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UNDERSTANDING OUR BEING



To my students across the years—

companions in the search for understanding



“It should never be forgotten that the neglect of being inevitably leads to losing
touch with objective truth and therefore with the very ground of human dignity.
This in turn makes it possible to erase from the countenance of man and woman
the marks of their likeness to God, and thus to lead them little by little either to

a destructive will to power or to a solitude without hope.”

“In the present circumstances, therefore, it is most significant that some philos-
ophers are promoting a recovery of the determining role of this [perennial| tradi-

tion for a right approach to knowledge.”

“1 appeal to all philosophers, and to all teachers of philosophy, asking them to
have the courage to recover, in the flow of an enduringly valid philosophical tra-
dition, the range of authentic wisdom and truth—metaphysical truth included—

which is proper to philosophical enquiry.”

—]John Paul II, Fides et ratio (1998)
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PREFACE

This book introduces the reader to speculative philosophy, es-
pecially as pursued in what Pope John Paul II called the “great tra-
dition”—a historical and continuing intellectual movement inspired,
in part, by resources and requirements of Christian faith. Covering a
range of topics about being—what can be known of being as such; the
special character of our human, personal being; and God as Source and
End of being—this book is intended primarily for use in college and
university courses. The author anticipates that such courses are most
likely to be taught in institutions that, like his own, maintain a Cath-
olic identity. Some historical background regarding this matter is in
order.

In earlier generations, through the middle decades of the twenti-
eth century, Catholic colleges and universities typically taught—and
required students to take—separate courses on each of the above (and
other) philosophical topics. Most of these courses were “Scholastic”
in content and style. That is, they followed the teachings of “schools”
of philosophy—in particular that of St. Thomas Aquinas—traceable
to the Medieval period. Textbooks for these courses (many published
in the 1950s and 1960s) tended to be highly didactic; often they con-
tained lengthy quotations from Aquinas and his principal philosophi-
cal mentor, Aristotle, as well as from more recent Scholastics.

During the period that began shortly before the Second Vatican
Council (1962-65) and now extends into a new century, there has been
in Catholic circles much intellectual ferment, as well as interest in
newer forms of thought—phenomenology, existentialism, personal-
ism, etc. In the United States and other English-speaking countries,
the influence of analytic philosophy also has been significant. The re-
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Xii PREFACE

sult has been a salutary enlivening of philosophical discourse, but also,
for many, a sense of intellectual disarray when the current situation is
compared to pre-Vatican II times.

Other changes have affected philosophy programs at Catholic in-
stitutions in this country. For one thing, there has been an increase
in student diversity on the campuses—not only in terms of students
from other than Catholic religious backgrounds, or students who rep-
resent the American racial composition, but also in terms of students
from other cultures and nations: from Asia, Africa, India, and tradi-
tionally Islamic nations (or the sons and daughters of immigrants from
these various nations).

Moreover, in American education generally there has been a move-
ment toward less didactic approaches, and toward more involvement
of students in their own learning. And, among Catholic institutions, a
pre-professional turn in many college curricula, together with require-
ments of accrediting agencies in various fields and legitimate claims
of other disciplines to a share of the “core,” have reduced the number
of class hours typically devoted to philosophy.

As suggested above, genuine good has come from these chang-
es. However, they have made it increasingly difficult to transmit ele-
ments of the “great tradition,” or, more specifically, what the late pope
also called the “enduringly valid philosophical tradition.” This tradi-
tion often has been referred to by Scholastic thinkers as the “perennial
philosophy,” and so shall we refer to it in this book. Proponents of the
perennial philosophy (including the present author) believe that, prop-
erly expressed, its themes can appeal to open and reflective minds in
every age and culture.

The difficulty of handing on this tradition in our day is exacer-
bated by the fact that the older textbooks described above, long out of
print, have not been replaced in kind. Books now available for under-
graduate courses tend to be anthologies and surveys, with the topics
dictated by forces generally prevailing in American academic philos-
ophy. It is extremely rare to find works suitable for the general un-
dergraduate student that present a single, continuous thread of specu-
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lative thought, let alone one that seeks to redevelop and present the
type of philosophy most associated with Catholic tradition.

This book attempts to fill the gap in question, but at the same
time to accommodate irreversibly changed circumstances. While in-
troducing students to elements of traditional “Thomist” philosophy
(that is, philosophy in the tradition of St. Thomas), it at the same time
incorporates genuine insights of modern and contemporary thought. It
also tries to represent fairly, and outline responses to, opposed points
of view.

