosophy to its author 
summa cum laude. After earning her degree she re-
ceived the signal honor of being appointed assistant 
to Professor Edmund Husserl, a position which she 
held for two years. 

It was particularly due to the influence of the 
Jesuit Erich Pryzwara that Edith Stein turned in 
earnest to the study of St. Thomas. And not long 
after doing so she took upon herself the ambitious 
project of translating Aquinas’s De Veritate. The 

Edith Stein as Philosopher
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translation was published , in three volumes, from 
1931 to 1934.  It was in 1931 that she also began 
work on Potency and Act, written as her “habilita-
tion” for a faculty position she was seeking at the 
University of Freiburg. The special significance of 
this document is that, in it, she gave preliminary 
expression to many of the ideas and themes that 
were to see their full development in Finite and 
Eternal Being. It is that formidable work which is 
going to be the focus of attention in this essay. It 
is her single most significant philosophical work, 
and from it we are able to gain a sound estimate 
of her as a philosopher. She began the writing of 
Finite and Eternal Being—which she described as “a 
new, improved edition” of  Potency and Act [4]—in 
the spring of 1935, and finished it some eighteen 
months later in the autumn of 1936. [5] At this 
time she was a Discalced Carmelite nun, Sister 
Teresa Benedicta of the Cross, living at the Carmel 
of Cologne. It was in this monastery that she was 
to make her solemn profession of vows in 1938. 

The title of the work, Finite and Eternal Being, 
forthrightly declares the magnitude of the sub-
ject matter she had chosen to write on. The book, 
dedicated to ontology as it was,  sets out to address 
the foundational questions having to do with the 
nature of being. But it was the methodology with 
which she decided to deal with her subject mat-
ter which is of special interest. The plan of action 
was that her ontological investigations would be 
carried on in such a way that would take into ac-
count the philosophies of both phenomenology 
and Thomism. In a letter to a friend, she explained 
that in the book she would be making “an attempt 
to come from scholasticism to phenomenonology, 
and vice versa.” [6] In another letter, written after 
the book was finished, she informs her correspon-
dent that “it treats of the fundamental ontological 
questions in the comparison between scholasti-
cism and phenomenology.” [7] In yet another 
letter, also written after the book’s completion, 
she recounts that “in the year 1935/36 I wrote a 
two-volume work on the basic ontological ques-
tions, comparing and contrasting Thomism and 
phenomenology.” [8] Elsewhere, she described the 

book generally as a “survey of the philosophia peren-
nis.” [9] Regarding that subject, she saw fit to point 
out that, for her, the philosophia perennis was not to 
be considered as synonymous with Scholasticism. 
“I do not understand the philosophia perennis as a 
scholastic system,” she wrote, “but as the ceaseless 
search of the human spirit for true being.” [10] 
According to this view, the perennial philosophy 
would seem to entail simply the serious pursuit of 
metaphysics. 

Given Edith Stein’s avowed intentions for 
Finite and Eternal Being, intentions she doubtless 
believed that she had fulfilled in the work, a reader 
might be expecting to be presented with a bal-
anced, two-pronged approach, phenomenological 
and Thomistic, to basic ontological issues, the two 
philosophies working together cooperatively in a 
joint investigative effort. This is not, however, what 
the reader actually encounters. The book is written 
from a pronouncedly phenomenological point of 
view, which means, specifically, that the methodol-
ogy of phenomenology sets the tone for the work, 
and establishes the standards according to which 
its arguments are formulated and developed. Re-
ferring to herself in the third person, she explains, 
in the Introduction to the book,  her intellectual 
patrimony: “Her philosophic home is the school 
of Edmund Husserl, and her philosophic tongue 
is the language of the phenomenological think-
ers. She uses phenomenology as a starting point to 
find her way into the majestic temple of scholastic 
thought.” [11] Phenomonology proved to be not 
only her starting point, but her end point as well. 
What was the degree of success she achieved in 
finding “her way into the majestic temple of scho-
lastic thought,” given the philosophic means by 
which she chose to do so? To provide a satisfactory 
answer to that question is the principal purpose of 
this essay. By way of suggesting the general tenor 
of the fuller answer to come, I will simply make 
the comment that entrance into a temple does not 
necessarily imply an adequate familiarity with all 
the dimensions of its interior.        

Aristotelian-Thomistic philosophy, though 
continuously adverted to throughout Finite and 
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Eternal Being, did not in fact act as a guide for 
her as she contends with the various ontological 
issues she chose to examine. If anything, Aristo-
telian-Thomistic philosophy serves her as a foil 
against which the superiority of the phenomono-
logical method is implicitly proposed. If, as Edith 
Stein describes it, Finite and Eternal Being offers 
us a comparison between the phenomonological 
and Scholastic approach to ontology, Scholasti-
cism suffers in the comparison. In some respects at 
least the book comes across as a negative critique 
of the Aristotelian-Thomistic point of view. It 
would certainly be wrong to say that Edith Stein 
did not learn from St. Thomas, but she was not a 
particularly docile pupil, and  she had no hesitancy 
about criticizing him for what she regarded as his 
philosophical deficiencies. There is nothing espe-
cially remarkable in that, for this is typically how 
philosophers respond to one another’s work. But 
criticism, in order to be beneficial to all parties 
concerned, must be fully informed.          

Finite and Eternal Being was scheduled to be 
published in Germany by the same firm that had 
published her translation of St. Thomas’s De Veritate, 
but the book, which had already been partially set 
in print, was not allowed to be published because 
of a law passed by the Nazi government which 
prohibited the publication of books by non-aryan 
authors. [12] Before her martyrdom, on April 9, 
1943, Edith Stein attempted to have the book 
published in the United States, and, although she 
met with receptive responses to her inquiries from 
several parties, in the end her efforts were to come 
to naught. The book first saw publication, in Ger-
many, in 1950, as Volume Two of Edith Steins Werke, 
the original two volumes having been compressed 
into one. We owe the English language publication 
of the work to the Institute of Carmelite Studies 
in Washington, D.C. The translation, done in the 
1960’s, was the work of Dr. Kurt F. Reinhardt, a 
professor of German at Stanford University. [13]

II

F inite and Eternal Being is an immensely rich 
and variegated work, and it would take an 
extended monograph to attempt to do it 

full justice. To meet the constraints imposed by an 
essay of this length, limiting decisions had to be 
made. I chose to concentrate attention on those 
subjects treated by Edith Stein which are clearly 
central to the book’s argument, and to which she 
herself, accordingly, gave chief attention. The top-
ics are as follows: philosophy in general; Christian 
philosophy; finite being; essence; nature; universals; 
prime matter; the problem of individuation; and, 
privation. My first task will simply be to present 
the key features of her thought as it bears upon 
these subjects, in as clear and coherent fashion as I 
can. Then, that done, I will respond analytically to 
the Carmelite philosopher’s thought.      

  Edith Stein begins her book with some re-
flections on the nature of philosophy in general;  
it is not surprising to find that, in doing so,  she 
reflects opinions which were those of her much 
respected mentor, Edmund Husserl. In laying the 
groundwork for what was eventually to become 
phenomenology, Husserl initially tended to regard 
philosophy almost exclusively as a methodology. 
He saw it as essentially a specialized way of look-
ing at and analyzing the world. A very important 
aspect of the method of phenomenology was its 
habit of submitting the subject of one’s investiga-
tions to a comprehensive descriptive analysis, ex-
amining it from every possible perspective, the ul-
timate purpose of which process was to ferret out 
the essence of the thing. The basic orientation of 
the methodology would seem to have been toward 
the world, the objective order. The essences of 
things were supposedly to be found in the things 
themselves. In the early stages of his philosophical 
career, Husserl seemed to be dedicated to the effort 
of countering the pervasive influence of idealism, 
and attempting to redirect the whole philosophic 
enterprise so that it would take on a more dis-
tinctly realist character. But whatever may have 
been the exact  nature of his original intentions, it 
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is evident that what Husserl eventually left us with, 
in phenomenology, was simply the most recent 
variation on the theme of philosophical idealism. 
It was an intriguing variation, impressive in its way, 
but it was idealism nonetheless. As Husserl saw it, 
philosophy results in being  not so much a body of 
knowledge as a means of gaining knowledge. It was 
not a wisdom, as the ancients taught, but an inves-
tigative tool; it was, at bottom, an elaborate exercise 
in self-analysis,  a systematic way of exhaustively 
examining one’s consciousness.              

 This general view of philosophy, of what 
it was and what it was supposed to do, was one 
which was fully accepted by Husserl’s prize  pu-
pil, Edith Stein. It is little wonder, then, that  she 
expressed  ambivalence toward the Thomistic no-
tion of philosophy as a scientia, that is, among other 
things, as a distinct body of knowledge.  To be sure, 
philosophy , as the phenomenologist sees it, is im-
portantly occupied with a variety of investigative 
procedures, but that is not the whole of it. After 
some two and a half millennia of effort, philoso-
phy has succeeded in building up an impressive 
body of scientific lore. It is against the background 
of her effectively rejecting the richer, more capa-
cious, Thomistic understanding of how philosophy 
is a science, that Edith Stein    observes that Wis-
senschaft ( “science”) can be regarded “as it subsists 
according to its nature, or better Wissenschaft as an 
idea.” [12] (emphasis hers) Here, after giving passing 
acknowledgment to the fact that science might be 
presumed to have a nature, and therefore enjoying 
objective status in the world, she prefers to regard 
it in subjective terms. It is the preferred phenome-
nological way of regarding things. It is not so much 
science itself (the science of philosophy) as my idea 
of science that gains the ascendency. The subjective 
order is given precedence over the objective order. 
And we are left with the strong suggestion that, 
not only is one’s idea of a thing superior to a thing, 
it determines the thing. [15]   

Edith Stein’s treatment of philosophy in gen-
eral, in Finite and Eternal Being,  leads her easily and 
naturally into a discussion of Christian philosophy. 
She has a number of thoughtful things to say about 

a topic which, as it happened, was being hotly 
debated within Neo-Thomistic circles during the 
decade in which she wrote her book.  To some 
Thomists of the time, the very designation, “Chris-
tian philosophy,” was tantamount to a  contradic-
tion in terms. To speak of Christian philosophy 
made about as much sense, for those who held this 
view, as it did to speak of a Christian mathematics 
or a Christian chemistry. Among the more articu-
late opponents of this view was Etienne Gilson. 
Taking his inspiration from Pope Leo XIII’s Aeterni 
Patris (1879), he argued that, not only was there no 
contradiction in the idea of a Christian philosophy, 
but, granting that those who were philosophizing 
were Christian, a Christian philosophy was inevi-
table. The real contradiction was to be found in a 
situation where you had a genuine Christian, and a 
genuine philosopher, and no Christian philosopher. 
Another French philosopher who was to adopt es-
sentially that position was Jacques Maritain, some-
one whom Edith Stein quotes more than once in 
delineating her own position on the question. She 
is clearly on the side of Gilson and  Maritain. She 
regards it as unthinkable that someone could, or 
should, attempt to separate one’s faith from one’s 
philosophy. She argues that “we have a Christian 
philosophy which uses faith as a source of knowl-
edge. In this case we can no longer speak of a pure 
and autonomous philosophy.” [16] (emphasis hers) 
Even among the proponents of the possibility of 
a Christian philosophy, there would be reluctance 
on the part of some to admit that faith can serve 
as source of knowledge, if that knowledge is to 
be considered genuine philosophical knowledge. 
If the source of one’s knowledge were faith, they 
argued,  then just for that reason it could not be 
counted as philosophical knowledge. For Edith 
Stein, the fact that philosophers apply their analysis 
to truths that are not accessible to unaided human 
reason does not thereby transform their activity 
into theology. What they do  remains genuine phi-
losophy. [17] “A Christian philosopher,” she writes, 
“must aspire to a unity and a synthesis of all of the 
knowledge we have gained by the exercise of natu-
ral reason and by revelation. [18]
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One of the principal specifically metaphysical 
subjects Edith Stein examines in Finite and Eternal 
Being is potency and act. That this classical notion 
was of paramount interest to her is evidenced by the 
fact that the title for the work which was eventu-
ally to evolve into Finite and Eternal Being, alluded to 
above, was Potency and Act. The principle of potency 
and act, like so many other seminal ideas in Western 
philosophy, is something we owe to the amazingly 
agile mind of Aristotle. St. Thomas, dedicated Aris-
totelian that he was, made the principle a mainstay 
of his own philosophy, but, in doing so, he put upon 
it his own unique stamp. [19]                    

Edith Stein was keenly aware of the critical im-
portance of the potency/act principle for a sound 
foundational analysis of being. And for the best of 
reasons, of course, for the distinction between po-
tency and act goes to the very root of reality. She 
grappled with this principle with concentrated te-
nacity. The first question to be settled, in entering 
upon a serious philosophical investigation of being, 
with the potency/act principle as one’s guide, is, 
Where does one properly begin?  For St. Thomas, 
the question scarcely needs asking: one of course 
begins with things, real objects in the world that 
are the very embodiment of act and potency. Edith 
Stein takes a quite different point of view. For her, 
“The Starting Point of the Inquiry” is “ The Fact of 
Our Own Being.” [20] Thus, if one’s concern is the 
investigation of the nature of being, specifically in 
terms of potency and act, one begins with oneself. 
And the being which is oneself is “the being that is 
implicit in the thinking: Cogito, sum.” [21] The ap-
proach here reflects what is called the “phenomeno-
logical reduction,” which involves the setting aside 
of the question of real, extra-mental existence in 
order to focus on the realm of consciousness. What 
remains after this reduction is “the area of conscious-
ness understood as the life of the ego.” [22] (emphasis 
hers) An important epistemological ramification of 
this approach, she explains, is that  “while there may 
be some questions whether or not the object which 
I perceive with my senses exists in reality, there can 
be no doubt about the reality of my perceptions.” [23] 
(emphasis hers) It is clear, then, how it is that, for the 

phenomenologist, the subjective realm frankly takes 
precedence over the objective realm. The upshot 
of all this, as far as act and potency are concerned, 
is that, first and foremost, they “are ideas which the 
intellect encounters within itself.” [24]

An important conclusion Edith Stein arrives at 
with respect to the principle of act and potency is 
that one and the same being can be both in act and 
in potency at one and the same time.  “My pres-
ent being,” she writes, “is simultaneously actual and 
potential being.” [25] The underlying idea she is 
seeking to emphasize here is that “my existence is a 
continuous movement...a transitory kind of being.” 
[26] (emphasis hers) I shall return to this issue later 
in the essay. 

Central to Edith Stein’s study of the nature 
of being as such is the need to arrive at a work-
able understanding of the nature of finite being in 
particular, and then to compare and contrast finite 
being with infinite or eternal being. In Scholastic 
terminology, finite being is also known as contin-
gent being, or possible being, or, simply, created 
being. The most salient note of finite being is that 
it is being that can not-be, and this sets it dramati-
cally over against necessary being, which is just that 
being for which non-existence is an impossibility. 
There is only one necessary being, and that is of 
course God. 

