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Preface 
 
There has never been a time when the question of the identity of Jesus of Nazareth 

was so important as it is today. For example, was He the self-attesting Christ of the 
historic Protestant Confessions; or is He, rather, the “Christ-Event” of post-Kantian 
philosophy and theology? The present booklet gives the writer’s reasons for believing 
Him to be, not the latter, but the former. If one would reject the genuine, self-attesting 
Christ of Scripture, he must do so, unavoidably, in terms of the self-attesting man. But 
the very existence of the latter presupposes, unavoidably, the self-attesting Christ: thus, to 
deny the former’s claim is self-stultifying. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



1. Ancient Man Replies 
 
On one occasion, Jesus had asked this question of His disciples. Soon He would send 

them out into the world as His official spokesmen. Thus, they would soon have to tell 
people in all countries who He was and what He had come to earth to do; that all men, 
everywhere, were “lost” and what that meant; that thus the Father had sent Him into the 
world to save a chosen remnant of what was lost, for indeed, “God so loved the world 
that He gave His only begotten Son, so that whoever believes in Him should not perish, 
but have everlasting life.” Are you sure then, my friends, asked Jesus, the Christ, that you 
yourselves know who it is that I am? 

Peter had spoken for all the apostles in his answer, “You are the Christ, the Son of the 
living God”; Mt 16.16, Berkeley Version whereupon Jesus Himself countered, “Blessed 
are you, Simon, son of John, because it was not flesh and blood that revealed this to you, 
but My heavenly Father” (Mt 16:17). 

Not until later, at Pentecost, did Peter himself understand the import of what he had 
said earlier. Thus, at Pentecost, he held forth with great joy: “This Jesus has God raised 
up; of this we all are witnesses. So, lifted high at the right hand of God and receiving 
from the Father the promised Spirit, He has poured out what you both see and hear” (Acts 
2:32–33). 

And after Pentecost, he spoke ever more boldly of the name of Jesus, the very power 
of which resided in his words to the man lame from birth: “In the name of Jesus Christ 
the Nazarene, walk” (Acts 3:6). Instantly, that same man was seen “walking and leaping 
and praising God” (Acts 3:8). 

It was thus that the power of the triune, living God manifested itself in the souls and 
bodies of men, with all of this taking place right before the leaders of the Jews, especially 
of the Jewish Council. Amassing all the authority of their high office, they had urged 
upon the populace that Jesus was an imposter. Through their very acting on this 
conviction, they finally had Him crucified. 

 
A. Who Blasphemes, Jesus Or The Pharisees? 

 
But with the power of His own office, Jesus had retorted that the Pharisean 

“authority” was not authentic. They claimed to be experts in Moses and the prophets, in 
whose name they would charge Jesus with blasphemy. But Jesus then rejoined: “Do not 
imagine that I shall accuse you before the Father; your accuser is Moses, in whom you 
are hoping. For if you believed Moses you would believe Me, since he wrote of Me. But 
if you do not believe his writings, how will you believe My teachings” (Jn 5:45)? 

“If you were really of Moses, you would have told the people that I am the prophet of 
whom Moses spoke when he said: ‘I will raise up for them a prophet, one of their own 
number like you; I will put My words in his mouth, and he shall make known to them all 
that I command him; and the man who refuses to listen to the word he shall speak in My 
name, of that man I myself will require it.’ ” (Dt 18:18) 

“And if you were really of the prophets, you would have told the people that it is I 
who am the suffering servant of Jehovah, of whom Isaiah spoke so poignantly, saying: 
‘All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned each one to his own way; and the 



Lord has laid on Him the iniquity of us all’; (Is 53:6) and ‘the results of the sufferings of 
His life He shall see—He shall be satisfied. By knowledge of Him shall My Righteous 
Servant make many righteous, for he shall bear their guilt.’ ” (Is 53:11) 

“You would also have said that I am the king of whom Isaiah wrote, saying: ‘For to 
us a Child is born, to us a Son is given; the government shall be upon His shoulder; and 
His name shall be called Wonderful, Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince 
of Peace. There shall be no end to the increase of His government or to the peace upon 
the throne of David and upon His kingdom, in that it is firmly established and supported 
injustice and righteousness from now on and forever.’ ” (Is 9:6–7) 

“Finally, you would have revealed that it is I who am the promised Messiah, the true 
prophet, the true High Priest after the order of Melchizedec, and the great king that 
should come. You would have confessed that it is I who am the promised seed of 
Abraham and that therefore, through me, all the nations of the world shall be blessed.” 

“But as things are, you are of your father, the devil, and it is in being filled with his 
spirit that you seek to kill me. You lead the people astray. But how futile and self-
frustrating your hatred will prove! You will indeed kill me, and you will believe yourself 
victorious; but in your ‘victory,’ you will have served God unwittingly, destroying 
Satan’s kingdom and establishing mine, and through my ‘defeat’ at your hands, it is I 
who attain victory over you and your king. Repent and be saved before it is too late. 
Abandon your futile striving, lest the wrath of the Angel of the covenant, spoken of by 
Moses and the prophets, prevail over you. (Come unto me, all you who labor and are 
heavily burdened, and I will give you rest.) (Mt 11:28) Truly I assure you that he who 
listens to my message and believes Him who sent me has eternal life; he comes under no 
sentence, but has passed from death to life. Truly I assure you, the hour is coming—and it 
is here—when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God, and those who hear will 
live (Jn 5:24–25). Do not be astonished at this, for the time is coming when all who are in 
the graves will hear His voice and will come out, those who have done good to the 
resurrection of life, and those who have practised evil to the resurrection of 
condemnation” (Jn 5:28–29). 

Thus, after Jesus had been nailed to the cross, the Pharisees did indeed ridicule him, 
saying, “Let him come down from the cross and we will believe in him.” Such was the 
end of the matter, as they thought. 

Yet, presently they found themselves under siege, compelled to forbid Peter and the 
other apostles forevermore to speak in this name, and within a short time there were even 
others besides who were holding forth the message of the resurrection of Jesus. 
Frantically, they found themselves discussing the latest events: “Did you hear what they 
say happened at Pentecost? There was great commotion, and the word is that the people 
were ‘all filled with the Holy Spirit,’ speaking in foreign languages, being sustained by 
the Spirit … ” (Cf. Acts 2:4) 

 
B. Stephen The Martyr 

 
“And not only those unlettered peasants of Galilee who always followed him, but 

even others accuse us that we have falsified the message of Moses and the Prophets. Did 
you hear about this Stephen, how he spoke long and eloquently, saying at the end, ‘You 



stiff-necked and uncircumcised of heart and ear, you have always resisted the Holy Spirit, 
you the same as your fathers!’ ” (Acts 7:51) 

“And do you know what the mob murmured after we stoned him to death? Even they 
insisted that he was of this ‘Holy Spirit’, that he saw ‘the Son of Man standing at God’s 
right hand.’ (Acts 7:56) It’s a good thing that we have on our side young Saul, from 
Tarsus.” 

 
C. The Risen Lord Appears To Paul 

 
“He may be young, but there’s no question about where his heart is. Why, when we 

eliminated Stephen, do you know he’s the one who took charge of our extra clothes? He 
himself would have thrown stones, anything just to get rid of him! He hates everything 
and everybody infected by this Jesus.” 

But, if such was the tenor of their thoughts, the Jewish Council once again suffered 
defeat in victory. On their authority, Saul started out for Damascus to have both men and 
women hailed into court for believing in Jesus and the resurrection. “But as he traveled 
and approached Damascus, a light from heaven suddenly beamed all around him. He fell 
to the earth and heard a voice which spoke to him, ‘Saul, Saul, why do you persecute 
me?’ He said, ‘Who art Thou, Lord?’ And the answer came: ‘I am Jesus, whom you 
persecute. It is hard work for you to kick against the goads.’ Trembling and astonished he 
asked, ‘Lord, what wouldst Thou have me do?’ ” (Acts 9:3–5) 

“Who are you, Lord? I thought you were a fraud, and that your blind followers in 
their zeal made up this story of your resurrection only as a ruse to deceive the people. But 
now I know that you are the true victor, and that it is I and the other Pharisees who are 
vanquished.” 

 
D. Saul The Persecutor Becomes Paul The Apostle 

 
Thus was Saul, the Pharisee, the persecutor of all those who believed in Jesus and His 

Resurrection, transformed into Paul, the Apostle. Henceforth he was the Lord’s choice 
instrument, as Jesus said, “to carry my name before the Gentiles and kings and the people 
of Israel” (Acts 9:15). 

Later, when he did carry the name of Jesus to His people, telling about his own 
conversion, they were to shout, “Away from the earth with such a fellow, for he is not fit 
to live” (Acts 22:22)! 

Such was the treatment he now received at the hands of his own when he preached to 
them Jesus and the Resurrection. How earnestly he desired that they, both the nation and 
its leaders, might together worship, instead of persecute, Jesus (Rom 9:1–3). For all his 
efforts, they returned persecution. Yet, despite the “plottings of the Jews” against him, 
Paul did continue to preach and bear “testimony to both Jews and Greeks that they should 
repent before God and have faith in our Lord Jesus Christ” (Acts 20:21). 

 
1. Paul At Lystra 

 
When Paul gradually turned away from his own to confront the Gentiles, it seemed 

for awhile as though he would get a warmer reception. At Lystra, he healed a lame man 



in Jesus’ name. “When the crowds saw what he had done, they shouted in Lycaonian, 
‘The gods have come down to us in human form.’ ” (Acts 14:11) But then, after he and 
another colleague, Barnabas, had enjoined them to worship “the living God who made 
heaven, earth, and sea, and everything they contain,” (Acts 14:15) certain Jews from 
Antioch and Iconium influenced his listeners to heed him no further. Falling under their 
influence, the crowds stoned Paul to death, or so they imagined (Acts 14:19). 

 
2. Paul And The Greek Philosophers 

 
Thereupon, it seemed as though he might receive a hearing in the forum of Greek 

philosophy. Why not? Had not the great philosophers of Hellas sought always to lead 
men away from their foolish worship of many gods at once? At least, the Greek 
philosophical tradition had always gone in the direction of monotheism. The pre-
Socratics had all proclaimed una voce that reality was One. Thales had said, “All is 
water”; Anaximander, that “all is apeiron”; Anaximenes, that “all is air”; Heraclitus, that 
“all is flux”; Parmenides, that “all is static.” Never mind now the differences between 
them! The main point was that they had agreed that all was, at bottom, One. True 
progress, to say the least! 

And furthermore, Plato and Aristotle had urged their followers to interpret the 
“lower” aspects of reality in terms of its “higher” ones, thus postulating a teleology of 
nature which might well have prepared its adherents toward giving Paul a sympathetic 
audience! Were not, indeed, some of the early church Fathers of later centuries, notably 
Justin Martyr and Clement of Alexandria, to supplement the pagan Greek teleology with 
the Christian, and to amalgamate the Greek paideia with the Christian one, in order to 
provide the then heirs of Jesus with a more properly balanced outlook? 

Most importantly, was not the greatest philosopher-theologian of early Christianity, 
St. Augustine, to use the Platonic principle of unity in order to refute the sceptics and 
dualists, the Manichees? Said Augustine: “Even if it is true that God does not exist, it is 
still true that it is God that does not exist, and therefore God does exist.” Certainly this 
would satisfy his interlocutor, Reason! 

Yet, Paul did not travel this road, which he might well have, had not the Christ 
appeared to him on the other, fateful road to Damascus. The Pharisees had gone to the 
Gentiles to proselytize and make them one with the Pharisees themselves, who were the 
“covenant people of God” (although the latter had since become outstanding covenant-
breakers). Supposing, then, that Paul, as a Pharisee, had also gone out as a Pharisee 
missionary, what message would he have conveyed? If he had preached to the followers 
of the Greek philosophers, Plato and Aristotle, about the message of Moses and the 
Prophets, would he have announced that they must rather forsake the worship of their one 
god, and instead worship the one God of whom Moses had spoken when he said, 
“Behold, the Lord thy God is one Lord”? Not by any means, because the Pharisees, and 
Paul himself, while still a Pharisee, had remade the God of Moses to suit their own 
would-be autonomous moral consciousness. Accordingly, for Saul of Tarsus, Moses and 
the Prophets would not have pointed to Christ as the coming Messiah, but it was, rather, 
Christ Himself entering the picture, who appeared to Paul on the way to Damascus, and 
from that time onward he knew that Jesus was, indeed, the promised Messiah. 



Accordingly, from that time onward he brought the message of Jesus and Him crucified, 
Jesus and the Resurrection, to the Greeks. 

He had, with his own ears, heard the glorified Lord speak to him; of Him he would 
thenceforward and forever speak to all men. This glorified Lord was the only One who 
had descended from glory, humbling Himself even to the death of the cross, rising from 
the dead, and ascending into glory, whence He had spoken both to Stephen and to his 
executioner, Saul. Paul now knew that all men since their fall in Adam, (Rom 5:12) 
without exception, were under the wrath of God, their Creator-Redeemer, for their sinful 
suppression of the revelation of God to them: “There is none righteous; not even one. No 
one has understanding; no one is a searcher after God. All have strayed; they have 
altogether become worthless. There is none doing right, not even one” (Rom 3:10–12). 
Now, Paul knew that all men, Jews and Gentiles alike, were dead in trespasses and in 
sins, (Eph 2:1) being unregenerated haters of the One God. 

Yet, the risen Lord had, in His great condescending mercy, reached down to him, and 
to others, and made them lovers instead of haters of God. Now, by the light and the 
power of the Holy Spirit, that same Lord would call others to Him, raising them up from 
the slavery of sin and the dread of death, to life and to a fearless confrontation with 
things. “O death, where is thy sting? O grave, where is thy victory? The sting of death is 
sin; and the strength of sin is the law. But thanks be to God, which giveth us the victory 
through our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor 15:55–56). 

Thus, it was with this new, astonishing message of hope and triumph over the Evil 
One that Paul went to the Gentiles who were without hope, because without God, in the 
world: to the Greeks, as representative of the rest of mankind. As for the Pharisees 
themselves, they were far guiltier than others, since their special privileges and education 
would count against them if they did not heed the call to repentance which Jesus had 
directly issued, and which Paul, now, was carrying forth. Because all creature-
worshippers, Jew and Gentile, worshipped not the Creator, Paul’s special responsibility 
was to the more numerous latter group, but he was still anxious that these, in turning to 
the Faith, might cause his own people to emulate them. The vision of one mass of 
mankind, all under the wrath of God, “knowing” Him, yet not keeping Him in holy 
remembrance, this is what Paul experienced after he had seen the risen Lord. “Because 
that, when they knew God, they glorified him not as God, neither were thankful; but 
became vain in their imaginations, and their foolish heart was darkened” (Rom 1:21). 
Seeing all men in their horrible pollution and guilt, Paul needed only to add that he 
himself was once the chief of the lot, but had since been redeemed from the mass of 
perdition specifically so as to call all the others to repentance and life. 

 
E. Paul’s World-Wide Mission 

 
While Paul still meditated on the risen Lord’s appearance to him, the Holy Spirit 

fortified him to be the Apostle to the Gentiles, meaning, all of mankind exclusive of the 
Jews; for God so loved the world, Jews and Gentiles alike, that He gave His only-
begotten Son, that whoever would believe in Him would not perish, but have everlasting 
life. Thus the worm must hear the words of Jesus, the crucified and risen Christ, “I am the 
Way, the Truth and the Life.” Paul would therefore approach the Greeks to relate the 
good news that they and their culture might yet be saved from destruction and come to 



genuine fruition through, and only through, saluting the crucified and risen Jesus as their 
Savior and Lord. 

 
1. Paul At Athens—The Biblical Framework Of Thought 

 
Paul’s address at the Areopagus serves to provide a general panorama of how he thus 

proceeded to transmit to men in general the good news about Christ and His 
Resurrection. He was not interested in having them endorse the Resurrection as an 
isolated event, i.e., add one more altar to the numerous ones already raised to other gods. 
He was, rather, concerned that they accept it as the climax of the work of redemption 
from sin by Jesus, truly God and truly man. In short, men should not existentially accept 
the Resurrection unless, in doing so, they received it as part of the entire biblical 
redemptive framework. 

He and the other apostles were now being employed by the Spirit of Christ to lead 
men into all the truth with respect to the Resurrection’s true meaning. 

It was therefore this peculiar thought framework which Paul presented to men at 
Athens. To accept Christ and the Resurrection, Paul told them, required them to adopt a 
new, radically different view of history from its beginning to its end. 

The Resurrection, argued Paul, was that of Jesus, the Son of man and Son of God, 
who died on the cross in the place of sinners. Paul wrote to the Corinthians, “For I 
delivered unto you first of all that which I also received, how that Christ died for our sins 
according to the scriptures, and that he was buried, and that he rose again the third day 
according to the scriptures.” “But what on earth could this mean?” the Corinthians asked 
themselves. Were they really such sinners, and did the Christ have to die for these sins? 
“Granted that we are far from perfect,” they must have reasoned, “far from living up to 
the ideal that we have set up for ourselves, have not, nevertheless, such men as Socrates 
taught us the way, and even Plato the fact, that truth indeed lies within ourselves as well 
as above and beyond us? Thus Paul seems to insinuate that we are not ordinarily on the 
right path, that the truth does not lie within us. He seems to suggest that we are in fact 
travelling the high road of death and not of life!” 

 
A. All Men Are Covenant-Breakers In Adam 

 
Yet Paul continued to enlarge upon his message with respect to the Christ’s 

Resurrection. It was, he said in effect, God’s victory through Christ over the kingdom of 
Satan. Sin had come into the world when Satan tempted Adam and Eve, at the beginning 
of history, to declare their independence from God, persuading them to act as though the 
world had not been created and ordained by God, and as though they themselves had not 
been made in God’s image; persuading them to conceive that they possessed within 
themselves the only principle of truth, apart from their Creator, and that they could 
establish themselves in life only if completely independent of God. Satan had once 
declared war against his own Creator, and now Adam and Eve also were making a 
Satanic alliance against Him. God placed man in the way of life through love, to be 
expressed by obedience to His will, covenanting with man, “Do this, and you shall live; 
do that, and you shall die.” But Adam and Eve chose death by disobeying God’s 
expressed command. All men thereafter, coming from them, were then guilty, being all 



covenant-breakers in Adam, all haters of God, all dead in trespasses and sins against 
Him. And this Christ was God, through whom all things had been created, by whom all 
things consisted, against whom, therefore, all men had sinned. The wrath of the triune 
God was therefore the wrath of the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world, and it 
was precisely this offer of salvation through His atoning death which men would reject. 

 
B. The Resurrection Indicates The Coming Judgement 

 
The Resurrection of Jesus thus pointed to the future as well as to the past. It was the 

evidence for all men, said Paul, that this same Jesus who had been crucified and who had 
risen from the dead would come again to judge all, both living and dead. “Because he 
hath appointed a day, in the which he will judge the world in righteousness by that man 
whom he hath ordained; whereof he hath given assurance unto all men, in that he hath 
raised him from the dead” (Acts 17:31). How similar was Paul’s preaching to Noah’s! In 
the latter’s time, the children of Seth had intermingled with those of Cain, and all had 
become one mass of corruption, not considering themselves image-bearers of God, and 
admitting of no laws of God for their moral, spiritual, even physical existence. But Noah 
indeed received grace in God’s sight: although the whole race of men deserved God’s 
wrath, yet was God determined to save it. So He called upon Noah to preach 
righteousness, to warn men of their impending doom for their God-despising thought and 
life. Deep in their hearts, they knew that Adam and Eve had been historical fact, not 
myth, but outwardly they despised the tradition passed on to them from Adam (Gnontes 
ton theon. “Knowing God” they failed to serve him as their Creator-redeemer.). 
Torrential rains had come in the past; yet this warning of Noah’s that they would all 
perish in a flood, they would not heed. Meteorology and ethics had their separate 
domains, and “never the twain would meet.” Stubbornly, Noah persisted, telling the men 
of his generation that because of their daily individual sins against their Creator, added to 
their sinfulness as being “in Adam,” they would all be destroyed by the waters. 

Paul’s message to the Greeks was thus basically similar to Noah’s. In fact, it was the 
same! Both came from Jesus the Christ: it was Jesus who preached both to the men of 
early times through Noah, and to the Greeks, Jews, and Romans of the early Christian era 
through Paul, and His message is unchanging, i.e., He and He alone is the Way, the 
Truth, and the Life, and all who will not accept Him as Savior from sin and Lord of life 
will suffer the Lamb’s wrath. Just as the men of Noah’s day ridiculed Noah for his 
“delusion” by wild visions and selfish unwillingness to join their wholesome company in 
interpreting the world about them by collective, unselfish human experience 
independently of God’s prior interpretation, so the men of Paul’s day likewise accosted 
Paul. 

If a microphone had been placed to the mouths of some of the bright young “college 
students” of the first century who were in his audiences, one might have heard strange, 
yet somehow familiar mutterings: “Hasn’t this character ever heard of Socrates, of Plato, 
and of Aristotle? How could we possibly obey his ridiculous, imaginary Son of God, or 
any other vision not based on solid, respectable human experience and the dictates of sex, 
economics and logic? How can he threaten a judgment day? The world is uncreated, no 
such thing therefore can ever happen, and besides, we are in possession of all the truth 



there is, since otherwise we could not exist! Away with such a square from the face of the 
earth!” 

 
F. The Greek Paideia 

 
And was not this reaction which Paul experienced from the Greeks basically identical 

to that which Jesus received from the Jewish leaders? Well, we can say nothing less if we 
would listen to Paul. To preach Christ and the Resurrection was, as noted, to propound an 
historical philosophy at every point diametrically opposite to apostate man’s prejudices. 
He has always worshipped and served the creature rather than the Creator, and becomes a 
Creator-worshipper again only through repentance of that very apostacy; and to do so, his 
sins must be forgiven through the atoning death and resurrection of Jesus Christ for him. 
But, no natural, self-respecting apostate man will ever repent of his sin and flee to the 
cross of Christ for forgiveness thereof unless the Holy Spirit regenerates him anew. 

It is, in fact, impossible to understand apostate man for what he really is, individually 
or collectively, unless the gospel’s searchlight shines upon him. Truly, Christ is the light 
of the world, and through His Spirit alone will there be light with which men may see 
things, in any field, for what they really are. 

Let us see more clearly what the apostate man believes about himself and his culture 
by turning briefly to the Greeks, because in Greek culture we have an undiluted, albeit 
ancient, example of the foregoing. Certainly, he does not believe himself on the high road 
to death in Paul’s sense, but rather, that he is on the very highway of life. And if that 
highway is not exactly what he would like it to be, it isn’t his fault. Should life prove 
short, what with death taking its daily toll, then man must needs face the situation bravely 
in that manner in which Socrates did when he lifted the dread hemlock cup to his lips. 

 
1. Behold The Man: Socrates 

 
We consider now, for a moment, the development of Greek culture, with the aid of its 

two most outstanding modern interpreters, Werner Jaeger and Richard Kroner. Both are, 
to be sure, great admirers of their field, believing it and the Christian phenomenon to be 
merely two aspects of human culture taken as a whole. 

Jaeger and Kroner imagine the development of Greek culture namely as a process of 
internalization of man’s self-consciousness, discerning this quality signally in the person 
of Socrates. 

Socrates discovered the principle of interpretation, which man ought best to follow, to 
lie within himself, in nous, rather than in water, in the indeterminate (apeiron), in air or in 
anything else which was external to man. He desired to interpret the lower in terms of the 
higher aspects of life, and this participation in nous seemed to be the very highest 
available. Now Socrates possessed a voice which spoke to him, but its advice was 
actually internally consonant with his own consciousness: namely, if the gods ever told 
him anything, he would, by himself, of necessity be relegated the task of judging the truth 
or falsity thereof. The principle was an internal one. 
 
 
 



2. Werner Jaeger On The Greek Paideia 
 
Next, we turn to Werner Jaeger’s presentation of the development of the Greek 

paideia. Their intellectual principle, says Jaeger, was “humanism,” their culture having 
been a “process of educating man into his true form, the real and genuine human nature. 
That is the true Greek paideia, adopted by the Roman statesmen as a model.” Above 
every man, even above the horde itself, “stands man as the ideal.” “It is the universally 
valid model of humanity which all individuals are bound to imitate.” “It is the living ideal 
which had grown up in the very soil of Greece, and changed with the changing fortunes 
of the race, assimilating every stage of its history and intellectual development.” 

 
A. Arete 

 
With such a generalized notion of the Greek paideia, Jaeger traces the development 

of the cult of the ideal man in the history of Greek literature, centering in the concept of 
arete. “The word ‘arete’ had originally meant warlike prowess … but a later age found 
no difficulty in transforming the concept of nobility to suit its own higher ideals... 
“Indeed, when Aristotle had made his analysis of the history of the moral consciousness 
of the early Greeks, he began with the “highminded arete of old aristocratic morality.” 
Thus it was clear, comments Jaeger, that “the Greek conception of man and his arete 
developed along an unbroken line throughout Greek history,” attaining finally its highest 
point in the writings of Plato and Aristotle, with the idea of kalokagathia. The true man 
who would seek the realization of the ideal man in himself “takes possession of the 
beautiful.” One who truly loved himself would thus have made the utmost sacrifice for 
this ideal of the beautiful life. In fact, the basic motive of Greek arete was contained in 
the phrase, “to take possession of the beautiful.” The “Homeric poems and the great 
Athenian philosophers are bound together by the continuing life of the Hellenic ideal of 
the arete.” 

We may only sketch Jaeger’s recounting the development of the Greek ideal of arete. 
He starts with Homer, who was the original educator who taught arete, thereby seeking to 
“express all the aesthetic and moral potentialities of mankind.” Poetry could not educate 
unless “it embodies a moral belief, a high ardour of spirit, a broad and compelling ideal 
of humanity.” “Art has a limitless power of converting the human soul—a power the 
Greeks called psychologia. For Art alone possesses the two essentials of educational 
influence—universal significance and immediate appeal.” Thus the Greek epics “express, 
with an incomparable depth and fulness, the eternal knowledge of truth and destiny, 
which is the creation of the heroic age—the age that cannot be destroyed by any 
bourgeois ‘progress.’ ” Homer is therefore the “teacher of all humanity.” His world was 
“throughout inspired by a comprehensive philosophy of human nature and of the eternal 
laws of the world process, a philosophy which has seen and judged every essential factor 
of man’s life.” 