Our book also recognizes (as good instruction always has) that in
the end students must think for themselves. It endeavors to help them
do this by presenting, at the end of each part, questions for reflection
that might be used for classroom discussion and debate, as well as for
essay assignments; and also by offering, at the end of the volume, a
comprehensive bibliography. Finally, in light of the diversity of today’s
students—as well as questions arising from the book itself—we con-
clude with an Epilogue relating the philosophical tradition that has
been introduced to ways of “understanding our being” that have aris-
en in other cultural and religious contexts.

The loss, by comparison with earlier works of Scholastic philoso-
phy, obviously comes in the depth and level of detail to which topics
can be pursued. It is hoped that this loss (which can partially be made
up through instructor and student initiative, making use of sources in
the Bibliography) will be compensated for in terms of usefulness in the
present-day class setting.
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Philosophy

This is a book of speculative philosophy;' but what, the reader
may ask, is that? From its Greek etymology (philia, for “love,” plus
sophia, for “wisdom”), the word “philosophy” means “love of wis-
dom.” “Wisdom,” in turn, suggests an understanding of ultimate mat-
ters—in particular, concerning the nature of our being, as well as con-
cerning the choices proper for us, as individuals and as communities.
But just how we are to achieve such ultimate understandings has been
the subject of a variety of proposals.

Throughout history, and across cultures, there have been expres-
sions of the search for wisdom. We might note, for example, the Vedas
of ancient India, the sacred Scriptures of the Jewish people, the teach-
ings of Confucius and Lao-Tzu in China, as well as of the Buddha and
his followers in India and East Asia. More recently, of course, there
have appeared the Gospels of Christianity and the Koran of Muslim
peoples. We also should note, within the heritage of the West, the dis-
courses of the Greek philosophers (especially Plato and Aristotle), as
well as those of later thinkers. Each of the above, we might say, has
offered a path to understanding—a more or less formal and rigorous
means by which persons concerned with ultimate matters might pur-
sue their objective.

Catholic tradition distinguishes three types of wisdom: infused
(or mystical) wisdom, theological wisdom, and philosophical wisdom.?
The first must be received as a direct gift from God; the second can
be acquired through a study of God’s revelation in light of human ex-
perience and reflection; and the third, philosophical wisdom (with
which we shall be concerned), is a work of human reason itself. As Ar-

1. As an aid to the student, terms introduced in italics, along with brief accounts of
their meanings, are gathered together in the book’s Glossary.

2. On this matter, see Jacques Maritain, Science and Wisdom, trans. Bernard Wall (Lon-
don: Geoffrey Bles, 1940), 22-25.
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istotle pointed out (Metaphysics, book I, chap. 2), a search for the last-
mentioned type of wisdom has its origin in wonder—a deep concern
about how things are, and about the types of persons and communi-
ties we should strive to become. Moreover, philosophical wisdom is
achieved, to the extent possible in this life, through rational analysis,
reflection, and theory related to the above-noted questions. For present
purposes, therefore, wisdom (i.e., philosophical wisdom) can be defined
as a comprehensive understanding—arrived at via rational analysis, re-
flection, and theory—concerning the way things ultimately are and the
way we humans ultimately should act. And philosophy itself can be said
to be a love of or a search for wisdom, understood in precisely this way.

In this book we develop and explore one approach to philosophical
wisdom—an approach rooted, as noted in the Preface, in what the late
Pope John Paul II termed the “great tradition.”? Our focus will be the
dimension of that tradition represented by the school of St. Thomas
Aquinas. But before undertaking this task, we should note a number of
other preliminary points.

