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I

Descriptive Analysis.

TDERE DE LUBAC'S volume,* now almost two years old, has only
within the past year received the attention it deserves. However,

the prolonged silence of theologians is perhaps the most significant
tribute that can be paid to one of the most remarkable books of our
era. For the almost overwhelming array of erudition massed by Pere
de Lubac, the extensiveness of his treatment, and the revolutionary
aspects of his conclusions demand long periods of uninterrupted read-
ing, reflection and research, before the theme of the book can be
grasped in all its richness, and before a solid and fair evaluation can
be made.

Pere de Lubac's study is divided into four parts. The first three
sections are historical: I, Augustinianism and Baianism; II, Spirit and
Liberty in Theological Traditions; III, The Origin of the Word "Su-
pernatural." Although these three studies were previously published in
theological journals during the years 1931-1939 ("Deux Augustiniens
fourvoyes," in Rechtrches de science religieuse, 1931; "Esprit et liber-
te," in Bulletin de litterature ecclesiastique, 1939, "Remarques sur
l'histoire du mot "Surnaturel'," in Nouvelle revue thelogique, 1934),
nevertheless, in the orientation of this book, they are almost entirely
new. This newness is due to their integration into the book's fourth
part: Historical Notes, which contain Pere de Lubac's synthesis and
personal conclusions.

As has been pointed out by Pere Jacques de Blic, S.J. (Melanges
de science religieuse, 1947, p. 94), the method employed by Pere de
Lubac is one of the most striking features of his book; despite a critical
apparatus, always impressive and truly imposing in the third section, the
book is much less an exposition of historical facts aimed at discovering
the genesis of ideas or of systems and their logical connections, than a

* Henri de Lubac, S.J.: Surnaturel: Etudes historiques. (Paris: Aubier, 1946. Pp. 498.
$4.50.)
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thesis of a highly controversial nature, in which assuredly history plays
its role, but in strict subordination to a personal viewpoint, which is in
perfect control of its dialectic and is extremely tenacious in its intui-
tions. It is this integration of semi-detached historical studies into a
comprehensive synthesis, which marks the newness and advance of Pere
de Lubac's book over his own previous studies and, one may add in
full truth, over the studies and theories of all his predecessors in this
field.

The central and all-pervasive thesis, whose soundness Pere de Lubac
attempts to establish apodictically, may be summarized as follows: the
Beatific Vision of the Triune God is the only possible ultimate end of
a created spirit whether angelic or human. The author is quite sure that
tins thesis is in perfect accord with the dogmatic and theological truths
which every Catholic must hold and safeguard in explaining the notion
of the supernatural, namely: the Beatific Vision is supernatural (Vati-
can Council, cf. Denziger 1785), that is, 'it surpasses all the forces,
powers and merits of man, and even all of his legitimate exigencies
(Pius X : "Pascendi dominici gregis," cf. Denziger 2103); only by a
series of gratuitous divine gestures, totally unowed to man, can the
Beatific Vision be attained (Councils of Mileve, Orange, Trent, The
Apostolic Constitution of Benedict XII, cf. Denziger 103 ff., 175 ff.,
797 f. 530 f.).

In the light of these indisputable points of Catholic doctrine, it
might seem extraordinary to maintain that the only goal possible for
man is one which surpasses by its utter gratuity and ineffable transcend-
ence even the slightest exigency of a finite spirit. In Pere de Lubac's
view, however, any hesitations along these lines vanish, if one realizes
what he conceives to be solidly founded in the traditional doctrine of
the Church, namely, that a spiritual being may not and should not be
classed as a simple "nature," with a destiny completely closed and con-
fined to the finite order, but rather must be placed in the category of
"divine" or "celestial" being; for, among all finite beings, only spiritual
creatures have the capacity and openness to receive, through a gratui-
tous divine gift, the objectively infinite vision of the Trinity. Men and
angels, then, are unique in this paradoxical orientation, that they have
as their only possible destiny a goal totally beyond their native powers
of attainment. Their situation is paradoxical only because it runs coun-
ter to our mundane experiences with the material ends of inferior beings
and with the adequacy of our natural powers to attain proximate and
temporal goals; on deeper analysis, Pere de Lubac maintains, the natural
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incapacity of spiritual beings to attain their unique end rather shows
their essential superiority over the rest of "nature" and their affinity as
spirits with the divine nature.

