CHAPTER FIVE

Divine Transcendence and Eternity:
The Early Lonergan's Recovery
of Thomas Aquinas as a Response
to Father McCool's Question
MATTHEW L. LAMB·

P

hilosophers and theologians owe much to the dedicated
scholarship of Gerald A. McCool, S.J. Reaoing his Catholic
Theology in the Nineteenth Century: The Quest for a Unitary Method
and From Unity to Pluralism: The Internal Evolution of Thomism,
one is struck by Fr. McCool's synthetic ability in narrating the
emergence, development, and finally decline of Catholic neo
scholasticism. If there is an abiding question in Fr. McCool's
writings, it is that posed at the end of the latter study. Stating that
both Karl Rahner and Bernard Lonergan were formed by their
studies of St. Thomas Aquinas, Fr. McCool adds that both have
moved beyond neo-Thomism as they, each in different ways,
addressed the question: "How can a philosophy based on the
human mind preserve the fundamental meaning of the Christian
mysteries when they must be expressed through historically
conditioned concepts in a plurality of diverse systems?" 1
This essay takes up this question in the context of Bernard
Lonergan's early efforts at "reaching up to the mind of Aquinas."2
While Lonergan takes seriously contemporary historical conscious
ness, with its pluralism of cultures and contexts, he continues to
insist upon the dynamic unity of the human mind in its related
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and recurrent operations. The unity of intelligence is not surrendered
to the plurality of cultures. Quite the contrary: the vast pluralism
of cultures and historical epochs is possible only because of the
dynamic unity of human intelligence in act. This unity of intelli
gence in act amid diversity of developments and expressions is
something Lonergan learned in reaching up to the mind of Aquinas.3
It is no surprise, then, that for Lonergan there is a profound
complementarity between the tasks of recovering the great intellec
tual achievements of the past (ressourcement) and those of responding
to the challenges of the present (aggiomamento).
What is at stake in Lonergan's study of Aquinas, then, is
something far more than a simple historical exercise of interest
only to historians of past thinkers who ar� no longer relevant to
today. Indeed, as Fr. McCool has indicated, there is much more at
stake in the development of neo-Thomism. 4 Philip Gleason has
recently argued that it was above all neo-Thomism and neo
scholasticism that provided an integrative framework for the
expanding institutions of Catholic higher education during the
first half of the twentieth century in America.5 In this essay I shall
reflect on Bernard Lonergan's doctoral dissertation, his earliest
major work on Aquinas, now published as Grace and Freedom. My
concern is with the way Lonergan's reaching up to the mind of
Aquinas led him to discover a theoretical approach to theology
that contributes to answering Fr. McCool's question on how a
philosophy grounded in the operations of the human mind can
preserve the meaning and truth of the mysteries proclaimed in
Christian doctrine.
Reaching Up to the Mind of Aquinas
Fr. McCool places Lonergan within the context of the
transcendental Thomists who were influenced by the Belgian
Jesuit, Joseph Marechal.6 At the same time, Fr. McCool acknow
ledges that Lonergan's work is not simply an application of the
transcendental Thomism of Marechal, but that Lonergan depended
upon earlier historical and textual research and was, like Rahner,
a "creative and original" thinker whose system is "the result of
independent reflection and research."7
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As a matter of fact, Lonergan was much more strongly
influenced by his readings of Plato, Augustine, and Aquinas than
those of Marechal. Lonergan recalled that when he came to hear
of Marechal's approach, he evaluated it as confirming what he was
more familiar with - namely, Augustine's key notion of veritas
and Aquinas' notion of esse. 8 Lonergan's work, like his life, was
dedicated to an ever more adequate understanding of both human
intelligence and the mysteries of Christian faith. The topic he
chose for his dissertation was Aquinas' theory of grace. Setting a
pattern for his work, it is a dense and dedicated retrieval of the
work of Aquinas that is both rigorously historical and system
atically relevant to contemporary issues.
Later published as Grace and Freedom: Operative Grace in the
'!bought ofSt. 1bomas Aquinas, it traces the developments of specu
lative theology on grace from Augustine to Aquinas, sets out the
terms and relations in his notion of operative and cooperative
grace, and presents an as yet unsurpassed analysis of Aquinas'
theory of causation, operation, divine transcendence and human
liberty.9 Lonergan was able to disengage the core of Aquinas'
notion of causality and divine providence from the medieval
cosmic hierarchical shell with which it was often expressed. As a
result, Lonergan cut through the enormous difficulties surrounding
subsequent theological controversies on grace and freedom. From
the ·voluntarism of Scotus, through nominalism and the disputes
on God's grace and good acts (e.g., the Catholic De Auxiliis
controversy between Banezians and Molinists), to the Enlight
enment and modern variations on determinism and decisionism,
Lonergan indicated how crucial achievements of Aquinas were
ignored. 10
The intellectual breakthroughs that Aquinas effected ,were
neither understood adequately by his contemporaries nor commu
nicated through subsequent commentators. Specifically, such terms
as "supernatural," "divine transcendence," and "operation" are
used by Aquinas within a philosophically systematic framework
that differentiates their meanings from previous usage. So the
"theorem of the supernatural" in Aquinas expresses the mystery
of redemption as gifting humankind with theological virtues and
graces natural to God alone, and so absolutely gratuitous and
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supernatural relative to human nature. The theorem referred to
the entitative disproportion between nature and grace, reason and
faith, good will and agapic love, human honor and merit before
God. Some subsequent commentators missed the theoretical frame
work of the theorem and imagined instead separate realms or
planes, one natural and another supernatural. This led to a host of
difficulties characterized by supposed contradictions between the
supernatural and the natural, grace and freedom, faith and reason.