Edith Stein’s approach to the subject of finite 
being is particularly interesting  for the emphasis 
she gives to how finite being relates to time. Fi-
nite being is in fact  inextricably bound up with 
time. She focuses on this fact in such a way to lead 
her to define finite being as “what does not pos-
sess its being but needs time to attain to being.” 
[27] Expanding upon this idea, she concludes that 
“whatever is finite needs time to become what it 
is.” [28] According to this analysis, being becomes, 
for its subject (i.e., the existing entity) not so much 
a possession as an aspiration. Being is that which 
an entity is in constant pursuit of, and the pursuit 
takes place within, is governed by,  the fluid ambi-
ence of time. It is apropos  of her examination of 
the nature of finite being that she introduces the 
problematical distinction between essential being 
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and actual being, a distinction which plays a domi-
nant role in her whole ontology. There is nothing 
problematical in her understanding of actual being: 
it is simply being which enjoys real, extra-mental 
existence. So, the pen she holds in her hand is an ac-
tual being, whereas the idea of pen she holds in her 
mind is a conceptual being, not an actual being. 

What about essential being?  For Edith Stein, 
essential being is being which, though surely associ-
ated with actual being, is not to be thought of as 
necessarily an inherent part of it. Essential being, in 
comparison with actual being, has a superior kind 
of existence. Specifically, in terms of a concrete 
physical object, the “real” essence of the object, 
which she also calls “pure form,” is not intrinsic to 
the object but antecedent to it, and transcends it. 
She uses the experience of joy to illustrate the dis-
tinction between actual being and essential being. 
How do we know joy? The proper answer to that 
question would seem to be, Simply by experienc-
ing it. But Edith Stein would then want to ask, 
How is it we know that what we are experiencing, 
this particular emotion, is joy? What is the basis for 
our identifying a certain emotion as joy and not 
as something else? Her answer is that we know a 
certain emotion to be joy because we come to un-
derstand that the particular emotion in question is 
informed by the essence of joy, which is to say, by 
joy itself. This “joy itself,” the essence of joy, is not 
defined by our experience; rather, it is the essence 
of joy which defines (i.e., properly identifies) our 
experience. Therefore, she concludes, “there could 
be no experience of joy if there were no essence of 
joy prior to the experience.” [29] This essence of 
joy, the pure form, “has no being in space and time. 
But wherever and whenever joy is experienced, 
the essence of joy is actualized.” [30] (emphasis hers)  
The actual being, which is the experience of joy, 
must wait upon the essence of joy in order to be ac-
tualized, to be made real precisely as the experience 
we call feeling joyful. She takes pains to emphasize 
that the essence of joy “belongs to a sphere entirely 
different to that of objects.” [31] This being the case, 
the essence of joy, and other instances of pure form, 
must “not be mistaken for the realities which derive 

their name from them.” [32] In other words, the 
essence of joy is not to be mistaken for the emo-
tional experience which we call feeling joyful. The 
basic ontological point being made here is that ac-
tual being (the experience of feeling joyful) is not 
to be confused with essential being (the essence 
of joy). Thus, what apparently happens,  when we 
undergo an experience such as feeling joyful, is 
that a conjunction is somehow effected between 
the actual (i.e., the experience) and the essential. 
This is what she calls the realization of the essence, 
when “something that corresponds to it becomes 
real.” [33] (emphasis hers) A particular emotion 
(that would be the “something”) which I am feel-
ing only becomes real, as that emotion, because it 
corresponds to a transcendent essence, a pure form. 

If one accepts the correctness of  Edith Stein’s 
understanding of essence, as something which is 
extrinsic to and transcends the object to which 
it is related, one appreciates the  consistency of 
her logic when she claims that essence cannot be 
defined, and she rejects the Thomistic attempt to 
define joy as a passion of the soul, a sense appetite.    
If essence cannot be defined, that means we cannot 
have an idea of essence, at least not in any ordinary 
sense, for it is our ideas which are the media which 
bear within them the essences of the things they 
represent, which, in turn, are the proper objects of 
definition. An Aristotelian-Thomistic epistemology 
maintains that it is the object which determines 
the idea, the foundational principle here being that 
the human mind is measured by external reality. 
Edith Stein takes an epistemological stance which 
is precisely opposite to that position. “The concept is 
formed,” she writes, “in order to make possible the 
determination of the object.” [34] (emphasis hers) 
The concept precedes the object, and determines 
it. It is not the world that measures the mind; the 
mind measures the world.

The subjects of essence, nature, and universals, 
are closely interwoven in the way they are treated 
in Finite and Eternal Being, reasonably so. It is not 
easy to determine precisely the various functions 
the idea of “nature” fulfills in Edith Stein’s ontol-
ogy, and that is because the term tends to be a 
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somewhat fluid one for her. But there is one appli-
cation of the idea which is as clear as it is eccentric, 
regarded from the point of view of classical usage. 
She argues that individuals, just as individuals, pos-
sess natures. So, for example, Socrates has a nature, 
not as a man (i.e., a human nature), but as Socrates 
(i.e., a Socrates nature). This point of view allows 
her to make reference to a “nature of this particular 
and no other something.” [35] (emphasis hers) The 
fact that natures can be purely individual (i.e., ap-
plicable to no more than one individual) entails, 
for her,  the possibility that natures can change, so 
that a human person, for example, can “be said to 
possess first one and then another nature-quid.” 
[36] By “nature-quid” she is referring to an es-
sential nature or a pure form. In another place 
she speaks of “two natures which are actualized 
in this particular individual, one after another.” [37] 
(emphasis hers) To say that an individual nature 
can change, then, would mean that a person can 
participate in one pure form, say, shyness, and then, 
later, participate in a quite different pure form, say, 
boldness. As long as the natures in question are 
accidental, not substantial, this line of reasoning is 
uncontroversial. But an ongoing problem for her 
ontology is created by Edith Stein’s consistent ne-
glect of the critical distinction between substantial 
being and accidental being. 

All ideas which we express by common nouns 
are universals. The “problem of universals”  revolves 
around the question of what is the precise nature 
of a universal’s reality. Edith Stein explains that 
“our own answer to the problem of universals goes 
somewhat beyond the position of moderate realism 
[the Thomistic position] without, however, going 
as far as Platonic realism (in the traditional interpre-
tation).” [38] (emphasis hers) The qualifying phrase 
she puts in parenthesis is telling. Though Edith 
Stein’s ontology is not to be simplistically com-
pared with Plato’s, it does reflect that ontology in 
certain significant respects. For example, her notion 
of essential being, or pure forms, is remarkable sug-
gestive of the Platonic theory of the eternal Ideas 
or Forms. Her “pure forms,” like Platonic Forms, 
transcend actually existing objects in the world, 

and in one way or another, are determinative of 
those objects. With respect to universals, when she 
writes that “it would seem that our point of view 
is closest to Duns Scotus,” [39] she appears to be 
taking a position which suggests the advocacy of 
some form or another of nominalism

Edith Stein does not leave us in any doubt as 
to her attitude toward the Aristotelian notion of 
prime matter, a mainstay of Scholastic ontology.  
“We found it impossible,” she writes, “to accept the 
notion of prime matter in the strictly Aristotelian 
sense.” [40] It would seem that her rejection of the 
notion  was based upon her apperception that it 
showed itself to be, upon close analysis, inherently 
contradictory. But one can legitimately wonder if 
“the strictly Aristotelian sense” of prime matter 
was something she succeeded in fully assimilating.                    

In light of her conviction that individuals have 
natures, that natures are not shared by many indi-
viduals, one can see how it was that Edith Stein 
would have problems with the Thomistic notion 
that it is matter which is the root of  individuat-
tion. Well, to say that she had problems with the 
Thomistic position is to state the case too circum-
spectly. She identifies her position with character-
istic bluntness: “We cannot accept the proposed 
Thomistic answers.” [41] Later, she goes on to ex-
plain why she cannot do so. “I am convinced that 
the root principle of individual being is found in 
the formal structure of the objects as such.” [42] 
We can see in this position, I think, a reflection of 
her belief that individuals, as individuals, possesses 
natures. But there is more to her rejection of the 
Thomistic theory of individuation than that. When 
she refers, in the quotation just cited, to the “for-
mal structures” of objects, she is calling attention 
to her conviction that, in terms of the matter/form 
composition, characterizing every material object, 
it is the “form” side of the composite, rather than 
the “matter” side, which serves as the principal 
factor in individuation. And this point of view is 
clearly at odds with the Thomistic position.

The notion of privation was another key Ar-
istotelian-Thomistic principle which Edith Stein 
takes exception to in Finite and Eternal Being. The 
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source of her difficulties with the notion is one she 
shares with many others, and revolves around its 
application as a constituent element in the defini-
tion of evil as the privation of the good (privatio 
boni). That definition of evil, especially as relating 
to moral evil, does not, she believed, give proper 
acknowledgment to the stark reality of moral evil, 
to its painful presence in the world. She states her 
case as follows: “Natural reason hesitates to ac-
cept a doctrine which sees evil as a mere want or 
debility, because we definitely experience evil as 
an efficient hostile force.” [43] She cannot accept 
the view that evil is essentially an instance of non-
being, and concludes, then, that “evil is a kind of 
being.” [44]

III

Having reviewed, in sketchy form, the 
principal subjects focused on by Edith 
Stein in Finite and Eternal Being, I want 

now to take a closer critical look at the positions 
she took toward those subjects, and the arguments 
she mounted to defend her positions.  Edith Stein 
assessed various key doctrines in the Aristotelian-
Thomistic philosophy from the point of view of 
phenomenology. I will be assessing her phenom-
enology from an Aristotelian-Thomistic point of 
view.

Though the attitude that Edith Stein takes to-
ward Christian philosophy is one which would not 
have found universal acceptance among the great 
Thomists of the 20th century, it is certainly a re-
spectable one. It seems right to say, as she does, that 
our faith can supply us with subject matter for our 
philosophizing, without philosophy thereby being 
transformed into theology. But when it comes to 
her attitude toward philosophy in general, what it 
is and how it should proceed, the Thomist is con-
fronted, in her phenomenological approach, with 
a philosophical modus operandi with which, to say 
the least, he is not a little uneasy. It all has to do 
with points of departure. Thomistic epistemologi-
cal represents of course an essentially realistic posi-
tion. It is guided by the conviction that the human 

mind is measured by external reality, the objective 
order of things. All of our ideas, mental entities, are 
ultimately traceable to extra-mental entities. There 
are no innate ideas. Edith Stein, philosophically 
speaking, is facing in the opposite direction. To 
be sure, she cannot be identified as a philosophi-
cal idealist simpliciter, without qualification, nor, 
less, can she be said to occupy an extreme idealist 
position. What is more, on the positive side, there 
can be found throughout her work any number of 
passages which even the staunchest realist would 
find fully acceptable. [45] At the same time, how-
ever, there is much in her philosophy which shows 
an undeniable preference for idealist modes of 
reasoning.  This is seen, for example, in her theory 
of essential being, or pure form, which suggests 
that the human mind, working on the natural level,  
has access to ideas through means other than sense 
knowledge. The hallmark of the idealist orientation 
is to give precedence to the idea, over that which 
the ideas represents. So, it is “the idea of true be-
ing” [46] (emphasis hers), not being as it is in itself, 
which is revealed to us through phenomenological 
analysis. For the realist, it is the thing which is the 
measure of the idea. For the idealist, it is the other 
way around; thus she can say, speaking of how we 
determine an object to be gold: “I measure the 
thing before me by comparing it with my idea of 
gold.” [47] When she refers to any aspect of being 
which the philosopher may reflect upon, the focus 
is on ideas, not on being itself. She sees objective 
being as filtered through the alembic of, and deter-
mined by, subjective being, the ego. [49] And the 
ego can constitute a world which would appear to 
be self-sufficient: “And thus eternal and temporal, 
immutable and mutable being (and also non-being) 
are ideas which the intellect encounters within 
itself; they are not borrowed from anything outside 
itself.” [50]         

 So, for Edith Stein, philosophy begins within 
the subjective realm; we start with “the fact of 
our own being.” It is the Cartesian cogito which 
serves as our point of departure. And, like Des-
cartes himself, we are entitled to express scepticism 
concerning the reliability of our senses, instead of, 
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ciple of contradiction and the principle of ex-
cluded middle. [53]  According to her ontology, it 
would seem that a given entity never quite is, i.e., 
fully actual, but is ever in process toward full ac-
tuality. Thus she can speak of being that “does not 
possess its being but needs time to attain to being.” 
[54] And, on a more personal note” “My existence 
is a continuous movement...a transitory kind of 
being....” [55] (emphasis hers) We might read the 
second statement as metaphor, but, taken literally, it 
posits insurmountable ontological difficulties.

Once the distinction between substantial being 
and accidental being is acknowledged, the difficul-
ties which accompany her treatment of act and 
potency can be easily resolved. We do, as a mat-
ter of fact, “become” in all sorts of very important 
ways, but the becoming (the movement from “in 
potency” to “in act”) is only possible because of 
the constant “in act” of our substantial being. One 
commonly hears the  phrase “becoming a person”;  
understood figuratively, it can carry powerful im-
port. But, in strict ontological terms, no one be-
comes a person; we all become as  persons. [56]  

The limitations which are to be found in Edith 
Stein’s notion concerning the nature of finite be-
ing, which are not small, flow from a number of 
crucial imprecisions with regard to her under-
standing of act and potency. Let us recall that she 
defines finite being as “what does not possess its 
being but needs time to attain to being.” [57] And 
she tells us that “whatever is finite needs time to 
become what it is.” [58] These may serve as help-
ful ways of generally describing finite being, just 
so long as it is made clear that the “becoming” or 
the “attainment to being” in the statements can-
not refer to substantial being. Again, for any ob-
ject to “become” in any meaningful sense, it must 
preserve its substantial identity as that-which-be-
comes. Nor can we rightfully describe finite being 
as “what does not possess its being but needs time 
to possess its being,” if the “being” alluded to here 
is substantial being. For any actually existing entity, 
the only not-yet- possessed being applicable to it 
is accidental being. Any supposed object not in full 
possession of substantial being is not a real object. 

following St. Thomas, taking sense knowledge to 
be virtually certain knowledge. To advert again to 
a quotation cited above: “while there may be some 
questions whether or not the object which I per-
ceive with my senses exists in reality, there can be 
no doubt about the reality of my perceptions.” [51]  
If one can properly raise questions about the real 
existence of objects in the world, then the “reality” 
of one’s perceptions becomes a very pale reality 
indeed, for the implication would then seem to 
be that there is no real correspondence between 
what one perceives to be and what in fact is. But 
in that case the reality of my perceptions takes on 
the same status as the reality of dream; it is entirely 
subjective. There cannot, in fact, be any questions 
about the objective reality of what is perceived by 
the senses. Even a mild flirtation with scepticism, 
at this most elemental level, risks the possibility 
of falling into a fatal epistemological slide which 
could end with one denying the human mind’s 
ability to have any certain knowledge at all of the 
external world. 

In her treatment of act and potency, Edith 
Stein expresses the belief that it is possible that 
any given created being, at any given time, can be 
simultaneously in act and in potency. To recall a 
telling assertion: “My present being is simultane-
ously actual and potential being.” [52] Again, this 
can only be true in an importantly qualified sense.  
It all depends on whether we are talking about 
substantial being or accidental being. Any actually 
existing thing, a frog, say, can be only 

“ in act” with respect to its substantial exis-
tence. The frog cannot be in potency with respect 
to its very being as a frog; either it is a frog or it is 
not. However, that frog may be in potency with 
respect to any number of accidental modes of be-
ing. For example, the frog might be sitting quite 
still right at the moment; it is “in act” with respect 
to sitting. But it is “in potency” with respect to 
hopping. As a result of her not taking these basic 
considerations into account, when she contends, 
without qualification, that a being can be simulta-
neously in act and in potency, she is, though quite 
innocently, putting herself in violation of the prin-



26 FCS Quarterly • Winter 2004 27 FCS Quarterly • Winter 2004

Potential being cannot rightly be regarded, as she 
does, as “a preliminary phase of actual being,” [59] 
if the actual being in question is substantial being, 
for that would imply that there is something, in the 
order of being, which is antecedent to being.  