We omit entirely what Jaeger has to say next about the City-State, about elegiac, 
iambic, and hedonist poetry, and turn instead to what he asserts about early Greek 
philosophy, which, he argues, continued on the path toward this “internalization” of the 
human spirit. Thus, there was no basic discontinuity of the Ionian nature philosophers 
with the earlier Homeric epics. To adopt a paraphrase of Kant, “mythical thought without 



formative logic is blind, and logical theorizing without living mythical thought is empty.” 
We may, therefore, imagine Greek philosophy “as a process by which the original 
religious conception of the universe, the conception implicit in myth, was increasingly 
rationalized.” 

It is, however, impossible here to include, even in outline form, all that Jaeger says 
about these philosophers. Suffice it to mention that for Heraclitus, considered as a 
forerunner of Socrates, the human soul “with all its emotions and sufferings” was “the 
centre of all the energies of the cosmos.” Cosmic phenomena happened through himself, 
he held, and for himself. Whereas his predecessors “had brought the Greeks to realize the 
eternal conflict between Being and Becoming,” now they were being driven to ask the 
awful question: “In this universal struggle, what place is there for man?” Heraclitus 
summed up his philosophy in one pregnant saying, thusly, “I sought for myself.” 
Certainly, the humanization of philosophy could not have been more trenchantly 
expressed. Thus, man had to live as a “cosmic being.” The self, through its divine origin, 
“is able to penetrate the divine heart of nature from which it was born.” To be sure, 
however, cosmic wisdom was not realizable by the average intellect, since there were 
warring forces within the unity of nature. “Only if understood as life, does the existence 
of the cosmos lose its apparent contradiction.” 

We now approach Socrates and that same principle of inwardness which he, better 
than anyone before him, exemplified. Implicit, if not always fully explicit, in the efforts 
of the Greek poets, lawgivers, and philosophers, was the search for the moral ideal, for 
man as an individual and for man as a member of the nation or race. Implicit also was the 
search for an objective moral as well as intellectual standard or criterion for the moral 
life, with the thought and life of the individual having somehow to fit into the pattern of 
reality as a whole. The individual man was envisioned as participant in the process of the 
cosmos. Further implicit in the development of Greek culture, as Jaeger would trace it, 
was the idea that the individual as participant in reality as a whole had, within himself, 
the insight and power of judging and attaining the realization of his intellectual and moral 
ideals as far as this was objectively possible. Finally implicit was that there did exist 
various irrational forces within man himself, as in the external universe, which made the 
full realization of his ideal impossible, with even the best of men being confronted by fate 
and its relentless bludgeoning of good and bad alike. Ultimate reality was dialectical in 
nature: as Heraclitus said, a matter of striving and counterstriving. 

 
B. The Search For A Divine Center: Socrates 

 
Next, Jaeger’s portrait of Socrates, with whom he deals in the third book of his work. 

(Cf. Vol. 2. The title of this book is In Search of a Divine Center.) 
The author is ultimately fascinated by the “transformation of the Hellenistic Greek 

paideia into the Christian paideia.” As an introductory, he asserts that Socrates formed 
the connecting link between the previous internalization of the Greek spirit, and the 
position of Plato. In 404 B.C., after almost thirty years of war between the Greek states, 
Athens fell. The effects of this were not merely political. The defeat “shook all moral 
laws, it struck at the roots of religion. If the disaster was to be repaired, the process must 
start with religion and ethics.” It was in that time of suffering that the Greek spirit 



systematically began to turn inwardly upon itself—as it was to do consistently throughout 
the succeeding centuries. 

 
C. The Contrast Between The Greek And The Christian Paideia 

 
At this point, Jaeger mentions something which he terms a nonmoral doom, and 

which must not escape our attention. In order to understand what this means, we must 
turn back to what has been mentioned earlier. The Greeks’ search for a moral ideal, 
standard, and motivation, was the quest for the depth of mankind’s spirit. At all three of 
these points, their paideia must be regarded as the diametrical opposite of the Christian 
paideia. 

For the Christian believer, the moral ideal, or summum bonum, of man had been set 
by his Creator-Redeemer God in the beginning of history. The Trinity indeed spoke to 
Adam in paradise and told him what he must do regarding the space-time phenonema 
which surrounded him. He was thus to engage in a cultural effort as a prophet, a priest, 
and a king, seeking to establish God’s kingdom on earth to the glory of God. Similarly, it 
was the expressed will of this triune God, given directly to Adam at the first, and then 
through Christ the Redeemer after man had fallen into sin, that was to become the 
creature’s standard of thought and behavior. Finally, only if God Himself were working 
within and through the consciousness of man was it to be that man could take the very 
first step toward the realization of the summum bonum placed before him. He would grow 
internally, both intellectually and morally, as a created covenant-keeper, under the 
impulse and direction of the Holy Spirit. When he became a sinner, the necessity arose of 
the mediation of the covenant promises and threats through the manifestation of the God-
man in history. Because Christ died in the place of man, because the Holy Spirit applied 
the cleansing power of the blood of the Son of God to the hearts of men, some of them 
might become again genuine lovers of God. For this to be so, the Savior would be the 
way, the only way toward true inwardness of man’s response to his Creator and 
Redeemer. 

Thus there was, obviously, an irreconcilable and basic difference at the outset 
between the Greek and the Christian paideia on the topic of man himself, his behavior 
intellectually and morally, and his striving for the realization of the “ideal.” In the 
Christian paideia, it was the Creator-Redeemer who had set man’s goal, which for the 
Greek one would have been an insult to his self-sufficient personality, being destructive 
of that holy principle of inwardness by which he set his own goal. 

Secondly, in the Christian paideia, God revealed His will to man either directly to his 
consciousness, as before the fall of Adam, or indirectly through Christ and His Word 
thereafter. The Greek paideia would here have raised the same objection as before. 

Thirdly, in the Christian paideia, God the Holy Spirit opened man’s eyes and 
regenerated him so that he might see Christ as the Way, the Truth, and the Life. The 
Greek paideia once again would have scoffed at this attack upon man’s self-sufficiency, 
since by virtue of his human nature, he would have known the correct route in life 
intuitively. 

Uniting, then, these three points: the goal, the criterion, and the motivation, it is to be 
concluded that the Greek and Christian paideiai could never have allied with each other! 
Not to say, however, that there was no connection between them, i.e., no common 



ground. There is, in fact, every connection. In summary, the Greek (i.e., non-Christian) 
paideia had no other place to operate against the Christ of the Scriptures unless these 
were initially acknowledged and upheld by it! 

 
3. Platonic Idealism 

 
On the basis of the traditional paideia, Plato erected an exhaustive view of man and 

his culture, borrowing generously from the Socratic principle of inwardness. Obviously, 
he would therefore have been no more willing than Socrates had been to allow a creator-
redeemer God to enforce upon him who he was and what he should do. Plato desired only 
such a God who was and would do only what man enjoined him to be and do. The God of 
Plato thus served eminently the purpose of encouraging him to think that he was, by 
himself, able to determine by his logical thinking what could and could not be. But, of 
course, such a God was, if analyzed properly, nothing but an impersonal principle of 
rationality or unity which, in the nature of the case, had to be thought of as quite 
correlative to an equally impersonal principle of irrationality and diversity. This, anyway, 
is our modern-day conclusion, as arrived at in greater detail in the following pages. 

Naturally, Plato was “helpful” when he pointed out to the Sophists that, if reality were 
subject to universal flux, then human predication would cease to have meaning, and that 
relativistic theories were generally proposed with a claim of absolute truthfulness. But 
then, having said this, it would have been well to investigate the other half, namely, that 
the Sophists were, of course, equally capable of refuting Plato. His highest law, the 
absolute universal, was a purely empty form. Whatever else was to be said of it, it had 
still to be made correlative to the idea of pure contingency. But by merely speaking, Plato 
became a relativist; thus, he took pure contingency into his pure absolute. As with the 
Sophists, he had to, if he spoke at all, contradict himself with every word. For 
appearances of justification in predicating on any subject, it thus behooved the Platonist 
and the Sophist to take in each other’s washing. Pure form and pure “matter,” or pure 
contingency, are correlatives of each other. Possibly, Christians throughout history would 
have an emotional preference for the idealist thinking of Platonism, as over against all 
forms of sophism, as well as mechanism, materialism and pragmatism before or since. 
But, as to logical priority, neither was able to “make peace with the law of contradiction,” 
i.e., neither one could offer a positive foundation upon which the law of contradiction 
might have been employed at all. Only the Christian position, with its teachings of the 
triune God as the creator and redeemer of men, is the true starting-point for all argument 
without contradiction. Scepticism is defeated only by Christianity. 

 
4. Aristotle’s Form-Matter Scheme 

 
We consider next the Form-Matter scheme of Aristotle. Plotinus, the last major Greek 

thinker of antiquity, did not speak with such enthusiasm about Aristotle as about Plato.. 
Even so, in the first book of the Enneads, he analyzed in detail the categories of 
Aristotelian logic. That this was no small matter becomes clear if it be recalled that 
Aristotle’s logic sprang from, and involved, his theory of reality. Says Gordon H. Clark, 
“For although logic aims to discover the principles on which all true judgment depends, it 
is not merely the formal science of thinking; but rather, since truth requires a relation to 



reality, the laws of logic must be, not only the laws of thought, but the laws of reality as 
well.” 1 We may follow Clark a bit further as he describes the significance of logic in 
Aristotle’s philosophy. 

“As the botanist or physicist is responsible for the most general principles within his 
special sphere, principles applying to the particular kind of being that forms the subject 
matter of that science, so the philosopher must state and explain the principles that apply 
to being without qualification, to all being without exception, to being qua being—
principles that are absolutely universal without any restriction at all. It is therefore the 
prerogative of philosophy, and not of botany or any other special science, to study the 
most general principles of all existence. The most certain of all principles is the law of 
contradiction, for it is impossible to be mistaken about it. It is not an hypothesis, a 
tentative by which to rise to something more general, for a principle which everyone 
must have who knows anything about being cannot be so characterized. The principle is 
this: the same attribute cannot attach and not attach to the same thing in the same respect. 
Or, otherwise, contrary attributes cannot belong to the same subject at the same time. 
This principle, be it noted again, is stated not merely as a law of thought, but primarily as 
a law of being. The ontological form is basic, the purely logical is derivative: it becomes 
a law of thought.” 2  

It is assumed that men want to speak with one another about reality, about what 
things are and are not. When we “say that x is y, or that Socrates is a man, we are 
asserting of Socrates the meaning of man, whatever it may be—two-footed animal, 
perhaps. Thus we assert something definite. If word is to convey a significance, it must 
not only mean something, it must also not mean something. If it had all the meanings of 
all the terms in the dictionary, it would be useless in speech.” 3 Thus, logic has an 
ontological basis. And the ontology that finds expression by means of logic is assumed to 
be intelligible in the sense of amenable to logical statement. 

By saying this, Aristotle, like Plato before him, sought to answer the Sophists. They, 
he argued, had ignored logic’s ontological basis, asserting boldly that “what one person 
calls a man, another may call a mouse, and not a man. Hence, the same thing would be 
both man and not-man.” But in speaking thusly, they had overlooked the fact that the 
question is not “whether a subject can be man and not-man in name, but whether it can be 
so actually or ontologically.” 4 “Those who argue against the law of contradiction must 
also deny substance and reality. The predicate man falls under the category of substance 
or reality. And the category of substance is basic, because there can be no quality or 
quantity unless there is a substance that it is the quality of.” 5 Every series of predicates 
“must end with a reality.” “If contradictory statements are true of the same subject at the 
same time, evidently all things will be the same thing. Socrates will be a ship, a house, as 
well as a man; but then Crito, too, will be a ship, a house, and a man. But if precisely the 
same attributes attach to Crito that attach to Socrates, it follows that Socrates is Crito. Not 
only so, but the ship in the harbor, since it has the same list of attributes too, will be 
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identified with this Socrates Crito person. If fact, everything will be everything.” “All 
differences between things will vanish and all will be one. Such is the metaphysical 
nonsense to be derived from Protagoras or anyone else who denies the law of 
contradiction.” 6  

The ethical consequences of rejecting the law of contradiction would be as disastrous 
as the metaphysical. Those who make their predicates indiscriminately cannot explain 
why they should not walk over the edge of a cliff just as readily as on the path beside it. 
Or why should they not merely sit at home and think they are walking? 7  

Suppose, however, that the Sophists had appealed to sense experience. It is all very 
well, they may have objected, to say that contradictory predicates cannot be asserted of 
the same subject. But we “actually” see contrary qualities being generated out of the 
same thing. “Water can become ice and it can become steam; wheat, when eaten, can 
become horse or man.” 8 Parmenides has told us “that from nothing nothing comes; but 
cannot the contraries that we see being generated in things secretly coexist in the thing, 
water or wheat, out of which they came? The water was really ice and steam at the same 
time, and the wheat was both man and horse.” 9  

Aristotle’s answer to this was that there was “an element of truth” therein; however, 
we should say that “water in a certain sense is ice and is steam; it is not actually ice and 
actually steam, but it is potentially the one and the other.” 10  

Moreover, argued Aristotle, we cannot think of change as absolutely universal. If all 
reality were process, then the process would long since have stopped. And how could it 
have started in the first place? 

Aristotle, as well as Plato, was concerned to establish a theory of knowledge in which 
the process of learning by experience should be made an intelligible theory of knowledge. 
Even with Plato’s view, there could have been no addition to the body of knowledge, 
since man knew only in so far as he participated by virtue of his intellectual nature in 
absolute knowledge of absolute being. And Aristotle agreed with Plato’s basic 
contention. The “proper object of unqualified scientific knowledge” he said, “is 
something which cannot be other than it is.” 11  

Strictly speaking, Aristotle argued, knowledge was of universals only. But how are 
we to have demonstrative knowledge of chance material? “The more demonstration 
becomes particular the more it sinks into an indeterminate manifold, while universal 
demonstration tends to the simple and the determinate. But objects so far as they are an 
indeterminate manifold are unintelligible, so far as they are determinate, intelligible: they 
are therefore intelligible rather in so far as they are universal than in so far as they are 
particular.” 12  
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It follows from this basic view of logic that “scientific knowledge is not possible 
through the act of perception.” 13 Perception relates to matters that are found at a 
particular time and place, “but that which is commensurately universal and true in all 
cases one cannot perceive, since it is not ‘this’ and it is not ‘now’; if it were, it would not 
be commensurately universal—the term we apply to what is always and everywhere.” 14  

What strikes us about Aristotle’s effort is that fact that it was an attempt to combine 
an abstract principle of unity with an equally abstract principle of diversity. He still 
retained the Parmenidean view that reality could be only what man said logically that it 
must be. But he also made a concession to the idea that the inductive arrangement of the 
facts of space and time had also to be regarded as somehow connected with knowledge. 
“We think we have scientific knowledge if we have reasoned from true and primary 
premises. But that is not so; the conclusion must be homogeneous with the basic facts of 
science.” 15  

A point of particular interest is that which Aristotle said about the first premises upon 
which demonstration rested. Said he: “The premises must be primary and 
indemonstrable; otherwise they will require demonstration in order to be known, since to 
have knowledge, if it be not accidental knowledge, of things which are demonstrable, 
means precisely to have a demonstration of them. The premises must be the causes of the 
conclusion, better known than it, and prior to it; its causes, since we possess scientific 
knowledge of a thing only when we know its cause; prior in order to be causes; 
antecedently known, this antecedent knowledge being not our mere understanding of the 
meaning, but knowledge of the fact as well.” 16  

It thus appeared that Aristotle was trying to carry through the Parmenidean principle 
that all reality was amenable to the exhaustive logical manipulation of man, but without 
falling into the obvious consequence of this position, namely, that there can be no 
knowledge of space-time facts. But, in order to accomplish this design, he had to appeal 
to intuition or faith. Not only so, but he had to appeal to faith in pure contingency as 
somehow furnishing the basis for the validity of logical demonstration. The result is that 
Aristotle’s body of knowledge resembles greatly that of Kant: it is, namely, an island of 
ice, floating on a boiling cauldron of chance. Aristotle said that “the universal has not a 
separate being over against groups of singulars”; 17 that the conclusion of logical 
demonstration “must be homogeneous with the basic facts of the science” under 
consideration; 18 and that the “commensurate universal is elicited from the several groups 
of singulars.” 19 But the only method Aristotle could offer concerning how we can thus 
unite abstract universals and abstract particulars was that we must believe them to be 
related to one another, thus that pure contingency and pure formal rationality are 
somehow united in our human experience. “It is hard to be sure” said Aristotle, “whether 
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one knows or not.” 20 He himself did not understand how abstract form and abstract 
matter could be united. 

Thus, Aristotle, like Plato, had no true answer for the Sophists’ problem. He could, 
and did, show them that, with the notion of general flux, predication was impossible, and 
that, on the basis of pure staticism, too, knowledge was impossible. On the other hand, 
when he stated his own view of knowledge and learning, he was able to do nothing more 
than construct it out of the materials furnished on the one hand by the definition-mongers, 
and on the other by those who “were no better than a vegetable.” 

The philosophy of Aristotle is frequently spoken of as “moderate realism.” Its 
position necessitates the law of contradiction by all means being employed in the quest to 
know the nature of ultimate reality. But this law does not require that all multiplicity be 
reduced to one, rather, it presupposes multiplicity, without which there would be indeed 
no occasion for the application of the law of non-contradiction. But then, such 
multiplicity in turn presupposes unity, since the law of contradiction could find no 
application in the realm of pure flux. 

We can therefore say that the same thing can, without contradiction, be both one and 
many if only we use the notions of potentiality and actuality. 21  

Parmenides and others, said Aristotle, did not realize that “our principles must be 
contraries.” That is, there had to be ultimate diversity in being. On the other hand, we 
must also say that our principles cannot be “innumerable,” then too beings would be 
unknowable. 22 There must be a “substratum for the contraries.” 23  

By introducing the notions of potentiality and actuality, and with it that of analogy, it 
was explained, Aristotle thought, how something new could be added to being and to 
knowledge. His predecessors, he argued, had contended that nothing could come into, or 
pass out of, existence. In short, they denied the reality of change. Agreed, therefore, that 
nothing may be said without qualification to have come from what is not, nevertheless it 
had to be maintained that something may “come to be from what is not”—i.e., in a 
qualified sense, since it originates in privation, i.e., the not-being of its own nature—this 
not surviving as a constituent of the result. In the same way, nothing originates in being, 
and being does not come about except in a qualified sense. 24  

Aristotle set forth fully the liberating significance of his concepts of actuality and 
potentiality in his Metaphysics with the famous four causes: material, efficient, formal 
and final, expressing the potentiality-actuality scheme. 25  

It was up to the philosopher, whose object of study ought not to be some particular 
being, but rather, being as such, to inquire at the same time “into the principles of the 
syllogism.” 26 As it was to be sensed that there existed a basic unity in being, so also it 

                                                
 20 p. 76a. 
 21 The Student’s Oxford Aristotle, Volume 2, Natural Philosophy, Physica, 186a, Oxford 
University Press, 1942. 
 22 p. 189a. 
 23 p. 191a. 
 24 p. 191b. 
 25 Metaphysics, p. 1013b. 
 26 p. 1005a. 



could be discerned that the law of contradiction was basic to all logic. 27 Again, as one 
had to realize that there was basic diversity within the unity of being, so he had also to 
sense that basic diversity was needed for predication. If there could be “demonstration of 
absolutely everything,” then we should lapse into an “infinite regress.” 28  

Aristotle knew well enough that, even in metaphysics, everything could not be 
demonstrated. Anxious as he was to defend the possibility and actuality of logical 
knowledge of ultimate reality over against the Sophists, he knew it could not be done by 
the method of Parmenides. If one were to gain knowledge of reality, and not merely of 
ideas of reality, then one had to start with the concrete substances of daily experience. 
And, to do this involved one in the idea of time and change. To be sure, it was Being that 
one had perforce to know by logical predication. But, if this Being were inherently and 
exclusively changeless, then one’s knowledge of it would, at the same time, involve one’s 
absorption into it. It was very well to say, with Plato, that the ideal of one’s knowledge 
was to “mingle incorporate with being,” but, at the same time, one’s own imperviousness 
had to be maintained against complete identification with the absolute. 

Aristotle found it necessary, then, to mix Heraclitean flux with the Parmenidean block 
universe. Thus, for him, Being was inherently analogical, neither exclusively changeless 
nor exclusively changing. And, since the Parmenidean principle of the adequation of 
logic (human and divine) and being had to be maintained at all costs, this could be done 
only if it were related dialectically to the idea of pure contingency. And yet, pure 
contingency spelled the total exclusion of logic. With such an emphasis upon the idea of 
pure contingency, one instantly recalls the Kantian idea of the primacy of practical 
reason. 

It is, in fact, thusly quite appropriate that, when apostate man discovers that his purely 
rationalistic ideal of knowledge—complete adequation of thought and being—leads to 
the loss of his own identity, he should turn, in desperation, and instinctively, to the idea 
of pure irrationalism, asserting that no one may know ultimate reality anyway. By 
claiming to know ultimate reality, or even anything about it, we are then told, would 
signify bringing this ultimate reality down into the realm of flux. 

Such “pure irrationalism,” however, cannot be maintained, except as the dialectical 
counterpart of “pure rationalism.” To say, with the irrationalist, that no man may know 
anything about ultimate reality is, in effect, to claim absolute knowledge of absolute 
reality. 

Thus it is that the apostate man see-saws back and forth between pure rationalism and 
pure irrationalism without ever coming to rest. 

It will be seen later that the modern freedom-nature scheme constructs itself on the 
same pattern exactly as the ancient form-matter scheme. Kant has a modern, and 
therefore a larger, see-saw than had Aristotle. The point will be discussed in due course. 

The fulcrum for both the modern and the Greek dialectical see-saw, between pure 
rationalism and pure irrationalism, is, as earlier, noted, the would-be autonomous man. If 
man refuses to see himself as a creature of God, or, more pertinently, as a sinner rescued 
by Christ, then he will quite naturally continue to go up and down, up and down, on this 
see-saw. When the rationalist is up, he proposes to have defeated the irrationalist. When 
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the irrationalist is up, it is the reverse. But, if this spectacle were not enough to frighten 
you, then think of the fact that “the rationalist” and “the irrationalist” are really not 
separately existing entities at all, but rather, opposite, co-existing aspects of the one and 
indivisible would-be self-sufficient homo sapiens. 

One wonders how Aristotle could have thought of himself as having made as much as 
an inch of progress beyond Plato in attempting to solve the Meno problem, i.e., that of 
learning by experience. As over against Plato, Aristotle wished to start his investigation 
of knowledge with Socrates as an individually existing “substance,” whom he, however, 
had soon split into two parts, which were then opposed one to the other in as dualistic a 
fashion as Plato had set off the world of sense from that of ideas. As Plato had posited of 
the mind that, in order to know anything, it had to become incorporate with being, so 
Aristotle now rejoined that “mind is in a sense potentially whatever is thinkable … ” 29 
Mind was, of course, itself thinkable only when it had become fully actualized through 
becoming one with its object. “Mind is itself thinkable in exactly the same way as its 
objects are.” 30 Until it had actually thought, the mind was nothing. “What it thinks must 
be in it just as characters may be said to be on a writing-tablet on which as yet nothing 
stands actually written; this is exactly what happens with mind.” 31  

Notably, both Plato and Aristotle struggled with the problem of methexis, i.e., how, 
indeed, was it possible to bring the world of timeless reality into significant relation to 
that of time itself? They sought particularly for an answer to this problem in their study of 
the soul. Yet, neither one came closer than the other to a solution. Plato set up his 
“wandering cause,” which, as he claimed, in some inexplicable manner had to partake of 
the realm of the intelligible, whereas Aristotle constructed his “pure matter,” which could 
be spoken of at all, if visible, only as being correlative and subordinate to pure form. 

The difference between the two philosophers seems to have been that Aristotle went 
beyond Plato by emphasizing the virtual correlativity of form and matter, whereas Plato 
merely continued to give them some measure of mutually independent existence. 
Aristotle’s form was more “formal” than Plato’s, as was likewise his prime matter. But 
Aristotle’s God, as “thought thinking itself,” was One only through its thinking neither of 
the world nor of itself, thus as a purely empty universal idea of thought, viz., the God of 
pure negation. As anything other than that, i.e., as possessing content even within itself 
about which it may think, then Aristotle’s God became correlative with pure matter. 
Aristotle was thus monotheistic whenever his God was an ideal hypostatization of the 
Parmenidean principle of the identity of thought with being, but polytheistic the moment 
he made contact with anything on earth. For, at that point, Heraclitus took over from 
Parmenides. 

Recognizing the fact that he had not, even in his idea of the soul, overcome the 
dualism between his two worlds, Plato declared that his notion of matter was 
comprehensible by means of a bastard-concept; yet, to speak of bastard-concepts in 
connection with one’s attempt to give a logical account of one’s totality view was, for 
Plato, tantamount to an admission of failure. 
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Aristotle’s case was quite different. He appeared to imagine that he had really, or at 
least virtually, solved the methexis problem. He did not speak of the need of grasping his 
own idea of matter by means of some bastard-concept, but rather, with an analogical one. 
Thereby, he hoped to comprehend being in its very essence, which, properly speaking, 
was analogical, namely, its existence as both wholly changeless and wholly changing. 
The wholly changeless half was such in relation to the wholly changing one, and vice 
versa. 

Thus did dialecticism make its official debut in the world of philosophic men. Its 
significance in relation to the later views of Plotinus will be treated presently, but for the 
moment, its initial expression in Aristotle’s philosophy of nature must suffice. 