His doctoral work convinced Lonergan that the task of histor
ically retrieving Aquinas was far more difficult than most modern
historians, philosophers, and theologians had envisaged. For what
was needed to reach up to the mind of Aquinas was not simply an
historical, philosophical, or theological reconstruction of Aquinas'
work. What was needed for any of these reconstructions to be
accurate was a set of profound changes within the historian, philo
sopher, or theologian doing the reconstructions.
From Augustine, Lonergan learned that Christian conversion
to Jesus Christ as Lord involved not only religious but intellectual
and moral dimensions as well. The psychological and phenomeno
logical narratives of Augustine's intellectual conversion to the
truth, moral conversion to goodness, and religious conversion to
God revealed in Christ Jesus, together with the doctrinal theology
of Athanasius, grounded the shift towards theory in Aquinas."
This threefold conversion process of Augustine is expressed in
Aquinas as the fundamental importance of the intellectual, moral,
and theological virtues.12 To understand the systematic break
through in the theology of Aquinas, Lonergan realized that he had
to reach up to the mind of Aquinas by undergoing himself what
he would later term "intellectual conversion." 13
In Method in Theology, Lonergan indicated how a factor estab
lishing continuity in systematic theology is the occurrence in the
past of genuine achievement. In this context he evaluated his own
early work:
I have done two studies of the wntmgs of St.
Thomas Aquinas. One on Grace and Freedom, the
other on Verbum. Were I to write on these topics
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today, the method I am proposing would lead to
several significant differences from the presentation
by Aquinas. But there also would exist profound af
finities. For Aquinas' thought on grace and freedom
and his thought on cognitional theory and on the
trinity were genuine achievements of the human
spirit. Such achievement has a permanence of its
own. It can be improved upon. It can be inserted in
larger and richer contexts. But unless its substance
is incorporated in subsequent work, the subsequent
work will be a substantially poorer affair.14
Unfortunately, the serious scholarship on past achievements of the
human spirit in systematic theology has declined over the past
decades as these achievements were left to historians who had no
more than a common sense scholarly grasp of the historical
contexts. 15
Even a cursory reading of Grace and Freedom indicates the
importance of chapter five, entitled "Divine Transcendence and
Human Liberty."J6 The young Lonergan was able, in the course
of recovering the theoretical achievement of Aquinas on operative
and cooperative grace, also to recover Aquinas' differentiated
reception of Augustine's and Boethius' masterful reflections on
divine eternity.
Fortunately, we now also have available the introductory
section that Lonergan wrote to his dissertation, wherein he sets
out the theoretical nest of terms and relations central to his study.
This long introduction to his dissertation was not published in the
book edition of Grace and Freedom but has now been published
in Method: A Journal ofLonergan Studies.17 There, Lonergan shows
how a key task of speculative theology is to understand finite,
created realities properly in order that the theologian attain the
mystery of God as mystery and not as a problem. This will set the
context for reflecting on divine transcendence and divine eternity.
In recovering Aquinas, Lonergan analyzes how human intelligence
participates in eternal light, then indicates how the divine
transcendence of all change is unique to God alone.
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Speculative The ology and the Mystery of God
From the first sentence of Lonergan's introduction to his
dissertation, it is clear that his reaching up to the mind of Aquinas
had achieved something still needed in systematic theology, and as
well had cut through the major disputes which had derailed the
theology of grace in the intervening centuries:
A study of St. Thomas's thought on gratia operans
offers a threefold interest. It reveals him working
into synthesis the speculative theorems discovered
by his predecessors. It brings to light the develop
ment of his own mind. It suggests an attitude and
direction of thought distinct from the one result
ing in the impasse of the controversy de Auxiliis. 18
Immediately Lonergan zeros in on the "attitude and interest" that
later theologians missed and which he is going to explicate in
order to pin down precisely why for so many centuries theo
logians had been misunderstanding Aquinas, failing to grasp the
exact nature of Aquinas' speculative breakthrough. If the
interpreter of Aquinas misses that, then Aquinas is simply not
understood. The key lies in "an analysis of the idea of develop
ment in speculative theology," which both reaches up to the mind
of Aquinas, while also attending to "a general scheme of the
,historical process because the human mind is always the human
mind." 19 Lonergan is quite definite that the interest and attitude
of Aquinas are precisely in speculative theology. Thus he is not
trying to "read into" the texts: "We are not engaged in proposing
a theory in speculative theology. We are giving an account of
someone else's theories. . . . We ask what he said, why he said it
and what he meant in saying it."20
Two extremes are to be avoided. One is a deductive concep
tualism in which an a priori scheme ignores the historical data,
making out what Aquinas "must" have meant by reading back
present categories into the past, Lonergan met this attitude too
frequently. It was to be found in those theologians who were
conceptualist logicians. The other extreme is positivism, which
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gives up on the a priori altogether by contenting itself to "observe
facts" without adverting to the keen intelligence doing the ob
serving. If before Vatican II the conceptualist logicians seemed to
predominate in Catholic theological circles, perhaps a type of
positivism has been the tendency in Catholic systematics since the
council. We have systematic theologies of x, y, or z, but little
sense that systematic theology is a discipline that not only can, but
should, move beyond the particularities of individual theologians
to understand the mysteries of faith, the sacred realities them
selves. Lonergan was convinced that positivism could be avoided
without falling into an ahistorical conceptualism, to be followed
by that form of positivism now current, historicist deconstruction:
It remains that history can follow a middle course,
neither projecting into the past the categories of
the present, nor pretending that historical inquiry
is conducted without a use of human intelligence.