The distinction that Edith Stein draws between 
essential being and actual being, which figures 
prominently in the argument of  Finite and Eter-
nal Being, provides us with another instance of the 
distinctly idealist orientation of her thought. For 
the Thomist, the essence of any object, its nature, 
is intrinsic to the object itself. Essence  is precisely 
what it is about an object which the mind, through 
abstraction, comes to grasp. Thus ideas are born. The 
idea is something which is birthed by the mind as 
the result of the initial stimulating influence of the 
object to which  it relates. The process all begins, 
then, with the object itself.  The object determines 
the idea. [60] These elementary truths relating to 
Thomistic epistemology are worth rehearsing here 
only because  they represent a sharp contrast to the 
epistemology advocated by Edith Stein. “The concept 
is formed,” she writes (emphasis hers), “in order to 
make possible the determination of the object.” [61] 
Note the reversal which has taken place. Accord-
ing to this epistemological account, the object, the 
thing posited in the objective order, must apparently 
wait upon the action of the human mind in order to 
receive its determination, which is to say, in effect, 
that it is the human mind that makes an object what 
it is, establishes, through thought, the essential iden-
tity of the object. But if the object is determined by 
the concept, rather than the concept by the object, 
on what basis does the concept make its determina-
tion with respect to the object? What is the content 
of the concept which directs it to correspond to, and 
then determine, this particular object rather than  
any other? One assumes, on the basis of what she has 
told us elsewhere,  that the content of the concept is 
derived from the mind’s direct contact with essential 
being, pure form. Does this imply that Edith Stein 
subscribed to the notion of innate ideas? She no-
where explicitly says as much, but there is nothing in 
her epistemology which precludes that possibility.               

The essence of a thing, then, is inextricably 

bound up with the thing itself. It is not, as Edith 
Stein argues, something which “belongs to a sphere 
entirely different to that of objects.” [62] As previ-
ously noted, there is nothing  to contest in her un-
derstanding of actual being. It is simply real, extra-
mental existence. But her understanding of essential 
being poses serious problems. It is an understanding 
which, as she herself frankly admits, owes much to 
Plato. As the quotation cited immediately above in-
dicates, her ontology effectively drives a wedge be-
tween an existent and its essence. The essence is no 
longer inherent to a thing, as its specifying determi-
nation, that which formally makes it what it is. She 
can say that “each individual has its essence,” [62] 
but by “essence” here she does not mean a prin-
ciple which is shared by other things of the same 
kind, but something which is unique to each indi-
vidual. In explaining her position, she writes that 
“in contradistinction to Aristotle, we understand the 
essence as an individual rather than a specific deter-
mination.” [63] But if essence is an individual deter-
mination, there is no longer any basis for identifying 
dogs as dogs and frogs as frogs, and every substance 
is like an angel’s substance, which is individuating by 
its proper species. 

If one accepts Edith Stein’s understanding of 
essence as something which is extrinsic to an actu-
ally existing object, then one would concede that 
she is right in saying that essence is something 
which cannot be defined, for definition assumes 
that the essence that is being sought is to be found 
nowhere but in the definitum, the object which is 
to be defined. But for the Thomist, not only can 
essence be defined, essence is what definition is all 
about. When we successfully define an object, we 
encapsulate in precise terminology nothing less than 
the essence of the object. In definition, our focus is 
principally upon the object.

 “Nature,” as understood by the Thomist, is 
roughly synonymous with “essence.” More precisely, 
we say that nature follows upon essence, flows from 
it; it is the explicit manifestation of essence, through 
action. By definition, a nature is something which 
is shared, such as is, for example, human nature. We 
call Tom, Dick, and Harriet human beings because 
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they have in common a human nature. Contrary 
to what Edith Stein holds, individuals, just as in-
dividuals, do not have natures, that is, they do not 
have natures which are peculiar to themselves and 
not shared by others. Harriet has a human nature; 
she does not have a Harriet nature. As Harriet, she 
is completely unique, quite unshared by anybody 
else. It undermines the very meaning of nature to 
maintain that individuals have natures.

She writes that “the concept ‘human being’ 
is no part of this particular human being.” [64] 
Granted, the concept, just as concept, is no part 
of this human being; it is part of the human be-
ing who is holding the concept, as a quality of his 
mind. But the concept “human being” would not 
even be able to be thought were there not a hu-
manness, a shared nature, in the human being who 
is the object of thought. The point Edith Stein is 
urging by the above statement is her conviction 
that individuals have natures. For her,  because the 
concept “human being” is dependent directly upon 
pure form (i.e., essential being), which is prior to 
and transcends the individual, that concept cannot 
be part of the individual himself. She reinforces 
this point when she writes that “nature and quid” 
[by which she means essential being] transcend 
individuals, and for this reason “we disavow their 
actual being in them.” [65] She disavows that na-
tures, essential being, can be incorporated within 
individuals, and that is because she sees them as 
transcending individuals. This point of view reflects 
an insufficient appreciation for the fact that what 
may transcend individuals, in the form of universal 
concepts, nonetheless depend upon individuals for 
their intelligibility. A nature, such as, for example, 
human nature, has its actual being in individuals, 
and nowhere else. We can speak intelligibly about 
“humanity” precisely because there are individual 
creatures who evince, who are in possession of, a 
human nature. The universal concept, humanity, 
is real because it is rooted in the real. If the nature 
was not actually realized in individuals, a term like 
“human being” would be meaningless. [66]

In rather roundly rejecting the Aristotelian 
notion of prime matter, Edith Stein was rejecting, 

I think it fair to say, not so much an Aristotelian 
notion as an imperfect construal of an Aristotelian 
notion. The same holds true, I believe, with regard 
to her responses to the notions of individuation 
and privation.  We will consider each of these 
in turn. What Edith Stein seems to be doing, in 
rejection the Aristotelian notion of prime matter, 
and almost in spite of herself, [67] is overlooking 
the proper status of prime matter as a principle in 
things, and transforming it into a kind of thing in 
itself, enjoying separate, quasi-autonomous exis-
tence. For the Aristotelian-Thomist, prime matter 
is a principle of pure potency, but it is a principle 
which is to be found only in secondary matter, 
that is to say, matter as we ordinarily understand it. 
Prime matter is intrinsic to ordinary matter, and 
inextricable from it. If there were no ordinary mat-
ter, neither would there be prime matter. [68] It 
is wrong to suppose that prime matter could ex-
ist in any kind of independent way, separate from 
ordinary matter, which is just what Edith Stein 
seems to be supposing when, for example, she sug-
gests that we could rightly think of prime matter 
in terms of “pure mass.” [69] Assuming that she is 
understanding mass as the physicist understands it, 
as the quantity of inertia a body possesses, we can-
not take mass to be prime matter. To be quantifi-
able, as is mass, necessarily implies determination, 
but prime matter, by definition, is completely un-
determined.    

St. Thomas Aquinas taught that the founda-
tion for individuation in material beings was mat-
ter itself. The matter in question here is secondary 
matter, or matter as we ordinarily understand it. It 
is the hylemorphic theory, the theory that holds 
that all material things are composed of prime 
matter and substantial form, which is the founda-
tion for his teaching. The form of a thing is what 
encompasses its essence or nature; it is that of a 
thing which determines it to be precisely the kind 
of thing it is. Because the form determines the na-
ture of a thing, and because natures are shared, we 
argue that it cannot be the form just as such which 
distinguishes, and separates, one individual material 
thing from another. It must, then, be the matter. 
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All frogs share the same frog nature, so it cannot be 
frog nature, encompassed within form, which pro-
vides the basis for individuation among frogs. It is 
form as informing matter, secondary matter, which 
allows us to differentiate this frog from that one. 

The specific reason Edith Stein gives to explain 
why she cannot accept the Thomistic answers re-
garding the individuation of corporeal substances is 
that she cannot bring herself to see matter as be-
ing at the root of the fact of individuation. “I am 
convinced,” she writes, “that the root principle of 
individual being is found in the formal structure 
of the objects as such.” [70] If “formal structure” 
is understood as entailing a real existent, i.e, prime 
matter as informed, which gives us secondary mat-
ter, then she is correct in this. When we claim that 
it is matter which individuates corporeal creatures 
we are not talking about prime matter. Prime mat-
ter, as such, can individuate nothing, for it is utterly 
undifferentiated, having no determination what-
ever. It is only informed matter, secondary matter,  
that can individuate, and that matter, perforce of 
necessity, then, would have to be part of what she 
calls the “formal structure” of objects. It appears 
that Edith Stein was misinterpreting St. Thomas as 
saying that it was prime matter just as such, devoid 
of any determination, that founded individuation, 
and on that understanding she found the theory 
unacceptable. [71]                 

As we have seen, Edith Stein found problem-
atical the classical definition of evil as the privation 
of good (privatio boni) because she saw the defini-
tion, especially as applied to moral evil, as not giv-
ing sufficient recognition to the brute facticity of 
moral evil, its harsh and obtrusive presence in the 
world. It can be argued, in response to this attitude, 
that the definition, rightly construed, does not in 
the least bit minimize the reality of evil; its special 
virtue lies in the fact that it calls attention to pre-
cisely what kind of reality evil exercises, its exact 
mode of existence. Evil just as such is non-being. 
It is an absence. But it is an absence in a being, and 
therefore the being that suffers the absence is de-
bilitated as being, and consequently its actions are 
debilitated. When it acts, then, the effects of its 

actions on other beings are necessarily deleterious. 
The existential status of evil, its incontestable real-
ity, is seated in the reality of the being its infects.

Convinced of the inadequacy of the notion of 
evil as non-being, she made bold to suggest that 
“evil is a kind of being.” [72] But this cannot be 
the case. To be a kind of being is to be, of course, 
a being, that which has existence, that which is in 
possession of “to be.” But everything that exists, 
that is rather than is not, enjoys that ineffable status 
only and only because of the creative act of God. 
So, everything that exists, precisely as an existent, as 
that which has being, is good, cannot be anything 
other than good. The only alternative to this con-
clusion is to suppose that God creates evil. No be-
ing, just as a being, as an existent, can be evil. Evil, 
therefore, cannot be a kind of a being.

 Edith Stein contends that natural reason can-
not accept evil as “a mere want or debility, because 
we definitely experience evil as an efficient hostile 
force.” [73] There is no question but that we defi-
nitely experience evil as an efficient hostile force, 
but what, really, is the source of the efficiency, the 
hostility, the forcefulness? It is not non-being just 
as such, it is non-being as invested in being. Let 
consider the case of malice, which is evil, therefore 
non-being. It is only when malice manifests itself 
in a man, as an absence that subtracts from his hu-
manity, that there evolves a creature we call a mali-
cious man. It is the malicious man, not malice just 
as such, which is the source of the harm.  The ma-
licious man is a real being, but he is a maimed be-
ing, and he acts as a maimed being. It is his power 
as a man  that is the ultimate efficient cause of the 
negative impact he has on others. There is nothing 
“mere” about the absence of a quality in a creature 
that should have that quality, for that absence, rather 
than inhibiting efficient activity, can actually inten-
sify it, but now that activity, because of the absence 
of a quality which is proper to the creature, is de-
cidedly negative in its effects.  In the case of the 
malicious man, what is absent in him is the virtue 
of charity.                            
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IV
What general conclusions might be drawn 

about Edith Stein as a philosopher? First, and by 
way of “placing” her in terms of schools of phi-
losophy, it can be said with full confidence that she 
was not a Thomist, nor, by association, was she an 
Aristotelian. With equal confidence it can be said, 
speaking positively, that she was a phenomenolo-
gist, emphatically so. As noted earlier, she had been 
thorough schooled in the world-view and methods 
of phenomenology by its founder, Edmund Hus-
serl, and she remained loyally committed to her 
mentor and his school throughout her life. Though 
her lively and sustained interest in St. Thomas 
clearly shows that she eventually came to appreci-
ate that the world of philosophy was wider than 
the world of phenomenology, it is my opinion 
that she never surrendered her initial conviction 
that the phenomenological method was the only 
proper method for philosophy, and that the phe-
nomenological way of looking at the world was 
the only right way of looking at it.                 

It is somewhat remarkable, though, given her 
sincere interest in St. Thomas, that she seemed to 
assimilate into her philosophic consciousness so lit-
tle of his essential spirit  Why was that so? Some of 
my  criticisms of her interpretations of St. Thomas’s 
might lead to the conclusion that the problem was 
that she simply lacked the intellectual wherewithal 
sufficiently to grasp the profound thought of Friar 
Thomas. Such a conclusion would be laughably 
false.  Edith Stein was possessed of a powerful and 
penetrating intellect. Simply in terms of native 
ability, she was every bit up to the task of engaging 
productively with the Thomistic corpus.    

The answer to the puzzle, I think, is that when 
Edith Stein came to the study of St. Thomas Aqui-
nas she was already a fully formed philosopher, and 
the peculiar nature of her philosophical forma-
tion was such that it had an inhibiting effect on 
her ability to approach the Angelic Doctor’s works 
with complete intellectual openness. As we have 
seen, she herself admits that her first encounter 
with St. Thomas represented something of a major 

intellectual shock. She was befuddled by his whole 
approach to philosophy. St. Thomas spoke a lan-
guage which never ceased to sound foreign to her 
philosophic ear, and it is therefore understandable 
that she did not always catch some of the more 
finely tuned aspects of his thought.  

She approached St. Thomas as a phenomenolo-
gist. She attempted  to read St. Thomas through 
the lens of phenemenology. But if you look at St. 
Thomas through the lens of phenomenology, you 
do not see St. Thomas; you see phenomenology. 
And then one of two things happen. Either you 
attempt to turn St. Thomas into a phenomenolo-
gist, or, more honestly—and this is what happened 
to Edith Stein—you reject St. Thomas because he 
does not measure up to the phenomenological 
presuppositions to which you are committed. I call 
the second alternative more honest, because the 
one who opts for it has the candidness to recog-
nize that there are very real, and very radical, and 
perhaps even irreconcilable, differences between 
phenomenology and Thomism. 

To say that Edith Stein was not a Thomist is 
not to level an accusation; it is simply to state a 
matter of fact. But was the fact of her being a phe-
nomenologist completely without problems, not 
simply with respect to the realm of philosophy, 
but, potentially at least, beyond that realm as well? 
I contend that phenomenology is inherently prob-
lematical as a philosophical system, and that is be-
cause to be a phenomenologist is to be an idealist, 
and to be an idealist is to put yourself in perma-
nent danger of subjectivism, and subjectivism is the 
high road to relativism. By no stretch of the imagi-
nation can it be said that Edith Stein ever even 
looked down the road to relativism, but because 
of her essential idealist orientation, she was not 
entirely free of subjectivism, a subjectivism which 
is most clearly manifested by her consistent loyalty 
to what she regarded as the proper starting point 
for philosophy: the self. When St. Thomas embarks 
upon the effort to demonstrate the existence of 
God, he begins with the objective order of things, 
with how things stand in the physical world. 
Revealingly, Edith Stein did not find the results of 
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St. Thomas’s labors, the famous Five Ways, particu-
larly impressive. [74] When she embarks upon her 
inquiry into the question of the possibility of pure 
spirits, she typically begins where she begins all her 
philosophical investigations. “We shall begin our 
inquiry not by following the line of thought sug-
gested by St. Thomas but shall rather seek access to 
the problem of the basis of personal and inner ex-
perience.” [75] She is quite conscious, then, of the 
radical difference between the Thomistic approach 
to things and the approach of phenomenology.