In his work on Ethics, as elsewhere, Aristotle took his position between the 
definition-mongers and “those no better than vegetables,” virtue being a mean between 
two extremees. 32 As contrasted with the Platonic theory that all human virtues were 
relatable to and measured by an absolute good, Aristotle declared: “And similarly with 
regard to the idea; even if there is some one good which is universally predicable of 
good, or is capable of separate and independent existence, clearly it could not be achieved 
or attained by man; but we are not seeking something attainable.” 33  

“Presumably, then,” wrote Aristotle, “we must begin with things known to us. Hence 
anyone who will listen intelligently to lectures about what is noble and just and, 
generally, about the subjects of political science must have been brought up in good 
habits. For the fact is the starting-point and if this is sufficiently plain to him, he will not 
at the start need the reason as well; and the man who has been well brought up has or can 
easily get starting-points.” 34  

Virtue was, moreover, a matter of the will. Man was always free to act. 35 We “are 
masters of our actions from the beginning right to the end.” 36 And how could there be 
freedom of action between good and evil if there were no contingency in being? Matters 
“concerned with conduct and questions of what is good for us have no fixity, any more 
than matters of health.” 37 Conduct “has to do with individual cases.” 38 But if the 
Sophists again took comfort from Aristotle’s opposition to the world of changeless good 
as they had when he opposed a world of changeless being, it must soon have turned to 
bitterness. As at every other point, so also in his Ethics, Aristotle did not propound 
individualism. His ethics, like that of Socrates, centered in man as the self-sufficient 
reference point. But who was man, and what was his function? 39 The “function of man is 
an activity of soul which follows or implies a rational principle.” 40 By virtue of such, 
man could distinguish between virtues “in accordance with the best and most complete.” 
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41 This ought to have silenced the Sophistic relativists, yet, as if this were not enough, 
Aristotle then dealt a second blow by stating that, if individual human nature were 
unintelligible without a rational principle, it still was, in the last analysis, since ultimate 
being contained within it an objective standard of good and evil. It was reasonable that 
man should be happy when working according to the rational principle within him, since 
it participated in the rational principle of being. 

Additionally, though it was true that man was master of his actions from beginning to 
end, it was no less so that these depended on “nature.” But this was to his advantage, 
“since everything that depends on the action of nature is by nature as good as it can be.” 

42  
Looking back for a moment, one discerns that Aristotle’s Ethics was more “practical” 

than that of Plato, since he had given up as unattainable the Platonic ideal of seeking for 
man’s virtual identification with absolute being and absolute good. On the other hand, 
though seeking what actually was attainable, Aristotle refused to admit that this required 
him to be a relativist. True, ethical responsibility presupposes that we are in control of 
our actions both ad bonam and ad malum partem to the end; but genuine freedom must 
still be sought through action according to the rational principle. Man’s rational activity.” 

43  
Thus, the practical or phenomenalist tendency of Aristotle’s Ethics sprang from, 

indeed became, the climactic expression of his dialectical view of being and knowledge, 
which was itself the fruit of his desire to be “practicable” in the ethics field. Everywhere 
he started with Socrates, i.e., with an individual man, as, e.g., Socrates is a “good” man, 
ergo he somehow participates in absolute goodness, and must needs seek his true being 
and true freedom by working toward total identification with absolute being and absolute 
goodness. We note, however, that if he had reached his ideal of true freedom, it would 
not be he who would have become free, or even been at all. Rather, he would have lost 
the imperviousness of his personality. Accordingly, the notion of seeking for true 
freedom and true virtue by means of identification with absolute being and absolute good 
must be taken cum grano. It must be considered to be an ideal, a sort of limit, since 
“Socrates” dared not ever give up his Parmenidean conviction that being was nothing but 
what he could logically think it to be. Therefore, being itself had to be reduced a notch, to 
“analogical being,” i.e., that which would require pure contingency as a constituent of 
itself. Thus, nature was as good as it could possibly be, and God was absolutely One and 
absolutely Good only so far as He was not, i.e., as the God of pure negation. Once He 
became One and Good in a practical sense, i.e., so as to be of any use to man as a 
practical or attainable ideal, He became correlative to the many, and with it to evil. 

On the other hand, just as the idea of absolute good as not correlated to that of 
absolute evil, so also that of absolute plurality and absolute evil not correlated to absolute 
good became also impracticable. There was no absolute evil, as there was no absolute 
good. Yet, both absolute good and absolute evil existed, correlative with each other. 

When “Socrates” had spoken thusly, the Sophists once again smiled, and this had 
irritated him. He had by all means to have a position which would have enabled him to 
throw mud on their faces, thus he insisted on the primacy of the rational over the 
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irrational within the field of knowledge and that of changelessness over against the 
changing in being, finally that of good over evil in the realm of good. 

Yet the Sophist kept on smiling, and, in so doing, he beamed at both Aristotle and 
“Greek theism” as a whole. “And the barber kept on shaving.” The primacy of the 
teleological over the material, as maintained by the historical Socrates, Plato, and 
Aristotle, was gradually showing itself to be, in essence, nothing more than a postulation; 
for, to say with Aristotle that Ethics must aim “to hit the mean” and therewith do “what is 
right,” was to relinquish the distinction between the ideas of good and evil as “objective,” 
in the sense of being absolute. 

Aristotle desired to begin his discussion of Ethics, as of all other subjects, with things 
“known to us” 44 from the start of their interpretative enterprise, themselves existentially 
related to what they took reality to be. But also he wished to have understood initially 
that man had to assume that he knew himself truly, whether or not he discovered later 
that an “absolute” God did exist. This conclusion, that for all practicable purposes no 
such God existed, was thus already involved in his premise. His method began from 
himself as being “autonomous,” who would arrive later at the conclusion that, as essence, 
God was pure thought thinking itself but as existence was divided into a plurality of 
manifestations. Thus this idea already formed part of the original departure. 

In all this, what we have is virtually the “primacy of the practical reason” as 
developed in modern times by Kant. Of course, the Greeks were not modern. “For 
Homer, and for the Greeks in general,” according to Werner Jaeger, “the ultimate ethical 
boundaries are not mere rules of moral obligation, but fundamental laws of being.” 45 
Even so, as Jaeger adds, there was an anthropocentric tendency in Greek thought. The 
gods of Greece gradually became ethicized. Early Greek philosophy even 
demythologized the views of the great tragedians by means of a process of rationalization 
which came more and more clearly to center itself in the human soul. 46 Even for 
Heraclitus it was, says Jaeger, the human soul that was “the centre of all the energies of 
the cosmos.” 47 His predecessors “had brought the Greeks to realize the eternal conflict 
between Being and Becoming. But now they were driven to ask the awful question: ‘In 
this universal struggle, what place is there for man?’ ” Heraclitus summarized his 
philosophy in one pregnant saying, “I sought for myself” “Humanization of philosophy 
could not be more trenchantly expressed.” 48 A “new world of knowledge could be 
attained if the soul were to contemplate herself.” 49  

But how could, and how can, the soul of apostate man properly contemplate itself? 
Having tried to eject itself from the cosmic order of the Creator-Redeemer of Scripture, 
he might demythologize his gods by a process of rationalization centered on the human 
self, yet he had always to return to demythologization in order to escape suffocation 
within himself. Thus, the see-saw process would always continue, and that even without a 
pivot. 
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The Greeks, says Jaeger, were existential thinkers, since by means of all their striving 
for an insight into reality and into the human self, they were seeking to produce in the 
individual and in society the ideal human character. Implicit in all the efforts of poets, 
lawgivers and philosophers, says Jaeger, was the search for the moral ideal, and 
throughout this search was the assumption that man, as participant in the cosmic order, 
had within himself the insight and power of properly judging and realizing the ideal. 

After its “time of suffering” following the fall of Athens in 404 B.C., Jaeger 
continues, “the Greek spirit first began to turn inwards upon itself—as it was to do more 
and more throughout the succeeding centuries.” 50 In so saying, Jaeger does not wish to 
deny what he had said concerning the beginning of this process, especially as detected 
already in Heraclitus, yet the Socratic principle of “knowing oneself” was so drastic in its 
reaction against relativism that it did seem to be altogether novel. 

Socrates was no mere intellectualist. He did not search exclusively for theoretical 
objectivity, but also for the source and center of strength in relation to what seemed the 
various non-moral dooms then overhanging the state as well as the individual. Why did 
good men suffer? Why were good nations defeated in battle? He was searching for a new 
God, a God beyond the contradictions involved in any attempt at proving intellectually 
that good prevails over evil. “The paideia of the fourth century,” says Jaeger, “after it 
saw the kingdom of earth blown into dust, fixed its home in the kingdom of heaven.” 51 
Yet Socrates knew that the kingdom of heaven, if anywhere, lay within man himself. 
However impossible it were intellectually to prove this God to sit on the throne, one had 
to summon the courage to postulate the ultimate victory of the good which he found 
existing within himself. 

It is thus, Jaeger asserts, that Socrates “became for all eternity a ‘representative man.’ 
” 52 No wonder that Erasmus of Rotterdam “boldly numbered him among the saints, and 
invoked him with the words: ‘Sancte Socrates, ora pro nobis!’ ” 53 He came forth in his 
time, truly, as the “Solon of the moral world.” 54  

And when Plato sought to discover the nature of morality “by the power of the 
logos,” he was not forgetting his old teacher’s central contention. 55 Nor did Aristotle, 
when, apart from both Socrates and Plato, he stressed the importance of the irrational 
element in both soul and cosmos, belie the Socratic principle, i.e., that of the would-be 
self-sufficient man who knows God, (Rom 1:19) and that he is a creature of God, but 
seeks to suppress this knowledge by presuming always to “participate” in God’s being, 
and also that the laws of logic, centered as they are in the law of non-contradiction, are 
not given to man, the creature, by God the Creator, but are, rather, norms of “thought in 
general.” Parmenides had expressed this idea most strikingly when he maintained that 
being must be what thought—human and divine—can, without contradiction, think that it 
must be. Thus, thought—human as well as divine—was legislative for all being, with 
God, as well as man, being exhaustively penetrable by both types. 
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On the other hand, would-be autonomous man, knowing that he cannot by thought 
legislate for being, has generally always assumed that God cannot do so either, He, as 
well as man, being surrounded by an infinity of unrelated facts within a universe of pure 
chance. 

Greek mythology, poetry, and philosophy all breathed the identical spirit of defiance 
of the living God. In seeking for truth they were always more properly, in fact, 
suppressing it, and thus the term “Greek theism” is really a misnomer. The national spirit 
did make its contribution—a great contribution—to the coming of the kingdom of Christ, 
but only in spite of itself, as an incendiary on a boat can be used also to clean its deck. 
The true Greek spirit is eminently that of man, the eternal covenant-breaker. 

Were the chief principles of Greek thought to be accepted, then so would those of the 
Christian have to be rejected. The former presuppose the self-sufficiency of man, the 
latter that of the self-attesting Christ which Paul called upon the Greeks to accept instead 
of Socrates. They refused. For them, as the Pharisees earlier, Christ’s claim to be the 
Way, the Truth, and the Life, was both nonintellectual and morally reprehensible. “You 
are a mere man, an imposter, making yourself out to be God.” That is the answer the 
Greeks gave to Jesus’ question: “Who do you say that I am?” Thus both the “Jews” and 
the “Gentiles” conspired against Him who had come to save them from the wrath. Yet, of 
the Greeks, as well as of the Jews, many believed, with the Spirit giving them life from 
the dead. Christ has been the victor over Satan in both Greek philosophy and Jewish 
religion. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



2. Medieval Man Replies 
 
In the first of this tripartite series of lectures, we have investigated ancient man’s 

response to Jesus’ burning question, “Who do you say that I am?” with the answer having 
come that He was a mere man, and a blasphemer to boot, by making himself out to be 
God, pretending to be the one through whose death and resurrection alone the whole of 
man and its culture should be saved from destruction, imagining himself the king of the 
celestial realm and the one who, in establishing his own kingdom, would simultaneously 
destroy that of Satan. He had, indeed, told the Pharisees outrightly that they were of their 
father, the devil, as if to suggest a basic enmity. And then Paul, emulating his example, 
had addressed the Greeks also directly with the charge that they had been blinded by the 
Satanic god of this world, and thus lay prostrate under the condemnation of God. 

In the present lecture, we shall investigate medieval man’s response to the same 
question. And this answer was, we shall find, that Jesus was a man-God, thus 
demonstrating how medieval man sought to effect a combination of the Greek and the 
Christian views of God, of man, and of the world. In other words, he attempted to 
synthesize the views of Jesus and Paul with those of the Pharisees and the Greeks, a 
marriage which has long provided the world with its most morbid “family situation.” 

Medieval man’s posture is classically expressed in what Dr. Herman Dooyeweerd 
spoke of as the nature-grace framework of thought. Within it, the form-matter scheme of 
the Greeks was accepted as the strict principle upon which “nature,” i.e., the world of 
God-created things no less, was to be interpreted. Then, the revelation of God’s grace 
was to be added later, like the cherry atop the sundae, as an auxiliary principle for 
interpreting the “supernatural.” 

As far as the correct interpretation of “nature” itself was concerned, therefore, the 
Christian theologian-philosopher might, it was thought, inoffensively make use of the 
method of Aristotle, the outstanding Greek proponent of the Form-Matter scheme of 
thought. It was assumed that he would thus find that he would obtain a natural teleology 
which would quite naturally lead him on, without substantial conflict, to the supernatural 
teleology of Christ. Grace would thus supplement nature, and revelation would 
satisfactorily supplement reason. Most happily of all, the Christian virtues of faith, hope 
and love would supplement the numerous cardinal virtues of the Greeks. 

Thomas Aquinas represented best this “synthetic” point of view, constructing his 
philosophy and natural theology by using Aristotle’s methodology, and then, later, going 
on to erect his supernatural theology by means of a study of the revelation of God in 
Christ. The official creedal statements of the Council of Trent of the Roman Catholic 
Church were, to a considerable extent, a result of the prodigious labors and the influence 
of Thomas. 

According to Thomas, therefore, Jesus Christ might be approached from the very start 
by the method of Aristotle. Was he not a real man? Yes, indeed he was. Yet, he was also 
more than a man: he was also God. Did not Aristotle prove the existence of God? Yes, 
indeed. Thus, also, by natural reason, we might likewise obtain the idea of man as related 
to God, indeed as related to God because participant in God, inasmuch as God is the 
eternal principle of continuity by participation in which man initially knows himself to be 
rational. In terms of this principle, too, man certainly knows how to use the principle of 
non-contradiction so as to determine what is and what is not possible in nature. 



Nevertheless, Aristotle’s one God was still, inconveniently enough, the God of pure 
essence only, that idyllic picture of “pure thought thinking itself”; naturally, therefore, it 
had to be supplemented with the equally noble idea of God as Being, which could spring 
from no other source than divine revelation. Thusly it is that Etienne Gilson, a Roman 
Catholic expert on the Middle Ages and its theology, has presented the topic. 

 
A. Plotinus And Augustine 

 
We hope now to trace briefly the development of medieval man’s idea of himself and 

of his culture from Augustine to Thomas Aquinas. Augustine of course stood squarely for 
the Pauline principle, having told us that the whole of history consisted of one deadly, no-
give, no-take combat between two “cities,” that of God and that of man, the “citizens” of 
the former kingdom being in basic disagreement with those of the latter on the respective 
questions of the beginning, the middle, and the end of history. To be sure, citizens of the 
kingdom of God must not press upon those of the kingdom of man what Jesus said to the 
Pharisees, namely, that they be of their father, the devil, since only Jesus knew the heart 
of man. Thus, His followers may speak only of the two opposing principles activating 
men. Similarly, it is not possible for them to predict in each instance whether a certain 
individual belongs to one kingdom or the other, as history is never and nowhere a 
finished product. Nonetheless, there are two main and exclusive tendencies in it: men are 
in their hearts either for or against the Christ whom Paul preached, and what is in their 
hearts will usually find expression in the sympathies manifested by their actions. 

What we have shortly before noted of Augustine derives actually from his later 
writings. As Paul had been converted from Phariseism to Christ, so Augustine was 
converted from the Greek spirit to Paul’s “theology.” By reading the New Testament, 
Augustine learned that Christ had spoken the simple, complete truth for all time when he 
had said, “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life.” Augustine thus had been set free from 
the Greek spirit by Christ. 

 
1. Plotinus And The Scale Of Being 

 
Now, by way of contrast, look at Plotinus and his late-classical philosophy, as though 

it were that exact same prison from which Augustine had been rescued. Since the time of 
Adam, apostate man has traditionally locked himself voluntarily in prison, forging such 
entanglements of ropes round about that he cannot possibly become free. It is the 
imprisonment of those who have put out their own eyes. 

Similarly, the Socratic principle of inwardness was, as we have seen, the picture of 
man as he tried to “seek the right answer” to the questions of life, albeit with the 
insistence in advance that he would not accept any of what the Creator-Redeemer God 
might tell him. For Socrates, truth had to be discoverable within man himself, or there 
was none. We have also seen that Plato worked out a whole philosophy of culture in 
terms of this same inwardness and that, as a consequence, he too, ruled out in advance the 
only possible answer which exists for man. And as for Aristotle, he likewise, in no wise 
escaped the entanglements of Socrates and Aristotle. 

When we turn to Plotinus, we find his starting point, method and conclusion to be 
basically, unsurprisingly, similar to those respectively of the classical Greeks. Plotinus 



gathered together into one comprehensive “system,” or view, what he thought to have 
been the “best” thinking of ancient, classical, and Hellenistic Greek philosophers, which 
“system” of thought has often been referred to as that of the scale of being, arranged later 
on by his disciple, Porphyry, in nine books, each with nine chapters, hence the name “the 
Enneads of Plotinus.” A very brief exposition now follows of their content. 

Who and what, asks Copleston, was God for Plotinus? “God is absolutely 
transcendent: He is the One, beyond all thought and all being, ineffable and 
incomprehensible.… Neither essence nor being nor life can be predicated of the One, not 
of course that it is less than any of these but because it is more.… The One cannot be 
identical with the sum of individual things, for it is these individual things which require 
a Source or Principle, and this Principle must be distinct from them and logically prior to 
them.” 1  

But now, by having such a view of “God, the ultimate Principle,” “how could 
Plotinus account for the multiplicity of things?” 2 Surely not by way of creation “since 
creation is an activity and we are not justified in ascribing activity to God and so 
impairing His unchangeability. Plotinus, therefore, had recourse to emanation.” 3 Such 
emanation was a matter of pure necessity; thus he maintained “that the world issues from 
God or proceeds from God by necessity, there being a principle of necessity that the less 
perfect should issue from the more perfect.” 4  

“The first emanation from the One is Thought or Mind, which is intuition or 
immediate apprehension, having a twofold object, (a) the One, (b) itself. In nous exist the 
Ideas, not only of classes but also of individuals, though the whole multitude of Ideas is 
contained indivisibly in nous.” 5  

“From Nous, which is Beauty, proceeds Soul, corresponding to the World-Soul of the 
Timaeus. This World-Soul is incorporeal and indivisible, but it forms the connecting-link 
between the supersensual world and the sensual world, and so looks not only upwards to 
the Nous but also downwards towards the world of nature.” 6  

“Individual human souls proceed from the World-Soul, and, like the World-Soul, they 
are subdivided into two elements (in accordance with the Pythagorean-Platonic 
tripartition, Plotinus admits also a third and mediating element), a higher element which 
belongs to the sphere of Nous, 7 and a lower element, which is directly connected with the 
body.” 

 
B. Augustine And The City Of God 

 
Here, then, in the philosophy of Plotinus, pagan thought presented the very cream of 

its offering, and this it was from which Augustine had gradually, through the Spirit’s 
work, attained liberation. Did I say “liberation?” Yes, through an agonizing process of 
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thought, he came to see that, when Jesus had said that He was the Way, the Truth and the 
Life, He was, in fact, challenging him to forsake any such artificial, intriguingly man-
made philosophy as the pagan thinkers presented. Augustine eventually knew that, 
behind his terrifying self-analysis, there existed the condescending grace of the triune 
God the Scriptures; yet, such men as Justin Martyr, Clement of Alexandria, and Origen 
had not realized this wonderful, absolute antithesis of principle between the starting 
point, method, and conclusion of Christian and non-Christian thought. Slowly, 
organically, painfully, this fact dawned upon Augustine himself, but, at least, dawn it did. 
The sovereign, the electing, Creator-Redeemer God thus had reached down to him as he 
lay wallowing in the mire of self-justifying intellectual and moral sin, and set his feet 
upon high, solid ground. All men were, Augustine realized, because of their fall in Adam, 
justly subject to God’s wrath: “And the kingdom of death so reigned over men, that the 
deserved penalty of sin would have hurled all headlong even into the second death, of 
which there is no end, had not the undeserved grace of God saved some therefrom.” 8  

It would thus appear that Plotinus and Augustine espoused decidedly, mutually 
exclusive views of man and his culture. Plotinus had drawn together all the threads of 
apostate thinking up to his time, and Augustine all those of redeemed thought. Plotinus 
represented the city of man; Augustine, the city of God. Could anyone thereafter possibly 
have conceived of making peace between these two? Would-be autonomous Citizen Man 
assumed himself to be the starting point, criterion, and final reference point of all 
predications, redeemed man bowed before Jesus Christ as personifying all three. 

The decisive battle between the city of God and that of man, covenant-keepers and 
covenant-breakers respectively, had, of course, already been fought when Jesus Christ 
redeemed a foreordained number of sinful men on the cross: through His death and 
Resurrection, he changed all His people, the living and the yet unborn, so that from being 
His enemies, they became His friends. So it happened to Saul of Tarsus, the persecutor, 
when he became Paul, the apostle. This basic event befell Augustine, and all other 
believers, to Augustine in the course of a long and trying experience. But this eventually 
basic commitment, expressed best in his later writings, certainly challenged, at every 
point, the man-made Plotinian notion of a “scale of being.” 

And yet, this is not how either Copleston, or Etienne Gilson, the famous Roman 
Catholic writer on medieval philosophy, view the matter; 9 neither does Richard Kroner, 
the great post-Kantian, Protestant theologian-philosopher. 10 For these men, and many 
more like them, the Plotinian and the Augustinian points of view, in fact, supplement 
each other! However, the reason why they imagine a synthesis between Plotinus and 
Augustine as perfectly possible is that they themselves are basically, preeminently 
committed to a view of man which is essentially the same as that of Plotinus, thus 
opposite to that of Augustine. They would assume, for example, that man’s “rational 
freedom” consists of his participation in an abstract, contentless principle of unity 
correlative to an abstract, contentless principle of diversity. Thereupon, with respect to 
man and his environment, the Christian view must, in advance, be rejected as being not 
even a legitimate hypothesis for the explanation of reality. 
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No wonder, then, that these scholars do not interpret medieval thought as having 
produced, or at least, revealed, the fundamental strife between the city of God and the 
city of man, but rather, as a straightforwardly noble and logical effort to synthesize the 
“best” in both views. 

 
C. From Augustine To Thomas Aquinas 

 
1. Negative Theology, Pseudo-Dionysius 

 
Pseudo-Dionysius brought the Plotinian motif into direct confrontation with the more 

authentic Augustinian one. As a Christian believer, he remarked that nothing must be said 
about the Godhead “except those things that are revealed to us from the Holy Scriptures.” 

11 But, having thus spoken, Dionysius himself proceeded to press the entire story of 
Scripture, from creation to consummation, into a suspiciously Plotinian model of the 
scale of being. Above all other reality, said Dionysius, there reigned the “super-essential 
Godhead of which we must not dare “to speak or even to have any conception.” 12 Not 
that the Good is wholly incommunicable to anything …  13  

The principle of plenitude, to which Dionysius was committed, thus now provided for 
both the idea of utter negation and, correlative to it, that of communication. For the super-
essential Good, “while dwelling alone by Itself, and having there firmly fixed Its super-
essential Ray, lovingly reveals itself by illuminations corresponding to each separate 
creature’s powers, and thus draws upwards holy minds into such contemplation, 
participation and resemblance of Itself as they can attain—even them that holy and duly 
strive thereafter … ” 14  

Thus, through the lightbeams that fall upon us in Scripture from this super-essential 
source of being, we duly learn that It is the “cause and Origin and Being and Life of all 
creation.” In quasi-anticipation of Paul Tillich’s idea of the New Being, Dionysius tells 
us that the super-essential is the “grounding to them that feel the shock of unholy assault 
… ”; 15 and similarly to Tillich, Dionysius fashions his theology Christ centrically as well 
as biblically: “Even the plainest article of Divinity,” says he, “namely the Incarnation and 
Birth of Jesus in Human Form, cannot be expressed by any Language, or known by any 
Language, or known by any Mind, not even by the first of the most exalted angels.” 16 If, 
then, there be any help in the person and work of Christ for the salvation of men, it is 
strictly because of His identity with the super-essential. It is that from which he emanates. 
Accordingly, it was not by having suffered for men on the cross, and risen for their 
justification from the dead, but rather, through His directing them to the “super-essential 
being,” that he saves them, which super-essential being is, variously, “a Principle of 
Illumination to them that are being enlightened; a Principle of Perfection to them that are 
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being perfected; a Principle of Deity to them that are being deified; and of Simplicity to 
them that are being brought into simplicity; and of Unity to them that are being brought 
into unity.” 17  

Such negative theology always demands the supplementary idea of symbolic 
theology. Revelation by human language, even if, as in Scripture, it claims to be used by 
Christ Himself in the interest of telling men final truth, is said to be impossible, or, as 
Sontag asserts: “Final statements are ruled out by the ultimate inappropriateness of a 
language that is necessarily based upon distinctions.” 18 Thus, even if one speaks of the 
super-essential being as perfect, one has done no more than point to it. All human 
language is, in the nature of the case, symbolic, merely calling attention to that of which 
it can say nothing in conceptual form. 

Modern philosophy and theology have, indeed, attempted to outdo Dionysius in both 
his negative and symbolic approach to the idea of God’s so-called “wholly-otherness.” 
Guided by Kant, modern philosophers know, with all possible certainty, that God is 
unknowable. Even though they cannot prove how man or the world can be known 
without God, they are still certain that man possesses knowledge without necessary 
reference to God. While admitting that man together with his logical powers are mere 
products of change, still they “know” that God cannot be either man’s Creator or 
Redeemer. Conversely, some modern philosophers, especially theologians, assert that 
man’s make-up and the facts of the universe about him, somehow, point to God, even a 
good God, who is, somehow, the source of goodness in and to man. In all these cases, the 
principle of plenitude is in control, exactly as it was in the thinking of Pseudo-Dionysius. 
The only difference, in fact, between these modern thinkers and Dionysius is that the 
former vastly outstrip in either the irrationality of their affirmations or the rationalism of 
their negations. But this point need not be pursued here. 