That middle course consists in constructing an a
priori scheme that is capable of synthesizing any
possible set of historical data irrespective of their
place and time, just as the science of mathematics
constructs a generic scheme capable of synthe
sizing any possible set of quantitative phenomena.
In the present work this generic scheme is attained
by an analysis of the idea of a development in
speculative theology.21
He makes it quite clear that he is not speaking of "the
development of doctrine," but of the development of speculative
theology: "Speculative deficiency is no proof of heterodoxy."22
For the young Lonergan, attending to human intelligence took
the form of seeking "a point of vantage outside the temporal
dialectic, a matrix or system of thought that at once is as pertinent
and as indifferent to historical events as is the science of mathe
matics to quantitative phenomena." 23 Such a viewpoint is no more
ahistorical than mathematics or physics are ahistorical. To claim
it is would be to assert that human intelligence is only historical
if it is in common sense patterns of experience. But to exclude the
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intellectual pattern of experience from history would deprive
history of its most esteemed and exalted characteristic: the
dynamic of intelligence in act.24 If the form of speculative theology
is human intelligence in act, the content is that intelligence as
reflecting on the Word of God down the centuries, where the
attention is not to systematic theology per se but, as he says, to the
"system" in systematic theology.
The young Lonergan calls attention to the immense efforts
required as Europeans
emerged from the chaos of a broken empire and
the distress of barbaric invasion, and gave their
leisure to the construction not only of cathedrals
of stone but also of the more enduring cathedrals
of the mind.25
The image of "cathedrals of the mind" is important. Specula
tive theology is not "mere speculation"; it is concerned with the
most real reality there is, God. Intelligence, as Lonergan was to
show in Verbum, is a created participation in the sacred for
Aquinas.26 What is more, systematic theology is not a scientific
· reflection upon faith or religious experience. As Lonergan stated
clearly in his 1954 article on "Theology and Understanding,"
for St. Thomas theology is neither the under
standing of faith nor the science of faith, neither
. . . Glaubensverstandnis nor . . . Glaubens
wissenschaft. The subject of Thomist theology is
not a set of propositions; it is not even a set of
truths; it is a ·reality. Deus est subiectum huius
scientiae. (Summa, I, 1, 7c)27
The reality of God is the subject of theology, not human faith or
human ideas or even human truths about God. Speculative theo
logy in Aquinas' and Lonergan's sense, therefore, is not simply
"speculation" in the modern idealist meaning of that term or that
activity. One must seek as full a flowering of intelligence as
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poss�ble in systematic theology in order to attain, in the inter
action of the light of reason and the light of faith, the Infinite
Intelligence and Love who is God.
In his Introduction, the young Lonergan defined the elements
in speculative theology and then showed all too briefly how the
elements were correlated in phases of development. The four ele
ments are theorems, terms, the dialectical position, and technique.
"Theorem" is "defined as the difference between a common
notion and a scientific concept." This difference he would spell
out in Insight as that between common sense description and
explanation.28
So "acceleration," with the underlying differential calculus, is
an explanatory or scientific elaboration of the common sense notions
of "going faster" or "going more slowly." In theology there is the
difficulty that the same term "supernatural" is often used in both
senses. Thus Albert the Great and Aquinas use "supernatural" as
a "theorem," as an explanatory or technical term with an exact
philosophic definition. Analogous to the notion of acceleration
depending on the development of differential calculus, the theorem
of the supernatural depends upon theoretical advances regarding
nature, habits, operations, causation, freedom, and divine tran
scendence. These theoretical advances came together in the work
of Aquinas.
Theological theorems, then, involve the development of
technical terms as analysis gives old words new meanings or comes
up with new words. The young Lonergan was very much aware
of the problems this posed for historians. It was a problem that
they were not meeting too well, for
it is less clear that historians have attended
sufficiently to a similar problem of their own
[regarding the distinction between the language of
dogmatic sources and the language of speculative
theology]; not only must they distinguish between
the language of the sources and the scientific
language of their own day; they must also take
into account the scientific language of the period
they are treating.29
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In the light of Lonergan's later distinction in critical history
between a first phase that understands the sources and a second
phase that understands the realities analyzed in the sources, it
would be important to realize that Grace and Freedom and Verbum
were Lonergan's contributions towards moving critical historical
scholarship on Aquinas from the first to the second phase.30 What
is at stake is a move from texts to the theoretical or speculative
understanding of the realities referred to in the texts.