First, although there are wide differences in people’s ways of rea-
soning about how things are, there also are certain remarkable affin-
ities. Writers sometimes speak, therefore, of a “common sense” un-
derstanding that lies at the base of philosophy. In this vein, John Paul
himself spoke of an “implicit philosophy” that is shared in some mea-
sure by all and that thus “should serve as a kind of reference point for
the different philosophical schools.” Indeed, he went so far as to refer
to “a core of philosophical insight” that includes, for example, “the
principles of non-contradiction, finality and causality, as well as the
concept of the person as a free and intelligent subject, with the capac-
ity to know God, truth and goodness” (Fides et ratio, sec. 4). Some
may wonder whether all people can be said to share, even implicitly,
all of the ideas just noted. However, the success of such ventures as
the United Nations’ “Universal Declaration of Human Rights” (1948)

3. See John Paul II, Fides et ratio [On the Relationship between Faith and Reason|, Vati-
can translation (Boston: Pauline Books and Media, 1998), sec. 85. (Hereafter, references to this
document often will be made in the text, with the title followed by the section number.)
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suggests that a common fund of human wisdom indeed is in some way
possessed by all peoples. Moreover, regarding basic judgments and dis-
tinctions about reality, philosophical notions that are truly implicit
in the common sense of all humankind (insofar as such notions can
be discerned) are surely to be trusted, unless compelling evidence re-
quires their rejection or revision.*

Another point to be noted is that, from the Middle Ages on, but
especially in recent times, philosophy formally speaking has been held
by most scholars to relate to a body of thought that in principle is
available to all—irrespective, in particular, of their religious commit-
ments or lack of such commitments. This is a key to what sometimes
is referred to as philosophy’s “autonomy.” Thus, for a position or argu-
ment to be properly philosophical, it must be expressed in terms that
represent (or allegedly represent) what is available to common human
experience and rational reflection. Theories or understandings that re-
quire special insight or special data may well occupy theologians or,
in their own ways, natural scientists and other specialists; but philo-
sophical reflection is a work of human reason as such. Of course, to
speak here of “common” experience is not to imply that the articula-
tion and assessment of such experience is easy. On the contrary, as we
shall see, it sometimes is quite difficult. Moreover, due to various cul-
tural factors, as well as the difficulty of the topics pursued, the various
philosophical traditions and schools display considerable diversity: in
their inspiration, their language and methodologies, and their specific
results. Even within a single tradition or school, philosophers are li-
able to disagree on a number of finer points. And, while it may seem
that nearly everyone can hope to increase to some extent his or her
grasp of ultimate matters, it also seems that a “complete” understand-
ing of subjects so broad and so deep is an ideal that can only progres-
sively be approached, never finally achieved.

4. We would emphasize that we are here speaking of common sense understandings
about basic and general philosophical matters. The present statement does not hold regarding
the more particular beliefs and hypotheses investigated by the natural sciences; nor does it
hold of certain pictures or images associated with common sense. (As we shall see, these dis-
tinctions become important in several philosophical subject areas.)
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Lastly, we should mention that philosophers since the time of Ar-
istotle have distinguished between speculative (or theoretical) wisdom
and practical (especially moral) wisdom—and accordingly between the
types of philosophy that pursue them. The first pursues an understand-
ing about, as we have put it, how “things ultimately are”; the second
pursues an understanding about how “we humans ultimately should
act.” As suggested by the subtitle of our book, the present text will be
concerned primarily with matters of the speculative sort.

“Christian Philosophy” and the Perennial Tradition

Philosophy has interacted with Christian faith since the original
preaching of the Gospel, when St. Paul encountered the philosophers
of Athens at the Areopagus (see Acts of the Apostles, chap. 17). Some
early Church thinkers regarded “pagan” philosophies as simply false,
and they held that Christian faith presented the “true philosophy.”
Others found in the writings of the philosophers arguments which, at
least if suitably adapted, might contribute to the promotion of faith—
either by preparing minds and hearts to hear the Gospel, or by assist-
ing in theological reflection upon it. Still others sought in the Chris-
tian message themes that might inspire properly human or rational
lines of reflection that could be shared with all interested parties.

These various issues, trends, and emphases have been represent-
ed throughout Western history. During the twentieth century, in par-
ticular, there was considerable discussion as to whether there was, or
could be, such a thing as “Christian philosophy”—especially in view
of the prevailing understanding, noted above, of philosophy’s auton-
omy vis-a-vis religious faith. Pope John Paul II's Fides et ratio, writ-
ten in the wake of these discussions, offered several helpful clarifica-
tions and proposals. (It may be noted that, during the early years of his
career, the late pope, under his given name Karol Wojtyta, was him-
self a professor of philosophy at the Catholic University of Lublin in
Poland.) Let us discuss a number of John Paul’s central points about
Christian philosophy—which may be characterized most simply as
philosophy pursued in the context of Christian faith, or philosophy oc-
curring in a Christian condition or state.