 
2. Natural Theology 

 
That natural theology which by its nature must invariably team up with negative 

theology was well brought to the fore by Plotinus and his followers when they asserted 
that this world’s facts somehow participate in the ideal world’s unity. To be rational, 
natural theology must conform to the Parmenidean principle that being is identical with 
thought, which, in turn, produces the notion that the temporal must become absorbed into 
the eternal without residue. This point will be more fully discussed when we treat 
Thomas Aquinas. At the moment, emphasis is placed rather upon the interdependence of 
the principles of negative and natural theology. On the one hand, a wholly unknowable 
God resides behind the concept that the world originated of necessity from this God, 
manifesting him only by direct contradiction. On the other hand, if the God of the 
principle of the Plotinian scale of being (plenitude) really exists and rules the world, then 
the world must be that which this God must necessarily make it. This is pure 
determinism. The world is either one wherein God is wholly revealed or wholly hidden. 

It was not until Augustine saw clearly that God was what the Scripture said of Him, 
the Light in whom was no darkness at all, not until he realized that the world was what 
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the Bible said of it, the theatre of the creative and redemptive work of the Son of God and 
of man, that this amalgamation of negative and natural theology was, for him, duly 
challenged. Of course, as noted above, Augustine himself was often confused on the 
ultimate issue; but that he did see it with growing clarity, especially in his later writings, 
cannot be doubted. Because of their own failure to see it, for all their modern erudition, 
many men such as Lovejoy, Gilson and Kroner, cannot describe the conflict of the 
Middle Ages as it actually was. 

 
3. Mystical Theology 

 
The principle of medieval mystical theology was expressed by Socrates in his own 

principle of inwardness whereby he had sought to answer the sceptics of his day by 
postulating the individual soul as a participant in an objective world of intelligence. By 
Plotinus’ time, this world had, however, established itself as utterly beyond the reach of 
all human intelligence. And if, with Plato, it was Diotema the inspired who was obliged 
to lift up the individual soul to the world of light, so also, by sheer concentration of native 
powers, it was that the soul of Plotinus took off in its ecstatic flight into the world of light 
which was now darkness as well; that is to say, it was the mysticism of Plotinus, rather 
than the supposed inwardness of Augustine, which furnished the steppingstone from the 
Socratic vision to the Wesensschau of Husserl and his latter-day existentialist followers. 
Plotinus, not being modern, was as yet desirous of joining his soul with a somehow 
objectively existing principle of unity which modern man now knows to be properly a 
mirage, but even so, there is no essential difference between the ecstatic vision of 
Plotinus and the Wesensschau of post-Kantian philosophy. He, like those who observe 
Kant’s primacy of the practical reason, desired to transcend the realm of knowledge and 
science by means of a monumental Entschluss of the will which is free because it exists, 
in principle, in the noumenal world. Realizing the noumenal realm to be wholly 
unknowable and man therefore wholly unknowable to himself, modern theologians 
postulate the God of grace as hovering likewise in that realm. Thus the primacy of the 
practical, not the theoretical, reason entails this postulation of the wholly unknown God 
and his temporal manifestation through Christ, who is likewise both wholly known and 
unknown, thus producing the situation of his being supposed to help man who has been 
his engineer in the first place. But this, too, will be taken up in the third lecture. 

And, if modern theology prides itself on having intuited, with Sören Kierkegaard, that 
truth is subjective, and man merely existentially involved in discovering it in God as the 
Subject rather than as the object of contemplation, then even the essentials of this mode 
of thought can be detected already in the Enneads. Plotinus did not wish for the soul to be 
cold and detached when, quite apart from any revelation through Christ in history, it 
encountered within itself “the intuition of the divine light.” “Rather, it must feel a rapture 
as of a lover who spies his beloved and rests blissfully on the sight, as of him who has 
seen the true light, whose soul has been overwhelmed with brilliance on approaching this 
light … ” 19  

This principle of inwardness or plenitude, so well presented by Plotinus, became 
synthesized with the principle of Christianity by Pseudo-Dionysius and others, such that, 
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surely, it seemed for a while that the Plotinian myth would swallow up the testimony of 
the self-attesting Christ. In neither Dionysius nor Scotus Erigena did there seem to be 
much left of historic Christianity. To be certain, there was a verbal commitment of sorts 
to the self-attesting Christ; but then, there always and immediately followed a reduction 
of His word and work in terms of the man-made principle of plenitude. 

 
D. Gilson’s Argument For The Medieval Synthesis 

 
Now, a consideration of the argument of Etienne Gilson, who was eager to prove that 

the Christian principle as such maintains a deeper, if not radically different, insight into 
the nature of reality than does the Greek one. 

Christian thinkers, Gilson declared, certainly teach monotheism. “Now, can it really 
be said that the Christian thinkers derived this monotheism from the Hellenic tradition?” 
he asked. 20  

The answer would at first seem to be in the negative, for “we know of no system of 
Greek philosophy which reserved the name of God for a unique being, and made the 
whole system of the universe revolve round this single idea.” 21 Even Aristotle has not 
“shaken off the traditional polytheism.” Nevertheless, writes Gilson, we must not “dream 
of disputing Aristotle’s undoubted contribution to the philosophic idea of the Christian 
God.” In fact, the surprising thing about Aristotle is that “having gone so far along the 
right road, he should have failed to follow it to the end. There, however, is the fact: he 
stopped on the way.” 22  

“When we speak of Aristotle’s god for the purpose of comparison with the Christian 
God, we refer of course to the unmoved mover, separate, pure act, thought of thought, set 
forth in a celebrated text of the Physics.” 23  

“Well, and what more could we ask? An immaterial, separate, eternal and immutable 
substance—is this not precisely the God of Christianity?” 24  

Gilson’s answer is that the unmoved mover of Aristotle “is not alone in being an 
unmoved mover, that is to say, a divinity.” 25 “In short, Greek thought, even in its most 
eminent representatives, did not attain to that essential truth which is struck out at one 
blow, and without a shadow of proof, by the great words of the Bible: Audi Israel, 
Dominus Deus noster Dominus unus est” (Dt 6:4). 26  

Surely, argues Gilson, this “Credo in unum Deum of the Christians, this first article of 
their faith, appeared at the same time as an irrefragable rational truth.” 27 How, then, did it 
come about that the Greeks did not realize this? How could they fail to see that, “if there 
is one God,” then “there is only one God?” 
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Let us see whether we can obtain light on this question, Gilson suggests, by linking 
the problem of the unicity of God with the problem of His nature. 28 It would appear that 
the Greeks were uncertain about this unicity of God “precisely because they lacked that 
clear idea of God which makes it impossible to admit more than one.” 29  

Christians are not uncertain, being informed by revelation, what God’s nature is. 
Certain it is also that, if there is to be a Christian philosophy, then an intrinsic relationship 
must exist between revelation and reason. 30 Surely, then, if Christians who live by faith 
would tell the Greeks, who walk by reason, about the nature of God, then the Hellenes 
should not, thereafter, fail to see that they must conclude in favor of the existence of the 
one God of Christianity. 

This, however, will not work, since, for faith to inform reason of the conclusion it 
ought to reach through its own peculiar process would be to violate the very principle of 
reason, which is, of course, human autonomy. The Greeks were quite right about this. 

 
1. Necessity—The Parmenidean Principle Of Continuity 
 
A. A Christian Philosophy 

 
Gilson has here created a dilemma for himself. First, he has asserted that the God of 

faith must also be the God of reason. Thereupon rests thus the intrinsic relation between 
faith and reason, and the possibility and actuality of a Christian philosophy. Still, for the 
Christian as for the non-Christian, “reason is essentially distinct from faith.” “There is no 
such thing as a Christian reason … ” Thus, the solution would seem to lie in the 
somewhat revised idea that there is a “Christian use of reason.” 31 And this is, indeed, 
Gilson’s basic solution. By “Christian use of reason,” the “supernatural” must “descend 
as a constitutive element into philosophy.” 32 Yet, how could such a thing be? Would not 
then philosophy lose its independence after all? No, says Gilson, for we do not profess 
that, by means of revelation, the supernatural would descend into the texture of 
philosophy. Such would be a contradiction. 

However, it is difficult to see what Gilson could intend with such a distinction. The 
areas of faith and reason, he has said, must be kept absolutely separate, and yet, faith can 
indeed descend into the realm of reason and become a constitutive element in it. The 
Christian revelation has been distinguished as conveying only those truths which are 
necessary to salvation, thus its influence on philosophy “could extend only to those parts 
of philosophy that concern the existence and nature of God, the origin, nature, and 
destiny of the soul.” 33 What, then, of the other parts of philosophy into which revelation 
cannot enter at all? Shall this science then be split up, the one part to be (possibly) 
influenced, and the other part not even possibly, by revelation? How could the unity of 
truth be thus maintained? Moreover, “a true philosophy, taken absolutely, and in itself, 
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owes all of its truth to its rationality and to nothing other than its rationality … ” 34 
Therefore, what about the hypothetical part of philosophy into which revelation is to be 
allowed as a constitutive concept? Any Christian who has learned revelationally about 
God and the destiny of his soul, certainly would not desire to employ such an odd 
chemistry so as to transform revelational truth into a mere science, and would also never 
seek to combine “contradictory essences.” He might merely ask whether “reason may 
prove as truthful” some of the propositions he himself has learned, by revelation, to be so. 
35  

The thinking of the Greeks and of Plotinus, as noted before, was founded on the 
premise that man was not a creature, made in the image of God; not a sinner before God; 
and therefore, quite capable of interpreting correctly, apart from God, all reality, or 
“nature.” Aristotle’s thought likewise involved a “totality view” of life, and, as such, 
stood diametrically opposed to the doctrine of Christianity. Any such opposing 
philosophies must, of necessity, come to an all-out war, of which Gilson’s obvious failure 
at every point to effect a synthesis of the conflicting principles of Christianity and of 
Aristotle affords indirect evidence. Like Aristotle, Gilson insists that philosophy must 
appeal to rationality per se to prove its position; but this is to grant, to all intents and 
purposes, that Parmenides’ position was correct. Man simply must use the principle of 
contradiction to determine the nature of ultimate reality; if this thereupon should prove 
impossible, then being must be assumed as embracing within itself an aspect of ultimate 
contingency. Being as such, or God, would then become, in some purely irrational 
manner, the source of all entities in the world. Whereas the use of pure logic would 
require one to say that God is wholly static and, assuming God to be the whole of being, 
that, therefore, all other being is non-being, on the other hand, the purely irrational 
contention would emerge that, somehow, this wholly static principle produces the wholly 
new, i.e., the purely contingent. 

 
2. Contingency—The Heraclitean Principle Of Discontinuity 

 
In what has been previously said, our chief concern was to show how the principle of 

Plotinian philosophy, which is that of plenitude, or the scale of being, has controlled all 
of medieval thinking. 

It remains to us now to establish conclusively, however, the fact that medieval 
philosophers used pure contingency to escape the nemesis of pure deterministic monism. 

One cannot have the concave without the convex side of a disc, or Parmenides 
without Heraclitus. The “alliance” of these two has produced the medieval concept of the 
world as possessing partial being, such as Plato first introduced the notion of the world of 
change as partaking of the changeless world. In his later dialogues, he argued, that to say 
that the other world is alone wholly real would be to deny that this world had light to 
shed on its own nature. How, in fact, could he rejoin the two worlds, having so 
masterfully sundered them? His only recourse was, obviously, to tone down the dualism. 
Thereupon, he made them overlap, a process which then found expression in his idea of 
“participation.” 
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His “participation” scheme thus underlies both the negative and the natural theology 
of the Middle Ages. All of negative theology’s mystical aspiration is based on the idea 
that man participates inherently in Deity. For example, the supposed validity of the 
ontological proof for the existence of God rests squarely upon it. What is less evident, but 
no less true, is that the cosmological and the teleological arguments, which employ an 
inductive method, rest likewise upon it. 

Essential to all these arguments is, further, the one that the world is not wholly non-
existent, not wholly non-being. But the notion of non-being is correlative to that of being. 
It is, therefore, at heart, a limiting conception. As far as any fact within the familiar 
space-time world is concerned, we cannot say that it is either wholly non-being or wholly 
being. The notion of pure contingency is, therefore, required in order to establish the 
genuine distinctness of the world and of man in the world as over against God. Man’s 
will must be free and thus independent, i.e., autonomous, thus partaking of both the 
wholly contingent and the absolutely necessary. On the other hand, if the facts of the 
space-time universe were wholly independent, they would be wholly isolated and 
disconnected from God. Therefore, though the idea of contingency and freedom must be 
pure, it must, because pure, serve as a limit only, not a reality. The only way it may 
operate is by becoming a correlative dependence to pure determinism. 

Of course, a Christian theologian cannot openly state the matter thusly. He must say 
that God is man’s Creator, by whose free and sovereign will man was created and is 
controlled. But then, once this fact of God’s sovereign will has been established, the 
Christian theologian becomes Christian philosopher, for whom this idea of God wherein 
existence and essence are identical must become that principle in terms of which he 
himself exists and the existence of everything else as well receives its light and 
significance. Then, however, if man and everything else receive their being from this One 
in whom existence and essence are identical, they must lose both existence and essence 
within the wholly-other existence and essence of God. For this God, as absolute 
changeless Being, is one limit, precisely as the idea of non-being is another; and both, as 
Plotinus quite rightly contended, are one. God is thus non-being in any sense in which 
man has being; and, of the various forms of non-being, God is the highest. 

Thus, as a theologian, Gilson believes in the Christian position on sheer authority; 
but, as a philosopher, he must, by pure reason, destroy that which he has believed. 
Gilson’s God has to be the wholly other. The idea of the identity of the existence and 
essence of God, as developed in medieval thinking, is, as Gilson rightly admits, identical 
with its concept of God as absolute being, whereby absolute or wholly self-dependent 
being should be wholly contrasted with that which is wholly non-being. 

It is now clear that natural as well as negative theology, which Gilson advocates, is 
based on the concept of facts as aggregated in a synthesis of abstract non-being and 
abstract being. Surely, the God of Scripture reveals Himself not in such facts as these. If 
we believe in Him, then all phenomena of the universe do clearly reveal Him, and will 
certainly be found not to be composed in part of two conflicting abstract principles of 
non-being and being, whereby both groups will exist correlatively over against God. 
Were facts themselves a combination of pure being and pure non-being, then God 
Himself would doubtlessly be correlative to the “non-being” principle. He might then still 
be postulated as true being, but if so, it would be at the sacrifice of the created being’s 
reality. If, therefore, it should happen that the proofs for the existence of God, particularly 



the inductive ones, are valid, this would be because they prove the non-existence of the 
world and the all-inclusive and deterministic nature of God. Thus, also, if the theistic 
proofs of the sort constructed by Thomas were valid, then they would disprove the reality 
(and significance) of the incarnation, and beyond it, that of creation. Contrary to Gilson, 
the thought of Thomas on this point is not sufficiently far from Aristotle. One must take 
either the totality view of Aristotle or that of Christianity. Seeking a synthesis between 
them is to attempt a reduction of Christianity to an illustration of the mystical, self-
sufficient inwardness of sinful, covenant-breaking man. 

Moreover, were Gilson right in his belief that Bonaventure’s doctrine of man’s 
internal illumination by God lay behind any contention that God’s existence is identical 
with his essence, then this would be, in effect, to say that even Bonaventure, for all his 
obedience to Augustine, had not overcome, as Augustine himself finally did, the neo-
Platonic notion of man’s participation in God. Again, were Gilson correct to affirm that 
Descartes’ proof of the existence of God, like that of Anselm’s, were also based on this 
theory of being, then this would serve only to emphasize that Descartes and his modern 
disciples have constructed their philosophy upon human autonomy plus an exotic blend 
of pure deterministic rationalism and pure indeterministic irrationalism. 

 
E. Degrees Of Knowledge 

 
We briefly consider now medieval man’s concept of knowledge, which, naturally, 

paralleled his concept of being, even as Parmenides himself had once argued that being 
and knowledge were identical. 

While residing in the world of space and time, man remains, in fact, distinct in both 
being and knowledge from absolute being (thus, absolute knowledge) by virtue of 
participation in absolute non-being as well as absolute being, and in absolute ignorance as 
well as absolute knowledge. As his being is being on the way upward from pure non-
being to pure being, so also his knowing rises from pure ignorance to pure omniscience. 

Medieval man accepted the basic problematic of Greek philosophy already discussed, 
namely, how could a man identify himself at all in distinction from other men and from 
objects themselves? In fact he could not identify himself until wholly absorbed, firstly, 
into absolute rationality, and secondly, into total ignorance. In either case, he lost himself 
before he could achieve identification. Together with facing this dilemma of Greek 
philosophy with the Greeks themselves, medieval man confronted voluntarily the 
additional one of patching Greek philosophy with Christian thinking. Within his Christian 
status, he made the self-attesting Christ of Scripture the basis of an interpretation of life. 
But how, then, to combine two diametrically opposite starting points, to do justice to both 
the Socratic principle of inwardness, thus the paideia of Plato and Aristotle, and the 
absolute self-attesting primacy of the Christ? 

He tried, not without sincerity, to remain faithful to the conflicting lordships of Christ 
and man, believing in his ability to be “true” to both through having virtually 
metamorphosed the figure of Christ to suit the autonomy principle of the Greeks. The 
biblical view of man and his created freedom was simply accepted as being identical with 
the Greek view thereof, in terms of the slenderness of being. Similarly, medieval man 
imagined he could think, and ought to have thought of the fall of man, not as a willful 
disobedience against the revealed will of his Creator, but as a natural, inconspicuous 



yielding to the tendency within him to seek freedom of expression in a reality which was 
ultimately unstructured. He thus, to an overwhelming extent, accepted, indeed was forced 
to accept, the complete problematics involved in the pagan scale-of-being idea. 

We may briefly observe medieval man thus attempting to develop his paideia, which 
was, to all intents and purposes, his “ideal” man, to be attained by ascending the noble 
ladder of being and knowledge, yet without, to be sure, knowing of his ultimate salvation 
(since how could any one know this unless given supernatural revelation and being 
absorbed into God, and besides, there was no finished, vicarious sacrifice of the crucified 
Christ since all being was analogical, defined by absolute determinism and 
indeterminism, such that the church itself formed the continuation of Christ’s incarnation, 
and the Mass, the “unbloody” Crucifixion). Therefore, was not human knowledge of 
anything whatsoever indeed a mere synthesis of absolute knowledge and absolute 
ignorance? 

 
1. Thomas Aquinas As The Medieval Man Par Excellence 

 
Thomas Aquinas was the greatest theologian-philosopher of medieval thought, and 

performed a more skillful job than anyone else of interweaving Christian and Greek 
thinking. 

Before him, Gilson informs us, medieval thought faced the great danger of 
degenerating into idealism. Obeying Plato, Augustine had emphasized the fact that truth 
was necessary and immutable, although “in the sensible order nothing necessary or 
immutable can be found.” 36 Matthew of Aquasparta had indeed argued that “the essences 
of things are not bound up with any actually existing thing,” and thus “take no account of 
place or time.” Concerning this viewpoint, his critics had responded that “the object of 
the intellect would be a mere nought,” but Matthew remained impassive, maintaining that 
it was not contradictory “to say that the object of the intellect is the essence of a non-
existing thing. Quite the contrary, we might say that the object of the intellect is never the 
being taken in the sense of existence. In possession of the intelligible species of an 
essence, that of man, for example, the intellect draws out of it the corresponding concept, 
but without representing the man either as existing or as not existing.” 37 But, of course, 
this reasoning was absurd. 

Thomas saved the day. “Faced with the alternative that no one desired, and the 
scepticism that manifestly threatened … ” he rehabilitated the sensible order. But, in 
doing so, he did not go to the opposite extreme of Plato. He did not hold that sense-
experience as such was intelligible. He never derogated “from the rights of thought.” 
“Truth, in the full and proper sense of the term, is found in thought alone; for truth lies in 
the adequation of thing and intellect.” 38  

Yet, we might ask, how could Gilson imagine that the moderate realism of Aristotle 
as defended by Thomas really solved the hopeless dilemma between a formal ¿~innatism 
and pure scepticism? For Aristotle, as for Plato, knowledge was of universals only, and 
surely, too, the highest universal was, for Aristotle, to be attained by pure negation. The 
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unity achieved by Aristotle was that of pure thought thinking itself, not the world. The 
pure form of Aristotle was wholly beyond, when beyond at all, and also wholly 
correlative to pure matter, if in touch with it at all. The idea of truth as the adequation of 
thing and intellect was thus reduced to a limiting concept. 

Parmenides, not Plato or Aristotle, had crystallized truth as the adequation of intellect 
and thing, and then only at the price of the complete denial of the reality of the sense-
world. Matthew of Aquasparta had come close to having Parmenides’ courage, but not 
altogether, since, as a Christian, he had to attribute some measure of reality to history: 
thus, he had added faith in the Christian historical concept to a philosophy which, per se, 
was completely destructive of it. 

For that matter, we have, in Matthew of Aquasparta, a well-nigh perfect exhibition of 
the scale-of-being principle, viz., pure rational determinism attached to pure 
indeterminism, what with the concept of plenitude (scale of being) gently enfolding both 
his philosophy and theology. 

But is the position ascribed to Thomas by Gilson basically different from that 
ascribed to Matthew? Non apparet. 

Firstly, as noted, the philosophy of Aristotle, no less than Plato’s, combined a 
principle of unity or continuity, provocative of pure rationalism, with one of diversity or 
discontinuity, generative of pure irrationalism. Pure form, pure matter, pure correlativity 
of the two make up Aristotle’s philosophy. 

Involved therein were the concepts of the “unknown because unknowable” God, man, 
and world, with all three oblivious to one another. In all this, a basic affinity existed 
between the philosophies of Aristotle and Plotinus; and any synthesis of their features 
with the basic principle of Christianity would result in the assured detriment of the latter. 
The triune God of Christianity knows Himself exhaustively: He is light, no darkness 
being found in Him, with the world of Christianity manifesting clearly His creative and 
redemptive activity, and the Christian man inescapably knowing Him, the world, and 
himself truly. 

The Christian man is, of course, yet the sinner, unconsciously emulating Satan’s 
example of rebellion against the gracious manifestation of God’s love, suppressing God’s 
revelation to him in the world about him and within his own constitution, establishing 
himself as the final point of reference in his rationalist principle of unity which either 
reduces his God to his own level or exalts himself to God’s, or in his irrationalist 
principle of individuation which envelopes his God with himself into a bottomless, 
shoreless ocean of irrationality. 

Aristotle’s philosophy, or Plato’s, or Plotinus’, were only particular forms of the 
apostate conspiracy. Should one Christian theologian prefer Plato’s, or Plotinus’, to that 
of Aristotle, and another prefer the opposite, this evinces the fact that they have not 
recognized the common wellspring of these and similar ideologies as expressions of the 
spirit of apostasy. 

But have we forgotten that Gilson constantly appeals to the metaphysics of Exodus as 
the indispensable addition to the philosophy of the Greeks? And does he not, in the 
present connexion again, assert that if there is to be a real adequation of thought and 
thing, the thing must be “conformed to another intellect?” 39  
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Thus, if we are to understand “the Christian position in this matter,” must we not take 
God, the Creator, into account? Only then shall we have the total picture before us. 

 
F. Degrees Of Love 

 
For medieval man, the problem of knowledge ran pari passu with that of being. We 

note in conclusion that, for him, the field of ethics ran similarly to both. 
“At the root of all,” says Gilson, “lies St. John’s phrase (1. 4, 16): Deus caritas est. 

To say that God is love is not to say that He is not being; on the contrary, it is to affirm it 
a second time, for God’s love is but the sovereign liberality of Being, who, in 
superabundant plenitude, loves Himself both in Himself and in all His possible 
participations.” 40  

“As Being,” God “is the sovereign good and the sovereignly desirable; therefore He 
wills and loves Himself but since the good He loves is none other than His own Being, 
and since the love by which He loves this good is none other than His will, which is itself 
substantially identical with His being, God is His love. Now this love that God generates 
in Himself and also substantially is, He causes in others by impressing on them a desire 
of His own perfection, analogous to the eternal act by which He loves Himself.” 41  

In taking our description of God’s love as the source and goal of man’s, we find 
ourselves far beyond Aristotle. The “first motive cause differs from Aristotle’s inasmuch 
as it is creative.” 42  

Our love is “a participation of God,” signifying that “to seek God is to have found 
Him already.” 43 Man is taken up into the circle of love which begins and ends with 
God’s love of Himself. “Here is no affair of a stream that ever gets farther and farther 
from its source and eventually loses itself. Born of love, the whole universe is penetrated, 
moved, vivified from within, by love that circulates through it like the life-giving blood 
through the body. There is therefore a circulation of love that starts from God and finds 
Him again: quaedam enim circulatio apparet in amore, secundum quod est de bonum ad 
bonum. The conclusion, then, is unavoidable, that to love God is already to possess Him; 
and since he who seeks Him, loves Him, he who seeks, possesses. Our quest of God is 
God’s very love in us, but the love of God in us is our finite participation in the infinite 
love wherewith God loves Himself.” 44  

“This new metaphysic of love, wholly based as it is on the metaphysic of being,” 
leads us to ask more particularly about the nature of human love. 45 Obviously, this love 
has God for its object. The Great Commandment requires man to love God absolutely. 
Man must love God disinterestedly. But how can finite man do this? “Can we possibly 
have a non-egoistic love? If so, how does this pure love for another stand to that love of 
self which would seem to lie at the root of all natural tendencies.” 46 Here “we stand once 
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more between the horns of the same dilemma which always arises out of the relations of 
being to Being; the only difference is that instead of encountering it in the field of 
existence, of causality, or of knowledge, we find ourselves at grips with it on the field of 
love. And just here, as it happens, it is particularly formidable. Man, having a will, 
naturally desires the good, the thing that is good for him—his good. On the other hand, 
no Christian philosopher can ever forget that all human love is a love of God unaware of 
itself; and indeed, as we have shown, all human love is an analogical participation in 
God’s own love for Himself.” 47  

The solution lies, of course, in the fact already noted, namely, that we are inherently 
what we are because of the love of God in us. “If the love of God were not already within 
us, we should never succeed in putting it there for ourselves.” 48 The answer lies in the 
concept of participation. Our very being is participation in God’s own being. And in God, 
Being is Love. So, in us, our participating being is participating love. 