The young Lonergan defines speculative technique as primarily
a philosophy capable of envisaging all fields of relevant data, of
accurately analyzing nature - for "nature is a theophany" - and
of ordering systematically the many questions of theology.31 What
is here termed "speculative technique" is identified with the
philosophy that is an ancilla theologiae or philosophia perennis. In
the epilogue of Insight, Lonergan wrote of the work of the specula
tive theologian seeking universal formulations of the truths of
faith, mentioning in this connection "the advantage of philosophia
perennis and its expansion into speculative theology."32
The shift that occurred in Method in Theology was the realization
that transcendental method and functional specialization expands
the notion of theology enormously, i11tegrating everything from
biblical archeology and textual criticism through exegesis and
critical history, with dialectics and foundations sorting out the
massive differences concretely operative in the history of Christianity
and theology.33 At the same time, one can see in his treatment of
the function specialty, systematics, the transposed concern for
"speculative technique" as philosophy. This is precisely why the
later Lonergan decried the separation of a philosophy of God and
systematic theology that occurred from the seventeenth century
onwards, and why he speaks of the function of a critical meta
physics in systematic theology.34 A key in this transposition from
the theoretical to the methodical is how intelligence is a created
participation in Divine Intelligence, and how this ca°' be formu
lated in terms of a metaphysics, as well as expressed in an
intentionality analysis that moves from speaking of the "lumen
intellectus agentis" to a pure and unrestricted desire to know.35
Then tp.ere is what the young Lonergan calls the "dialectical
position" in the Introduction. The "dialectical position" for
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theology is the simultaneous affirmation that (1) the truths of faith
and reason cannot be contradictory, so it is always possible to
arrive at a negative coherence of non-contradiction; and (2) as
humans we can never attain full explanatory knowledge of all
doctrines, since "ultimately theology deals with mystery, with
God in his transcendence."36 This is taken up in the later
Lonergan as "the orientation to transcendent mystery," which is
basic to systematic theology and provides the "primary and funda
mental meaning of the name, God." The orientation toward the
Mystery who is God also "can be the bond uniting all despite
cultural differences."37 The early Lonergan saw the interplay in
the development of theorems, terms, and philosophical techniques
bringing theology before the real "essence of mystery":
Theological speculation never explains mysteries,
but it does advance from an initial position, in
which the mystery is not distinguished from
adjacent merely philosophic problems ... towards
a final position in which the pure element of
mystery stands in isolation from all else.38
The role of speculative theology, of the "system" in systematic
theology, is to promote that imperfect yet fruitful understanding
of the mysteries that will clearly differentiate the mysteries of faith
from the "human problems and the human elements in religious
problems" which initially are undifferentiated from the genuine
mystery of the living God revealed in the doctrines of faith.39 The
task of a genuine theology is to realize how theology's subject is
nothing less than the reality of the mysterious God.
The task of a systematic theology dealing with grace and
freedom, then, is first of all to understand human freedom and the
natural universe sufficiently to be able to differentiate these from
the creative and redemptive action of God. Hence, for the young
Lonergan, several things were required: a theorem of the super
natural to differentiate the natural and supernatural; a theorem of
human freedom that would differentiate free acts from determined
or merely random events; an analogy of operation that would
clarify how all finite operation is within a gifted orientation to
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being and goodness; and a theorem of divine transcendence that
would differentiate the reality of God's absolute transcendence
from the misunderstandings resulting from human projections
about that transcendence. Lonergan shows how our acts of under
standing are not intrinsically conditioned by space and time. This
provides an analogue for understanding the theorem of divine
transcendence as an eternity unique to God. An understanding of
divine eternity is intrinsic to the theorem of divine transcendence.

The Mind and the Eternal
"Agere sequitur esse": acting follows being. As God is the only
being whose essence is existence, so God is the only Good whose
essence is act, just as God is the only Truth whose essence is
understanding. The theorem of divine transcendence intrinsically
involves God as eternal presence. In order to appreciate divine
transcendence in all of its pure mystery, it was important for
Lonergan to explore the human analogues, just as Augustine and
Aquinas had. In Grace and Freedom and Verbum, it is fascinating
to watch Lonergan explore the psychological orientations of the
developments from Scripture and Augustine up to and including
Aquinas. What Aquinas offered was the metaphysical analysis so
iJV.portant for speculative theology. Once they are integrated
within his own intentionality analysis, the later Lonergan in
Method in Tbeology will call for a return to psychology, no longer
as with the medieval faculty psychology, but in terms of gener
alized empirical method.40
Indeed, I would argue that Lonergan could pin down so
accurately the theorem of divine transcendence and divine eternity
because he was so steeped in the classics and Augustine Before
devoting the eleven years he spent reaching up to the mind of
Aquinas. So, in the Introduction to his doctoral dissertation, he
wrote:
Philosophy as philosophia perennis is man's
apprehension of the eternal and immutable. Like
all limited being, it is potentiality and achieve
ment, dunamis and energeia, potency and act. Its
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potency is the love of wisdom: it is .detachment,
orientation, inspiration. Its act is the triumph of
the reason systematically revealing the light of the
eternal in the light of common day. For all time
the potency is represented by Plato, the act by
Aristotle. 41
"Systematically revealing the light of the eternal in the light of
common day": this insight would wait until Verbum to find its
fuller explication. In order to appreciate the pure mystery of grace,
however, it is important that we not misunderstand as mystery
what is only a problem insofar as we have not understood our
own created natures.