In his 1953 study of the thought of Max Sche-
ler, the philosopher Karol Wojtyla arrived at some 
pointed conclusions about phenomenology, and its 
compatibility with Christian thought in general. “It 
is, therefore, due to its phenomenological princi-
ples,” he wrote, “that Scheler’s system is unsuitable 
for the interpretation of Christian ethics.” [75] The 
main problem with phenomenology, as he saw it, 
was that its seminal principles lacked an objective 
character, and because of that lack, “ethical value 
always remains in an intentional and—despite ev-
erything—subjective position.” [76] His overall 
conclusion is singularly unambiguous: “These in-
vestigations convince us that the Christian thinker, 
especially the theologian...must not be a phenom-
enologist.” [77]

Etienne Gilson, in reflecting on St. Augustine’s 
heavy reliance on Neo-Plationism and the effect it 
had upon his thinking, decides that it was the Bish-
op of Hippo’s large misfortune not to have a phi-
losophy which was adequate to his theology. [78] 
I think something of  the same sort can be said of 
Edith Stein and her relation to phenomenology. It 
was not adequate to her great mind. Though there 
is enduring merit to be found in certain aspects 
of her philosophy, it seems to me that, in years to 
come, she will be known—apart of course from 
her permanent, illustrious status as a saint and mar-
tyr—more as a psychologist and a theologian than 
as a philosopher, as a psychologist because of her 
universal and indiscriminate empathy for her fel-
low man, as a theologian because of her profound 
sensitivity to God and the things of God. ✠                     

FOOTNOTES

1. The work in question was Potenz und Akt (Potency and Act), 
which she began in 1931 as her dissertation for her “habilitation” 
(Habiltationschrift), the document required for admission to the 
faculty in the German university system. She was applying for a 
position at the University of Freiburg. The work was published 
posthumously, in 1998. It is described by Fr. Steven Payne as “a 
study of the founding principles of the philosophy of St. Thomas 
Aquinas from a phenomenological perspective.” (See Foreword to 
Edith Stein’s Finite and Eternal Being: An Attempt at an Ascent 
to the Meaning of Being. (trans. Kurt F. Reinhardt) Washington, 
D.C.: Institute of Carmelite Studies, 2002, p. xiv ff.) Henceforth 
in these notes, for brevity’s sake, I will cite Finite and Eternal Be-
ing simply as FEB.
2. FEB, p. 535. The fact that she was immediately alert to method, 
and puzzled by the method being followed by St. Thomas, shows 
two things: (1) the emphasis that the phenomenologist gives to 
methodology, and (2) just how foreign the Thomistic texts were to 
her philosophic eye. For the phenomenologist, or, at least, for some 
advocates of phenomenology, methodology is virtually the whole of 
philosophy. It is good, of course, for a philosopher to have a method, 
but method without matter is like a game plan without a game. 

3. Edith Stein. On the Problem of Empathy. (trans. Waltraut Stein, 
Ph.D.) Washington, D.C.: ICS Publications, 1989. Some Thomists 
might be inclined to look upon this work as more a treatise on 
psychology than on philosophy.

4. FEB, p. 530. The initial subtitle she gave to Finite and Eternal Being 
was: A Survey of the philosophia perennis.”

5. She wrote the manuscript longhand, in ink. 

6. FEB, p. xiv.

7. FEB, p. xv.

8. FEB, p. 529.

9. FEB, p. 530.

10. ibid. Certainly the philosophia perennis is not a “scholastic system.” 
It is larger than Scholasticism, and encompasses it. But one likes to 
think that Scholasticism is the fullest embodiment of the philosophia 
perennis, the most faithful preserver of it. Edith Stein’s characteriza-
tion of it as “the ceaseless search of the human spirit for true being,” 
besides being a bit amorphous, leaves the impression that it is prin-
cipally a process, and gives insufficient acknowledgment to the fact 
that it constitutes a formidable body of truths already attained.

11. FEB, p. 12.

12. If everything had proceeded uninterruptedly, the book would 
have been published in Germany in 1937 or 1938.

13. The Foreword to FEB provides an interesting account of the 
history of Dr. Reinhardt’s translation. See p. xviii ff.

14. FEB, p. 16.

15. “Wissenschaft as an idea—that enduring substrate of every con-
crete human knowledge and science,” (emphasis hers) she writes in 
Finite and Eternal Being. It is not the idea, the formal sign, that can 
serve as an “enduring substrate,” but only that which the idea signi-
fies. Interestingly, it is in the early pages of FEB, along with obser-
vations such as the above, that we find Edith Stein’s clearest and 
strongest expressions of the realist position. But then, as the work 
progresses,  the idealism that is inherent to phenomenology gradu-
ally becomes more prominent and assertive.
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16. FEB, p. 24. 

17. The bone of contention here has to do with the formal objects 
of philosophy and theology, that which serves to identify them as 
distinct sciences. Philosophy studies being from the point of view 
of natural reason, whereas theology studies being from the point 
of view of divine revelation. The question then becomes, Does 
the philosopher cease doing philosophy and begin doing theology 
when he reflects on truths that can only be known through revela-
tion? Edith Stein answers the question in the negative. And this 
seems to be the proper response. It would appear odd, on the fact 
of it, to suggest that a philosopher effectively stops being a philoso-
pher, and is suddenly transformed into a theologian, when he turns 
his analytical attention to revealed truths. While there are certain 
truths that the philosopher, just as philosopher, through the exercise 
of natural reason alone, could never discover (e.g., the truth of the 
Incarnation), nothing seems to prevent him, as a man of faith, from 
simply accepting those revealed truths as “givens” (just as, analo-
gously, he accepts many truths on the natural order), and then reflect 
upon them philosophically. 

18. FEB, p. 25.

19. It is no exaggeration to say that the twin notions of potency and 
act were central to St. Thomas’s thought. He found universal appli-
cation for them. 

20. FEB, p. 35.

21. FEB, p. 36. 

22. ibid.

23. ibid.

24. FEB, p. 37.

25. FEB, pp. 38-39.

26. FEB, p. 45.

27. FEB, p. 61. 

28. Ibid.

29. FEB, p. 64.

30. FEB, p. 63. 

31. FEB, p. 64.

32. FEB, p. 66. 

33. FEB, p. 68.

34. FEB, p. 72. 

35. FEB, p. 70.

36. FEB, p. 76.

37. FEB, p. 85. 

38. FEB, p. 101. 

39. ibid. She explicitly admits that she subscribes to the Scotian no-
tion of spiritual matter.  See. p. 408 ff.

40. FEB, p. 201.

41. FEB, p. 340.

42. FEB, p. 496.

43. FEB, p. 404.

44. FEB, p. 405.

45. For example, she writes, speaking of the truth of a sentence: 
“Its. Truth in the strict sense consists in its being in adequate corre-
spondence with something which is [mit einem Seienden (with an ex-

istent)] or in the fact that something corresponds to it which has 
an independent existence. The truth of the sentence, in short, is 
founded upon a true being (that is, a being which has its foundation 
in itself and which provides a foundation for a sentence).” (FEB,  
p. 17) (emphasis hers) Here we have a clear statement of the corre-
spondence theory of truth, a realist theory which presupposes that 
the foundation for truth is the objective order of things However, 
later in the book she will speak of “essential truth” as “the congru-
ity of some actuality with the corresponding pure form.” (FEB, p. 
296) Now the correspondence is no longer between the thing in 
the world and the mind, but between the thing in the world and 
the transcendental realm. It is an idealist way of regarding truth. 

46. FEB, p, 46. 

47. FEB, p. 296. 

48. FEB, p. 104. 

49. She speaks of “that ontological realm, which is inseparable from 
the ego.” (FEB,

p. 54) The import of this statement is not simply the obvious fact 
that being (the ontological realm), as known, is necessarily insepa-
rable from the knowing ego, but that the ego, through its ideas, has 
a certain determinative affect on the ontological realm. Her idealist 
proclivities are reflected in a statement she makes later in the book. 
“We followed the Augustinian way, which proceeds from that which 
is nearest to us...the life of the ego.” (FEB, p. 277) (emphasis hers)

50. FEB, p. 37. 

51. FEB, p. 36,

52. FEB, pp. 38-39.

53. The principle of excluded middle has it that there is no ontolog-
ical middle position between being and non-being. A being either 
exists, or it does not. That is why no being, in terms

of the first act of existence, can be said to be simultaneously in act 
and in potency. One of the more prominent features of Finite and 
Eternal Being is a continuing lack of active awareness of the critical 
distinction between substantial and accidental being. 

54. FEB, p. 61.

55. FEB, p, 45.

56. No human being is in potency with respect to personhood. We 
are all constituted as persons by God’s creative act. Personhood is 
an inextricable part of our substantial existence as human beings. 
We could no more “become” persons, ontologically, than we could 
“become” human beings. 

57. FEB, p. 61.

58. ibid.

59. FEB, p. 67. 

60. The first principle of Thomistic epistemology is, nihil est in intel-
lectu quod non prius fuerit in sensu, “there is nothing in the mind that 
was not first in the senses.” Sense knowledge is the foundation, the 
sine qua non condition for, intellectual knowledge, which is to say, 
knowledge in the strict sense. 

61. FEB, p. 72.

62. FEB, p. 64.

63. FEB, p. 478. 

64. FEB, p. 166. 

65. FEB, p. 140.

66. FEB, p. 98. 
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67. For Plato, “humanity” is not realized in individual human be-
ings but in the eternal Form. Edith Stein claims that her Platonic 
propensities do not take her as far as Platonic realism, “in the tradi-
tional interpretation.” (FEB, p. 101) But I think she was closer to the 
“traditional interpretation” than she realized.

68. I say “almost in spite of herself ” because she shows that she has 
a sure grasp of certain aspects of the Aristotelian position, as can be 
seen, for example, by a perusal of Section 9. pp. 184-86.

69. What is especially puzzling about her inclination to take prime 
matter as something which is somehow separate from secondary 
matter is that Aristotle states clearly how he interprets things in the 
following passage: “for each thing is made up of such natures, and 
prime matter is preserved in them.” And she quotes just this passage in 
her book. (FEB, p. 179)

70. “Thus it seems that in the case of pure mass we are dealing with 
something which corresponds to the Aristotelian            insofar as 
this term refers to that substratum of all external nature which we 
designate as prime matter.” (FEB, p. 194)

71. FEB, p. 496.

72. Edith Stein can be excused for having difficulties with St. 
Thomas’s theory on individuation, for it is not with its subtleties, 
and some Scholastics have seen fit to raise serious questions about 
it. Professor Joseph Bobik of the University of Notre Dame has 
provided us with an enlightening analysis of the theory in his article, 

“St. Thomas on the Individuation of Bodily Substances,” which 
appears as Chapter 52 in Readings in the Philosophy of Nature, Henry 
J. Koren, C.S.Sp., S.T.D., ed. Westminster, Maryland: The Newman 
Press, 1958.

73. FEB, p. 405.

74. FEB, p. 404.

75. “But do the a posteriori proofs—the inferences from created ef-
fects to an uncreated cause—fare much better? How many believers, 
after all, have become believers on the strength of the Thomistic 
proofs of the existence of God? These proofs too demand a leap 
over an abyss: The believer leaps across lightly, the unbeliever stops 
this side of the precipice.” (FEB, p. 110) It is fairly obvious that she 
did not regard the proofs to be demonstrative. 

76. FEB, p. 391.

77. Karol Woytyla. Uber die Moglichkeit eine christliche Ethik in Anleh-
nung an Max Scheler zu shaffen. (Evaluation of the Possibility of Con-
structing a Christian Ethics on the Assumptions of Max Scheler’s System of 
Philosophy) Ed. Juliusz Stroynowski, Primat des Geistes: Philosophische 
Schriften. Stuttgart-Degerlock: Seewald, 1953, 1980, p. 97.

78. ibid., p. 109. 

79. ibid., p. 196.

80. Etienne Gilson. God and Philosophy. New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1941, p. 60. 
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A paper presented at St. Charles Borromeo 
Seminary, 4 October, 2003
by George Cardinal Pell

In his encyclical Veritatis Splen-
dor (“The Splendor of Truth”) 
in 1993 Pope John Paul II 
claimed that the Church 

was facing a genuine crisis which 
touched the very foundations of 
moral theology.1 He explained that 
this crisis was no longer a matter of 
limited and occasional dissent but 
of an overall and systematic calling 
into question of traditional moral 
doctrine.2

In this year in which we celebrate 
the twenty-fifth anniversary of the 
election of the Holy Father and 
the tenth anniversary of Veritatis 
Splendor it is a moot point whether 
the crisis has lessened or deepened, 
or indeed whether the situation 
remains basically as it was. Rome has 
spoken, but in the English-speaking 
world there is no evidence that the 
matter has been successfully conclud-
ed. I speak as an Australian bishop 
primarily about the situation in Aus-
tralia. It remains for others to judge 
just how relevant my comments 
might be for the situation here in 
the United States and for other parts 
of the Catholic world.

After a few introductory words 
to set the scene I wish to speak on 
two topics central to human dignity 
and moral responsibility. One was 
treated extensively in Veritatis Splen-
dor—the role of conscience—and the 
second is the Christian understand-
ing of human rights.

  OF INTEREST

The Pontificate of 
John Paul II

Pope John Paul II is an histori-
cal anomaly. We risk categoris-

ing his outstanding achievements 
as being normative for the papacy. 
This is particularly a danger for 
young Catholics who have known 
no other Pope. In fact no Pope in 
history, even Pope John XXIII, has 
exercised such an influence in so 
many fields. This is partly a conse-
quence of the mass media today, but 
more particularly it is a consequence 
of his unique contribution. Veritatis 
Splendor was discussed everywhere 
throughout the Western world. The 
major papers in just about every 
Western capital city editorialised on 
this encyclical. His defence of human 
rights against Communist and totali-
tar ianism was pivotal. These are 
but one part of his extraordinary 
achievements. An important task for 
the future will be to assimilate his 
teachings and put them into practice.

This encyclical had been an-
nounced on the Feast of St. Alphon-
sus in 1987, but did not appear until 
after the publication of the Cat-
echism of the Catholic Church. It was 
eagerly awaited by admirers of the 
Pope and also by his opponents inside 
and outside the Catholic Church. The 
traditional loose alliance of dissidents 
were well organised with their allies 
in the secular media to orchestrate a 
chorus of dissent, as they had done 
so successfully in 1968 against Pope 
Paul VI’s encyclical Humanae Vitae.