Now, of course, in this life, it may be difficult to see this basic identity between love 
of self and love of God. But here again, the problem is readily solved. Man has “the 
promise of the beatific vision, that is to say, a state in which his intellect will know as 
God knows himself … ”; “it will be seen without difficulty that man is destined to reach 
simultaneously, and by one and the same act, both the summit of his own perfection and 
all the fullness of divine resemblance that is open to him. What is this, but to say that the 
key to the problem of love lies in the doctrine of analogy: ratione similitudine analogiae 
principatorum ad suum principium, and that, for its resolution, we must return to the 
basic principles laid down by the Cistercian masters.” 49  

It thus appears that as natural theology comes from, as it leads to, mystical theology, 
so natural morality comes from, as it lead to, mystical morality. Man is intellectually and 
morally what he is because God, in the plenitude of His being and love, loves Himself in 
the beings He causes to come into existence. This is the way downward from God toward 
man. Then follows the way upward from man toward God, but this is basically a return of 
God unto and into Himself. Man is what he is because of the being and/or love of God 
that is within him, but God as Being or Love has distributed himself thinly and widely 
into beings. So, these beings tend to go upward or backward into being in order to escape 
falling into non-being, or rather, through the inherent upward and backward tendency of 
beings toward God, it is, more basically, God who is tending back into Himself. 

When, therefore, some medieval thinkers spoke of natural love, they focused, to be 
sure, “on the necessary inclination of natural beings to seek their own proper good.” 50 
But even then, there is “for these authors, a deep but hidden identity” between the love of 
self and the love of God. When, on the other hand, other medieval thinkers sought to love 
God by taking man “out of himself” they, too, were presupposing the same basic identity 
between the love of self and the love of God. 51  

Both those who stress the physical and those who stress the ecstatic, character of love 
speak of one love. 
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How marvelously, too, Gilson argues, does the medieval concept of love solve the 
problem of the relation of nature to grace! There can be no being except that in it, and 
through it, God loves Himself. There can, therefore, be no absolute separation of being or 
love from Being or Love. God has no other contrast but non-being. If man did not, even if 
in a manner hidden to himself, love God, he would not be. He would have fallen into 
non-existence. And since it is God’s Being and Love that is present in all being and love, 
a fall into non-being is out of the question. 

We discover this basic optimism by merely opening the first chapter of Genesis. God 
saw that everything was good. He had made it, had He not? How could it be anything but 
good? 52 And is not God “altogether immutable.” 53 To be sure, all things are “not all 
equally.” They are created ex nihilo. As such, they are “radically contingent in their very 
being itself,” and “essentially mutable.” The “possibility of change is a necessity from 
which God Himself could not absolve His creation.” 54 Thus, everything created is “in 
constant peril of lapsing back into nothingness.” 55  

Does such a view commit us to an essential agreement with Plotinus when he said 
that matter is evil? No, replies Gilson, not at all. The “metaphysic of Exodus” leads us to 
God as Being, and thus to creation and even matter as good. If evil is to come into the 
picture, it must do so “at the unhappy instance and initiative of spirit.” 56  

But, does not the line of argument employed above lead to the conclusion that man, 
as well as nature, must, of necessity, as the highest created analogue, remain good? Did 
we not say that if he lost his goodness he would therewith also lose his being? 

It is at this point that the basically dialectical character of Gilson’s view of morality 
appears. After all, his argument runs, by saying that God is Being, we have said that He is 
more than intellect, but will and power, too, as ultimate in God as is His Being. So, the 
principle of rationality which leads to the idea of the eternal, immutable existence of all 
that exists must be made correlative to the idea of irrationality, which leads to the idea of 
the mutable existence of all that exists. The great circle of Love in which basically God 
loves himself is but the expression of the idea that God is the Whole, and, as the Whole, 
is a Whirl, with man as a little whirl, twirling within the great Whirl. 

Of course; the imperviousness of the will of man must be maintained, as likewise the 
efficacy of second causes in general. “But since natures are natures because God made 
them so, to deviate from their own essence is the same thing as to contravene the rule laid 
down by God in the creative act.” 57 This virtual identification of the law of God with the 
reason of created man, is, of course, the natural consequence of Gilson’s principle of 
unification. 

This principle of unification would, by itself, lead to sheer determinism, which latter 
operates throughout the whole of Gilson’s thinking. His “theology of the Word,” for 
example, is controlled by the idea that “God eternally utters Himself” particularly in 
individuals. They are “truly real,” and that is so because God’s Being is present in them. 
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In “expressing Himself in the Word,” God also expresses the “totality of possibles.” 58 Of 
a sooth, neither Parmenides nor Spinoza did anything more drastic than this. “He who 
made the world must have known, foreseen, and willed what the world would be down to 
its least details.” 59 Therefore, what is left of the free will of man, and the efficiency of 
second causes? 

Having thus gone all the way with Parmenides, we now go all the way with 
Heraclitus. All things flow, their very essence being to turn into the opposite of 
themselves, because it is of God’s essence to turn into the opposite of Himself, and then 
to flow back into Himself. But, He cannot flow back into Himself because His essence is 
to flow out of Himself. 

So, what is the difference between God and man, and what is left of the free will of 
man, or the reality of second causes? 

When we followed Parmenides, we lost the “free will” of man by its absorption into 
an eternal, immutable law. When we now follow Heraclitus, we lose the same by its 
absorption into a bottomless cauldron of chance. 

The medieval method of combining Christianity and Greek philosophy was to mix 
Parmenides with Heraclitus first. Each had to be considered as enjoying equal fights, with 
the ideas of absolute all inclusive immutability and mutability having to be placed in 
dialectical relationship to each another. 

It was said that this Parmenidean-Heraclitean dialecticism solved all problems, or, if 
not obviously, then they would be solved eventually by means of man’s beatific vision. 
The law of contradiction is thus satisfied by means of the promise of this vision. In the 
world beyond, when we shall know, as we are known now by God, so the argument went, 
and still goes, we shall see how, in principle, our analogical being, knowledge and love 
was, all the while, a participation in the adequation of the intellect with the thing, and the 
absolute love of God for himself. 

 
G. The Total Picture 

 
Looking at the picture so far, the following points would seem essential to an 

understanding of medieval man. 
1. Truth is, for him, the adequation of the intellect with reality. This is the basic 

ontological truth. 
In order to attain it, the intellect must “become conformed to the being of the thing.” 

It is, says Gilson, of the essence of the intellect “to become all things.” In the “content of 
our concepts” … “we find in things.” But this could not be the case if, in producing the 
concept of the thing, the intelligence “had not become the thing expressed by the concept, 
the thing to the essence of which the judgment is to conform itself.” Here we have the 
“primitive ontological relation between intellect and object.” 60 “Truth is what is: verum 
est id quod est.” Veritas est adaequatio rei et intellectus. 
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2. Logical truth “is but a consequence of this ontological truth.” 61 In its statement, we 
have “the manifestation and declaration of the already realized accord between intellect 
and being; knowledge results, and literally flows, from truth as an effect from its cause. 
And that is why, being founded on a real relation, it has no need to ask how it shall rejoin 
reality.” 62  

So far, all is clear: here are the basic assumption and requirement of philosophy as 
Gilson understands it, and the assumption of medieval philosophy is the same as the 
Greek, that man does not consider himself a creature of God. St. Thomas, says Gilson, 
“never credits the Philosopher with the notion of creation.” 63 Moses introduces that idea. 
When God reveals Himself to Moses as Creator, then “at one bound, and with no help 
from philosophy, the whole Greek contingency is left behind … ” 64  

But how then, we ask, may the Greeks, not knowing creation, and therefore 
admittedly having a totally mistaken notion of contingency, nonetheless give us the 
proper definition of truth? Parmenides insisted that Being must be what logic said it must 
be. The ontology underlying, as well as expressed in, this statement excluded the idea of 
creation. Parmenides did not take himself to be a creature, and therefore divorced his 
intellect from that of a creature. 

In his company, there would obviously be no point whatsoever to appeal to “another 
intellect,” one higher than man’s. Yet, Parmenides did not appeal to such a “higher 
intellect,” whereas Plato and Aristotle did, but theirs emerged as virtually nothing but a 
limiting notion, thus virtually an admission of the failure of their adopted position to 
account for the created facts of the world by means of Greek philosophical principles. 

How, then, can one account for a world “created” except by belief in creation? Plato 
and Aristotle did not, neither did Parmenides, thus when these called another, higher, 
intellect to account for it, the higher was irrational, namely their god, who, by virtue of an 
ontology-based logic, could never create anything, yet was said to have somehow 
“originated” the world’s facts. 

Nothing else might have been expected, since to know that God is not, because he 
cannot be, the creator of the world is not to know God. Such was the unknown God of the 
Greeks, wherefore Paul told them that they might know God as their Creator, but, being 
sinners, then only as Redeemer and Judge also. Accordingly, he preached to them Christ 
and the Resurrection, yet they could not accept Christ as their Redeemer unless by His 
Spirit they would have been enabled to realize their former ideas of God, the world, and 
themselves as those of the “natural man” suppressing the truth by his own fraudulent 
preconceptions. 

Gilson, of course, ignores all this Pauline teaching, refusing to present his Christian 
philosophy as a challenge to the Greek one. He does, to be sure, inform us that the Greeks 
had no place in their thought for Creation, an that “Greek contingency” was not 
sufficiently profound. Thus it was only when “the sensible world [was] regarded as the 
result of a creative act which not only gives it existence but conserves it in existence 
through all successive moments of its duration, that it becomes so utterly dependent as to 
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be struck through and through with the contingency down to the very roots of its being. 
The universe is no longer suspended from the necessity of a thought that thinks itself, it is 
suspended now from the freedom of a will that wills it.” 65  

What, then, of this will? Whose is it? Of course, you reply, the will of God. God is 
the creator of the world of contingency, “struck through with, contingency down to the 
very roots of its being,” being the result of God’s creative act and providential control. 

But how, we ask in reply, can Gilson continue to speak of the Christian notion of 
contingency as nothing more than a deepening of the Greek idea? For all his insistence 
that the followers of Paul “cut themselves loose from Greek philosophy,” 66 Gilson 
himself never challenges the propriety of a method of philosophy which, to all intents and 
purposes, denies the real dependence of the world on God as creator. 

Quite the opposite! He accepts without the blinking of an eye the Parmenidean 
ontology and a conception of truth which is based thereon. When then, as a Christian 
theologian, he appeals to God the Creator as a higher intellect, and to this God’s will as 
the creative source of contingent being, then such appeal is, in effect, one to an ultimately 
contingent God, thus we are, as he says of Matthew of Aquasparta, on the way to the 
theologism of Occam. 

But why, then, add the creator God in the first place? To be sure, his intellect is not 
really of the higher sort, but rather, the same as that found in man. And, if this God’s will 
be not really the creator of the whole man, of the intellect as well as the will, then such a 
will is not God’s will at all, being nothing more than the concept of the ultimate 
contingency and mystery of Reality as a whole. If man, as a creature made in the image 
of God, and redeemed by Christ, does not engage in philosophy because he wants to 
understand, as far as his situation might enable him to understand, God as revealed in His 
creative redemptive work in the world, then he has no true philosophy at all. In that case, 
he assumes that, being essentially a participant in the divine, he fails of truth unless he 
knows it all. And then, since for him all things are surrounded by mystery, he assumes 
that for God, too, all things are mysterious. 

Thus Gilson, together with his medieval masters, compromises the God of 
Christianity. In order to win over the Greeks, he submits to their own requirements, 
allowing the “metaphysics of Exodus” to be reduced to that dictated by the principle of 
plenitude, and in so doing, he allows himself to be trapped in the net set for all those who, 
although claiming to speak for Christ, fail to do so with the voice of His all-
encompassing authority. 

 
H. The Substantial Unity Of Man 

 
It is of particular importance to observe that, by the principle of plenitude, or scale of 

being, the medieval synthesis described by Gilson expected to attain to a true definition 
of man. More especially, the substantial unity of man is said to have been both source and 
product of the principle of plenitude. 

Those theologians who, like Augustine, followed Plato, could not justify their own 
faith in the unity of man, but those who championed Aristotle found indeed the “integral 
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man.” 67 It would seem that, if man were to be saved by grace, it must be known who 
needs to be saved, and why. If, then, we would adopt the Aristotelian position, “we shall 
no longer be troubled with any difficulty about the substantial unity of man … ” 68  

But is it not through the metaphysic of Exodus that God is Being, and through the 
Johannine assurance that God is likewise Love, that we are to find the integral man? Is 
not the “unity of the human composite” to be found in the fact that it participates in God 
within the plenitude of His love? 

Yes, indeed, responds Gilson, even as we build on Aristotle at this point, so we must, 
as Christians, always go beyond him, which invariably involves correcting him. For 
Aristotle, “the relation of the soul to the body was a particular case of the general 
relationship between form and matter,” 69 yet, if we would follow Aristotle in imagining 
the soul as being merely the form of the body, are we not in danger of losing the soul’s 
substantiality, and with it its immortality? 70  

Have we, then, by patronizing Aristotle rather than Plato, escaped the “accidental 
juxtaposition imagined by Plato?” 71 This Gilson cannot answer. Aristotle was, in the last 
analysis, no more able than Plato, to furnish us with the integral man, because in both, 
and basically for the same reason, man was torn apart by the necessity of always taking 
off in opposite directions simultaneously. As participant in divine knowledge and love, 
man must more upward and backward toward identification with God as the absolute 
negation of everything which he is as an individual: he is not truly real unless his 
individuality be absorbed into pure abstract universality. On the other hand, in order to 
escape absorption into God as the pure negation of all individuality and change, man 
must rush toward absorption into absolute change. 

This dilemma faced Aristotle and Plotinus no less than Plato. When Gilson constructs 
his view of man, at least initially, upon Aristotelean rather than Platonic principles, he 
fails to see that, only on the Christian principle as over against both Plato and Aristotle, 
can man in his integrality be discovered, or identify himself since then he becomes 
revealed as creature, covenant-breaker, and freedman of Christ; and only then can 
“tending toward God” mean love toward God without absorption into Him. Thus the idea 
of sin becomes that of ethical alienation from God, without being reduced to a 
metaphysical tendency to lapse into non-being. 

For Gilson, the integrity of the medieval approach, both of theology and of 
philosophy, stands or falls on its doctrine of “an indestructible free will.” 72 The 
significance of this fact appears only upon remembrance that the nature of free will is 
conceived as participated autonomy. In the medieval view, it was precisely as 
autonomous as God’s own, with the sole difference being that God had more, and man 
less. Neither the will of God nor that of man was counted as really absolute and 
sovereign, since both had non-being facing them as an inhibitive. 
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In particular, God was not sovereign in the dispensing of His grace to men. Men 
partook even more deeply in non-being than did God, and this gave them independence 
from and toward God’s will. If God ever approached man in terms of His own intellect’s 
being higher than man’s, then this was, in part, the approach of man to himself. Was not 
man’s intellect what it was as participant in God’s? Yet, again, it was the intellect of 
himself as wholly different from God’s because participant in non-being. If God ever 
succeeded in persuading the “free will” of man, then He succeeded in persuading Himself 
as rationally present within man as analogue. Therefore, man had ideal identity of 
intellect with God, for which reason God was obliged to persuade man to accept of His 
grace. Yet all this pre-supposed, as Gilson has stressed so definitely, that God was 
beforehand with man, having saved Himself from all eternity, and thus all men as well, as 
participant in Himself. 

Conversely, however, in the medieval view of reality and knowledge, man could 
never be saved. As far as he was real as an individual, he was real by being non-real, i.e., 
by partaking of non-being. What, then, became of the assurance that, as distinguished 
from that of the Reformers, it is the medieval position which supports nature so that it is 
real, actual, and therefore can be saved? On the medieval basis, there is, in fact, no free 
will at all. This is true for the twofold reason already suggested. Thus, man, to be real, 
must be essentially or ideally identical with pure Being; but otherwise, to be real, he must 
be essentially identical with non-being. More fully, man’s supposed reality and 
substantiality consist in his being the point where abstract rationality and abstract 
irrationality are self-supplementary in thus seeking to assassinate each other. 

Needless to add, such a view of man’s unity is inherently destructive of the doctrine 
of God as the sovereign Lord of men, as the free dispenser of grace to His chosen people 
through Christ his Son and through the Holy Spirit. 

Each of these biblical teachings, and all together, were compromised by medieval 
teachers who, although “Christians,” refused to send out their every thought as captive to 
the Word of Christ. 

 
1. Conclusion 

 
What, then, did medieval man answer when Jesus confronted him with the question: 

“Who do you say that I am?” It was this: that He, together with all other men, climbs 
upward on the scale of being, from pure non-being to pure being. “You have,” he told 
Jesus, “more being, knowledge, and love within you than any of the rest of us men have. 
Metaphorically speaking, you have ‘come down’ to us, having even travelled more 
deeply into the realm of utter non-being, non-rationality, and hatred than any of the rest 
of us have. Once down, you are preparing, again metaphorically speaking, to take all the 
rest of us up with you toward absorption into pure being.” Such was medieval man’s 
response, signifying, of course, a rejection of Jesus and His claim that of Him, through 
Him, and to Him were all things. Controlled ultimately by the form-matter scheme of 
pagan Greek thought, and like the Pharisees, medieval man sought, first of all, himself 
and his own righteousness; and then, afterward, he “accepted” the righteousness of 
Christ. 

“Who do you say I am?” asked Jesus. Came the answer: “You are not what you claim 
to be. We cannot but interpret you in terms of a principle of unity and of diversity which 



excludes the appearance in history of any such thing as you claim, namely, to be One 
with the eternal Father. To the extent that this claim of yours is true, so are we all one 
with the eternal Father, the eternal principle of rationality. You claim also, however, to 
die for sinners. To the same extent similarly, we are all likewise dying for sinners, since 
we participate with you in both eternal rationality and temporal irrationality. 

Accordingly, we reject every claim you lay to absolute uniqueness, either in your 
being or your work. In particular we reject your claim to have died on the cross for us, in 
our place, so as to have satisfied God’s justice and thereby to have brought men to God.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



3. Modern Man Replies 
 
In the first of this tripartite series, we have seen how apostate man began to develop 

for himself a culture through which he could suppress the truth about himself, the world, 
and God. Deep in his heart, Paul said, all men knew that they were created beings who 
had rebelled against their Creator; 1 but all, as sinners, had developed interpretative 
principles on the assumption that man was not God’s creature or a sinner, but self-
sufficient and autonomous. 

Upon exactly this assumption the Greeks had insinuated to Paul that if he would 
speak to them on Christ and the Resurrection, he must do so in terms agreeing with the 
human autonomy idea. However, Christ had already appeared to him and revealed that 
truth and life came to men only if they forsook this vaunted autonomy and knelt before 
Him as their Creator-Redeemer-King. Some of the Greeks, by the power of the Holy 
Spirit, had repented and accepted the Christ Paul preached, but many had not, reasoning, 
as indeed from their premises they had to, and as the Pharisees had, that Jesus, a mere 
man, blasphemed in exalting himself to a God. 

In the second lecture we revealed how, during the late Roman empire, Plotinus 
carried through the Greek mode of thinking, but Augustine, that of Paul the apostle. 

We learned how Plotinus developed a comprehensive explanation of religious and 
theoretical experience in terms friendly toward human autonomy, the result being a 
massive, all-comprehensive view of being, knowledge, and behavior in which all entities 
were gradationally interrelated. There was, he argued, a scale or ladder of being, upon 
which man as man was forever climbing, making use of the energy of being latent within 
him. Opposed to Plotinus, Augustine represented the Pauline conviction that man, a 
God’s creature, had, in Adam, become a sinner, a fugitive from God, and that, as such, 
lay forevermore under God’s wrath unless Jesus Christ, the Son of God and of man, bore 
this wrath in his place, thus fleeing him to develop his Christian paideia unto God. 

Medieval man, we saw, attempted to snythesize the Plotinian and Augustinian, i.e., 
Christian points of view and thus, practically speaking, rejected Christ’s claim that in 
Him alone were truth and life. In effect, he considered Christ to be a man-God, a 
monstrosity. 

In the present lecture, we shall inquire finally into modern man’s notion of who 
Christ was, and is. Does he really accept Christ’s claim? Does he interpret all of life in 
Christ’s name? In fact, what is the name he gives Christ? 

To obtain an answer, we shall trace briefly his view of man, cosmos, and God, with 
emphasis on his view of man as—of course!—autonomous. 

 
A. Renaissance Man Replies 

 
We naturally start at the Renaissance. What did Renaissance man believe of himself 

and his culture? 
He thought, first of all, that he was free. He had escaped the burden of all authority, 

especially that of the church, whereby, having shaken it off his back, he imagined himself 
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as having not only shrugged off the authority of Aristotle, but especially, of Christ. Now 
he could be himself at last, and thus act on that principle of inwardness which had 
impelled Socrates to live his own life so graciously and imperturbably. 

In other words, a true, man-centered culture was about to be born. The treasured idea 
of the ultimately self-explanatory nature of human personality had underlain the cultural 
endeavors of apostate man at every stage of his development, but its full significance in 
respect to the struggle between the kingdom of God and that of man was not to appear 
clearly till modern times, in the cultural ideals of Renaissance man. 

 
1. Renaissance Man Vs. Reformation Man 

 
To grasp this, we may at once undertake a singularly large leap and set the 

Renaissance view of man and his freedom in contrast to that of the Reformation. 
Renaissance man sought his freedom in the idea of absolute independence from Christ 
and found it where the Greeks had found it, namely, in the construction of a paideia 
which excluded and opposed Him; and Reformation man found his freedom where Paul 
had found it, i.e., in his final, definitive escape from the sin of persecuting Christ to the 
joy of constructing culture in His name. Erasmus of Rotterdam thus pied with Socrates to 
pray for progress in building the city of man, while Luther prayed to Christ and the triune 
God for progress in constructing that of God. 

 
A. Modern Science 

 
The question of the place and significance of science emerged during the time of the 

Renaissance and Reformation as perhaps the main bone of contention between them, 
expressing as it did in modern form the old Meno-problem of Plato, namely, “How was 
learning by experience possible?” Man possessed a cultural mandate, with Renaissance 
man declaring that it had been given him by his own self-sufficient consciousness, and 
Reformation man, that it had been endowed by Christ, his Creator-Redeemer. The two 
views excluded each other entirely, with every fact between them in dispute. Renaissance 
man began with himself as self-referential, presuming that no method of research was 
tolerable or intelligible unless it served him in his capacity as ultimate interpreter of 
reality, and that no conclusion could be true unless proceeding from the premise of 
himself as the ultimate, central reference point of all experience. Reformation man began 
with Christ as self-referential, and only thereafter, from himself, as the meek servant of 
the Christ. 

 
2. Renaissance Man’s Idea Of Himself 

 
The development of Renaissance man may be appreciated best if note be first taken of 

his relationship to his predecessor, medieval man. 
We begin with Abelard, who was a typically “obedient son of the church.” Yet, 

according to Windelband, “he is first of all a rationalist; thought is for him the norm of 
truth.” 2 Thus, he believed in divine revelation “only because it is reasonable”; regarded 
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Christianity “as the philosophy of the Greeks made democratic”; and was, therefore, “the 
spokesman of free science, the prophet of the newly awakened impulse toward real and 
independent knowledge.” 3  

A second medieval figure worth mentioning is William of Occam, whose very name 
recalls the nominalism of the late Middle Ages, by which Occam had enabled infant 
science to work free from Scholasticism. 4 Thus the idea of the independence of human 
personality began to assert itself on every side: the individual mind knew only what was 
within itself. 

 
A. Nicolas Cusanus 

 
It was along nominalistic lines that Nicolas Cusanus contended that human thought 

“possesses only conjectures, that is, only modes of representation which correspond to its 
own nature and the knowledge of the relativities of all positive predicates,” the 
knowledge of this non-knowledge, the docta ignorantia, being the only way “to go 
beyond rational science and attain to the inexpressible, signless, immediate community of 
knowledge with true Being, the deity.” 5  

When Occam had “declared the individual being to be the alone truly Real, he was 
thereby pointing out to ‘real science’ the way to the immediate apprehension of the actual 
world.” 6  

Thus the way was prepared, exclaims Windelband, for a “richer, more living and 
more ‘inward’ writing of history.” 7  

Still, the old framework occasionally hampered men in their research, as one may 
detect strikingly in the person of Nicolas Cusanus. “Seized in every fibre of his being by 
the fresh impulse of his time, he nevertheless could not give up the purpose of arranging 
his new thoughts in the system of the old conception of the world.” 8  

Renaissance man carried forth the motif of Plotinus, who had gathered together all the 
elements of ancient philosophy into his concept of the One which was above all temporal 
things, yet present within them. Cusanus thus gathered together all the elements of 
medieval philosophy into his own concept of the deus implicitus who was, at the same 
time, the deus explicitus. “God is the greatest (maximum) and, at the same time, also the 
smallest (minimum).” “All is in all: omnia ubique. In this way every individual contains 
within itself the universe, though in a limited form peculiar to this individual alone and 
differing from all others. In omnibus partibus relucet totum.” 9 “Thus the finite also is 
given with and in the infinite, the individual with and in the universal. At the same time, 
the infinite is necessary in itself; the finite, however, (following Duns Scotus), is 
absolutely contingent, i.e., mere fact.” 10  
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We note that Windelband sums up the whole situation of medieval philosophy with 
the idea that, as Plotinus had demonstrated the failure of ancient philosophy, so had 
Cusanus that of the medieval. “Cusanus aims to bring every aspect of infinite and finite 
reality into intelligible relation to every other aspect. He could be successful in this 
attempt only if he would deny the reality of the distinctness of all aspects from one 
another. But this must not be. Pure contingency must have a place in the system.” 