The cardinal, focal, and controlling doctrine, whereby Pere de
Lubac justifies his sharply defined conclusion, is the natural desire of
spirit as such for the vision of God; this desire is identified by him
with the very nature of spiritual beings; it is, he feels, traditional and
unanimous in die writings of the Fathers of the Church, die great
Schoolmen and all theologians until die seventeenth century; at diLs
time, due to the baneful influence of Nominalism and the sudden need
of a peremptory answer to the insidious errors of Baius and Jansen, there
was developed the entirely new theory of "pure nature." This dieory so
interpreted die gratuity of grace as to postulate the possibility (never
historically realized) and absolute sufficiency of a final destiny of men
and angels, which would consist, not in the intuitive vision of God face-
to-face, but in an analogical and abstract knowledge of God derived
from creatures.

Pere de Lubac rejects the theory of "pure nature" as totally unfound-
ed on tradition and as totally unnecessary (except perhaps as a too
facile tool of expediency to counteract the heresies of Baius and Jan-
sen) for the explanation and defence of die absolute gratuity of die
supernatural order of grace and die-Beatific Vision. In diis sweeping
rejection, we see die negative aspect of Pere de Lubac's dieory. In bodi
its negative and positive aspects, however, die theory is singular. Since
the condemnations of Baius and Jansen, no other theologian, not even
the Augustinian school of Norisius, Berti and Belelli, has denied die
absolute possibility of a purely natural destiny; many dieologians have
held and still hold a natural desire for die Beatific Vision, but diey
have simultaneously maintained that diis desire is inefficacious (diat is,
powerless to produce the unique means, divine grace) and conditional
(diat is, a desire which God could freely have left unfulfilled). Pere de
Lubac, as a Catholic theologian, must and does maintain diat die desire
for God is inefficacious; otherwise the complete gratuity of grace would
be denied. He differs, however, from all of his predecessors in maintain-
ing that die desire is such that it cannot but be fulfilled by divine in-
itiative. It is precisely diis absolute and inf rustrable quality of die desire,
which is the only logical basis for Pere de Lubac's absolute rejection of
the possibility of a natural destiny. This brief and necessarily inade-
quate summation of Pere de Lubac's theory is, nevertheless, sufficient
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to show the revolutionary character of his conclusion, whether viewed
positively or in its negative aspect.

II

Critique.

For any person who wishes to evaluate fairly Pere de Lubac's theory,
it must be stressed that the entire construction of his position, his meth-
odology and his revolutionary conclusions are theological, and rightly
so, since he is dealing exclusively with one of the most mysterious and
complex dogmas of revealed truth. Hence, although the theory has
immediate and profound implications for the social sciences and other
branches of human knowledge, nevertheless, any premature application
to these other fields runs the risk of being ultimately futile, before the
truth of the theory itself has been fully tested and evaluated. This neces-
sary evaluation, however, can only be done thoroughly and scientifi-
cally by professional theologians from the very nature of the theological
bases on which alone the entire theory is constructed, and must either
stand or fall.

Consequently, the present reviewer feels that it would be quite out
of place for him to point out to political scientists or to experts in other
fields the applications which Pere de Lubac's theory has in their respec-
tive sciences. However, since implications of a startling nature would
follow in such matters as the relations of Church and State, the best
service that a theologian can render to scholars in political science
is to inform them concerning the evaluation of Pere de Lubac's theory
by some of the leading theologians of the world.