I would call your attention to those passages in Verbum where
Lonergan so clearly lays out how our own conscious intention
ality transcends space and time. It would· be a mistake to read
Lonergan as dismissing Augustine: quite the contrary, as his
introduction to the book edition of Verbum makes clear. Entitled
"Subject and Soul," it introduces how Aquinas unites Augustine
and Aristotle. Lonergan's admiration for Augustine is seen ih his
characterization of him as "a subject that may be studied but,
most of all, must be encountered in the outpouring of his self
revelation and self-communication. "42
Augustine minded his own mind and heart. His Confessions
narrate how intensely Augustine's own consciousness or "presence"
was an ongoing conversation and communion with the Divine
Presence more intimate to all of us than we are to ourselves. After
the first book praising God as origin and end of creation mirrored
in his own infancy, books two to four deal with Augustine's
recollections of· his descent into disordered living. Books five to
nine begin the process of re-orienting his life back into God,
culminating in the transcendent wisdom experience with Monica
at Ostia. The graced transcendent event is concretely immanent.
It occurs in a particular place and time, and transcends it into God
in such a way that, unlike Platonists or Plotinus, the advent of the
eternal God is incarnated in concrete histories. The Eternal does
not negate time but creates it and, in covenant and Incarnation,
embraces all the concrete events of time. Augustine observes how
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God is more 'intimate to him than he is to himself, but that while
God is always present to him, he was often absent from his own
mind and heart as he pursued disordered desires.43
Conversion is needed, a turning toward the inner light of our
minds and hearts as created by eternal light. This process of re
orientation or conversion back to God, by God's own grace, is
threefold. Although it is only approximate, books five through
seven predominantly narrate the intellectual dimensions of
Augustine's conversion. In book eight, the moral aspects of his
struggle are narrated, culminating in the grace while reading
Romans 13:13. Book nine then concentrates upon the central
religious nature of his conversion. This threefold conversion
process is fundamental to all of Augustine's theology.44 A reader
can adequately understand neither his Confessions nor his On the
Trinity without undergoing such a conversion process.
This is especially so if we seek to attain some fruitful, if
imperfect, understanding of divine transcendence or divine
eternity. In Verbum, Lonergan indicates how our conscious inten
tionality, as a created participation in divine consciousness, tran
scends space and time. The texts are almost all in the chapter on
reflection and judgment. Similar to Augustine's affirmation of the
utterly transcendent God embracing all the concrete particularities
of creation, Lonergan finds in Aquinas' analysis of knowing an
eternal presence that enfolds the concrete (recall the eternal light
in the light of the common day):
Knowledge of the quod quid est takes us outside
space and time; but the act of compositio vel
divisio involves a return to the concrete. In
particular, whatever may be hymned about
eternal truths, human judgments always involve
a specification of time. 45
The very acute psychological attentiveness of Aquinas leads
Lonergan to realize that what Thomas has done is wed Aristotle's
knowledge by identity with Augustine's understanding of illumina
tion. For "since reflection is not an identity, the Aristotelian
theory of knowledge by identity is incomplete," with the result
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that Aquinas validates rational reflection with a transformation of
the Augustinian vision of eternal truth:
Our knowledge of truth is not to be accounted
for by any vision or contact or confrontation
with the other, however lofty or sublime. The
ultimate ground of our knowing is indeed God,
the eternal Light; but the reason why we know is
within us. It is the light of our own intellects; and
by it we can know because "the very intellectual
light which is within us is nothing other than a
certain created participation of the eternal light.
(Summa Theologiae, I, 84, 5c)46
The light of our intelligence derives its efficacy from the "Prima
Lux," which is God. All the certitude we possess comes from the
intellectual light within us, so that questioning and knowing is a
divine-human cooperation in teaching.47 For Aquinas, teaching is
a sacred activity. Intelligence is profoundly holy, for
inasmuch as the act of understanding grasps its
own transcendence-in-immanence, its quality of
intellectual light as a participation of the divine
and uncreated Light, it expresses itself in judgment,
in a positing of the truth, in the affirmation or
negation of reality.48
To make a judgment is to participate in, to confess, the creative
reality of God. The critical problem is to be met by attention to
intellectual light, whereby we get "beyond mere relativity to
immutable truth" and distinguish appearance from reality.49 So
"normative self-knowledge" requires attention to the soul as
participating in eternal light:
There is to intellectual light an inner nisus
towards the infinite. Aristotle opened his Meta
pbysics with the remark that naturally all men
desire to know. But Aquinas measured that desire
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to find in the undying restlessness and absolute
exigence of the human mind that intellect as intel
lect is infinite, that ipsum esse is ipsum intelligere
and uncreated, unlimited Light, that though our
intellects because potential cannot attain naturally
to the vision of God, still our intellects as intel
lects have a dynamic orientation, a natural desire,
that nothing short of that unknown vision can
satisfy utterly.50
As Augustine saw how our hearts are restless until they rest in
God, so Aquinas realized that our minds are restless until they are
one with Infinite Understanding, generating Infinite Truth,
spirating Infinite Love.