Thus it was that in early modern philosophy, says Richard Kroner, “man discovered 
that he was in the center of the world, and that he had to seek truth and guidance within 
himself. No outer authority can assume ultimate responsibility for the individual 
character of the person or for the faith that a man may accept as the ultimate source of all 
his decisions and norms of conduct.” 11  

He adds: “All modern philosophy is based upon these presuppositions. Man had 
never before felt his freedom so strongly. In his famous oration on The Dignity of Man 
(written about 1486), Pico della Mirandola, the Italian, glorified the autonomy of man in 
general and of the individual person in particular.” 12  

The Frenchman Michel de Montaigne (1533–1592) said, “I study myself more than 
any other subject. That is my metaphysics, that is my physics.” 13  

Thus, it is clear that Renaissance man carried out the Socratic spirit of inwardness 
more consistently than Socrates himself had done. Having heard somewhat of Christ’s 
claims to be the way, the truth and the life, he would still have none of it. Whereas 
Socrates rebelled against the revelation of God speaking to him through nature and 
consciousness, Renaissance man rebelled against the same God as He had revealed 
Himself in the death and Resurrection of Jesus Christ and in the challenge to repentance 
of Paul and the other apostles. Renaissance man had therefore to assure himself 
conclusively of his new found “freedom” in that the triune God did not speak to him 
anywhere. Especially, he had to interpret nature as being properly his own domain, not 
God’s. 

 
B. Francis Bacon 

 
The Englishman Francis Bacon (1561–1626) performed a great service among his 

fellow denizens of the city of man when he wrote that “knowledge is power” (Scientia est 
potentia). He was, says Kroner, “the prophet of the conquest of nature by means of 
investigation and inductive thinking.” True, he had not entirely outgrown “medieval 
forms of thought, but he did anticipate the possibility of knowing and using the natural 
forces for the sake of aggrandizing man’s power and self-dependence.” 14  

Bacon announced that it was his purpose “to try out whether the foundation of the 
power and grandeur of man can be established.” 15 In his essay on New Atlantis, he had 
the fictitious president of a learned society of scholars say, “The end of our foundation is 
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the knowledge of causes and secret motions of things, and the enlarging of the bounds of 
human empire, to the effecting of all things possible.” 16  

When we read this, we must naturally think of Plato, who sought to develop a culture, 
an ideal state, on the basis of the Socratic principle of inwardness, thus of philosophy pur 
sang, with mythology and theology relegated to the realm of second best deuteros plous. 
Similarly, although Bacon prayed initially to the triune God for success, to the Father, 
Son and Holy Spirit, he then proceeded to draw up a blueprint for the city of man in 
which the trinitarian doctrine had only an emotive significance. 17  

He has offered to us an illustration of how, as he imagined, a proper methodology in 
science ought to proceed. It was thus through induction that he would have discovered 
“the simple elements of reality, from the ‘nature’ of which, in their regular relation and 
connection, the whole compass of what we perceive is to be explained. Induction, he 
thought, will find the Forms by which Nature must be interpreted.” 

Bacon’s inductive method was all-inclusive, aiming “to understand man and all the 
activities of his life as a product of the same elements of reality which also lie at the basis 
of external Nature.” Moreover, by the comprehensive application of his method, he 
would have enabled man to realize his dream of making himself the king of the universe. 

With reliance on “divine assistance,” he undertook not merely to “cast a glance or 
two upon facts and examples and experience,” but also to dwell “purely and constantly 
among the facts of nature … ” He sought to lead men “to things themselves and the 
concordance of things,” and, if he had committed an error anywhere, he at least presented 
to others the means of correcting him: “and by these means I suppose that I have 
established forever a true and lawful marriage between the empirical and the rational 
faculty, the unkind and ill-starred divorce and separation of which has thrown into 
confusion all the affairs of the human family.” 

In this manner, Bacon believed to have set aside “the mischievous authority of 
systems, which are founded either on common notions, or on a few experiments, or on 
superstition, declaring, in effect, that he had solved the Meno problem. Having renounced 
all classes of idols, he promised to lead us into “the kingdom of man … ” Thus the 
prophecy of Daniel would now, apparently, be fulfilled, that in the latter days 
“knowledge shall be increased … ” 

We might now, he asserted, pray with confidence “to God the Father, God the Son, 
and God the Holy Ghost” that he would lead us on toward and into that kingdom of man. 
“They will vouchsafe through my hands to endow the human family with new mercies.” 

Other scientists besides Bacon had contributions to make to the building of the city of 
man. One thing that needed attention badly was the demonstration that the “facts” to be 
discovered by empirical research must necessarily fit together into a blueprint constructed 
by Renaissance man himself, who had to be certain that the Parmenidean principle of the 
identity of thought and being would remain in control of the situation. 

Man in the present world had to apply this principle to the material which chance 
presented to him. He was therefore compelled to interpret all reality, himself and the 
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world alike, in terms of the idea of the correlativity of his abstract principles of identity 
and diversity respectively. 

But now, a new form of an old threat loomed for him on the horizon: namely, the 
danger of the absorption of his own newly acquired, free individuality into the moment-
by-moment, grinding interaction of pure staticism and pure flux. 

When Parmenides had asserted that all reality was one changeless block of being, he 
had committed his individuality to a similar complete fusion with fate, and when 
Heraclitus had alleged all to be flux, he had consigned his individuality to a similarly 
total blending with chance. 

Their successors faced the same problem, but had, in general, sought to save man 
from absorption in either direction by asserting that neither the Parmenidean nor the 
Heraclitean principles possessed any validity within itself: rather, it was only through 
interaction that they might become fruitful for the interpretation of human experience. 
Still, the problem remained. Aristotle’s idea that all being was inherently analogical 
remained a perfect example of the futility of bearing into the direction of ever-increasing 
correlativity between pure determinism and pure indeterminism. And the end was not yet. 
Actually, there was no other way to go but down the path of further such correlativity 
unless, of course, one would listen to Paul’s preaching of the resurrection of Christ. But 
what “free” man wished to head that way? 

In fact, Renaissance man found that, with his bold assertion of freedom from all 
authority, he was obliged to stress the correlativity of absolute contingency and absolute 
determinism still further than Greek philosophy had ever done. The “stuff” of his 
experience must, in no sense, have for its source the activity of the Creator-Redeemer 
God of Christianity for, if it did, then man would find himself—dreadful thought!—
dependent upon God. Similarly, the “form” of experience ought not have made him 
reflect upon the Divine directing activity, or he would thus once again have become 
dependent upon the Creator. 

Renaissance man sensed that this necessity of declaring both absolute rationality and 
absolute irrationality to be correlative to one another posed even a new and different 
threat to him: it was, namely, that he seemed to himself as “condemned to be free.” 
Having left the Father’s house because its order was too confining for him, he now found 
himself afloat on a desert island, in a shoreless, bottomless ocean whose water was salty 
as the Dead Sea, unsuited for irrigating the sterile sand that trickled between his fingers 
as he stooped to inspect it, with no minerals underneath, and no greenage atop the lifeless 
ground. How, then, could he erect the city of man and fortify it with walls, so as to keep 
out Prince Immanuel who would come to claim and renew His own? 

But to speak thusly of Renaissance man, as one who lived on a desert island, was, 
even so, not to describe him adequately, as natural man. For the notion of the barren 
island would only apply, had apostate man ever been successful in his attempt to 
overthrow the claims of Christ to be the Way, the Truth, and the Life; that is, it illustrates 
the devastating nature of the principle of apostate (hence, Renaissance) man, had he, in 
fact, been successful in his claims and his autonomous principles so as to have brought 
his “city of man” to complete, actual realization. And that this result could not have been, 
had been proven long before by the complete failure of Greek philosophy. 

On the basis of the Socratic principle of inwardness, then, with its unending conflict 
between contingency/irrationalism and determinism/ rationalism, man could not identify 



himself, could not say “I am” and make it stick, in distinction from anyone or anything 
else, and could not say anything definite about himself as distinct from anything said by 
and about anyone else. As in the old adage, there was nothing else that anyone else said 
about anything else that could not as well be said about “Socrates.” 

As “Socrates” not able to use the law of identity with respect to himself, even so he 
could not apply the law of non-contradiction to the world of facts, and thus had 
Parmenides been quite “brave” when he asserted that the world of being had to answer 
perfectly to the laws of thought, Plato braver still when he worked with this Parmenidean 
principle (especially after he had been forced to admit of pure contingency as existing 
behind the world of reality and logic, and of non-being as possessing a measure of 
being!), and Aristotle the bravest of the three when he continued to insist that knowledge 
was of universals only, although criticizing Socrates for not having allowed for an 
irrational element in the soul, and Plato for not having been sufficiently inductive in his 
reasoning. But now there came Renaissance man, the first “modern,” who was bravest of 
all when he (as, for instance, in the person of Francis Bacon) asserted that all previous 
methods were defective in not having assigned due place to the observation of contingent 
facts. The particular form of the bravery of Renaissance man appeared still further in the 
fact that (as again with Bacon) he promised a sure foundation for the city of man by his 
appeal to facts themselves, but then blandly announced that he would find the forms of 
things in the facts. Thus did Bacon imagine that he had escaped the Aristotelian idea of 
substantial forms, yet, of course, his own forms emerged as made of the same stuff as 
Aristotle’s since both were composed ultimately of Parmenidean to absolute 
indeterminism and absolute irrationalism. Bacon had merely walked a bit further down 
the via dolorosa that was to lead to Immanuel Kant, in whose thinking forms were to 
have their very source in man. And, as will be seen, even Kant himself had not gone all 
the way. Indeed, apostate man, were he to be consistent with his own principles, ought 
always boldly to maintain that he has, not merely in thought, but also in reality, 
completely reversed the relationship between God and man as defined in the Genesis 
account, since it is not until man not only asserts, but proves, to himself to all the world 
and the heavens as well, that he, instead of God, is the manipulator and source of all 
possibility and reality—viz., the anti-Christ—that his autonomous endeavors throughout 
history will assume their most logical meaning. 

Renaissance man was truly “modern” in his bearing the ark of God toward the temple 
of Dagon, the god of the Philistines, and his reference to Christ as the superfluous man. 
He was, like a small boy, telling his father that he had been, was, and ever would be 
superfluous. “I control the world, Dad. I know I need food, but, you see, I’ll grow my 
own. In fact, I’ll buy up all the chain stores, then the whole country, the whole world. I’ll 
be the master of my fate and the captain of my soul.” Then, the boy discovered that he 
had nothing with which to buy his next breakfast, finding that, like the prodigal of the 
parable, he was soon at the swinetrough, having denied his own manhood. So also the 
Renaissance man in his denying Christ as the way to the Father’s house. 

Summing up, Renaissance man in the first place had renewed the pagan principle of 
inwardness, following Plato, Aristotle and Plotinus, demonstrating willy-nilly that his 
victory spelt his defeat. 

But in the second place, Renaissance man went beyond his medieval associates in his 
effort to synthesize the Socratic preoccupation with his own ultimacy with Christ’s 



insistence on His divine ultimacy. To Renaissance man, the natural teleology of man was 
higher than it was to medieval man. He accordingly invited Christ to join him in building 
the city of man, behaving exactly the same as Satan the Prince of the World, when he 
offered Christ the world’s kingdoms if only He would prostrate Himself before the 
Prince. 

You may object to such a “harsh” evaluation of Renaissance man by interjecting that 
he was simply “doing without” Christ rather than actually opposing Him. The answer, 
however, has long ago been given: all human beings not for Christ are against him! The 
world is one grand estate whose proprietor is, indeed, the Christ, because He is its 
Creator-Redeemer. Renaissance man was fully justified to repudiate the Roman Church’s 
authority, which was largely that of an artificial, man-made Christ. However, a false 
authority cannot rightly be rejected without kneeling to the true one, Whose claims were 
indeed heard by Renaissance man, and then, no less, rejected by him, as Erasmus of 
Rotterdam did in asserting man’s freedom independently of Christ, and above his having 
achieved liberation as a sinner through Christ’s blood. Such was the issue between 
Erasmus and Luther. And was Socrates indeed, with Mary the mother of God, to become 
an equal spokesman for the human race? If Erasmus meant this by his request to Socrates 
to pray for him, it was virtually claiming Socrates not to have been a sinner, in need of 
forgiveness for his declaration of independence from God. Should it be furthermore 
objected that one need not adopt Luther’s theology to accept Christ, the reply is again 
clear: the Bible as Christ’s Word was quite available to Renaissance man, yet he chose to 
ignore its doctrine of man the sinner in need of redemption so as to build thereafter the 
city of God. This was clearly to imply that Christ erred in His insistence against the 
powers of Satan that unless men were saved by His destiny of suffering in their place, 
they and their total cultural effort rested under God’s wrath. 

 
3. Reformation Man’s Idea Of Himself 

 
We already indicated the fact that Renaissance man found his greatest opponent in 

Reformation, not medieval man. To amplify clearly the views expressed concerning this 
contrast, we turn first to Richard Kroner’s evaluation of it. 

Reformation and Renaissance man, says Kroner, were both opposed to the Church’s 
external authority. Proceeding from that point, their opposition to Romanism’s externality 
was united on the ground of man’s spiritual inwardness. Kroner mentions that “the 
Biblical word remained the authority to which Luther and other Reformers referred,” yet, 
he minimizes the profound and basic significance of this fact by adding that “the 
Protestant conscience,” rather than the Bible, was, for Luther, the basic point of 
reference. It was this “Protestant conscience,” Kroner argues, which led eventually to 
“modern religiosity, as based upon the individual conscience.” 18  

 
A. Martin Luther Vs. Boehme 

 
Consistent with this same line of thinking, Kroner associates and identifies the spirit 

of mysticism with that of the Reformation. He says: “Like the mystics, Luther was 

                                                
 18 Kroner, Speculation, p. 26. 



convinced that the redemptive atonement of Christ has to be understood as an inner truth 
that must be experienced by the soul, that God is not an object of doctrine, but the 
supreme goal of the will and the heart; not a ‘form’ in the Aristotelian sense, but a living 
power, and that man cannot unite with God by theoretical knowledge, but only by inward 
regeneration.” 19  

Kroner’s complete misinterpretation of the relation of Lutheran theology to mysticism 
is similar to the one so often made with respect to Augustine’s theology and Plotinus’ 
mysticism. The basic theological convictions expressed best in Augustine’s later writings 
are, of course, diametrically opposite to those of Plotinus, as Luther’s basic convictions 
squarely oppose those of the Medieval mystics; and Luther, of course, continued 
Augustine’s theology as the mystics of Renaissance times perpetuated Plotinus. Kroner’s 
views are the exact reverse of historical reality. 

Particularly difficult to grasp is how he can speak of Jakob Boehme’s (1575–1624) 
beliefs as a “Protestant faith.” 20 Describing them, Kroner says: “The Ungrund, the 
abysmal arche of all things, is the divine will. This will is absolutely independent, 
unmotivated, not impelled by any desire. The primordial will wills nothing; as compared 
with all definite things, it is itself Nothing.” 21 But after all, “the will must will something 
in order to be a will. Boehme knows the solution of this riddle.… The eternal, ever-joyful 
will longs for its own self-revelation, self-manifestation, or self-contemplation. As pure 
Will, God does not know Himself, he does not confront Himself, He is not conscious of 
Himself. In this respect, God is indeed lacking something. Being infinite, He is also 
indefinite. The abundance of His will is curtailed by the poverty of His knowledge; the 
power of His freedom is restricted by the impotency of awareness: Only by revealing 
Himself to Himself, by articulating Himself does the impersonal Ungrund become the 
personal author of the Creation.” 22  

In all his thinking, Kroner concludes, Boehme was concerned with the problem of 
selfhood. “If God is personal, then He is a self; but the human self is finite, so how can 
we conceive of an infinite self? This question occupied all his thinking.” 23  

It is obvious from this display of Boehme’s views that he was a thinker along 
Plotinian, rather than Augustinian, lines of reasoning, his position resting upon the 
assumption of human autonomy, thus he “found the key to the riddle” of God’s self-hood 
“within himself.” And thus he could also say, “the source of the Creation of this world is 
much easier to understand in the will of God by the inner man than the visible things by 
the outer one.” Again, “if thou wiliest to behold God and eternity, turn thy will around 
into thy inner self, then thou art like God himself, for so thou art created in the beginning 
and so thou livest in accordance with the inner will of God and in God.” Having 
excerpted this from Boehme, Kroner then adds: “Augustine and Luther said the same.” 24 
It is impossible to agree with this evaluation. 
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To be sure, Kroner can appeal to Windelband, and to that great historian of doctrine, 
Adolf von Harnack, for support of the claim that Augustine “said the same.” But then, 
these men have overlooked the fact that Augustine gradually outgrew his early Platonic-
Plotinian education, coming later to believe what the apostle Paul had taught about the 
sovereign, electing Christ. 

Boehme’s religious conviction was, basically, that man was not a creature of God, a 
sinner before God, in the way that Luther, through Augustine, through Paul had believed. 
Boehme was of the Renaissance, not the Reformation. 

Our animadversion on Boehme has been primarily to understand the nature of the 
principle of inwardness of post-Kantian, viz., natural man. Kroner is himself a brilliant 
and profound exponent of it, in his amazing belief that the “line” of true inwardness 
began with Socrates, and was best expressed by Jesus Christ, who was later and 
appropriately emulated by Augustine, Luther and Kant. 

In fact, the genuine Socratic principle of inwardness was, properly speaking, carried 
on by Plotinus, Renaissance man, and finally, in its climactic form by Kant. It clashes, we 
posit, with Christ’s claim to be the Way, the Truth and the Life. After conversion, Paul 
challenged it, as Jesus had done among the Pharisees, whereafter Augustine again was to 
confront it directly as expressed in the “salvation by self-elevation” concept of the 
Plotinian scale of being. And Luther, after conversion, challenged it once more in its 
mildly Christianized Plotinian form within the Roman Catholic church. For Luther, the 
free man of Erasmus was actually a slave to sin, and only in the case of him for whose 
sins Christ paid the penalty on the cross did there exist true freedom. 25  

 
B. Descartes Vs. Calvin 

 
The absolute contrast of principle between the City of Man and the one of God 

appeared with particular clarity in the instance of Rene Descartes vs. John Calvin. 
Descartes, of course, was the typical Renaissance man, whereas Calvin had developed 
and extended the biblical approach to God rediscovered by Luther. The former stood for 
the Socratic-Plotinian, the latter, the Augustinian, Pauline principle of inwardness. 

The issue (at stake) was that of human certainty. In his book, New Paths of 
Philosophy, Neue Wege der Philosophie Fritz Heinemann states that ancient man 
concerned himself with the cosmos, medieval man with God, and modern man with man 
himself. Superficially, then, it may be said that both Descartes and Calvin were modern. 
However, both were finally, also, concerned with man in respect to his environment, thus 
his relationship to God. Both sought for the actual inwardness of man by ascertaining this 
peculiar relationship, in other words, not merely the Socratic question of how man may 
know himself, but also the Platonic one of his “true” culture, thus ultimately his 
“salvation.” It was a matter of “cultural” philosophy, as well as “humanistic.” 

Renaissance man aimed at “controlling” nature so as to erect his earthly kingdom, and 
Descartes in questing for self-knowledge exemplified this splendidly. Also, Bacon and 
Galileo Galilei had developed a “method” which projected human control over nature. 
Many others, notably Descartes, constructed a mathematically oriented method, based on 
the Parmenidean assumption that reality was fully expressible by human 
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conceptualization. But Kroner has emphasized that Galileo, for one, warned that 
mathematics would “never disclose anything about the true nature of the universe, or 
even of a stone,” although his metaphysically-minded successors generally disregarded 
the warning and proceeded to hatch their farfetched speculative systems. In a sense, one 
might say that they resorted to ancient cosmology in claiming to have discovered the true 
nature of existence. 

Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz, the three outstanding examples of such cosmology, 
were, nevertheless, modern thinkers indeed, in that they centered their final efforts, not 
upon nature or the world, but upon man, his niche in the world and also his relationship 
to God. Descartes launched his from his famous cogito, a fully anthropocentric principle. 
Spinoza was basically a mystic for whom knowledge of God was of importance, and yet 
he was not theocentric, but embraced rather the belief that speculation could bring about 
man’s harmony with the divine being, thus the “end” of all his aspirations and personal 
longings. Leibniz’s whole system was at heart anthropocentric, with man to be the pattern 
and model of all things, even of the world and God. Any “naturalism” of these three 
“scientific” metaphysicians was therefore an illusion. In so far as it figured into their 
systems, it was a tribute to the prevailing fashion of thought during their time, not to the 
intrinsic or esoteric doctrine of their systems. 26  

To the latter observation from Kroner’s work on medieval speculation, we add a 
quotation from his work on modern speculation and revelation. Descartes, says Kroner, 
opposed the Roman Catholic Aristotelian doctrine of man as consisting of soul and body. 
“The Aristotelian doctrine treats the person as it treats other ‘substances.’ My soul is then 
conceived in the same manner as the forms of other things; indeed, it is only a special 
form which is characteristic of man. Descartes is too much of a Christian to accept this 
theory. I am not a special substantial form; I am, rather, a thinking being and only as such 
am I in contrast to the whole world of substances and forms. Only thus am I a self and 
know myself to be myself. I am therefore, precisely speaking, only a thinking thing (res 
cogitans), that is, a mind or soul (mens sire animus), understanding or reason, terms 
whose significance was before unknown to me.” 

Kroner remarks as follows about these words of Descartes: “What is completely new 
in this definition is the emphasis laid upon the self as not belonging to the world, in so far 
as I think of the world and thereby of myself as the subject of thinking, whereas the 
physical things (including my body) are objects of my thinking.” 

Finally, of the utmost importance is this further observation by Kroner: “The 
Christian inwardness is here interpreted as the unique position of the thinking subject in 
contrast to the objects thought. No thinker before Descartes brought the principle of 
modern philosophy, its epistemological subjectivism, so emphatically and definitely to 
light. In that respect he was the true initiator of philosophy in the modern world.” 

What Kroner says of Descartes is most enlightening. Descartes has not fully worked 
out or even been fully true to his basic principle of inwardness. For one thing, it rejects 
the scholastic notion of form, and it points forward to Kant. Man is thus not a thing, but a 
person. In this respect, he was followed by Spinoza and Leibniz, upon which principle of 
inwardness they too cast their thoughts. 
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Unfortunately, argues Kroner, Descartes was not faithful, ultimately, to his own 
principle. He sacrificed his true epistemological inwardness in favor of a metaphysics 
that would understand ultimate reality. “The modern anthropocentric position was 
abandoned; instead the pre-Christian cosmocentric principle was revived. Spinoza and 
Leibniz followed Descartes’ lead. Renaissance naturalism marred thus the foundation of 
modern epistemology. The terms mind, intellect, reason, even self or ego were now 
understood as parallels to extension, as if they lay on the same plane. The superiority and 
primacy of the thinking subject in contrast to the objects thought was surrendered.” 27 
“Kant alone was able to clarify these misunderstandings, and to dissolve the falsity of 
metaphysical solutions.” 28  

Basically, the problem was again that of human freedom, which the metaphysical 
systems of Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz denied. In Descartes’ philosophy, “the idea of 
the individual ego is swallowed up by that of mathematical reason. The desire to justify 
the validity of science is stronger than the wish to understand the self, as the center of the 
person.” 29 It was Kant who at last recognized the full significance of man’s inwardness, 
not allowing any desire for a metaphysical foundation of science to overshadow the fact 
that man was a free personality. Says Kroner: “The critical position that Kant finally took 
originated in part from his protest against the doctrine that man was an automaton. Only 
thus could Kant save moral responsibility and, indeed, the whole sphere of moral life.” 30  

The final contest was thus between Kant and Calvin. Man’s true freedom and 
inwardness were expounded first by Reformation man, whom Calvin represented the 
best. It was he who, more cogently than Luther, isolated man’s true inwardness and 
freedom in terms of the free, self-sufficient act of God in His creation and redemption. 
Calvin, not Luther, confronted Renaissance man with the call to repentance in the 
authentic manner of Paul, who had similarly summoned ancient man. 

The struggle between the Renaissance city of man of Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz, 
and Kant, and the Reformation city of God is an all-out one, using the weapons of 
theology, philosophy, and science. Since the Renaissance and Reformation, it has become 
even more intensive and extensive than before. 

In his mindfulness of man’s cultural task, Calvin diametrically opposed Descartes, a 
fact which Kroner senses somewhat. Kroner says that Calvin spoke merely for those who 
would make an automaton of man. Yet, while admitting that Luther, as well as Calvin, 
believed in election, Kroner ignores this fact, and imagines Luther’s main thrust to have 
been rather a type of inwardness akin to that of the mystics and ultimately of Kant. This 
is consistent with his believing Augustine to form the connecting link between Socratic 
and Cartesian inwardness. 

For Calvin, man was himself free, i.e., free to undertake his cultural task in the name 
of Christ, which was, basically, whether in theology, philosophy, or science, to challenge 
apostate man to repentance at every point in the universe. This fact has, of course, been 
more fully elaborated by his followers than by Calvin himself. For instance, Abraham 
Kuyper wrote a three-volume work under the title Pro Rege, according to which every 
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square inch of ground had to be claimed for Christ as man’s Redeemer-King. Thus also 
D. H. Th. Vollenhoven, Herman Dooyeweerd and Hendrik Stoker have presented a 
methodology of philosophy and of science which is calculated to challenge, at every step 
of the way, all man-centered cultural efforts. 

Yet, from Kroner’s point of view, all such endeavor must be discarded in the name of 
that inwardness of man represented by Socrates, Descartes, and Kant. Considering once 
again their contrast with Calvin, the following elements come to mind. 

Organic is the question of the primum notum, viz., the most basic thing that one may 
know. Calvin agreed with Descartes that man must start from himself as the object of 
thought, but with the proviso that no one really contemplated himself properly unless as a 
creature of God become sinner against God, and redeemed from such rebellion through 
the historical work of Jesus Christ and the regenerating action within him of the Holy 
Spirit. 

The Greeks of course had rejected this thought of themselves as a slur on their self-
sufficiency, preferring their older belief that they were ultimate, not created, and the 
“God” whose existence they “proved” or “disproved,” not Him whose creatures they, in 
fact, were. Greek autonomous speculation was what Calvin and Luther, like Augustine, 
had spurned after Christ had appeared to them in Scripture, at which time they would 
have it no more, nor the Roman Catholicism sprung falsely from it. 