However the world had changed 
since 1968 in a number of significant 
ways. First of all the scope for dis-
sent had enlarged immeasurably. In 
1968 the arguments for individual 
judgment or private conscience were 

Human Dignity, Human Rights and Moral Responsibility
advanced on the topic of the new 
means of contraception, which it 
was alleged, with some justifica-
tion, was disputed even within the 
Catholic tradition. Today what re-
mains in dispute are the grounds for 
moral argumentation itself within the 
Catholic and indeed Christian tradi-
tion, and the controverted areas now 
include every area of sexual practice, 
and many issues which touch hu-
man life. Consequently there are 
also significant debates on mar-
riage and family life. There has been 
no period in Church history where 
such a range of moral teachings 
has been rejected and the rejectors 
have continued to insist on remain-
ing within the Church and aspiring 
to change Church teaching. Also 
there has probably been no period 
in Church history where so many 
have been able to do this without 
effective retribution. To my knowl-
edge no bishop has taken up the 
recommendation of the Holy Father 
in Veritatis Splendor1 to take away the 
title “Catholic” from Catholic insti-
tutions which are deviating signifi-
cantly from sound moral doctrine.

In 1968 many in the Church 
were optimistic that the progres-
sive reforms of the Second Vatican 
Council would soon bring wonder-
ful fruits, and that dialogue with the 
world would be one of the means 
for this. Humanae Vitae was a valu-
able corrective to this inflated opti-
mism. The collapse of the Church, 
for example, in Holland and 
French-speaking Canada then lay in 
the future, as did the exodus of many 
priests and religious and the radical 
decline in vocations to the priesthood 
and religious life in many parts of the 
Church. Today we are much better 
aware of the consequences of the 
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acid rain of modernity on our Cath-
olic communities, of our minority 
status as serious Christians every-
where in the English-speaking world, 
and of the damaging power of the 
neo-pagan world of communications. 
Probably, too, we are better aware of 
the fruits of internal dissent.

However Pope John Paul II has 
been an immensely more powerful 
influence than Pope Paul VI. Pope 
Paul was fated to lead the Church 
at an intensely difficult time, but he 
will not rank with Leo the Great or 
Gregory the Great. John Paul II will, 
and one major reason for this will 
be his moral teaching, especially 
as outlined in Veritatis Splendor and 
Evangelium Vitae (“The Gospel of 
Life”), (1995).

No Primacy of 
Conscience

Sections 54-64 of Veritatis Splendor 
are the best short pieces written 

on conscience since Cardinal New-
man’s Letter to the Duke of Norfolk in 
1875. It is a sophisticated and acces-
sible piece of work, quoting section 
16 of the Second Vatican Council’s 
Constitution on “the Church in the 
Modern World” (Gaudium et Spes) 
about the voice of conscience always 
summoning us to love good and 
avoid evil. “For man has in his heart 
a law written by God. To obey it is 
the very dignity of man; according 
to it he will be judged (cf. Romans 
2:-14-16).” There is an explicit ref-
erence to the development in the 
Church’s moral doctrine similar to 
the development in the doctrines of 
faith, provided the original meaning 
is preserved intact.4 The encyclical is 
not fundamentalist.

Naturally I accept the teaching 
of the Second Vatican Council and 
Veritatis Splendor on the crucial role 
of conscience for us all. However 

for some years I have spoken and 
written against the so-called “doc-
trine of the primacy of conscience”, 
arguing that this is incompatible 
with traditional Catholic teaching. 
Not surprisingly this has in turn 
provoked a number of hostile public 
refutations and quite a number of 
letters from friends and acquaintanc-
es attempting to persuade me of the 
error of my ways.

My basic object is twofold: a) 
to explain that increasingly, even in 
Catholic circles, the appeal to the 
primacy of conscience is being used 
to justify what we would like to do 
rather than to discover what God 
wants us to do; and b) to claim 
that conscience does not have 
primacy. One should say that the 
word of God has primacy or that 
truth has primacy, and that a person 
uses his conscience to discern the 
truth in particular cases. To use the 
language of Veritatis Splendor, con-
science is “the proximate norm of 
personal morality” whose authority 
in its voice and judgment “derives 
from the truth about moral good 
and evil”.5

Whatever the pressures for con-
formity produced by public opinion 
and the mass media today, there is 
a healthy rhetoric about respect for 
the rights of the individual, includ-
ing the right to private judgment, 
in the English-speaking democra-
cies. Today we value our freedom 
of speech, however much it might 
have been constrained in the dis-
tant past. We take it for granted 
that all citizens have a freedom to 
choose their career, their home and 
all adults presume unreflectingly the 
right to choose a spouse—or now, 
increasingly in Australia, a tempo-
rary partner. Just as people have 
the right in a democracy to choose 
their religion so, too, some feel they 
should be able to choose the type of 

morality they follow.
Unless all kinds of implicit Chris-

tian assumptions are made explicit, 
the claim to the primacy of indi-
vidual conscience easily becomes in 
our cultural context the same as a 
claim to personal moral autonomy. 
Indeed, most Western moral philoso-
phers since the eighteenth century, 
with the exceptions of the Marxists 
and the Christians, have followed 
Kant in advocating some form of 
moral self-legislation and govern-
ment (autonomy), as distinct from 
heteronomy or rule by others. 
Even Kant would be appalled by 
contemporary autonomy liberalism. 
He believed in objective morality 
(“practical reason”) which autonomy 
gives us the means and opportunity 
to follow, never a self-made morality 
of private preference.

When a person is autonomous, 
or independent, or at liberty to 
follow his will in moral matters, 
this implies that other persons have 
some kind of obligation to respect 
this person’s freedom of judgment 
and action. What is the nature of the 
obligation of other people towards 
the agent? We might look at this 
from another perspective and ask: 
what is the extent of the agent’s 
freedom to follow his own will? In 
response one can usefully give two 
versions of moral autonomy. The 
first emphasises the person’s right to 
choose in the areas of life generally 
open to moral evaluation, leaving the 
limits outside which the agent might 
curtail his right generally unspecified.

John Rawls has defined the ex-
treme of this version of autonomy 
with characteristic lucidity. It is 
“the complete freedom to form 
our moral opinions so that the 
conscientious judgment of every 
moral agent ought absolutely to be 
respected”6. The realities of social 
life and public order constrain us 
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into recognising the impracticalities 
of such a principle as a basis for our 
personal conduct. In any society the 
only two alternatives are unanim-
ity or the exercise of authority. The 
second version of autonomy, the 
more practical version, always spells 
out in some way the constraints nec-
essary for social life. The principle of 
autonomy which informs Rawls’ own 
work, his alternative and more prac-
tical meaning, defines acting autono-
mously as “acting from principles 
that we would consent to as free 
and equal rational beings”7. I am 
not arguing this account is adequate; 
merely that it is one example of the 
limitations and precisions required.

Those Catholics who appeal 
to the primacy of conscience cite 
a number of classical references. 
The first comes from the Second 
Vatican Council’s “Declaration on 
Religious Freedom” (Dignitatis Hu-
manae), which states that religious 
freedom “has to do with immunity 
from coercion in civil society”; “The 
truth cannot impose itself except by 
virtue of its own truth.” However 
these advocates often leave unsaid the 
conciliar teaching from the same 
paragraph that religious free-
dom “leaves untouched traditional 
Catholic doctrine on the moral duty 
of men in society towards the true 
religion and towards the one Church 
of Christ”.8 So while the Declaration 
explains that in matters religious “no 
man is to be forced to act in a man-
ner contrary to his own beliefs…
within due limits”, it also goes on 
to say that all men are “bound by 
a moral obligation to seek the truth, 
especially religious truth”.9

The American Father John 
Courtney Murray, S.J., who had 
such a profound influence in the 
production of the Declaration wrote 
in his introduction to the English 
translation: “The conciliar affirma-

tion of the principle of freedom 
was narrowly limited—in the text.  
But the text itself was flung into a 
pool whose shores are wide as the 
Universal Church. The ripples will 
run far. Inevitably, a great second 
argument will be set afoot—now 
on the theological meaning of 
Christian freedom”.10

A second reference frequently 
quoted, and indeed cited by the Holy 
Father himself in Crossing the Thresh-
old of Hope comes from St. Thomas 
Aquinas, who explains that if a man 
is admonished by his conscience, even 
when it is erroneous he must always 
listen to it and follow it.11 The sup-
porters of primacy of conscience do 
not go on to explain, as Aquinas does 
and John Paul II has done over a 
life-time of writing, that the binding 
force of conscience, even mistaken 
conscience, comes from the person’s 
belief that the conscientious decision 
is in accord with the law of God.12

A final passage, also frequently 
cited, is Cardinal Newman’s famous 
declaration at the end of his Letter 
to the Duke of Norfolk: “Certainly, if 
I am obliged to bring religion into 
after-dinner toasts (which indeed 
does not seem quite the thing) I shall 
drink—to the Pope, if you please—
still, to Conscience first, and to the 
Pope afterwards”.13 Newman was 
concerned about the Ultramontane 
claims of extreme infallibilists, face-
tiously explaining that if the Pope 
told the English bishops to order 
their priests to work for teetotalism 
or to hold a lottery in each mission, 
they would not be obliged to do 
so.14 But there is no doubt also that 
his understanding of conscience is 
very specifically Christocentric and 
God-centred, within the Catholic 
tradition.

Conscience is not a long-sighted 
selfishness, nor a desire to be con-
sistent with oneself; but it is a mes-

senger from Him, who, both in 
nature and in grace, speaks to us 
behind a veil, and teaches and rules 
us by His representatives. Conscience 
is the aboriginal Vicar of Christ, a 
prophet in its informations, a mon-
arch in its peremptoriness, a priest 
in its blessings and anathemas, and 
even though the eternal priesthood 
throughout the Church should cease 
to be, in it the sacerdotal principle 
would remain and would have a 
sway.15

In all Newman’s examples, con-
science is not left as an unfenced 
equivalent of secular autonomy but 
is closely defined and linked with a 
proper understanding of Christian 
and indeed Catholic teaching.

In strictly theological language 
the claim to primacy of conscience 
is a cliche, which only requires 
preliminary examination for us to 
conclude that it needs to be refined 
and developed to have any plausible 
meaning at all. I do not even favour 
the substitution of the primacy of 
informed conscience, because it is 
also possible that with good will and 
conscientious study a devout Catholic 
could fail to recognise some moral 
truth and act upon it. It is truth, or 
the word of God, which has prima-
cy, and we have to use our personal 
capacity to reason practically, that 
is, exercise our conscience, to try to 
recognise these particular truths.

However it is at the pastoral 
level that this espousal of the pri-
macy of conscience has disastrous 
effect. Let me give you a crass but 
actual example, recounted to me 
by a friend who witnessed this 
encounter. A man asked this ques-
tion; suppose I have been regularly 
“sleeping with my girlfriend.” Would 
it be wrong for me to be receiving 
Holy Communion? Without hesita-
tion the theologian replied, “Vatican 
II has taught that in answering any 
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moral question, you must obey your 
conscience. Just do that.” Such a 
teaching is insufficient and mislead-
ing. Does it mean there are no moral 
absolutes or authorities? Is it suf-
ficient to follow one’s feelings? Or 
was Charlie Brown correct forty 
years ago to claim that “it doesn’t 
matter what you believe as long as 
you are sincere”?

In many places, even in the 
Catholic world, the category of 
mortal or death-bearing sin is now 
an endangered species, because the 
unthinking presumption is that 
everyone is honestly doing his or her 
“own thing.” Obviously public opin-
ion places limits to this world of easy 
options, often coterminous with 
the limits of political correctness, 
but many areas of sexual conduct 
and activities such as contraception, 
abortion, euthanasia, the number of 
children are “free go” areas, where 
one opinion is held to be as good as 
another.

This reflects the fact that there 
has been a dramatic shift in the 
tectonic plates of public moral dis-
course within the Catholic Church, 
and certainly within the ranks of the 
other Christian churches. The public 
disarray in the Anglican churches on 
the suitability of ordaining active 
homosexual men and women to the 
Anglican ministry is one spectacular 
example of this.

Once upon a time it was pasto-
rally useful, sometimes necessary to 
explain the possibility of invincible 
ignorance among those who differed 
from us, because of the temptation 
to presume bad faith in opponents. 
Now for many, tolerance is the first 
and most important Command-
ment. Now it is necessary and im-
portant for us to argue for the pos-
sibility of culpable ignorance, indeed 
the possibility of culpable ignorance, 
that usually has been built up through 

years of sin and is psychologically 
invincible, short of a miracle. The 
idea of culpable moral blindness is 
discussed as infrequently as the pains 
of hell.

Jesus knew human nature very 
well and Veritatis Splendor quotes that 
marvellous saying of Our Lord from 
St. Matthews gospel: “the eye is the 
lamp of the body. So if your eye is 
sound, your whole body will be full 
of light; but if your eye is not sound, 
your whole body will be full of 
darkness. If then the light in you is 
darkness, how great is the darkness!”16

Christian writers at different 
times have expounded wonderfully 
on the concept of culpable moral 
blindness. St. Thomas More wrote his 
Dialogue of Comfort Against Tribulation 
in the final year of his imprisonment 
in the Tower, speaking there of con-
science’s susceptibility to corruption 
whether by the cynicism and self-
love of Father Renard (Father Fox) 
and Master Wolf, or by conscientious 
blindness through the stupidity of 
poor scrupulous Master Ass.17

Even earlier, in 1377-78, St. 
Catherine of Sienna in her Dialogue 
spoke of the consequences of pride, 
sensuality, impatience and the con-
sequent lack of discernment. These 
four chief vices constitute a tree of 
death. “Within these trees a worm 
of conscience nibbles. But as long 
as a person lives in deadly sin the 
worm is blinded and is so little felt”.18

Christianity and 
Human Rights

The great saints and doctors of 
the Church I have quoted to 

demonstrate that conscience lives 
under the truth and has to take its 
bearings from it were not afraid of 
using Godly language to make this 
clear. This is also true of Pope John 
Paul II. There has been a tendency, 

at least in Australia, and not just 
among Catholic intellectuals but also 
among bishops and priests, to make 
the public argument for Catholic 
moral claims and social teaching on 
the basis of secular reason, without 
too much reference to God. Relying 
on this approach too much can be a 
mistake. I think we should follow the 
example of St. Thomas More and St. 
Catherine of Siena and others—in-
cluding the Pope—and make God a 
central part of the case we make to 
the world.

As someone who believes, even 
apart from Revelation, that it is more 
reasonable to be a theist than an 
atheist or agnostic, and in societ-
ies where 80 or 90 per cent of the 
population believes in God, we 
should not concede that secularism 
is the only basis for public discourse 
and never accept that Catholic dis-
course be described as “sectarian” or 
“partisan”.

Not surprisingly, the moral 
muddle that people find themselves 
in at the personal level on questions 
of conscience and autonomy has 
important consequences at the public 
level. The Australian moral theo-
logian Tracey Rowland has argued 
strongly that the reluctance to use 
Godly language and the explicit lan-
guage of the Catholic tradition when 
addressing the common good has not 
helped this confusion, and may very 
well have made it worse. Rowland 
argues that using secular language 
to set out Catholic claims does not 
persuade secularists and only serves 
to mislead the faithful by suggest-
ing an agreement in substance that 
does not exist, and which makes it 
easier for Catholics to accept a secu-
lar understanding of autonomy and 
freedom, especially when it comes 
to the hard teachings of the Gos-
pel.19 Clearly, a greater use of Godly 
language in making the Catholic case 
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to the world would be significant step 
towards rectifying this situation.