In terms of a theological understanding of God as Eternal
Mystery, the achievements of Augustine, Boethius and Aquinas
have not been equaled in subsequent centuries. Why was it so
difficult for successors to carry this forward? Perhaps the analysis
of intelligibility in terms of motion (e.g., Summa 1beolog iae, I, 2,
3c) was open to misunderstandings. One's attention could be so
engrossed in the obje.ct moving or changing that one would not
attend to one's own intelligence analyzing the motion. This, in
over-simplified brevity, is what occurred with Scotus and an entire
line of commentators from the fourteenth through the seventeenth
centuries (indeed, down to our own time). The components of
being (potency, form, act) became entities; the explanatory break
through of Aquinas was lost as metaphysics became ever more
mechanical, objectivist, logically deductivist.
Thus, one hundred years before Galileo, decadent schoolmen
were arguing at Padua that since forma is fundamentally "shape,"
it would be far better to transpose analysis of forms into an
analysis of forces; the whole of reality is made up of force and
counter-force. Extension and duration were seen as constitutive of
objective reality.51
Not attending to intelligence in act, the stage was set for
rather massive misunderstandings of just what humans were doing
when intelligence-in-act really took off with the methoqs of the
empirical sciences in the seventeenth century. What happened was,
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therefore, a compound of brilliant scientific praxis with disastrously
misdirected cover stories when scientists tried their hand at philo
sophy. The cover stories took on see-saw variations of empiricism
and idealism, and these became part and parcel of the emerging
Enlightenment cultures. Empiricism and idealism marked the
decline into a host of conflicting dualisms as correlates of the
Cartesian res extensa and res cogitans: body-soul, matter-spirit,
object-subject, male-female, action-passion, and so on.
In Descartes and Spinoza, as well as in Newton's theological
works, one can see how the notion of eternity in Augustine and
Aquinas is completely lost. Eternity is infinite extension and
duration with mind (Deus sive natura), or without mind and in
need of hu�an minds to impose order upon the chaos of matter
in-motion. The naive realism of the above view was substituted for
a critical idealism in Kant and Fichte. On 20 August 1770, Kant
defended his thesis, De Mundo sensibilis atque intelligibilis forma et
principii, in which he laid out "the concept of time" as the one
and immutable duration - what he would later term "duratio
nominalis" - as Eternity which causes all phenomenal things.
Phenomenal time as we know it is negated, but what such a
noumenal duration is we cannot know.52
Hegel, as an absolute idealist, would take the next step and
seek to identify the divine eternity with Concept as Absolute
Knowledge. Extension and duration are intelligible only if they are
manifestations of Geist. The idealism of "pure reason" is no longer
checked by sense-data; rather the latter are deduced in the Science
of Logic from Concept. Reason as Absolute Spirit was also Infinite
Power, so the "Thinking Power" of Absolute Spirit unfolds in
history with the List der Vernunft, the cunning of Reason. As the
German-Jewish intellectuals of the Frankfurt School pointed out,
especially Adorno and Horkheimer in Dialectic of Enlightenment,
pure reason can transmogrify into pure terror.53

Divine Transcendence and Eternity
Such a Weltgeist is far from the reality of the Eternal God,
who, as Aquinas mentions in De Malo (6, 1 ad 3), governs and
orders everything according to its own inner nature, so that
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contingent beings are moved contingently and free beings moved
freely. God as Infinite Understanding generating Infinite Truth
and spirating Infinite Love is toto coelo different from the monster
of an Hegelian Weltgeist.
There was a progressive clarification and differentiation in the
respective works of Augustine, Boethius, and Aquinas, and, as
Lonergan mentions in Grace and Freedom, the best way of understanding Augustine is to attend to the subsequent speculative
development.54 From the achievement of Aquinas, it might be
stated that eternity is God. The eternal God is an infinitely simple
Understanding, Knowing, Loving in whom there is not the slightest
trace of extension or duration. God's creative act eternally
embraces the totality of all created beings, including the totality
of material creation with all its extensions and durations. Divine
eternity does not negate time. On the contrary, divine eternity as
the Triune God creates all time. The whole of cosmic space and
time, the whole of human history in all its concrete contingencies,
are totally and simultaneously present in the Divine Presence.
Thus to call God eternal and to call the universe eternal is to
use the word "eternal" equivocally. God's eternity is a "Totum
Esse Praesens" (Augustine) or" Vitae tota simul et perfecta Possessio"
(Boethius), which can be said neither of any creature nor of the
created universe as a whole. The "eternity of the world" debate
deals with whether there is any beginning or end to all created
durations, just as the infinity of the universe is a debate on
whether there are any limits to created extensions. God's eternity
embraces the totality of all extensions and durations, the totality
of creation.55
God as eternal is Infinite Being as Unrestricted Understanding,
Infinite Truth, Unconditional Love. Reality is not, therefore, con
stituted by extension and duration per se. Understanding, knowing,
loving are just as real, and indeed higher realities, than all the
"vast" extensions and durations of our material universe. Inter
subjective and interpersonal friendships are higher than atoms,
molecules, mountains. There is not any "competition" between
the material universe and the more intense reality of under
standing, knowing, loving. Atoms and molecules, bones and
mountains, deer and cats and mice and dogs, along with each and
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every human being and each and every event in their lives, are all
eternally present in God's creative ,understanding, knowing,
loving. There is no "before" or "after" in the Divine Presence.
The entire existing universe, with all of the conditioned, con
tingent, and free events and acts within it, is created and present
because of the completely free and gifted divine act of creation.
