
1It is not insignificant that Socrates, who represents a sort of “anthropological turn” in early Greek
thought, introduces the reduction of the ideal of virtue to knowledge.  While the celebration of virtue in pre-
philosophical thought exhibits an aspiration to unity in some respect, it is not what we would call an
anthropological unity in the more technical sense of the term.
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And since we will be talking about love, we will also have to ask
whether this love might not be the hidden ground underlying
the transcendentals and their circumincessive relation.  If this
should turn out to be the case, then the apparent duality
connoted by the word philo-sophia, when looked at profoundly
enough, could ultimately be resolved in a living unity—and
would thus, in its own distinctive way, display the analogy of
worldly being to infinite being, which is said to be identically
‘wisdom’ and ‘love.’   — Hans Urs von Balthasar,
Theologic 1

I.  INTRODUCTION

Determining whether the intellect or the will enjoys an ultimate superiority over its

counterpart is a distinctively Christian problem.  While it is true that ancient Greek thinkers reflected

in depth on the various relationships between reason and virtue, the passions, appetite and choice,

once the issue of a unified anthropology became a central and thematic concern for philosophy, the

problem for the Greeks consisted primarily in specifying how these other dimensions of the human

animal were to be subordinated to reason.1  Even Aristotle’s refutation of the Socratic identification



2Consider Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics, 7.2.1147a8-10; cf., 7.2.1146a6-8.

3Hannah Arendt calls Augustine the “first philosopher of the will”: The Life of the Mind, vol. 2:
Willing (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1978(, 84-110.  Cf., Albrecht Dihle’s similar judgment in The
Theory of Will in Classical Antiquity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982).  Miklos Vetö, by
contrast, refers to Seneca as the “first great philosopher of the will”: La naissance de la volonté (Paris:
L’Harmattan, 2002), 28.  To be sure, it is true, as Vetö argues, that the significance the Stoics give to
submitting to, rather than simply suffering, the inevitable, and the role this implies for “intention,” marks a
major step in the development of a distinct notion of will, but the will here is simply the power to conform to
the cosmic Logos.  In Augustine, we have a creaturely will that responds in freedom to the Creative Will.  It
is crucial to keep in mind that the irreducibility of the will in Augustine is different in profound ways from the
sheer indeterminacy of modern conceptions of the will, a difference that Dihle seems to overlook.

4Plotinus’ notion of the absolute dependence of all reality on the One is no doubt the closest one can
come to a notion of creatio ex nihilo without a distinct doctrine of will.  But, if there is no trans-formal activity
as “part” of the structure of things, creatures will be in no wise distinct from God, their exemplar cause.  This
problem is one of the reasons Aquinas affirms the Divine Will (which corresponds to the esse as distinct from
the—formal—essence of things) as essential to the act of creation: see Summa Theologica (= ST) I, 19, 5 and
44, 3.
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of knowledge and virtue ultimately turns on a distinction between types of knowledge.2  It is not until

the introduction of a distinct notion of will as a spontaneous principle of action and thus as

sovereign—in some respect—within its own order that the monarchy, as it were, of reason comes to

require justification, if not critical reconsideration.  Although one finds what appears to be the first

affirmation of such a principle in Stoic thought, St. Augustine is typically credited as the “author of

the will,” since this power represents such a basic, and indeed, decidedly positive, dimension of the

soul for him.3  There are good grounds to believe that a view of the will as an irreducibly distinct

principle in the soul depends on seeing Will as a principle of the world, or, in other words, a notion

of the world owing not only its organization but its very existence to an act of creation ex nihilo. 4

Arguably, if there is no spontaneous or “free” agency at the world’s origin, relation to this origin, and

thus the highest activity in the universe, will not itself be a free response and therefore act of the will,

but will ultimately reduce to some mode of rational conformity to natural order.



5See 1 Jn 2:20: “But you have been anointed by the Holy One, and you all know.”  Some ancient
manuscripts have: “you all know everything.”

3

A notion of will as an irreducibly distinct power of the soul, however, entails the need to order

it in relation to the intellect if we are to keep the soul from disintegrating.  Now, if we designate the

will’s order as that of love, in contrast to the wisdom or knowledge that relates to the intellectual

order, scripture gives us many reasons to subordinate the intellect and give primacy to the will.  Of

the three things that abide, St. Paul tells us, the greatest is love; the love expressed in the Cross of

Christ renders all pagan wisdom foolish; it is indeed a love that surpasses understanding.  In the end,

it is not knowledge or wisdom that justifies love, but always love that justifies knowledge, so much

so that I ought to count any wisdom that lies outside the order of divine love as loss rather than gain:

if I have wisdom, but not love, it is the clanging of symbols—in other words, not wisdom at all but

senseless noise.  If there are characterizations of God in scripture that echo insights of the Greek

sages, St. John offers one that has no obvious pagan counterpart, one that expresses the summit of

revelation: “God is love.”  We are thus not surprised to discover that, when presented with the

dilemma of giving primacy to the order of love or the order of wisdom, the majority of Christian

thinkers have sided with St. Paul.  Anselm’s formulation is the classic expression of this decision:

Pervesus ordo esset, velle amare ut intelligeres.