To date, apart from very brief notices and reviews, there have been
published three critiques of considerable length, written by outstanding
theologians: "L'Esprit et le desir de Dieu," by Leopold Malevez, S.J.,
in Nouvelle revue theologique, January, 1947, pp. 3-31; "Bulletin de
morale," by Jacques de Blic, S.J., in Melanges de science religieuse,
cahier I, 1947, pp. 93-113, and "Nature pure et surnatural dans le
'Surnaturel' du Pere de Lubac," by Charles Boyer, S.J., in Gregorianum,
October, 1947, pp. 379-396. Pere Malevez is a well known Professor of
theology at the Jesuit Scholasticate of Louvain and a frequent contribu-
tor to scientific journals of theology; Pere de Blic is Professor at the
Institut Catholique of Lille and a leading contributor to Melanges de
idence religieuse, Recherches de science religieuse, etc.; Pere Boyer,
whose works are so well known, is Prefect of Studies and Dean of the
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Faculty of Theology at die Pontifical Gregorian University in Rome.
All three are agreed that Pere Lubac's theory of the supernatural, at
least in its present formulation, is unsustainable. Their reasons are pen-
etrating and well documented.

Pere Malevez' grounds for rejecting the new theory are mainly two.
First, it is founded by the author on the Fathers of the Church; Pere
de Lubac maintains that his view of "spirit" as divine and naturally
orientated to the Beatific Vision is unanimous in early ecclesiastical
writers; Pere Malevez, however, is astounded that in a work, which is
purportedly an historical study, Pere de Lubac makes no adequate
attempt at a documented proof of this main basis of his theory; fur-
thermore, Pere Malevez, who is a solid scholar of positive sources, is
of the considered opinion that Pere de Lubac's interpretation of the
Fathers is incapable of sound demonstration. Secondly, Pere Malevez
feels that Pere de Lubac's view of man's natural desire for God, as
being simultaneously inefficacious and absolute, contains an open con-
tradiction.

Pere de Blic attacks Pere de Lubac's theory mainly widi regard to its
assertion that,, historically, there is no indication of a doctrine of "pure
nature" until the seventeenth century. In a carefully controlled and
complete exegesis of St. Thomas Aquinas, well worth studying in itself
apart from its relation to the present controversy, Pere de Blic main-
tains, with a great wealth of erudition, that even though St. Thomas
was not preoccupied with the question of "pure nature" as later theolo-
gians have been, this doctrine is by no means foreign to his perspec-
tives and is contained, at least implicitly, in his unquestionable views on
the consistency of a natural moral order founded on Natural Law:
"Consider well: if there were no other conceivable end, regulatory of
our lives and capable of being imposed on us, besides the supernatural
destiny of which we are informed by revelation, we would have to con-
clude that, before Christianity and outside its pale now, man would
exist and live without any perceptible moral rule; there would not be
strictly any Natural Law," (op. cit., p. 103). Since Pere de Lubac's
theory appeals to St. Thomas as one of its major supports, and Pere dc
Blic has cast grave doubts on the legitimacy of this appeal, one would
be rash indeed to accept Pere de Lubac unreservedly before thoroughly
comparing and evaluating these two divergent interpretations of St.
Thomas. It may prove beneficial for prospective readers of Pere de Lubac
who are not theologians to consider the following statement of Pere de
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Blic: "This essay is most brilliant. It is written with a conviction easily
communicated to the wide circle of readers to which it is accessible,
without ever tiring them with a prolonged discussion of opposing views;
for this very reason, however, it exposes itself to more dian one
question-mark and stirs up more than one doubt in the mind of pro-
fessional theologians and historians" (ibid., p. 94).