Far from impinging upon human freedom, God's eternal
presence creating the universe makes human freedom possible and
actual. For God's infinitely free creative act makes actual what
human finite freedom requires: namely, a universe in which there
are many different courses of action objectively possible, minds
capable of understanding such different courses and not deter
mining the will to chose any one particular course of action, and
finally human beings with wills capable of self-determination. 56
Reflect on any free choice and action you have made. It would
not have been possible if you did not exist; if there were not at
least one other alternative you could have chosen. You chose to
do it because it at least appeared as a good for you to so chose and
act. Human freedom is not a neutrality before good and evil.
Created, human freedom by its own deepest and most genuine
desire wishes the good. So from Augustine to Aquinas there are
ever more differentiated explorations of the distinction between
ordered and disordered desire. Ordered desire is desire flowering
in the good, attuned to the created and redeemed universe, because
the desire is immanently oriented to its own divine creative source
in God. Disordered desires choose finite goods by removing them
from their inner order to the good of creation established by God.
So every evil choice does violence to the harmony of creation. As
Aquinas put it: because the human will is oriented into the
universal good, this orientation or tendency cannot be the effect
of any particular cause, but only of the universal cause, God.57
In Grace and Freedom, Lonergan was content with setting out
how God alone has the property of transcendence, so that the
divine "now" or presence is completely transcendent to succes
sion, to duration. So he indicated how St. Thomas "strenuously
and consistently" maintained that our universe of time as past,
present, and future is totally present in the "now" of God's
understanding.58
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So, for the truth of any statement that God willed such and
such to happen, it is required that such and such really happen.59
In God is present each and every event in the whole of the created
universe. The whole of creation is fully intelligible to God. Within
all of this wonderful and mysterious universe, human beings
abused their freedom and sinned. Insofar as the evil of sin (malum
culpae) is defined as "willful withdrawal from the orientation of
divine understanding" (subducere se ab ordinatione divini intellec
tus), it is an "absolute objective falsity." The unintelligibility of
history, the irrationality of history, is true insofar as history is
under the shadows of sin. Augustine had poignantly described the
impotence of the intellectual and moral virtues to deal with the
sinful evils of human history. Left to our own devices, practical
wisdom and justice are quite simply overwhelmed.60 Thus it was
only thanks to the theological virtues - faith, hope, ,and agapic
love - that intelligibility and goodness are again gifted to human
history.
Aquinas provided the intellectual framework for grasping how
we cannot understand the irrationality of sin. Anything is under
standable to the degree that it is commensurable with the divine
understanding. God is not a problem. Nor does God need any
explanation. God is infinite understanding, infinite intelligence.
God is the explanation of everything else. When we human beings
sin against the light and love of the universe, when we commit the
evil of sin, then we commit an absolute objective falsity. As
Lonergan comments:
We can know sin as a fact; we cannot place it in
intelligible correlation- with other things except
per accidens; that is, one sin can be correlated
with another, for deficient antecedents have
defective consequents; but the metaphysical surd
of sin cannot be related explanatorily or causally
with the integers that are objective truth; for sin
is really irrational, a departure at once from the
ordinance of the divine mind and from the dictate
of right reason. The rational and the irrational
cannot mix, except in fallacious speculation. And
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this precept is not merely relative to man; it is
absolute. The mysteries of faith are mysteries
only to us because of their excess of intelligibility;
but the mysterium iniquitatis is mysterious in
itself and objectively, because of a defect of
intelligibility.61
The evil of sin could only be overcome by the graced new
creatioo.,_of God's covenant with Israel and the incarnation of the
Word in Jesus Christ. There is no intelligibility of history which
is not gifted. Insofar as humankind broke the intelligibility of
creation in human history, it could only be newly created by God.
And, as Lonergan was later to elaborate in his De Verbo Incarnato,
God chose to overcome the evil of sin by suffering it. The
intrinsic intelligibility of the redemption of history is the law of
the cross. 62
At the conclusion of chapter five of Grace and Freedom,
Lonergan succinctly indicates how divine eternity is intrinsic to
the theorem of divine transcendence. It is a powerfully beautiful
passage in its metaphysical austerity. It begins with God alone and
ends with the sinner alone. These two very different "alones" find
analogues in the difference between the monk and the monad. The
monk is in the divine solitude whose presence embraces the total
ity of redeemed creation. The monad is in the egophanic solitude
peering out suspiciously at a hostile and terrifyingly irrational
chaos:
God alone has the property of transcendence. It
is only in the logico-metaphysical simultaneity of
the atemporal present that God's knowledge is
infallible, His will irresistible, His action effica
cious. He exercises control through the created
antecedents - true enough; but that is not the
infallible, the irresistible, the efficacious, which
has its ground not in the creature but in the
uncreated, which has its moment not in time but
in the cooperation of eternal uncreated action
with created temporal action. Again, the ante-
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cedents per se always incline to the right and
good. But the consequent act may be good or it
may be sinful: if it is good, all the credit is God's,
and the creature is only His instrument; but if it
is evil, then inasmuch as it is sin as such, it is a
surd (preceded, indeed, by a divine permission
which is infallible without being a cause or a non
cause), and so in the causal order a first for which
the sinner alone is responsible. 63
More profoundly, I believe that here Lonergan has recovered
the context in which Augustine and Aquinas spoke of original sin.
Augustine articulated this doctrine in order to understand how
God as creator is not the cause of evil and sin in human history.