Every man, argued Calvin, after Paul, knew inherently that such speculation was an 
effort to suppress the truth within him, that God was his Creator and that, in all 
speculation, he seeks by very nature to suppress such knowledge. Rom 1 Surely also, 
Descartes’ view of man consisted basically of this effort to suppress what, deep down in 
his heart, he knew was really true. No human being can doubt this. Knowledge of God as 
Creator-Redeemer travels with knowledge of oneself, the two being mutually, 
immediately involved. Human doubt itself presupposes awareness of the truthful claim of 
God in Scripture affirming the creatureliness and sinfulness of man against Him. 
Descartes’ own doubt is, therefore, irrefutable evidence of his confirmed desire to 
exclude the true God from his world of knowledge. He was like the boy described earlier 
who, having left his father’s house, paused and asked himself and others whether, 
perhaps, he even had a father. Christ was, for him, the superfluous man, whom he 
requested, so to speak, to remove himself kindly so that he might proceed to unfold his 
world-view without obstruction. Descartes’ metaphysics is not, as Kroner contends, 
inconsistent with his epistemological view of the freedom of man, but rather, it is 
perfectly consistent. Freedom is self-sufficiency, on which basis he postulated a culture 
controlled by an abstract principle of continuity according with mathematical law, and an 
abstract view of discontinuity according with pure contingency. 

Descartes is, then, a later Renaissance man who continued his apostate predecessors’ 
endeavor of attempting to build the “city of man,” thus repudiating that of God. If Paul 
had come to earth and met the Renaissance Descartes, he might well have repeated: “Has 
not God made foolish the wisdom of this world, for after that the world by wisdom knew 
not God it pleased God through the foolishness of preaching to save them that believe” (1 
Cor 1:9). Even Kroner points out that Descartes’ universal swallowed up his individual, 
thus that he deliberately isolated himself from all relationships in terms of which he alone 
could identify himself. Man is what he is by virtue of the place and task that God his 
Creator-Redeemer assigns to him, but Descartes imagined he could reject all this as so 



much tree bark so as to discover his own “essense”; and yet, by his own admission, he 
found nothing further identifiable after having accomplished his removal of God, 
creation, and providence. Really, how could he have expected to find anything, having 
thus destroyed himself? He knew only that he was, not what he was. To groan that I 
know that I am without knowing anything about what I am is to assert nothing, but rather, 
to demonstrate the folly, confusion, and guilt of denying the God who has created me, 
died so as to redeem me, and thus set me truly free. 

 
B. Immanual Kant And The Principle Of Inwardness 
 
Next, in order is a consideration of Immanuel Kant and his own expression of the 

principle of inwardness. Kroner’s own description of Kant’s principle shall be presented 
in the main and, therewith, the present writer’s evaluation. Kroner believes that Kant, for 
the first time, rendered anything like full justice to the aforementioned Socratic principle. 
The Greek, Socrates, had begun well enough, confessing that, having read the natural 
philosophers, he became discouraged because none had a principle of unity such as 
would have enabled him to adopt a totality view of life, or do justice to the higher aspects 
of himself. But then, he had learned from Anaxagoras to explain all of what the natural 
philosophers had spoken of in terms of a higher unity, that of nous. Thereafter, said 
Socrates, “I worshipped him as though he had been a God.” Yet, one could not discover 
nous by a study of any of the individual natural elements, viz., start from the bottom to 
reach the top, but rather, one had to begin with nous and learn to regard natural objects in 
its light. Nous was that single presupposition by whose light all things of nature were 
revealed in their true unity, which was not natural, but, rather, teleological. The objects of 
nature all pointed toward nous, being in fact unintelligible without it. 

Having acknowledged the primacy of the nous, Socrates thus inspired Plato and 
Aristotle to elaborate a teleological view of all reality. But, when Socrates spoke of 
attaining to objective reality by conceptual knowledge, he was really retiring to that 
naturalist position which he had attempted all along to overcome. Plato and Aristotle thus 
conceived that they were conforming to Socrates’ doctrine in offering conceptual, i.e., 
speculative knowledge, of all of reality, and, in particular, of timeless ultimate reality, but 
the result was that the individual man found himself swallowed up in the universal realm 
of changeless being. 

Christianity, particularly the “Protestant consciousness,” developed superbly the idea 
of true inwardness. Luther’s final appeal against the speculation of the Romanist 
doctrinal system was “directed to the internal consciousness of man.” He simply did not 
believe in any system of speculative doctrine, but rather, in revelation, having been 
influenced in this realm in part by Meister Eckhart, the medieval mystic. 31 And here lies 
the connecting link between modern philosophy and Protestant theology. 32 Eckhart was, 
namely, the first outspoken subjectivistic, or existential, mystic in the history of 
philosophy. In his sermons, he overtly presented his individual experience as that which 
mattered most in the search for truth, as in the practice of religious devotion.… Only 
since the time of Eckhart have the terms “mystic” and “mysticism,” in fact, assumed the 
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meaning of an individual inner experience which needs no logical demonstration, but, 
rather, withstands it, being convincing and infectious simply because it is not logically 
demonstrable, but immediately impressive and emotionally persuasive... “Eckhart was 
convinced that God can be experienced only if the soul abandons all outer support, be it 
that of historical narrative or of scientific theory, although Biblical imagery and 
metaphysical terminology may be used in order to express what is truly inexpressible. He 
went even farther. He believed that this inward experience is superior in rank, certainty, 
and truth to any merely learned content of faith or any cognitive principle of thought. 
Again and again he warns his hearers that they must turn into their innermost center, into 
the ‘castle’ of their soul, into the ‘darkness’ of the inner light, to see God and to be united 
with him. He speaks often about his ‘discoveries’ which reveal the secret meaning of 
things divine. Only by an intense inner concentration upon the voices that sound within 
the soul can man find the source of his, and of all, life: being as such, the absolute mind, 
the ultimate goodness, the divine simplicity. This inner treasure gives to the soul its 
nobility, its power, its uniqueness. Here faith should rest. Eckhart uses metaphysical 
concepts or religious images only to awake this sense of utter urgency and need in the 
believer. If he succeeds in this inner concentration, the believer may finally experience 
the birth of Christ in his own breast.” 33  

Was it then, we muse, in the spirit of Meister Eckhart that perchance Montaigne hail 
written: “I have my own laws and court to judge me, and I go to them more than 
anywhere else”? Probably it was, but Kroner disagrees. Speaking of this same statement 
of Montaigne’s, he says: “A stronger contrast to the Christian conscience and also to that 
of the ancients can hardly be imagined. Since he felt himself the center of the world, he 
did not know repentence.” 34 “Montaigne has no God to pray to,” says Kroner. And yet, 
did Meister Eckhart? Why was not Montaigne’s inwardness, as well as Meister Eckhart’s, 
a forerunner of Kantian inwardness? 

Already noted has been Kroner’s view of Descartes as a true “initiator of philosophy 
in the modern world,” because he set himself up, in distinction from the world, as the 
starting point of any intelligible interpretation of human experience. 35 Finally, Kroner 
speaks of Blaise Pascal, as of one who prefigured Kant even more so than had Descartes. 
Namely, after asserting his spirit of inwardness, Descartes had fallen back upon 
speculative metaphysics, but Pascal did not. Therefore, “he directly anticipated Kant.” 36  

It is apparent from the evidence that, in Kroner’s estimation Kant did greater justice 
to the idea of inwardness than had any man before him, namely those highest spiritual 
ideas that man senses within himself as a member of the human race. True inwardness 
requires the rejection of every form of externalism, which Socrates had understood most 
clearly. The idea of revelation itself was not wrong if taken to mean that the higher aspect 
of human personality must enlighten and quicken the lower. Nature cannot be 
revelational of God as its creator, since, if we regard it in that fashion, it will be 
unintelligible to us. The Bible cannot contain an absolute authoritative revelation of 
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Christ as the Son of God and of man who died in the place of “sinful” men and wrought 
righteousness for them and within them at a particular time in history. 

Kant envisioned all this better than any one before him. Socrates had relapsed into 
speculation, and Augustine also, although claiming to follow revelation: he interpreted 
his revelation conceptually, which was, to all intents, the same as speculation. In fact, any 
intellectually stated system of doctrine, says Kroner, is, in effect, the same as speculation. 

Thus, even Luther fell back upon it when he accepted the Bible as containing 
conceptually statable, relatable truths. 

But Kant caused us to overcome all this, to perceive the message of Christianity for 
what it was, namely, the message of Jesus Christ as the Nous, which is within all, above 
all, and going before all as we construct our city of man. 

In describing Kant’s life and world view (Weltanschaung), Kroner speaks of his 
ethical dualism, ethical subjectivism, ethical voluntarism, and ethical phenomenalism. 
His ethical dualism, Kroner says, indicated the fact that man’s relation to his fellow man 
and to his God cannot be expressed conceptually, because God has no essence 
intellectually statable by either God or man. Neither is man’s nature intellectually statable 
by either God or man. God’s nature is will, as is also man’s. When we say this, then we 
are, to be sure, using concepts. There is no escape! Are we then, after all, back to the 
level of intellectualism? Not at all. We must use concepts for purposes of personal 
communication, but we think of the systems of truth that we construct by means of them 
as being indicators of what is wholly beyond them. The ethical relationships among men 
and the relationship between God and man is primary and the intellectual one is 
secondary, thus subordinate to the ethical. 

By saying this, Kant restricts science and, in so doing, founds it. Science is the result 
of the conceptualizing activity of man with respect to the material presented to him in the 
realm of space and time, and therefore involves no ethical relationships. There is an 
absolute antithesis between the ethical relationships among persons and the quite 
impersonal ones of persons to things. 

The trouble with all philosophies before him had been, Kant claimed, that they made 
not this contrast, therefore, they did not place the realm of ethics, of personal 
relationships, above that of science, viz., impersonal relationships. 

Therefore, he introduced his “Copernican Revolution,” which involved subject rather 
than object as primary in man’s interpreting himself and the world. Kroner calls this 
“ethical subjectivism,” and it was of course immediately involved in his ethical dualism. 
The subject knew itself not as product of a process of intellection, but as the 
presupposition of the very possibility of such intellection and moreover, since the subject 
was will and not intellect, the ethical and the ethical subjective involved ethical 
voluntarism. Then, finally, all three involved ethical phenomenalism. When the ethical 
and voluntaristic subject had been properly distinguished from, and set above, the world 
of nature, then it could reveal itself in nature, viz., after the nous had first been set over 
against terms of which nature acquired real significance. 

It was thus that Kant both restricted and founded science, and thereby at the same 
time “made room for religion.” But the religion for which he “made room” was not the 
historic Christian one, there being no room in it for Jesus Christ as the One from whom 
and to whom are all things. To be sure, there was room in it for a Christ from whom, 
through whom, and to whom were all things, and this was the Christ-Event of more 



recent theology for which Kant “made room,” namely, “the projection into the realm of 
the unknown” which has united many currents of modern theology. Kant’s man was 
utterly independent of the Creator-Redeemer man of Scripture. If there was anything 
central to the historic Christian, viz., the historic Protestant religion, it was that it leaned 
entirely on the Christ who, as eternal Son of God, died for sinners on the cross and 
thereby made atonement for them at a specific date in history. But to have held such an 
idea was, according to Kant, to embrace the intolerable, both intellectually and morally, 
to fall back upon naturalism, upon speculation rather than revelation, to reduce persons to 
things, to interpret higher spiritual realities of the human person in terms of the 
impersonal, to seek the living among the dead, to reduce Christ Himself to a 
conglomeration of mutually contradictory concepts, to undermine science and petrify 
religion; in short, to find the absolute in the relative, topple God, the “wholly-other” who 
dwells in the realm of the ineffable, and force him to “live” in the realm of science where 
soon he will expire. 

How might we, then, ask people to repent of sin and turn unto Christ, if our Christ is 
measurable by the concepts of finite man? In Kant’s thought, it was therefore not only the 
fundamentalist, but also the one who expressed his faith in the words and concepts of any 
of the Protestant Confessions who had to be called to conversion to a higher, more 
spiritual view of things. 

Here it is again to be surmised what Paul would now say if he could read Kant’s 
works and or Kroner’s exposition of them. No doubt he’d repeat what he once said to the 
Corinthians. Kant was trying to save human predication, under such conditions that, on 
the one hand, there could have been none on the basis of the empiricism of Locke, 
Berkeley and Hume, since, as Hume affirmed, human concepts were but faint replicas of 
his percepts, thus implying all to be pure contingency; and, that, on the other hand, there 
could have been none on the basis of the rationalism of Spinoza or Leibniz either, since 
the order and connection of facts are all to be static. One could not individuate by 
complete description, thus neither empiricism nor rationalism could explain how learning 
by experience was possible. 

Therefore, how was synthetic knowledge a priori possible, and the Meno problem to 
be solved? Parmenides and Heraclitus could not, neither had any one since their day by 
an intermingling of methods. 

So, now how could Kant expect to do it? Did he imagine that his “Copernican 
Revolution” would help? How could it? It wasn’t Copernican at all. No one could really 
have gone farther in declaring ultimacy and originality than Socrates himself did, such 
that absolutely nothing specifically enunciated by God could possibly have interested 
him. 

True, Kant did articulate more fully than any predecessor how God could be kept 
from oppressively directing man’s attention to Himself by striving to assure his own 
comfort and security as well as his fellow man’s in his redoubt of hypothetical self-
sufficiency by asserting God’s voice to be but an echo of men’s. Did they formerly 
believe nature conversed with them of God? Were there such things as laws, natural or 
moral, which they must obey, since in doing so they were obeying God? Kant assured 
them that all was mythology and metaphor, the “laws” of nature being what they were 
because man’s own mind had intruded its categories on the stuff of experience. Did 
Moses, God’s servant, once receive the moral law from the Sovereign Himself? No, said 



Kant, do not fear, that law is what it is because, in your own sovereign freedom and 
wisdom, you have subjected yourself to it. 

However, Kant’s total effort was meaningless or worse unless he could prove the 
inherent intelligibility of his inwardness principle, and this he could not do until he was 
able to show that man was what Christianity had already affirmed God to be, namely, the 
internally self-complete, self-referential being whose beneficent omnipotence controls, 
and omniscient wisdom directs, the world of men and things. 

As it is, Kant’s supposedly self-sufficient man was torn asunder moment by moment 
by the interaction of the impersonal forces of pure contingency and fate. Kantian freedom 
was freedom from God, the Creator-Redeemer of men. But it is his conscience, 
autonomous man then will insist, which requires him to be free in this sense of the term. 
Yet, I ask, where is this freedom to be found? Certainly not in pure contingency by itself, 
although Kant says so; neither in abstract rationality, although he again says so. Is it, 
then, to be found by contemplating these as correlative to each other? But many before 
him had already imagined it there. Thus, all that was left was to make abstract rationality 
more formal, and abstract contingency more contingent, than had his rationalist and 
irrationalist predecessors; but, of course, all this to none effect also. He did not, he could 
not, solve his predecessors’ problem because apostate man’s problematics is invariably 
false and insoluble. 

Since the advent of Christ, apostate man has indeed tried untiringly, and always in 
vain, to find a foundation for preventing Christ’s call to repentance and salvation from 
reaching his ears. A man may rebel against the rules of conduct issued by the captain of 
an ocean steamer, and he may even jump off and attempt deflecting the steamer’s course, 
to prevent it from reaching its destination. But who will fail, he or the captain? Or, again, 
he may set fire to the wastebasket in his room, hopefully to incinerate the captain, and if 
successful, both he and the captain would burn to death or drown. Who is the captain in 
this case? It is the self-attesting Christ of Scripture; he it is who has set before him, set in 
motion, the forces that will lead the steamer to his own chosen destination. 

He offers the mutineers aboard his ship the chance to repent and to join him in his 
inevitable victory over evil, and, if they refuse, doing all in their power to keep the 
captain from reaching his destination, they will reap only eternal death for their folly. 

Thus, human predication has been saved by Christ, not by Kant. 
 

C. Post-Kantian Man Replies 
 
Finally, the answer must be presented, which post-Kantian man returns to Jesus’ 

question: “Who do you say that I am?” 
Of course, there will be always those who seem to have nothing at all to reply; they 

simply “have never heard of him.” Christ is, to them, the unknown one. However, we 
have learned from what has preceded that even to say absolutely nothing is to confess, in 
effect, that Christ is not the Way, the Truth and the Life. As the One from Whom, 
through Whom, and to Whom all things exist, He is present to all men, calling them to 
repentance from their sin of breaking God’s covenant made with them through Adam. 

Then, there are many who have heard of Him and what He claims to have done for 
men in Palestine, but who reply simply that they do not need Him, being quite able to 



understand themselves and their cultural efforts at best without Him. To them, Christ is 
the superfluous man. 

Again, there are those who will insist that He is a hindrance to their self-expression 
and their cultural aims. Christ is, to them, the unwanted man. 

 
1. The Post-Kantian Theologian—Karl Barth Replies 

 
It is at the doorstep of such men as have never heard of, have no need of, and do not 

want Christ that post-Kantian Christianity arrives with its message of salvation through 
its own Christ. Whether or not you have heard of Him, or think you need or want Him, 
He is the one in whom you actually live, move, and have your being. You are able to 
know yourself only because you participate in His knowledge. The older Cartesian faux 
pas was that Descartes presumed to know himself apart from Christ, whereas Calvin was 
correct to say that knowledge of God and of Christ was presupposed in self-knowledge, 
and to desire no speculation on God’s essence apart from His revelation to men in Christ. 
But of course, Calvin, and Luther too, were mistaken to “make” the salvation of men 
depend on what they alleged to have been a once-and-for-all finished work of atonement 
within the space-time world on their behalf. A Christ who had done that would not be the 
genuine item any more than the God who had sent Him. The actual Christ is, in fact, the 
Event of salvation of all men, for Kant has shown us how correctly to state and apply the 
Parmenidean principle of the adequacy of thought and being in our own day, that 
“thinking” is “acting,” and “being” is “Event.” Accordingly, acting is Event. 

Paul realized all of this when he said that, knowing God, men had yet not kept Him in 
remembrance. But no one can help but know the Christ-Event, since to know at all is to 
know in Christ; all of reality, in fact, is the Christ-Event. 

By extension, Christ is the real Man, all other men being His fellow men 
(Mitmenschen Jesu). 

“Christ is wholly and exclusively the history of the salvation of all and every man. 
The Man—this man—therefore exists inasmuch as this History (Geschichte) takes place. 
He is himself this history.” “Er ist ganz und gar und ausschliesslich die Geschichte der 
gottlichen Rettung fur alle und jeden Menschen. Der Mensch—dieser Mensch—existiert 
also, indem diese Geschichte geschieht. Er ist selber diese Geschichte.” 37 ). 

How is it truly possible, the men of the Kantian Christ would ask, that we never 
understood what Paul meant until after we had seen Him through the eyes of Kant’s 
critical (or “act”) philosophy? Our forefathers who wrote the early church confessions 
struggled, verily, in vain to express their own Christ vision: e.g., those who fashioned the 
Chalcedon creed essayed to express this glorious Christ-Event within the static categories 
of Greek thinking. Now, however, with Kant’s help, we can “actualize” Chalcedon, 
realizing that God is not really a God in Himself, because there is no such thing, and no 
“decree” of such a One. Christ’s divine nature is thus not an eternal, unchangeable 
something, artificially connected with a human nature already existent in itself. God is 
what He is, rather, in His act of salvation of all men in Christ, and man has his identity in 
his act of participation in this work of salvation of all men in Christ. 
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Thus God turns wholly and completely, without residue, into the opposite of Himself, 
then takes mankind up into participation in his aseity. 

Accordingly, that which occurred outside the gates of Jerusalem, involving Jesus of 
Nazareth, did not, as such, spell the triumph of God’s grace in men. What happened then 
and there was historical, to be sure, but as such, it pointed to the realm above the ordinary 
historical. Nothing absolute can take place in ordinary history, which is, per se, not the 
real, authentic history. The latter type of history (called Geschichte) does indeed occur 
within ordinary “history,” but when it does, it remains wholly hidden therein. Only in so 
saying, in fact, can we do any justice at all to the peculiar uniqueness of the Christ-Event. 
God becomes man, and thus becomes wholly lost in, and hidden to, himself and to men 
within pure contingency. Kant’s great merit is that he has aided us in understanding this 
inalienable point. 

But then, correlative to it, is the fact that, in His resurrection from the dead and His 
ascension to glory, God becomes wholly revealed in mankind, and mankind wholly 
revealed to itself through Him. 

How pitiably defective, then, was the statement which the historically orthodox 
confessions have given of the steps downward taken in Christ’s humiliation and those 
upward again in His exaltation, as though these had followed upon the other on calendar 
days! 

Now we know, more wisely, that nothing which happens according to the calendar 
can be all so important. Certainly, there could be no finished transition from wrath to 
grace within ordinary, thus inauthentic, history. 

And how pitiably defective now appears the historic orthodox position when it 
declares that the Bible is the Word of God, as though a mere book, written by men, could 
as such be identified intellectually with the Word of Christ. Thus we now know, more 
wisely, that just as was formerly mentioned that we must actualize Chalcedon, so now we 
must also definitively actualize that which the Protestant confessions have said or implied 
about Scripture as the “directly identifiable” word of God. Having already comprehended 
how to actualize Parmenides’ dictum about the adequacy, i.e., identity, of thought and 
being, we have also advanced sufficiently in our thought processes now so as to 
recognize their identity in the Christ-Event itself! 

It is, indeed, difficult for our mere mortal brains to cease setting forth the glory of the 
“Christ-Event,” as contrasted with Jesus the Human being, who was the leading character 
of our former delusion. In it, the Socratic principle of true inwardness has now come to a 
most climactic and satisfying expression. Socrates, of course, saw the vision only dimly, 
believing that he could possess true inwardness within himself and not, at the same time, 
clearly visualize that he actually possessed it as participant in Christ. For one, Meister 
Eckhart, however, did see the vision more clearly. He realized full well that what had 
happened to Jesus on the earthly stage was not, as such, to be identified in Historie, either 
factually or revelationally. It was valid only as an indicator of Geschichte. And Luther, 
too, in spite of his lamentable Biblicism, saw the vision. Finally, even Calvin must have 
meant, ultimately, to train our eyes upon it, in spite of everything else he said. 

Usually, in discussing Calvin, one calls to mind concepts such as election and 
sovereign grace. In fact, Calvin was really an instrument of the Spirit of the Christ-Event 
whenever he spoke, e.g., of the sovereign electing grace of God, bequeathing to us much 
of that admirable terminology which we use even today. 



Thus it is now that, with Calvin, we affirm that all men are reprobate because of their 
sin, under God’s wrath for having offended His righteousness. However, we need now 
only add that all men are reprobate in Christ, which is what we have learned in our use of 
the Kantian notion of pure contingency as the necessary principle of individuation. No 
one can escape contingency; but, glory be, God in Christ has, from everlasting to 
everlasting, “entered” into this contingency with us. The covenant idea, in fact, underlay 
the entire concept of creation, whereby we, as creatures of God, were likewise partakers 
in His freedom, viz., contingency. In His humiliation, God has, in Christ, “gone under,” 
and since we have also “gone under” with Him, it is likewise Christ who has latterly 
soared upward, and we—all of us men—have shot up with him, like shares in the bear 
market. 

These, then, are the necessary “corrections” to make with respect to Calvin’s view of 
Christ, and his notion of our election in Christ. We advise thusly: (1) that the ideas of 
election and reprobation do not refer to individual men, but merely to stages within every 
man. The sons of Isaac, Esau and Jacob by name, were merely symbolic of the evil and 
the good aspects existing conjointly in all of us men. There are not two classes of 
mankind, one lost and the other saved, but rather, all are equally contingent (lost), and 
equally eternal, i.e., saved. (2) Reprobation exists, therefore, as a next-to-the-last, but not 
actually the final word of God in Christ to all men, which is that they are, to be sure, 
reprobate, but are this in Christ and, therefore, as exaltation must follow upon 
humiliation, eternally saved in Christ. There is no doubt now what Calvin actually meant, 
but only after Kant, who has shown us Christ as the all-inclusive “Event” of the saving of 
all men, can we really do justice to the splendid idea of the sovereign and universal 
nature of grace. 

Taken, then, one final backward glance at the pit from which we were lately 
exhumed. The synod of Dordt (1618–1619), of course, chose to express the idea of 
sovereign grace through the use of causal categories, but was not really to blame for 
doing so, since even Calvin had argued, against Pighius’ assertion of human autonomy, 
that God’s plan was the ultimate cause behind all things, and that men were mere finite, 
i.e., dependent causes. Even Calvin, for the moment, could not clearly perceive that the 
person-to-person relationship between God and man must not be expressed in terms of 
impersonal, causal categories. And how many exegetes of Paul’s discussion of election in 
his epistle to the Romans have not followed Calvin and the synod of Dordt in this 
respect! None, no not one! We glance back upon them with pity as they struggled to 
express the sovereign, universal grace of God in terms of the naturalistic principles of 
science. Thus it can easily be imagined how Socrates must have followed Anaxagoras as 
though he were a god indeed when he said that one must begin with nous so as to 
interpret the antinomies of nature. We have now to see that the Christ-Event, including 
our faith as participant in it, is the one principle that affords us a unified interpretation of 
the whole of life. True, Kant has demonstrated that we must start our interpretation, even 
of nature, from the principle of man’s freedom, but even Kant himself did not perceive 
clearly that man’s freedom was freedom only in the Christ-Event. However, it must be 
remembered that, without his critical view of knowledge, we would not have ceased to 
argue with and against one another in terms of naturalistic, inherently contradictory 
categories. 

 



2. The Post-Kantian Scientist—Teilhard De Chardin Replies 
 
Having observed the Protestant, post-Kantian theologian announcing to all men 

everywhere how they might unify their approach to life in terms of the Christ-Event, we 
next divert our attentions to the Roman Catholic scientist-philosopher-priest, Pierre 
Teilhard de Chardin, who, however, has virtually the same message to convey. Now, at 
Iast according to Teilhard de Chardin, can we show the scientist that, as he studies the 
process of organic, creative evolution from the amoeba upward, he is leading himself 
actually upward to Christ, in fact, as in Christ. Now, as never before, may the true 
significance of biological and cosmic evolution be grasped, because divined as the very 
“development” of the Christ-Event. 