There are some in the Church 
(and Rowland, following Alasdair 
Maclntyre and David Schindler, is 
among them) who argue that Catho-
lics should not use (what Maclntyre 
calls) the “dubious idiom and rheto-
ric of rights” regnant in Western 
democracy—either as a basis for 
dialogue with secularists or as a 
vehicle for advancing the Catholic 
understanding of justice, morality 
and the common good.20 Attempt-
ing to do this fails to take account 
of the way the secular liberal tradi-
tion developed in opposition to the 
classical Christian synthesis and the 
anthropological assumptions that 
sustain it.21 The danger in pursuing 
this course, so it is argued, is that we 
will gain nothing (because secular 
liberals will not abandon their secu-
larism simply because we appeal to 
their liberalism) and lose everything 
(by inadvertently encouraging re-
course to secular understandings of 
the person, freedom and autonomy 
among the faithful). But while the 
identification of this danger by these 
critics is not entirely misplaced, it 
is exaggerated. We need to keep a 
sense of perspective and to remember 
that while ideas certainly have con-
sequences, the logic they follow in 
working themselves out rarely pro-
ceeds in academic purity.

We are all aware of the enormous 
secular pressure on the Church to 
mind its own spiritual and religious 
business, and to leave the question 
of which values the community 
should adopt to those who can con-
sider it in an “unbiased”—i.e. secu-
lar—fashion. This is not a position 
that the Church can ever accept. 
In Veritatis Splendor the Pope cites 
the Code of Canon Law to make 
this abundantly clear, declaring that 
“the Church has the right always and 

everywhere to proclaim moral prin-
ciples, even in respect of the social 
order, and to make judgements about 
any human matter in so far as this 
is required by fundamental human 
rights or the salvation of souls.”22 
Note the grounds on which the 
Church bases its interventions in the 
public domain: the salvation of souls 
and the defence of fundamental hu-
man rights. While language such as 
“the salvation of souls” is not much 
in vogue in Australia (something 
we should rectify), one of the many 
ways in which the Church serves 
this good today is precisely through 
the defence of fundamental human 
rights. For John Paul II, abandoning 
the idea of human rights is not an 
option.

A dramatic example of this was 
provided in Evangelium Vitae when 
the Holy Father referred to indica-
tions suggesting “an objective con-
spiracy against life”,23 and against 
the most fundamental right of 
all: the right to life. On the one 
hand, the Pope observed, we have 
“the various declarations of human 
rights…[and] a growing moral sen-
sitivity, more alert to acknowledg-
ing the value and dignity of every 
human being, without any distinc-
tion.” But on the other hand, “these 
noble proclamations” and sentiments 
are “contradicted by a tragic repudia-
tion of them in practice.” This poses, 
according to the Pope, “a direct threat 
to the entire culture of human rights?’.24  
When we consider that “many coun-
tries, perhaps even departing from 
basic principles of their Constitu-
tions,” have determined not to 
punish destructive practices against 
life “and even to make them legal”,25 
the threat posed to the entire culture 
of human rights cannot be mistaken 
for some sort of intellectual abstrac-
tion.

The analogue to the primacy of 

conscience in the private domain 
is found in what might be called 
“the primacy of rights” in the public 
domain. Just as conscience is claimed 
to have primacy over truth, rights are 
claimed to have primacy over justice 
-in the full sense of that word as it 
understood in the Catholic tradition. 
In both cases there is an assertion 
of the self against truth and against 
other people, to the detriment of 
both conscience and rights. In Evan-
gelium Vitae John Paul II warned that 
the threat posed by human rights 
turning against themselves in this 
way particularly endangers the rights 
of the weakest; and is capable “in the 
end, of jeopardizing the very mean-
ing of democratic coexistence”.26 
This concern is foreshadowed in 
Veritatis Splendor when the Holy Fa-
ther reminds us that “only a morality 
which acknowledges certain norms 
as valid always and for everyone, 
with no exception, can guarantee the 
ethical foundation of social coexis-
tence,” nationally and internation-
ally.27 A culture of rights needs to be 
soundly based on justice. It is doubt-
ful that the relativist and positivist 
concepts of justice that predominate 
today can provide this.

Veritatis Splendor emphasises “the 
risk of an alliance between democracy 
and ethical relativism, which would 
remove any sure moral reference 
point from political and social life, 
and on a deeper level, make the ac-
knowledgement of truth impossible.” 
It repeats the words of Centesimus 
Annus (1991) tracing the violation 
of human rights to “the denial of the 
transcendent dignity of the human 
person” and warning against “a de-
mocracy without values” which easily 
becomes “open or thinly disguised 
totalitarianism”.28 The Pope observes 
that in the face of “fundamental hu-
man rights [being] trampled upon 
and held in contempt” there is a 
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“widespread and acute sense of the 
need for a radical personal and social 
renewal capable of ensuring justice, 
solidarity, honesty and openness”.29 
The basis for this renewal, and “the 
unshakeable foundation and essen-
tial condition of morality”, human 
rights, justice and “the personal 
dignity of man” can only be found 
in the truth: “the truth of God, the 
Creator and Redeemer, and the truth 
of man, created and redeemed by 
him”.30

“What is truth?”31 Pilate’s de-
risive question to Our Lord was 
regarded by Nietzsche as the only 
insight of any value in the whole 
New Testament. In the post-modern 
world of the West which Nietzsche 
did so much to bring about, Pilate’s 
question is increasingly thrown 
in the face of the Church as well, 
sometimes searchingly but more 
often than not with cynicism and 
condescension. This incident in the 
Passion reflects our own situation 
too, where power sits in judgement 
on truth and finds it worthy only 
of condemnation. The arguments 
against truth take the form of a 
cascade designed to ensure that it is 
ruled out of consideration one way 
or another: there is no such thing as 
truth; or if there is, we cannot know 
it with certainty; or if we can, we 
cannot agree about it. Best then 
to forget about this problem. Our 
purported inability to know and 
live the truth places only one de-
mand before us, that we be tolerant 
of the views of others. But in the 
absence of any genuine knowledge 
about what is intrinsically good or 
right, tolerance becomes merely one 
value among many, of equal dignity 
in fact with intolerance. This helps 
to explain why what is sometimes 
described as liberal tolerance so of-
ten serves as “a seminary of intoler-
ance” (in Leo Strauss’s apt phrase), 

especially when it is confronted by 
values or claims which might impede 
“the uninhibited cultivation of indi-
viduality”.32

In the absence of truth, on what 
basis do we give preference to up-
holding human rights over trampling 
them underfoot? There is no basis, 
of course. We simply have to make 
a decision one way or the other. For 
some theorists this is sufficient. At 
one extreme there is the German 
legal theorist Carl Schmitt who 
argued that the essential thing is the 
decision: it does not matter what you 
decide for, as long as a decision is 
made and adhered to resolutely un-
til the end.33 At the other extreme 
there is the American philosopher 
Richard Rorty, who argues that 
not only is there no truth to guide 
us in the consideration of equally 
valid choices, but that the “truth” of 
a choice adds nothing to it. Truth is 
not needed, for once a decision has 
been made, we live it out in any 
case “as if ” it were true. It is deci-
sion that animates action, not truth, 
and while Rorty would prefer that 
we make our decision in favour of 
his own secular liberal values, this 
applies irrespective of whether we 
decide to respect or violate human 
rights.34

This idea of “decisionism” (as 
others have called it) is drawn upon 
in different guises as a way of show-
ing how political and social action 
might be sustained in a situation of 
radical ethical relativism. In a democ-
racy Rorty is likely to have greater 
appeal on this score than Schmitt 
with his particular historical asso-
ciations, but Schmitt is perhaps the 
more instructive case for understand-
ing where this approach can lead. 
The crucial question is whether a 
mere decision, even a deadly serious 
decision, in favour of human rights is 
sufficient to sustain the commitment 

and action necessary to ensure that 
rights are consistently respected. Leo 
Strauss, for one, suggests that a deci-
sion is not enough. “Once we realize 
that the principles of our actions have 
no other support than blind choice, 
we really do not believe in them 
any more. We cannot wholeheart-
edly act upon them any more. We 
cannot live any more as responsible 
beings. In order to live, we have to 
silence the easily silenced voice of 
reason, which tells us that our prin-
ciples are in themselves as good or 
bad as any other principles.” If we are 
unable to find a foundation for the 
defence of conscience and human 
rights in reason and truth, our com-
mitment to both can only be based 
on “fanatical obscurantism”35—al-
though obviously we are unlikely to 
call it by this name.

The denial of truth makes 
an enduring concept of justice 
that genuinely serves human life 
and love impossible. It makes, in 
short, for nihilism. The practical 
meaning of this can be seen in the 
contradiction the Holy Father identi-
fies between a growing awareness 
of human rights and a repudiation 
of the fundamental rights of some 
of the most vulnerable members of 
the human family. We are so familiar 
with talk of the “right” to an abor-
tion that it can be difficult for 
us to recall what a shocking and 
absurd debasement of the language 
of rights this is. And now, as medical 
science continually pushes back the 
age at which premature babies can 
be saved, including babies who have 
survived abortion, abortion activists 
are beginning to insist that abortion 
is not just the “right” to terminate 
a pregnancy, but the “right” to “the 
extinction of the foetus”.36 When 
upholding human rights entails 
the assertion of the self against oth-
ers, the entire culture of rights cen-
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tral to democracy is, as the Pope says, 
directly threatened. And it strongly 
suggests that without a firm founda-
tion in the transcendent dignity of 
the human person and the existence 
of moral absolutes which place limits 
on the human will, it becomes harder 
and harder for people to believe in, 
and maintain a wholehearted com-
mitment to human rights in all their 
fullness.

To refuse to use the language of 
rights and conscience in a situation 
where the secular understanding of 
rights is beginning to collapse under 
the weight of its own contradic-
tions, would only deny the Church 
an opportunity to claw back some 
ground for an authentic understand-
ing of the person, human freedom 
and the common good. It is not too 
far-fetched to suggest that the col-
lapse of the secular understanding of 
human rights raises the prospect of 
the whole idea of rights disappearing, 
especially as ideas which are more and 
more frankly Nietzschean push liberal 
presuppositions aside.37 For the Church 
to do nothing to salvage and redeem 
the language of rights, precisely when 
the assertion of the self against others 
is becoming more brutal and the con-
frontation between power and truth is 
becoming more clear, would not only 
be counter-productive. It would also 
be a betrayal of the transcendent dig-
nity and destiny of the person which 
John Paul II has so powerfully recom-
mitted the Church to defend.

Conclusion

The Holy Father was right in his 
Angelus address of this August 

17th to claim that “the Christian 
faith gave form [to Europe], and 
some of its fundamental values in 
turn inspired the democratic ideal 
and human rights of European mo-
dernity”.

Human rights discourse properly 
understood can be used by Catholics 
as a grammar for expressing, rather 
than diluting, our understanding of 
duties, especially those owed to the 
weak. But just as the scientia in con-
science, knowing objective truth, 
has been replaced by preferences, 
feelings, the invention and construc-
tion of moral obligations or options, 
so too human rights divorced from a 
proper understanding of the dignity 
of all persons can be used to further 
the culture of death and damage the 
civilization of life and love.

Pope John Paul II, especially in 
Veritatas Splendor and Evangelium Vitae 
has made an invaluable contribu-
tion to this long struggle in which 
we are privileged to participate, 
especially by his linking of God, truth 
and freedom.
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Lines from 
Father Lawler’s Desk

St Thomas Aquinas once expressed 
the central concern in his schol-

arly life by making his own the 
words of St. Hilary: “I am aware that 
I owe this to God as the chief duty of 
my life, that my every word and sense 
may speak of him.” (S.C.G., I, Ordi-
nary No.2).
     The Catholic scholar’s words 
may speak of God in many ways.  By 
pursuing what is true and good, in 
honest intellectual efforts, scholars la-
bor to speak of Him.  But in times of 
transition and trial within the family 
of faith, more specific services may 
be asked of them.
     Traditionally, Catholic scholars 
of the greatest authority and most 
evident intellectual integrity have 
found it right to give a priority in 
their labors to face intellectual prob-
lems that seemed to threaten the 
personal faith of the members of the 
Church.  Augustine, Aquinas, Thomas 
More, Newman, gladly assumed such 
labors: questions that most disturbed 
the peace and unity of faith became 
their central problems.  The Christian 
scholar is often called to use his own 
special skills responsibly in the ser-
vice of the family of faith.
      Great love of the gift of Catho-
lic faith is not rare.  Scholars who 
acknowledge that the magisterium 
is a gift of God to the Church, and 
to reverence it in the same way and 
acknowledge to it the same author-
ity that saints and scholars over the 
centuries have shown, are present yet 
in very great numbers in the Church.  
The Fellowship was not established 
to canonize any narrow or partisan 
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interpretations of faith, but to en-
courage the hearty support of Catho-
lic faith and life that the tradition of 
scholarship in the Church has always 
recognized as indispensable.

How the Fellowship Began

In January 1977 in seven different 
parts of the United States—seven 

different priests from different back-
grounds were discussing with their 
local peers what could be done to 
redirect the Catholic scholarly com-
munity towards a more friendly 
approach to the teaching authority of 
the Church.  In each case the priests 
independently found their working 
peers isolated and frustrated.  Al-
most by accident of correspondence 
and formal conversations, Fr. Joseph 
Mangan, S.J. of Loyola University 
Chicago, Fr. Robert Levis of Gan-
non College in Erie, Pennsylvania, 
Fr. John Miller, C.S.C., provincial of 
the Holy Cross Fathers in New Or-
leans, Msgr. George A. Kelly of New 
York, Professor James Hitchcock 
of St. Louis University, Fr. Joseph 
Fessio, S.J. of the University of San 
Francisco, Fr. Ronald Lawler, OFM, 
Cap. of the Catholic University of 
America, decided to meet in St. 
Louis first of May 7-8, then on Au-
gust 23-24, 1977 for a discussion of 
the Catholic academic situation.  At 
the August meeting in Jesuit Hall at 
St. Louis University they were joined 
by Professor Germaine Grisez, Fr. 
Paul Quay, S.J., Fr. Henry Sattler, 
C.S.S.R., Fr. James Turro, Fr. William 
Smith, Fr. Louis Barth, S.J., Sr. Janet 
Fitzgerald, OP, Sr. Miriam Paul Klaus, 
S.C.M.M., Dr. William Lynch, Sr. 
Catherine McMahon, Fr. Earl Weis, 
S.J., Sr. Mary Christopher, S.N.D., 
Fr. Paul Marx, O.S.B., Fr. Fred Jelly, 
OP, Fr. John Hardon, S.J., Fr. Donald 
Keefe, S.J., Fr. Denis Meade, O.S.B., 
Sr. Theresa Catherine Shea, OP, Dr. 
William Parente, Dr. Joseph Graham 
and double the number more, the 
decision was made to create the Fel-

lowship of Catholic Scholars.  
     The name was suggested by an 
Australian layman who happened on 
the scene by chance.
     The first Statement of Purpose 
was drafted chiefly by Dr. Germain 
Grisez and Fr. Ronald Lawler.  The 
constitution was drafted by Fr. Henry 
Sattler—these were finally approved 
at the first meeting of the Board of 
Directors in Washington, D.C., No-
vember 12, 1977. ✠

Rev. Ronald Lawler, the first president of 
the Fellowship of Catholic Scholars, died 
Nov. 5, 2003, at Vincentian Home in 
Pittsburgh. He was 77. 
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Mark Lowery, Living the Good 
Life: What Every Catholic Needs 
to Know About Moral Issues. 
Ann Arbor, MI: Charis Books, 
Servant Publications, 2003. 237 p. 
$10.95.