The Greeks tended to understand human being as a metax:y or an
"in-between" the gods and beasts. The difficulty with this is that
it would then tend to ascribe the disorientation of sin either to the
gods or to beasts. Augustine mocked this mythology as unworthy
of reason. The real metax:y of human being is not between gods
and beasts, but between the creating and redeeming God and the
originating disorientation of human beings refusing the gift of t�e
creator God.64 Human nature is naturally oriented to the good;
evil and sin are caused by the refusal of humans to choose the
truly good: This is then transposed by Aquinas. All human beings
are one in nature, so the narrative of the fall is revelatory of the
loss of original justice. Just as the graced original orientation
toward God would have been gifted with nature, so now the
original disorientation corrupts our human being in the world.65
What does Lonergan mean when he writes about God's
efficacious control having its moment "not in time but in the
cooperation of eternal uncreated action with created and temporal
action"? When we cooperate with God, do we somehow parti
cipate in God's transcendence of time? Created and temporal
action is completely dependent upon God's eternal ,uncreated
action. All created and temporal actions are dependently related
(i.e., caused) by God's eternal uncreated action. How is it that
human beings are instruments of God, not instruments of grace?66
Human beings can only be instruments of God. No created cause
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is adequate to moving human beings instrumentally as God can
and does. For, as Aquinas in De Malo makes clear, only God can
move free creatures freely (6, 1).
In Grace and Freedom, Lonergan answers the last question by
pointing out how, for Aquinas, the universal instrumentality of
fate is not only passive in human beings. We participate in the
divine governance of the universe, not only by being governed,
but also by governing. This, then, leads to the differentiation of
operative and cooperative grace. Lonergan found in our natural
knowledge of God the proper analogy for understanding divine
transcendence and human freedom. Redemption is redemption of
creation. It is also far more. For why is grace grace? Because it is
absolutely supernatural; that is, there is only one nature to which
it is proportionate, and that is the divine nature. In Christ we are
called to live and act in ways natural to God. We are called into
a friendship: with the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; with the
communion of saints in the beatitude of eternal life. Theology, for
Aquinas, seeks a theoretical knowledge whose principles are sub
altern to the knowledge of the blessed in heaven. This indicates
why Deus est subjectum huius scientiae - God is the subject of
theology.

Conclusion
This essay begins to answer Fr. McCool's question from the
perspective of Lonergan's first sustained study of Aquinas. A
philosophy of the human mind, not segregated from but enlight
ened by theology, can preserve both the meaning and the truth of
the mysteries of the Christian faith. The ascent to theoretical or
speculative understanding of the truths of faith does not in any
way negate all the concreteness of history. What is required is
attention to intellectual conversion, so that an approach to history
does not collapse into an historicism that negates truly intelligent
understanding. Nor is this intellectual conversion isolated from the
moral turning toward the good and a religious conversion to the
sacred and all-loving Triune God.
In a later work, Lonergan indicates how an intellectualist
understanding of divine transcendence, grounded in the theologies
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of St. Augustine and St. Thomas Aquinas, affords a proper under
standing of the acts of knowing and loving as participating in
divine knowledge and love. This is not a Cartesian or Kantian
transcendentalism that sets personal presence over against the
intersubjective presence of interpersonal communication. What is
at stake in theology is a proper understanding of the Eternal
Triune God and the genuine proclamation of the Word of God
calling us to eternal friendship and communion.
I shall conclude this tribute to Fr. McCool with a long passage
from Lonergan's De Deo Trino that takes up a perspective which
Fr. McCool shares with his friend and colleague, Fr. Norris
Clarke.67 What is at stake is that fruitful but imperfect under
standing of the mutual indwelling presence of the Triune God
creating and redeeming the whole of reality, including the whole
of human history:
The Divine Persons, the blessed in heaven, and
the justified here on earth are mutually present in
each other as the known is present in the knower
and as the beloved is present in the lover.
Attention is to be given to this knowing and
loving both with respect to its ultimate goal
which is that good which is the good through its
essence and with respect to its proximate goal
which is a common good of order, the kingdom
of God, the Body of Christ, the Church. More
over, the consequent mutual indwelling differs in
accord with the nature and state of each indi
vidual: for the Divine Persons are mutually
present in -each other on the basis of consub
stantiality; the justified are present in God and in
each other on the basis of intentional act of
existence and on the basis of the kind of identifi
cation proper to love; we are in the Word as
known to him and beloved by him both on the
basis of his divine Nature and on the basis of his
human nature; the Word is in us in our know
ledge and love for him as a sensible man as we
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are reaching to'�ard a knowledge and love of God
who dwells in inaccessible light (1 Tim. 6:16).
And because the prior knowledge and love is
easier for us in that it includes our sensitive
memory of the past and our imagination of the
future, we are led by it to that higher knowledge
and love in which we now no longer know
Christ in the flesh but our own inner word
proper to the divine Word is spoken intelligibly
in us on the basis of an emanation of truth and
our own love proper to the divine Love is
spirated on the basis of an emanation of sanctity.
For the Divine Persons are sent on the basis of
their eternal processions so that they may meet us
and dwell in us on the basis of similar processions
that are produced in us through grace. But those
who proceed fr?m and are sent by the Father do
not come without the Father to whom all glory
belongs through the Son and the Spirit.68
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