Attention may be directed now to the work of the first major theologian who applied 
the principles of Kant’s critical philosophy to an interpretation of the Christ and His 
claims. “In a very real sense,” says Edward Caldwell Moore, “Jesus occupied an 
absolutely unique place in Schleiermacher’s system. This centralness of Jesus Christ he 
himself was never weary of emphasizing.” 38 Schleiermacher indeed described Jesus as 
“the sole redeemer of men,” “their only hope,” the necessary dependence upon Whom 
was “absolute.” 39  

But, Schleiermacher argued that if Christ were to be thus acknowledged as of basic 
importance for men, then “every external, forensic, magical notion of salvation, as 
something purchased for us, imputed unto us, would have been utterly impossible.” 40  

For Schleiermacher, therefore, the great work of Christ was inward by nature. Thus 
did the “father of modern theology” reinterpret radically the traditional Christian 
theology by means of Kant’s principle. And what an enormous influence it would have. 
As Moore put it: “None since Kant, except extreme confessionalists, and these in 
diminishing degree, have held that the great work of Christ was upon the mind and 
attitude of God. Less and less have men thought of justification as forensic and judicial, a 
declaring of sinners righteous in the eye of the divine law, the attribution of Christ’s 
righteousness to men, so far at least as to relieve these last of penalty.” 41  

If now, for a moment, we would compare the Christ-Event as set forth in all its glory 
by Karl Barth and Teilhard de Chardin, with its manifestation in the work of 
Schleiermacher, we should note that both schools stemmed from Kant. His freedom-
nature scheme, viz., the proposition that the would-be autonomous, “free” man imposes 
his categories on the pristine stuff of pure contingency, indeed binds them all together. 
Next, to grasp the significance of the entire picture, we would note again that Kant’s 
freedom-nature scheme is composed, in fact, of the identical ingredients which comprised 
the Greek form-matter raisonnement namely, the system of apostate man who works only 
with the humanistic principles inherited from Adam, i.e., those of a continuity or a 
rationality which exists hypothetically above the Creator-creature distinction, and of 
discontinuity as contained in the idea of pure contingency instead of in the original 
providence of an all-controlling God. 
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Upon these two principles, Socrates and his followers produced a culture which 
repelled magnetically the gospel of salvation as presented to it by Paul, there being no 
room for Paul’s preaching about Christ and the Resurrection anywhere in the Greeks’ 
thoughts. It was strictly “either-or” in the case of Paul and Socrates. Ancient man thus 
replied that reality could not be as the former contested, rejected Christ’s claim 
categorically, and judged Him to be a mere man, blasphemous in reputing Himself to be 
God. Medieval-man refused the choice of Christ or Socrates, Christ being merely 
“higher” in His scale of being than Socrates, although absolutely unapproachable by 
human mortals except through Socrates. In the medieval imagination, the figures of 
Socrates and Christ simply merged into one, the resulting composite monstrosity being 
Christ, the “man-God.” 

Modern man likewise has striven to combine Christ with a mortal human being, Kant, 
exactly as medieval man once mixed Him with Socrates. On the modern scale of being, 
Christ is much higher than Kant, but only for His existing wholly beyond the 
Konigsberger’s ken. Nevertheless, this makes Him all the more dependent upon His 18th-
century mentor, a rocket, so to speak, shot high into the East Prussian firmament, then 
bursting so as gloriously to illuminate its earthbound pyrotechnician. 

However, many evangelical Christians have not particularly noticed Kant as he 
forever fires away his Christ-Event; they have perceived nothing but the splendid light 
which has descended “straight from above” drenching mankind. Hence, the confusion 
surrounding the Christ-Event and enshrouding Schleiermacher and Barth. 

However, there is an “earlier” and then a “later” model of the Event, the difference 
between the two being that the later, with its subsequent variations, is more streamlined 
and built of lighter material. Thus, the Christ-Event of Barth shoots straight into the sky, 
therefore falls straight down from above, whereas the very earliest model, that of 
Schleiermacher, did not possess sufficient thrust to zoom directly upward, and so could 
not drop perpendicularly. 

Thus, not until Barth had worked out the full implications of Kant, notably of the 
primacy of the practical reason, could all reality, viz., all knowledge be seen as properly 
participant in the reality and knowledge of the Christ-Event. The Event is, for Barth, the 
presupposition that underlies the possibility of predication in any field of knowledge, thus 
polishing off nicely the “antinomies” between science and religion, the relationship of 
philosophy and religion, and, incidentally, also those nations of the world which have 
hitherto never heard of Jesus of Nazareth and His earthly career in Palestine. Thus, these 
“disciples at second hand,” who live thousands of miles and years away from the sights 
and sounds emanating from and surrounding Jesus of Nazareth, become now as near to 
the “authentic” Christ, the Christ-Event, as those were who actually walked and talked 
with Jesus. Every man is, in fact, his own apostle now, participating in the experiences of 
the death and resurrection of the Christ-Event. If it were not so, he would not be a man, 
since every man has his identity as being participant in the Event. And his culture, too, is 
what it is as participant in the Event’s culture. Formerly, all men and things in heaven and 
on earth were absolutely different from one another, all were reprobate because of the all-
pervading pure contingency, but now, thanks to the Christ-Event, i.e., to its latest 
“model,” contingency and irrationality are themselves not pure unless made correlative to 
pure determinism and pure rationality, Christ being this Event in which reality becomes 
wholly lit up even as it remains wholly hidden! 



The sum of the matter is thus as follows: the Socratic principle of inwardness was 
climactically, definitively, expressed by Kant. Says Kroner: “In Kant the modern 
principle of an anthropocentric philosophy reached its climax.… Kant was the first 
thinker in the entire history of philosophy who recognized that the ‘objective’ method, 
which we apply to the knowledge of the world and of nature, had to be resolutely 
abandoned when we wish to understand man as the thinking and knowing subject, as the 
‘I’ that accompanies all thinking, as the self that acts as the scientist, as the ego that is 
inseparable from the understanding, the reason, and the mind in general. His philosophy 
is the first ‘egological’ speculation, to use a newly coined word.” 42 “Man is man 
precisely because he is not an object, but a subject of knowledge.” 43  

Of course, says Kroner, Kant’s position must not be called “egotism,” as if Kant had 
unduly aggrandized man or made the human self the center. The truth is that Kant simply 
recognized for the first time what is indeed the distinguishing note of humanity, in 
contrast to all naturalistic falsifications old and modern, which conceive of man as a 
talented animal, a cultivated brute. Kant never denied that man was this also, but he did 
maintain that humanity was toto genere different from animal nature. 44 Thus we should, 
first, admire Socrates because he rejected the supposedly objective speculations of the 
naturalistic philosophers, following instead Anaxagoras’ concept of the primacy of the 
nous. But then, also, we should now admire Kant because he rejected every form of 
modern naturalistic thinking, beginning from his postulated primacy of the general 
human subject. 

Thus, the modern idea of the Christ-Event is, to all intents and purposes, identical in 
its ultimate implication with Kant’s “general human subject.” We have sketched it as 
expressed by Karl Barth, the Protestant theologian, and Teilhard de Chardin, the Roman 
Catholic scientist. 

 
3. The Post-Kantian Philosopher—Robert Collingwood Replies 

 
Now to the modern philosopher, Robert Collingwood. Collingwood personifies the 

very highest echelons of British-idealist thinking, having himself been nurtured on the 
thinking of F. H. Bradley, Bernard Bosanquet and other British Hegelian idealists. He has 
interested himself particularly in the question of history, as, e.g., what presuppositions, 
specifically, render history and historical thought intelligible? His answer is that, if one 
employs principles of Kant’s epistemology, developing a critique of historical reason on 
the basis of the Kantian critique of theoretical reason, he will obtain the answer. 

The historical consciousness must be presupposed as both source and criterion of the 
categories of historical interpretation. This view of history leads Collingwood ultimately 
to reject the self-attesting Christ of Scripture. His position is basically similar to that of 
the German existentialist philosopher, Martin Heidegger, since, for both, the 
presupposition of the autonomy of the historical consciousness involves, as it is involved 
in, the thought that all reality is temporal. The great New Testament scholar, Rudolph 
Bultmann, in fact, appeals to both for support of his own program of demythologizing the 
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self-attesting Christ of Scripture, and his own peculiar construction of the Christ-Event 
idea. 

Let us, then, briefly trace the development of Collingwood’s philosophy of history as 
based on the assumption of the ultimacy of the historical consciousness. 

According to Collingwood, the older view of history involved in the notion of a self-
sufficient God and His all-controlling plan for whatever comes to pass in the space-time 
world is unintelligible. He refuses thus to think of man as being made in the image of 
God and, therefore, as reinterpreting the interpretation of his Creator-Redeemer God. 

Collingwood believes that the modern historian should uphold Vico, the Italian 
philosopher of history, in acknowledging that verum et factum convertuntur. “The fabric 
of human society is created by man out of nothing, and every detail of this fabric is 
therefore a human factum, eminently knowable to the human mind as such.” 45  

For Collingwood, nothing short of this will suffice if we would be rid of what he 
considers the dualism between God and man, as expressed by the supposition of history’s 
preoccupation with the “dead” past, or of human nature as being fixed, static, or given. 46 
Even a man like David Hume, Collingwood believes, did not fully realize the full 
implication of his own thought on this point. “He did not think of mind as learning to 
think and act in new ways as the process of its activity developed.” 47 Yet, more than any 
other, the concept of development and change should be applied to human nature itself 
which, to be truly free, must firstly and foremostly be unshackled to change itself, thus, 
autonomous. This is the truth Kant helped us to see, that man’s mind had the power to 
enact its own laws. “This enabled him to put forward a new interpretation of the idea of 
history as the education of the human race. For him, it means the development of 
humanity into a state of being fully mind, that is, fully free.” 48 “The purpose of nature in 
creating man is therefore the development of moral freedom; and the course of history 
can be conceived as the working-out of this development. It is thus Kant’s analysis of 
human nature as essentially moral nature or freedom that gives him the final key to his 
conception of history.” 49  

“Kant has thus achieved the remarkable feat of showing why there should be such a 
thing as history; it is, he shows, because man is a rational being, and his full development 
therefore requires a historical process.” 50  

We have now reached an important milestone in the development of the modern view 
of history, according to which the biblical panorama cannot explain why there should be 
any history at all because, from its viewpoint, it is said, all things are already determined, 
“frozen,” by the plan of God. Therefore, thinks Kant, man’s acts are then purely 
mechanical; nothing of significance could be determined by them, because God has 
Himself predestined everything already, man being nothing but a puppet in His hands. In 
short, the orthodox Christian idea of history is the only ultimately objectionable one 
within naturalism. 

                                                
 45 The Idea of History, Oxford, 1949, p. 65. 
 46 p. 83. 
 47 p. 83. 
 48 p. 197. 
 49 p. 98. 
 50 p. 98. 



But now, Kant had attained to the idea of human freedom in the sense of its right and 
ability to legislate freely to govern human nature, i.e., the idea of an inward teleology, 
and it was from the vantage-point of this that history as a whole, as well as the 
significance of each of its phases and personalities, had now to be viewed. 

Involved therein was the notion that the mind had now both to be and know itself, 
which could be attained, says Collingwood, only if “reality consists neither of isolated 
particulars nor of abstract universals, but of individual facts whose being is historical.” 51 
“A reality so defined can only be the life of the mind itself, that is, history.” 52 There must 
be no “body of things whose proper name is nature” (placed outside the mind). 53 
Experience must not be alienated from “nature” thus conceived, as something immediate, 
but rather, considered “as containing mediation or thought within itself.” 54  

It is only thus that “the facts of history are present facts. The historical past is the 
world of ideas which the present evidence creates in the present. In historical inference 
we do not move from our present world to a past world; the movement in experience is 
always a movement within a present world of ideas. The paradoxical result is that the 
historical past is not past at all; it is present. It is not a past surviving into the present; it 
must be the present. But it is not the present as such, the merely contemporary. It is 
present; because all experience whatever is present; but not merely present.” 55 
“Chronicle, then, is the past as merely believed upon testimony, but not historically 
known.” 56 Chronicle may be said to deal with the “outside of an event.” 57 These are 
“mere events.” But the historian seeks for the “unity of the outside and inside of an 
event.” And such unity is action. 58 “Unlike the natural scientist, the historian is not 
concerned with events as such at all. He is only concerned with those events which are 
the outward expression of thoughts, and is only concerned with these insofar as they 
express thoughts.” 59 “To the historian the activities whose history he is studying are not 
spectacles to be watched, but experiences to be lived through in his own mind; they are 
objective, or known to him, only because they are also subjective, or activities of his 
own.” 60  

Suppose now that the method of Collingwood be applied to the New Testament and 
to the Christ who speaks therein. Collingwood would wish, perhaps, to find out what 
Jesus and the apostles said; but even if he could discover the exact borderline between 
what they or Jesus said respectively, he would not rest assured with the statement itself, 
but would then seek to determine what, e.g., Jesus meant by his statement, and even that 
would not be the terminal, since no statement clearly identifiable as Jesus’ very words 
could be the ultimate authority. “The scientific historian does not treat statements as 
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statements, but as evidence: not as true or false accounts of the facts of which they 
profess to be accounts, but as other facts which, if he knows the right questions to ask 
about them, may throw some light on those facts.” 61  

It would thus appear that there are two mutually exclusive, internally consistent 
positions: the one held to by the Protestant Confessions and the other represented by 
Barth and Collingwood. Those sympathizing with the former would follow a mistaken 
policy if, in order to win disciples, they took a looser stand on Scripture than is the case. 
Any lower than the one which simply identifies Scripture in the original documents as 
Christ’s Word spoken either by Himself, or at His behest but with His full authority 
through prophets and apostles, and which would thereupon interpret the whole of history 
by such a standard, would eventually be forced to espouse Collingwood’s view, arriving 
with him at a virtual denial of God in Christ as Creator-Redeemer of man. Nor could they 
then halt at this point, but would have also to help construct, with modern theologians 
such as Barth, the Christ-Event. 

 
D. The Modern Church Replies—The Congress Of 2000 

 
We turn now to the modern church to see what she replies to Jesus’ question. First we 

take: 
 
1. The Confession Of 1967 

 
Dr. George S. Hendry wishes to replace the Westminster Confession with the post-

Kantian idea of the Christ-Event. 62  
Dr. James I. McCord, president of Princeton Theological Seminary, desires to 

exchange the Reformation view of man for that of modern evolutionary philosophy: 
“Actually, the Reformers could not ask ‘What is man?’ They did not have the tools and 
background to raise this question. They could only ask ‘What is man as sinner?’ But the 
nineteenth century produced a revolution in biology with Darwin and his discoveries, to 
be followed by a revolution in the social sciences and phychology.” 63 Modern science 
and philosophy have thus furnished believers with an anthropology which enables them 
to be free within the “I-thou dimension” and determined in the “I-it dimension” without 
contradiction. So now, all men may join the “church of the Christ-Event.” In particular, 
Presbyterians may rejoice that, as their onetime leader, John Calvin, best represented the 
biblical teaching of the sovereignty of God’s grace, so their present one, Karl Barth, best 
expresses God’s sovereign universal grace. 

No one is to be denied membership in the Christ-Event church, except those who 
persist in mumbling about a Christ who is supposed to have once identified Himself 
directly with Jesus of Nazareth in Palestine, who Himself signalized His Word through 
concepts and categories peculiar to the human level. 
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2. Lutherans And Calvinists 
 
Were the Presbyterians the first to envision rhapsodically the union of all churches, 

indeed all the religions of mankind? If such be their claim, then there are certainly 
enough Kantianized Lutherans who likewise put it forth. Thus, Martin Heinecken, a 
Lutheran theologian and great admirer of Sören Kierkegaard, demythologizes Scripture 
as thoroughly as did Bultmann. Orthodoxy, argues Heinecken, has desired an objective 
basis for Scripture in the idea of direct revelation, but “for Kierkegaard, the entire 
orientation is wrong which seeks this kind of objective basis.” 64 Hendry, McCord, and 
their Lutheran ilk may well be preparing for eventual union of all good men through joint 
demythologization of historic Christianity and espousal of the existentialistic Christ-
Event theories. 

 
3. The Protestant Principle And The Roman Catholic Principle 

 
The next action for inducing world-wide acceptance of the unifying Christ-Event 

principle may well entail union of Protestants and Catholics, which would, of course, 
itself involve a tremendous amount of “demythologization” of orthodox thought, 
accompanied by copious portions of existential interpretation employing the I-thou and I-
it Hirngespinst. Yet there is certainly ample reason for heartenment on both issues. The 
great Protestant theologian, Paul Tillich, proved long ago that Protestantism, duly 
understood, was “a special historical embodiment of a universally significant principle.” 
As manifestation of this principle, it “is eternal and a permanent criterion of everything 
temporal. Protestantism as the characteristic of a historical period is temporal and 
subjected to the eternal Protestant principle.” 65 Protestantism’s true principle is therefore, 
according to Tillich, not anti-Catholic; positive, not negative. On the other hand, as if to 
excel Tillich’s own fair-play sense, Hans Küng, eminent Roman Catholic thinker, would 
fain grant assurance that Catholicism’s principle is no less affirmative. Did Karl Barth 
discourse upon the sovereign universal grace of God? Forsooth, Mother Church has 
immemorially met his standards, thus Barth and Rome lack only a consolidation of ranks 
under the Christ-Event’s banner against the determinists Luther and Calvin, who enjoyed 
really a speculative view of sin and salvation. Providentially, Barth’s theology of act, 
which uplifts him from the old Reformers’ problematics of determinism and free will is 
quite nicely paralleled by Rome’s own commitment to God and man’s true freedom. 

Like Barth, Jung would, therefore, speak of this Christ-Event church as “the 
eschatological community.” “The final aim of God’s (saving) plan is not the salvation of 
the Gentiles, but of all men.” 66  

 
4. The Christian Principle And The Jewish Principle 

 
A further meeting preparatory to the great congress of man has been held 

intervallically between Christian Gentiles and Jews, during which it has appeared that, as 
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Protestantism and Catholicism are really historically identical, so also are Judaism and 
Christianity. Understandably, more demythologising has had to precede the projected 
fusion of Christians and Jews. The “Wise Old Teacher” Martin Buber has, however, 
assured his Christian friends that if only they, emulating Tillich and Küng, would 
conceptualize their position as a mere principle only, and not a crass embodiment of 
doctrines, he for his part would be confident of his fellow-Jews’ gladness to reciprocate; 
it being that, as long as he himself were not invited or required to imitate Thomas’ 
example of worshipping Jesus as God, he would be at least pleased to term him 
“brother”; 67 and that he was willing to join in considering Jesus as having pointed to the 
Messiah. Thus did Buber himself demythologize substantially the ancient unpleasantness 
between Christ and Pharisee, as Küng and Tillich scotched effectively the lesser 
discomforts long alienating Rome from Wittenberg/Geneva et al, and vice versa. 

 
5. The Thirty-Eighth Parallel 

 
The meetings of the Congress of Man were eventually held in a large hall straddling 

tastefully the 38th parallel in Korea. 
Agreement was already reached, and assurance given by representatives of the 

Jewish, Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, and Protestant delegations, that they would 
raise no given doctrinal content as a barrier to Oriental observers. 

Dr. Karl Jaspers, the great existentialist philosopher, presided over the meeting, In his 
welcoming address, Jaspers spoke of the unqualified ecstasy which was his at the 
moment he learned that all Christians, generally speaking, were now fused irreversibly 
into one. They had thus finally accepted the fact that all inconformities victimizing them 
had precipitated from the mistaken conviction, equally seized upon by all, that they had 
“possessed” an actual informational content from which arose a hypothetical allowance 
to determine what was false or what otherwise. Now, however, having finally perceived 
that vision experienced over two centuries before by the prophet Lessing, such that he 
preferred the prospect of search for the truth to its actual, possession, they could finally 
declare themselves more than commonly prepared to accept Bon, Amitabha, Buddha, 
Confucius, and/or any and all other imams, boddhisattvas, shamans, mahdis, etc., of the 
East as might wish to step forward. 68 The papal representative, at this point, replied 
simply, smiling, “Nihil obstat.” There followed applause, and then, representing the 
Orient, Dr. Gempo Hoshino arose and spoke of his hopeless secret longing for a day such 
as this. “Truly, God is whatever He is for us today (applause), in His culminating 
movement of grace toward man. Herr Barth rightly remarked that grace was, indeed, 
God’s highest attribute. All men are reprobate; but since they are such as participants in 
the Christ-Event, they have, all of them, been saved from all eternity to all eternity. I 
cannot too highly applaud the assertion of our common Calvinist friend Barth, when he 
insists that the final word of God to man is yes not no.” 

Having said this, he dismissed the Congress with the blessing: “The Lord bless thee 
and keep thee; the Lord cause his face to shine upon thee and be gracious unto thee; the 
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Lord lift up his countenance upon thee and give thee peace” and all the peoples said, 
“Amen.” 

What must we say to all this? Shall we weep? Yes we shall weep, weep with bitter 
tears as Peter wept. Except for the grace of God we would all be there. But our final 
reaction must be that of joyful exultation. Our Christ, the Christ sent by the Father to 
redeem us from the wrath to come, the Christ who, with the Father sent the Holy Spirit to 
quicken and enlighten us, has overcome. 

“Now thanks be unto God who always causeth us to triumph in Christ and make them 
also elect. The penultimate word of God to man is His wrath; His ultimate word is His 
unqualified acceptance of this truly glorious creature into participation in His own 
celestial workshop of saving all men and all their cultures. Our own special doctrines, 
which are those of the Shinsect of Buddhism, can, without ifs, buts, or overstatement, be 
said to be absolutely identical with those of the honorable, exalted Daruru Bartu-san. But 
then, my Mahayana-Shiite-Christian friends, what are all doctrines if not, no less than 
Scripture, mere compass needles inclining to the Christ-Event?” 

After a storm of applause, Arnold Toynbee, the centenarian-plus “Master Historian of 
World History,” then rose graciously to add his brief “amen” to the inspiring addresses of 
Messrs. Jaspers and Hoshino: “If only we would learn to rid ourselves, each individual 
and group among us, of our naturalistic notions that religion “must” be a matter of 
conceptual or doctrinal content, then we would finally comprehend whatever existed for 
Christ on the cross for what they were: namely, and I should say, unavoidably, the chief 
supports of that principle uttered beforehand by a wise, nobly human Greek tragedian, 
Aeschylus, when he said ‘suffering sanctifies.’ Gentlemen, I therefore propose that we 
nominate Mr. Jesus Christ of Nazareth, Palestine, as the next Nobel Prize-winner for 
‘Religion-Throughout-History’ (Geschichte). Did he not, better than anyone else we 
know, exemplify the foremost principle of naturally unselfish humanity when he thought 
he’d let himself become attached to the cross so that all men might, with him, step boldly 
into the paradise of God, which is our ultimate kingdom of justly triumphant man? I 
propose also that Mr. Christ be nominated, officially, and finally, the Authentic Man.” 
(This proposal was thereupon approved with a unanimous rising vote!) 

When the members of the Universal Church of Mankind (UCM) thus elected Jesus as 
the authentic man, they were actually denying neither the Renaissance principle of his 
being Jesus as the superfluous man, nor the Kantian idea of his being the projected man. 
Renaissance man thought Jesus’ claim that only through what He did in ordinary history 
could men be saved was superfluous, and had to be removed as being “in the way.” But, 
when Kant said that Jesus was the projected man, he did what Renaissance man wanted 
him to do, removing Jesus as making a direct claim in history, then reinstating him as an 
ideal, as a projection of the would-be autonomous man, “useful” as an ideal to be 
followed by the human race. 

Of course, even the Pharisees would gladly have accepted such a Jesus as their 
Messiah. The Socratic principle of inwardness, the Platonic paideia as developed by 
Plotinus in his scale of being, has now, in modern times, issued forth in still further 
altered state into the “hierarchical being” based on Kant’s idea of the primacy of the 
practical intellect. 



The culminative Kant-Christ synthesis of modern man has thus borne forth the 
Aristotle-Christ synthesis of medieval man, because both base themselves upon the 
Socratic-Platonic outlook on man and his culture. 

As such, the humanistic principle now occupies God’s tabernacle, anti-Christ replaces 
Christ, the “autonomous” Adamic covenant-breaker “triumphs,” and, with this, God’s 
actions “depend” upon his. 

But modern man’s “triumph” is his defeat, as Christ once laid low the Pharisees, Paul 
transcended the Greeks, Augustine bested Plotinus, and Luther and Calvin overwhelmed 
Bacon and Descartes. So the heirs of Luther and Calvin are now demolishing those of 
Kant. 

The “wisdom of this world,” says Paul, “has been made foolishness with God.” Those 
who, in our day, work to erect the Christ-Event as the ultimate “way, truth, and life” for 
man must found their thought upon a necessary conception of him as a virtual “flying 
saucer” in regular commutation between his own projected shuttle-train theories of 
abstract being and non-being respectively. Such a man simply cannot identify his essence 
except by the vain hope that his logical faculties might stand in some plausible 
relationship to the reality of the space-time world which, as he will yet insist, is 
“floating” upon ultimate contingency. 

Thus, affirming and denying would be identical operations, but for the fact that 
neither one is possible upon such a foundation. He who rejects the claim of Christ, as 
distinct from that of the Pharisees, must yet live by the grace of Him whom they crucified 
if he lives at all. 

“But who do you say that I am?” asked Jesus. Ancient man replied: “You are a mere 
man.” Medieval man answered: “You are a man-God.” Modern man responds: “You are 
Authentic Man.” But the answer of these three is really the same. “You are not at all what 
you claim to be. Quite simply, no one can know or be what you claim to know and be, 
but we, at least, know that you are wrong and we are right, that, without being aware, you 
were in fact emulating and expressing the true human spirit, namely, that one which is 
wholly unknowable, yet wholly known in all. Therefore it is that, with unanimous voice, 
we elect you, as indeed for the past two thousand years we have continually pronounced 
you to be, the Authentic Man.” 

But the self-attesting Christ still keeps on saying: “Come unto Me all that labor and 
are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.” A multitude that no man can number has thus 
come, is coming, and will come to Him as He draws them by His Spirit. 
1  
 

                                                
1Van Til, Cornelius ; Sigward, Eric H.: The Works of Cornelius Van Til, 1895-1987. 
electronic ed. New York : Labels Army Co., 1997 