Reviewed by William E. May
Michael J. McGivney Professor of Moral 
Theology, John Paul II Institute for 
Studies on Marriage and Family at 
The Catholic University of America

I will first offer a rather full sum-
mary of the book, make a few 

personal observations, and conclude 
with a final appraisal.

This book, which contains an 
introduction, nine chapters, and a 
conclusion, is in many ways a splen-
did commentary on Pope John Paul 
II’s Veritatis splendor. With the Pope, 
Lowery presents the Christian moral 
life as a matter of living a good life 
and of “reaping the incredible bene-
fits of participating in [human] goods 
ordered under the highest good.”

The first three chapters focus 
on the true meaning of freedom, its 
relationship to the truth and to con-
science. With John Paul II Lowery 
opposes both autonomy (the idea that 
each individual is a law unto himself) 
and heteronomy (the legalistic concept 
that morality is a set of arbitrary rules 
imposed by some external author-
ity to hinder us from doing as we 
please). Lowery, following the Holy 
Father, proposes a participated the-
onomy, i.e., the idea that the supreme 
norm of human life is God’s eternal 
law, or what can be called his wise 
and loving plan of human existence, 
and that God has so made us that we 
can, under the gentle disposition of 
providence, come to an ever-deep-
ening knowledge of this wise and 
loving plan through the natural law, 
which is our intelligent participation 
in God’s eternal law (cf. Dignitatis hu-
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manae, 3). Conscience plays a role in 
our cognitive awareness of this won-
derful plan, as Lowery amply shows. 

Lowery notes that we can share 
in God’s eternal law in two ways, 
first, through the natural law and 
second through the divine law made 
known to us through the divine 
revelation whose last word to us is 
Jesus Christ, the Word of God made 
man for our sake. Natural law’s first 
directive is that good is to be done and 
evil avoided, and, Lowery says in com-
pany with Aquinas, even evil-doers 
seek to guide their actions according 
to this fundamental directive, since 
they do not do evil for the sake of 
evil but for the sake of some good 
apparent to them. Thus they rational-
ize their behavior by appealing to the 
good for whose sake they choose to 
do evil. Lowery goes on to show that 
the “good” is not a vacuous concept, 
for we can specify what is good.For 
Lowery (as well for Karol Wojtyla, 
the author of Love and Responsibil-
ity) the good most central for moral 
issues is the human person, who is 
always to be respected as an end and 
never to be treated as a mere means, 
as the personalistic principle affirms. 
It is in light of this principle, Lowery 
believes, that we can show the truth 
of the specific precepts regarding 
our neighbor that we find in the Ten 
Commandments.

The fourth chapter shows how 
our existence as bodily beings fits 
into the natural law. Here Lowery 
provides a concise but accurate sum-
mary of key themes found in John 
Paul II’s famous Wednesday audi-
ences on the “theology of the body.” 
Lowery nicely develops John Paul’s 
notion of the “language of the body” 
and his concept of the “nuptial 
meaning” of the body. Effectively 
attacking the dualism so prevalent 
in our culture, Lowery emphasizes 
that we are composites of body and 

soul rather than souls possessing bod-
ies or vice versa that we are males and 
that we are females, not persons who 
simply “happen” to be male or female. 
Thus the male body is the sign of the 
gift of the male person to the female 
person and vice versa. Lowery shows 
how beautifully this gift is realized in 
marriage; how it is debased in non-
marital sex and in contraception.

Chapter five focuses on God’s law 
as revealed to us through Scripture and 
Tradition and faithfully guarded by the 
Magisterium. Lowery does a master-
ful job in exposing the flimsy argu-
ments used by revisionist theologians 
to support their spurious claim that 
the Magisterium simply cannot propose 
specific moral norms infallibly. With 
Lumen gentium 25 Lowery distinguishes 
carefully between truths authoritatively 
but not infallibly proposed, which we 
are to accept with a “religious sub-
mission of will and mind” and truths 
infallibly proposed. He goes on to note, 
with the Council Fathers, that truths 
of faith and morals can be infallibly 
proposed either by the extraordinary 
exercise of the Magisterium (solemn 
definitions by a council, for instance, 
or ex cathedra pronouncements of the 
Holy Father) or by the ordinary and 
universal magisterium. He shows that 
John Paul II in Evangelium vitae clearly 
taught that the Church’s teaching on 
the absolute inviolability of innocent 
human life from direct attack and on 
the intrinsically evil character of pro-
cured abortion and of euthanasia has 
been infallibly proposed by the ordinary 
and universal Magisterium. This chapter 
is a little gem in a fine work.

Chapter six takes up the issue of 
“disordered goods” and the “mystery 
of sin.” Lowery clearly sets forth the 
conditions required for mortal sin, i.e., 
the kind of sin utterly incompatible 
with God’s love and which therefore 
deprives us of his own divine life, 
namely, that the act must be seriously 
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evil, the agent intend, i.e., freely 
choose, the act, and must know at 
the time he chooses to do it that it is 
gravely evil. In this chapter Lowery 
discusses the notion of “fundamental 
option,” noting with John Paul II 
that there is a valid use of this expres-
sion insofar as our baptismal commit-
ment or what John Paul II refers to 
in Veritatis splendor 66 calls the “obe-
dience of faith,” that is, our choice, 
our commitment, to live as Christians, 
as children of God. But he goes on to 
show that the notion of “fundamental 
option” proposed by dissenting theo-
logians, a view he calls radical funda-
mental option, is simply incompatible 
with Catholic faith because it refuses 
to recognize that particular human 
acts (categorical choices) can indeed 
change our “option” to live in accord 
with our baptismal commitment.

Chapter seven is perhaps the 
most difficult in the book. It is con-
cerned with the nature of the human 
act and the sources of its morality. 
With John Paul II, the Catholic tra-
dition and the Catechism of the Catho-
lic Church, Lowery rightly maintains 
that there are three sources of the 
morality of a human act: the object, 
the intention (=end), and the circum-
stances. Lowery distinguishes between 
circumstances that are outside the 
act and what he calls specifying circum-
stances or specifications rather than cir-
cumstances, e.g., to have intercourse 
with one’s own wife vs. to have inter-
course with one’s child (=incest), and 
he argues, rightly, that certain actions 
so specified (e.g., incest) are intrinsi-
cally evil and can never be justified by 
intention or circumstances.  Lowery then 
offers a very intelligent critique of 
the proportionalist method of mak-
ing moral judgments that was round-
ly condemned in Veritatis splendor. 

Chapter eight gets into “tough 
cases” such as those that occur when 
a pregnancy may endanger the 

mother’s life, the use of lethal force 
in war, the death penalty etc. Thus 
Lowery in this chapter sets forth 
such principles as the “principle of 
totality” and the “principle of double 
effect.” He does a good job show-
ing how dissenting theologians have 
grotesquely distorted both of these 
principles to advance their views, 
and he offers intelligent guidance in 
their use, in particular it seems to me 
in discussing the question of a just 
war, both ius ad bellum and ius in bello. 
In this chapter he also considers the 
very difficult question of cooperation 
in evil, clearly distinguishing between 
formal and material cooperation.

In chapters six through eight 
Lowery has been chiefly concerned 
with the “lower” limit of the Chris-
tian moral life: of identifying and 
avoiding the kinds of human acts that 
kill divine life or are inimical to it. In 
Chapter nine he wants to show that 
there are no upper limits to the Chris-
tian moral life, that we are called to 
be saints, and that God wants to help 
us in our struggle to become holy, 
as the heavenly Father is holy. He 
gives us the infused moral virtues of 
prudence, justice, temperance and 
fortitude and enables us to acquire 
them as well, and in addition he gives 
us his grace to enable us not only to 
know what we are to do but to do it.

In the conclusion of this fine 
book Lowery points to the Eucha-
rist, where our Lord and Redeemer 
is present with us and for us. Chris-
tian moral life is in reality a eucha-
ristic life, one nourished by Christ 
himself, one in thanksgiving for his 
saving death and resurrection, one in 
union with him.

I have some minor issues to note. 
The most serious error in the book 
is not so much Lowery’s as the 1994 
edition of the Catechism of the Catho-
lic Church, for, following a definition 
of lie given in no. 2483, Lowery says 

(in chapter 7, p. 161) that “telling a 
falsehood to someone who has no right 
to truth is not a lie.” Unfortunately, 
this distinction between a permissible 
“falsehood” and a “lie” is not in the 
Catholic tradition but was made by 
the Protestant author HugoGrotius 
and was taken up by dissenting theo-
logians. Thus the Modifications of 
the Catechism in the 1997 definitive 
edition orders the offending sentence, 
which reads: “To lie is to speak or act 
against the truth in order to lead into 
error someone who has the right to 
know the truth” changed to read: “To 
lie is to speak or act against the truth 
in order to lead someone into error.”

I think that in the chapter on 
natural law Lowery could have shown 
more clearly how to defend the truth 
of the precepts of the Decalogue had 
he, like John Paul II in Veritatis splendor 
(there following St. Thomas), stressed 
that those precepts, rooted in the great 
principle that we are to love our neigh-
bors as ourselves (on this see Summa 
theologiae, 1-2, 100, 3, ad 1), protect 
the inviolable dignity of the human 
person made in God’s image by pro-
tecting his good, i.e., the various goods at 
the different levels of his being (cf. Veritatis 
splendor, 12-13). In the chapter on the 
moral object he could also more fruit-
fully have used the teaching of John 
Paul II in Veritatis splendor 78 on iden-
tifying the moral object.

My concerns are really minor. 
The work is first rate and admirably 
achieves the author’s purpose of intro-
ducing readers to the “Church’s moral 
vision.” It reads very well, and one can 
see that the author must be an excel-
lent teacher.

Readers should consult the 
author’s website (given in the Intro-
duction) because on it they will find a 
valuable glossary of terms and a useful 
bibliography.

Lowery is to be thanked for this 
fine book. ✠



42 FCS Quarterly • Winter 2004 43 FCS Quarterly • Winter 2004

Etienne Gilson. Thomism: The 
Philosophy of Thomas Aquinas, 
a trans. of Le Thomisme by Laurence 
K. Shook and Armond Maurer.  
Toronto: Pontifical Institute of 
Medieval Studies, 2002, pp. xiv + 
454.  Cloth, $74.95.

Reviewed by Jude P. Dougherty
Emeritus Professor of Philosophy,
Catholic University of America

This book is a translation of 
the sixth and final edition of 

Etienne Gilson’s Le Thomisme: In-
troduction à la philosophie de saint 
Thomas d’Aquin.  Gilson published 
the first edition of this work in 1919.  
Subsequent modifications and edi-
tions appeared in 1922, 1927, 1929, 
1942, 1944, 1956, with the final sixth 
edition appearing in 1965.  The 1965 
edition may be regarded as his chef 
d’oeuvre, the culmination of Gilson’s 
long effort to present succinctly and 
comprehensively the philosophical 
thought of Thomas Aquinas.  As new 
editions appeared, the editors explain, 
older interpretations were discarded, 
out of date controversies were sup-
pressed, new insights gained and 
incorporated into the ever-enlarged 
versions.
     Although none of the titles 
Gilson gave to the six editions of 
his work contains the qualification 
“Christian,” he nevertheless insists on 
the essentially theological character 
of Thomas’s teaching.  The theology 
of Thomas incorporates “not only in 
fact but necessarily a strictly ratio-
nal philosophy. To deny this would 
be like denying that stones are real 
just because they are used to build a 
cathedral.”
      In his preface, Gilson humbly 
describes a certain sadness in tak-
ing leave of a volume that has been 
a lifelong companion, in effect a 
chronicle of a decades long intel-

lectual journey.  “What disturbs me 
more,” he writes,” is the thought of 
the ignorance and mistakes that can 
still distort the interpretation of a 
doctrine in the mind of a historian 
who devoted himself to it for sixty 
years.”
     As a historian of medieval phi-
losophy, Gilson is unsurpassed.  It 
was his early studies of Descartes 
which led him to explore the medi-
eval background of the problematic 
which the French philosopher confi-
dently addressed. Those studies inevi-
tably led him to the thought of Aqui-
nas, at first dispassionately examined 
from the neutral vantage point of the 
historian, later embraced wholeheart-
edly and developed within a 20th-
century context.
      Gilson’s study of Aquinas focuses 
on the philosophical reflection which 
Thomas places at the service of the-
ology. Hagiography does not interest 
him, yet “the mystic never entirely 
separated his meditations from his 
teaching, which drew inspiration 
from them.”  That said, Thomas the 
Christian teacher drew upon Aristot-
le but also on Dionysius, the Liber de 
causis, Augustine, Boethius, Avicenna, 
and Averroes; in short, on anyone he 
found useful to his work.  Thomas’s 
theology is undoubtedly that of a 
philosopher.  Yet, as Gilson writes, 
“For theology to remain formally 
one as a science, it must want philos-
ophy, elevate it to itself and assimilate 
it, so that all natural knowledge that 
it contains is directed and subordinat-
ed to the theologian’s point of view.”
      Gilson asks: Can we, without 
destroying it, uproot a philosophical 
idea from the milieu in which it was 
born and make it live outside its hab-
itat?  Gilson’s answer is ambiguous.  A 
philosophy begins, he maintains, with 
a philosopher and is identified with 
him, and this is no less true when the 
philosopher is first a theologian.