Pere Boyer, whose writings are always characterized by the temper-
ateness of his judgment, expresses very grave reservations concerning
Pere de Lubac's theory. He differs completely with Pere de Lubac's
interpretation of St. Augustine, die Greek Fathers, St. Thomas and the
errors of Baius; he maintains that the idea of "pure nature" is not as
recent in theology as Pere de Lubac diinks; he states unequivocally
diat Pere de Lubac's description of the state of pure nature is inexact
and unfair to the theologians named as its defenders. From his exam-
ination of die internal coherence of Pere de Lubac's theory, Pere Boyer
reaches die following conclusions: die term "supernatural" must retain
in Cadiolic diought the character which its very name indicates and
which audioritative statements of the Church attribute to it, namely, a
perfection which surpasses the natural (Vatican Council, Denziger
1868). But an end or destiny without which human nature is inconceiv-
able cannot be called an end which surpasses diis nature; it is natural
to it; it is an end which is due and which God owes to Himself to give;
it is an end which is strictly exacted, even diough we must hold diat
human nature has no exigency for it; deprived of the means to tend
toward diis uniquely possible end, human nature would be in a violent,
abnormal and disordered state. Pere Boyer dien concludes: from nat-
ural desire alone, we cannot know that die vision of God is actually
destined for us, unless we can prove that this vision is owed to us; it
is dierefore impossible to conceive the supernatural theologically with-
out reference to "pure nature" (cf. op. cit., pp. 392, 396).

The present writer agrees widi die reservations expressed by Peres
Malevez, de Blic and Boyer. He is, in addition, convinced that there
are odier, equally serious difficulties, which must be solved by Pere
de Lubac before his theory can find acceptance from theologians. It
will be sufficient here to mention briefly two of diese objections.

It is significant historically diat the prevalence of the theory of
"pure nature" and its utilization in explaining the Catholic doctrine of
the supernatural order paralleled the remarkable advances in the under-
standing of the dogma of original sin, which dated from the Council
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of Trent and received increased impetus due to the condemnations of
Baius, Jansen and the pseudo-synod of Pistoia. These advances are
definitely characterized by their recession from the Augustinian explana-
tions of original sin, universally proposed by the great Schoolmen, with
the exception of Saint Anselm, before the introduction of Aristotelian-
ism. It is a theological truism that no theory of the supernatural can be
acceptable, unless it is perfectly integrated with the dogma of original
sin. Now, in his introduction, Pere de Lubac pleads for a return to
Saint Augustine. The present writer is convinced that, in the matter of
original sin, such a return would be complete folly; he is also convinced
that no reasonable theological explanation of the relations of our actual
supernatural order to the dogmas of original sin and Redemption can
deny or evade the possibility of a purely natural destiny for the human
race.

Another serious reservation of the present writer concerns Pere de
Lubac's attempt to reconcile the Catholic dogma of the gratuity of
grace with the notion of an absolute desire for God, which He cannot
but fulfill by a "free initiative of divine love" (p. 484). This attempted
reconciliation involves a notion of divine liberty which is found in Plato,
Plotinus, Porphyry and other Neo-Platonists, but which excludes stria
internal freedom of choice in the divine decree which established our
actual supernatural order. Precisely because of Pere de Lubac's identi-
fication of this absolute desire for God with the essence of man's spir-
itual nature, and precisely because, apart from sin, this desire is infrus-
trable and yet does not constitute an exigency in man, the freedom of
God in establishing the supernatural order is only a limited and im-
proper freedom from any extrinsic force or attraction, but it is strictly
an internal compulsion of the divine will, which must be actualized
externally in the hypothesis that God creates finite spirits; thus the
gratuity of the supernatural is reduced to, and identified with the gra-
tuitous creation of a spiritual being; the impossibility of a purely natural
destiny for men is identical with the impossibility of creating human
nature without soul and body, intellect and will.

Whether Pere de Lubac's theory wins final acceptance or not, no
Catholic, and especially, no theologian can afford to neglect or reject
the dominating spirit of his book—the absolute urgency in our times
of convincing all men of their supernatural destiny and the compelling
necessity of conforming our lives to its exigencies.