Gilson’s exposition of the philosophy 
of St. Thomas follows the order given 
in the Summa Theologiae—the 
existence of God, the Divine Being, 
creation, angels, the human person, 
intellect, will, the virtues, law, and so-
ciety.  After an extensive examination 
of Thomas’s key doctrines, the book 
concludes with a chapter entitled 
“The Spirit of Thomism.”
     The texture of Thomism, Gilson 
maintains,  is woven from a small 
number of constantly intersecting 
principles—the notion of being, its 
intelligibility, and confidence in the 
power of the intellect to ferret out 
the secrets of nature.  “Thus it is the 
being of a thing that determines its 
truth, and it is the truth of a thing 
that grounds the truth of thought.”
      Natural reason, Gilson believes, 
leads to a longing for the super-
natural.  If one sentence could sum-
marize his position, it may be this:  
“[Thomism] is a philosophy that 
creates excitement by means of pure 
ideas and does so by sheer faith in 
the value of proofs and submission to 
the demands of reason.” ✠

J. Michael Miller, C.S.B., president of 
the University of St. Thomas, Hous-
ton, and a member of the Fellowship, 
has been appointed Secretary of the 
Congregation for Catholic Education 
in Rome by His Holiness John Paul 
II.  He has been elevated to the titu-
lar see of Vertara and will be ordained 
archbishop in Rome in early January.  
Our heartfelt congratulations to our 
colleague.  He will bring to his new 
assignment the vigorous wisdom that 
has always characterized his career. ✠

  LATE NEWS
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Hadley P.  Arkes. Natural Rights 
and the Right to Choose 
(Cambridge University Press, 
302pp, $28.00)

Reviewed by William L. Saunders
Family Research Council
Washington, DC

In his new book, Hadley Arkes, a 
friend of the Fellowship and one 

whose columns in Crisis magazine 
were, over many years, staple reading 
for those following abortion politics 
in the U.S., reflects upon more than 
a decade of struggle to pass a seem-
ingly minor pro-life law.  The law in 
question was the Born Alive Infants 
Protection Act.  As its name implied, it 
extended legal protection (and medi-
cal care) to any infant who survived 
an abortion.  However, it was, em-
phatically, not the “minor” law that, 
being concerned only with infants 
who survive abortions, it might first 
have seemed.  In explaining why this 
is so, Professor Arkes tells a fascinating 
story that is part constitutional history, 
part philosophical reflection, and part 
political narrative.  It will make inter-
esting reading for anyone attempting 
to contribute to the building of a 
culture of life through legal or politi-
cal measures at the national, state or 
local level of government.
      Professor Arkes is Ney Professor 
of American Institutions at Amherst 
College.  And it with American institu-
tions that he is concerned in his book.  
Specifically, he is concerned with the 
effect on American institutions of a 
“right” to abortion.  As we all know, 
the right to abortion was enshrined 
in American law under two Supreme 
Court decisions, Roe v. Wade and 
Doe v. Bolton.  These decisions were 
rendered thirty years ago.  It is Profes-
sor Arkes’ opinion that developments 
in the intervening thirty years have 
placed the very reality of American 

constitutional democracy at risk.  
      In short, Professor Arkes’ conten-
tion is this: American judges are put-
ting in place - and given their resis-
tance to any “infringement” on the 
right to abortion, one may truly say, 
cementing in place - premises directly 
contrary to those undergirding our 
constitution.  Our constitution was 
based on the premise that it secured 
rights inherent in the person.  They 
were not the result of munificent 
grants from an all powerful sovereign; 
they were not, in other words, the re-
sult of positive law.  Rather they were 
natural rights, rights inherent in human 
beings by the manifest dignity of being 
human.  In dissent in the Dred Scott 
case, Justice McLean rejected the claim 
that the negro slave was mere chattel.  
Rather, “he bears the impress of his 
Maker, and is amenable to the laws of 
God and man, and he is destined to an 
endless existence.”  
      Furthermore, these natural rights 
were equally held; unless restricted 
due to misconduct, etc, each person 
possessed the same rights.  Abraham 
Lincoln called equality the father of 
all moral principle.  A final principle 
was this: at the federal level, power was 
shared between three co-equal branch-
es of government, each of which was 
composed of men who took an oath 
to defend the constitution.
      For many members of the Fel-
lowship, these may seem to be, indeed, 
self-evident propositions.  (One of the 
treats of the book is discovering the 
sources from the early days of the re-
public with which Arkes buttresses his 
case.)  However, Arkes shows how the 
right to an abortion has undermined 
them all.  First, he shows that, as was 
the case with slavery, abortion can only 
be accepted by denying either that all 
men are equal or, oddly, that all men 
are men.  In other words, either some 
men are “natural” inferiors to other 
men, or some of those inferior beings 

that appear to be men are really some-
thing else.  Further, if a position of 
basic inequality is accepted (as in, say, 
holding that black men are inferior to 
white men, or that embryonic human 
beings are inferior to born human 
beings), that contradicts the equality 
upon which our constitution is based.  
If, as the Supreme Court suggested we 
do in its opinion in Planned Parent-
hood v. Casey, we accept a system of 
basic inequality because the Supreme 
Court tells us to do so, it is real ques-
tion whether we are still a free people.  
While we may have the institutions of 
a democracy—voting, courts, legis-
latures, etc.—have those institutions 
been so subverted that they preserve 
only the facade of free institutions?  
If the other political branches can be 
forced into acquiescence in injustice 
by the judiciary, have we, perhaps 
unwittingly, traded a government 
of separated powers for one of gov-
ernment by courts?  Can it be in a 
democracy that the ultimate rule-
giver is not the people, but the most 
unaccountable of the three branches?  
These, in essence, were the questions 
posed by the famous symposium on 
judicial usurpation in First Things 
magazine, to which Professor Arkes 
contributed an essay.      
      In his book, Professor Arkes dis-
cusses that symposium and the ensur-
ing controversy, which makes interest-
ing reading.  However, he makes it 
clear that the matter under review is 
not judicial activism but judicial injustice.  
In other words, whether courts are 
over-stepping their constitutional role 
is important, but even more impor-
tant is whether they are doing so by 
mis-reading the constitution in order 
to institutionalize injustice.  Profes-
sor Arkes argues powerfully that our 
constitution is not about mere proce-
dural democracy, but about justice.  It 
is based on an assumption of natural 
rights.  Thus, courts might properly 
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understand the constitution to pro-
hibit, or severely restrict, abortion.  
The absurdity in the current situation 
is that courts have read the constitu-
tion to require abortion.
     The Supreme Court, and other 
pro-abortion Americans, have tried 
to convince us that the unborn is not 
a human being.  This is a biological 
absurdity.  However it is the only al-
ternative to plainly (even robustly) af-
firming a right of some human beings 
to kill other human beings at their 
pleasure.  Since most pro-abortion 
people shrink from this, they argue 
that the unborn is not a human being.  
Since that is absurd, they must be un-
derstood to argue that the unborn is 
not a human being because I choose not 
to identify it as one.  Thus, the “right 
to choose” is about the power of some 
people to deny personhood to other 
people.  The parallel to the situation 
under institutionalized slavery is trou-
bling and summoning.  Those who 
affirm a right to choose are actually 
denying the basis of any idea of, or set 
of, rights, for they are basing the idea 
of right on the reality of power.  Thus, 
whoever has the power determines 
what rights there are.  There is no 
stability to this ground, even for the 
pro-abortion Americans, for power 
can shift, and no “right” is secure un-
less it can be shown to be based on 
something other than majoritarian, 
or other power, preference.  Thus, the 
logic of the “pro-choice” position is 
to deny the possibility of any coherent 
doctrine of rights at all.
      So said, the situation in America 
is quite dangerous.  Indeed, Arkes 
believes that it is really in the last de-
cade or so that American courts have 
begun to undermine our institutions.  
The rest of his book details how he 
and others conceived a “modest first 
step” in the effort to resist this subver-
sion of our constitutional principles.  
     That modest first step was the 

Born Alive Infants Protection Act.  It 
aimed to recognize in law a “modest” 
principle, viz., the child who survives 
an abortion is to be treated as is any 
other child however born.  The child 
who survives an abortion must be 
given the same medical care as would 
any other child.  It may not be thrown 
away, killed, or left to die.  It is a hu-
man being.  As such, it is worthy of 
our respect and of legal protection.
     The book records the long effort 
to enact this modest step.  (Though 
the effort began in the early 1990’s, 
the bill was not signed into law until 
the summer of 2002.)  The reasons 
can be found in party politics, pro-life 
inter-organizational politics, failures 
of imagination, failures of conviction, 
and other realities of everyday political 
life.  In this respect, the book under-
lines the dedicated, ceaseless effort that 
will be necessary to build a culture of 
life.  
      But it also points to the pos-
sibilities.  What if President George 
W. Bush uses the law to require that 
“abortion providers” demonstrate, at 
pain of violation of federal law, that 
they do not kill babies who survive 
abortions?  What if the Department 
of Health and Human Services were 
to require a quarterly account from all 
those hospitals?  Will federal oversight 
make hospitals that provide abor-
tions less likely to do so?  What if the 
President, in the upcoming elections, 
used this law to talk to the American 
people about what we must do to 
respect the least among us?  Could 
he inspire?  Might he lead?  Might a 
timid Republican party find a moral 
principle that would restore the Lin-
colnian leadership of its past?  Does all 
this seem too much to hope for from 
“a modest first step”?  Perhaps we 
need to recall the parable of the mus-
tard seed.  It is the smallest of seeds; 
yet when it blooms, its branches can 
shelter multitudes.. ✠

R.A.J.Gagnon, The Bible and 
Homosexual Practice, (Nashville: 
Abington Press, 2001) 520 pp.

Reviewed by Msgr. Wm. B. Smith
St. Joseph’s Seminary, Dunwoodie
Yonkers, NY 

RA.J.Gagnon, assistant professor 
of New Testament at Pittsburgh 

Theological Seminary, has pro-
duced a contemporary masterpiece. 
Contemporary because it reveals an 
amazing grasp and appreciation of 
all contemporary scholarship (pro 
and con) on this subject. Master-
ful because the complete exegesis of 
the biblical texts, the hermeneutical 
relevance of which is then applied to 
identify and critique seven contem-
porary arguments that try to circum-
vent the enduring validity of that 
biblical witness.
     The author’s own claim is—to 
move from “what the texts meant in 
their original context to what the 
texts mean in a contemporary set-
ting.” (40). It is rare enough in con-
temporary theology for an author to 
state “The Argument of this Book” 
(37-41) so clearly for all readers, but 
rarer still to calmly and cogently 
provide an irrefutable conclusion: (1) 
that same-sex intercourse is strongly 
and unequivocally rejected by the 
revelation of Scripture (487); And, (2) 
this conclusion about morality has 
implications for both church and civ-
il policy (489). A final pastoral con-
clusion is that “the homosexual and 
lesbian are not the church’s enemy 
but people in need of the church’s 
support for restoring to wholeness 
their broken sexuality”(491).
      Gagnon has no illusions about 
the “personal risks” inherent in writ-
ing such a book today, indeed, he lists 
them: one can be labeled as “homo-
phobic,” “intolerant,” “resistant to 
diversity,” “uncritical,” “outmoded,” 
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endowing the homosexual debate  
with “unmerited importance”, and 
even of promoting “violence” (26-
29). Each of these allegations is com-
petently answered by the presentation 
of biblical truth concerning homo-
sexual practice but also in a way that 
is helpful in defending other moral 
teachings that are biblically based.
     As above, the first four chapters 
concern the biblical texts and herme-
neutics. Chapter 1, “The Witness of 
the Old Testament” (43-157) is par-
ticularly helpful. The classic texts of 
Genesis 19:4-11 and Leviticus 18:22 
and 20:13 are fully examined.
      Gen.19:4-11, the story of Sodom 
and Gomorrah (71-91), is sometimes 
dismissed or diluted (via D.S.Bailey 
and later J.Boswell) by some con-
temporary authors as a question of 
“inhospitality” rather than what truly 
is “homosexual” practice. Gagnon is 
not the first to refute this convenient 
piece of special pleading but his refu-
tation is complete and completely 
convincing.
     The double prohibition of the 
Holiness Code (Lev.18:22 & 20:13) 
against homosexual practice receives 
very careful study by Gagnon. The 
author presents six reasons (113-117) 
for its singular importance while also 
refuting J.Boswell’s distortion of the 
same texts (1171-20).
      By my reading, the author no-
where invokes any Catholic magiste-
rial teaching. This is not surprising 
given his denominational conviction. 
Nevertheless, he demonstrates one of 
the precise points of the CDF Letter 
“On the Pastoral Care of Homo-
sexual Persons” (PCHP) (10/1/86). 
The CDF Letter PCHP n.6 notes 
the normative, divine pattern of 
heterosexual marriage in Creation 
(Gen.l&2) before taking up specific 
biblical texts.
      Gagnon presents the same 
approach (56-62). Furthermore, he 

makes the same point as the CDF 
*n.5) that given the wide diversity 
of biblical forms (the descriptive 
story of Gen.19; the prescriptive 
legislation of Lev. 18&20) the bibli-
cal judgment of both testaments on 
same-sex intercourse is uniformly 
a negative judgment of prohibition. 
Thus, whatever the literary form, the 
biblical judgment is always the same.
      Gagnon’s Old Testament study 
is not limited to the classic texts of 
Gen.19 and Lev. l8 & 20. Related 
texts, insights and relevant back-
ground are examined in some de-
tail: Gen.9:20-27—Ham’s Act and 
Noah’s Curse (63-71); Judges 19:
22-25—the Rape of the Levite’s 
Concubine (91-97); and the David 
and Jonathan question for what they 
say and don’t say (146-154).
     Two shorter chapters serve as 
transition from Old Testament to 
New: chapter 2 “Same-Sex Inter-
course as ‘Contrary to Nature’ in 
Early Judaism” (159-183) and chap-
ter 3 “The Witness of Jesus” (185-
228).
     The central New Testament for 
Gagnon is Romans 1:24-27 which is 
the centerpiece of his fourth chapter 
(229-303). He gives meticulous at-
tention to every attempted dilution 
of this condemnation (especially J. 
Boswell) and completely puts to rest 
all recent attempts of advocacy eise-
gesis. A thorough analysis of I Cor.6:
9 and I Tim.1:10 follows with care-
ful attention to the key Greek terms 
Malakoi and Arsenokoitais—the 
latter significantly for St. Paul are the 
exact same words in the LXX ver-
sion of Lev. 18 & 20.
     The fifth chapter, “The Herme-
neutical Relevance of the Biblical 
Witness” (341-486) differs from the 
prior four chapters. It is, as promised 
(40), the application of the biblical 
witness to every serious contempo-
rary objection brought against the 

received Christian teaching against 
same-sex intercourse. I am tempted 
to say that no scholarly publication 
on this subject has gone unread or 
unanswered by R.A.J.Gagnon.
      In my judgment, Gagnon’s book 
is the definitive work, at least in Eng-
lish. In a sense, it is really two books: 
one is the text that is quite readable; 
the other is the footnotes that are 
exhaustive.
     Although the methodology is 
entirely biblical and not magisterial 
from the Catholic point of view, the 
author provides a needed and truly 
scholarly Christian service—a service 
both to practicing Christians and to 
Christian churches concerned with 
correct Christian moral practice.
     Any Catholic who reads the 
CDF Letter PCHP (1986), especially 
n.6 the brief four paragraphs summa-
rizing the biblical basis for a correct 
judgment on the immorality of
same-sex intercourse, will find in 
the Gagnon book complete biblical 
back-up, indeed, the reader will find 
encyclopedic scholarship to sustain 
the truth of this revelation.
     In moral questions, a valid 
theological method should look for 
moral principles located in Sacred 
Scripture, clarified by Sacred Tradi-
tion and presented in any given age 
by the teaching Church. This book 
by R.Gagnon is a definitive contri-
bution to locating moral principles 
in Sacred Scripture.  ✠
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The Grand Silence

Perhaps the most astonishing item in 
accounts of Thomas Aquinas’s life was 
his decision to stop writing. This hap-
pened after a mystical experience that 
left him with the sense that what he 

had written was mere straw compared to the in-
timation he had been given of what lies beyond. 
Josef Pieper wrote a little book about this, The 
Silence of St. Thomas. Thomas had a year yet to live, 
the Summa theologiae remained unfinished, ending 
abruptly in Part Three. 
     It occurs to me that any author experiences, 
mutatis mutandis, what Thomas did. One doesn’t 
need a mystical experience to find what he has 
written painful. Purgatory has been defined as 
having to read one’s doctoral dissertation over 
and over, a prospect that should whip anyone 
into spiritual shape. Nor need one go back to the 

  SED CONTRA

works of youth to feel a twinge of embarrass-
ment. Often what one wrote only yesterday ap-
pears appallingly bad.
     Of course there is the opposite experience as 
well—coming upon something one had forgotten 
he wrote and finding it good. More often, authors 
have the itch to rewrite earlier things as Henry 
James did, turning previously legible stories into 
the opacity of his later style. Poets notoriously re-
gard their poems as infinitely corrigible, tinkering, 
altering, sometimes improving them.
     Finally, one way or another, one is forced to 
face the limitations of what he has done. But then 
one has learned the pervasiveness of imperfection 
in appraising the writings of others. Seeking to 
write the last word is a good way never to write 
the first. Eventually of course it will all be swal-
lowed up in silence. ✠

Ralph McInerny