But the issue cannot in fact be settled so easily.  Not only are there passages in scripture that

clearly esteem knowledge or present it as the end of Christian existence—St. Paul, after all, speaks

precisely of knowing the love that surpasses knowledge, while St. John refers to Christians as those

who know,5 and declares that “this is eternal life: that they may know (????? s ?? s ??) thee, the only

true (ï?????Î?) God” (Jn 17:3)—and not only are there great figures in the Church’s history that



6This was a theme especially of Alexandrian theology.  See Balthasar’s brief discussion in The Glory
of the Lord (= GL), vol. 1: Seeing the Form, trans. E. Leiva et al. (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1989), 131-
41.

7It is interesting to consider that this is precisely how Descartes accounts for the possibility of error:
“Whence then come my errors?  They come from the sole fact that since the will is much wider in its range and
compass than the understanding, I do not restrain it within the same bonds, but extend it also to things which
I do not understand,” The Philosophical Works of Descartes, vol. I, trans. Haldane and Ross (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1973), 175-76.

8Which is just the conclusion that Sartre draws from his view of the priority of existence (the order of
the will) over essence (the order of the intellect).

9Although they both refer to the commonplace Thomist position on the superiority of the intellect over
the will, H.-D. Simonin and F. Russell Hittinger, in different ways, point out neglected lines of argument in
Aquinas that present the primacy of love over reason: see Simonin, “La Primauté de l’Amour dans la Doctrine
de saint Thomas d’Aquin,” La Vie spirituelle 53 (1937): 129-43, and Hittinger, “When It Is More Excellent
to Love than to Know: The Other Side of Thomistic ‘Realism,’” Proceedings of the American Catholic
Philosophical Association 57 (1983): 171-79.  We will make reference to some of the points these articles
make as we proceed.
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characterize Christianity essentially as a kind of ??äs ??,6 or otherwise privilege the intellect over the

will, but there are also strong philosophical reasons to suggest that affirming an ultimate primacy of

the will would generate profound difficulties.  Briefly, to the extent that the will exceeds the intellect

in its exercise, it would be a-rational, if not outright irrational; in any event, it would be blind.7  And

if the will were to exceed the intellect in its highest activity, the heart of human life would be opaque

absurdity and chaos.8  Moreover, insofar as the will represents a “movement towards,” and thus a

dynamism, rather than a completion, the absolutization of the order of the will would imply the

rejection of the ultimacy of unity as a principle of the uni-verse, which would imply in turn the

undermining, not only of epistemological, but eventually also of ontological coherence.  As we shall

see more fully in a moment, reasons such as these led St. Thomas Aquinas, one of the great defenders

of the dignity of intelligence both in his person and in his work, to insist on the ultimate superiority

of the intellect over the will.9



10Balthasar, Theologic 1 (= TL 1), trans. Adrian Walker (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2000), 125:
“truth serves love, while love embraces and transcends truth.  Truth is the unveiling of being; the laws of love
are its limit and measure.  Love, on the other hand, has no measure and no limit other than itself.”  Cf., ibid.,
127.

11Jörg Disse and Pascal Ide, for example, both interpret Balthasar as esteeming the will, i.e., love, as
higher than reason.  See Disse, “Liebe und Erkenntnis: Zur Geistesmetaphysik Hans Urs von Balthasars,” in
Münchner Theologische Zeitschrift 54:3 (1999): 215-27, and Pascal Ide, Être et mystère: La philosophie de
Hans Urs von Balthasar (Brussels: Culture et Vérité, 1995), 157-59.

12See, most notably, Bernard Blankenhorn, “Balthasar’s Method of Divine Naming,” Nova et Vetera
1:2 (2003): 245-68, and Matthew Levering, Scripture and Metaphysics: Aquinas and the Renewal of
Trinitarian Theology (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 120-32.  Cf., Guy Mansini, “Balthasar and the
Theodramatic Enrichment of the Trinity,” The Thomist 54 (2000): 499-519, and Richard Schenk, “Ist die Rede
vom leidenden Gott theologisch zu vermeiden?  Reflexion über den Streit von K. Rahner und H.U. von
Balthasar,” in Der Leidende Gott: Eine philosophische und theologische Kritik, ed. Peter Koslowski and
Friedrich Hermanni (Munich: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 2001), 225-39.
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Where, then, does Hans Urs von Balthasar stand with respect to this problem?  There can be

no question that he resolutely accords ultimacy to love.10  For this reason, there are some who affirm

that Balthasar falls within what is sometimes referred to as the “Augustinian” tradition, which

privileges love, rather than within the Thomistic tradition that sees intellect as supreme.11  In fact,

Balthasar has recently come under criticism, no doubt because of this alleged “Augustinianism,” for

failing to do justice to philosophy or man’s natural, rational relation to God.  Within theology proper,

he is criticized, especially in relation to his christology and soteriology, for affirming a kind of

“surprise” within the immanent Trinity, and the apparently corresponding “blind” obedience, a love

to the end beyond all understanding, in the Son’s economic relation to the Father, which seems to

imply just the sort of irrationalism we alluded to above.12  Now, it is true that Balthasar speaks of a

moment of non-knowledge in the Son’s mission of redemption, and moreover that he affirms this

moment of darkness, as it were, not in stray passages, but at what is arguably the center of his

theology.  But what I wish to propose—and here we come to the thesis of this essay—is that it is



13See Blankenhorn’s final question regarding Balthasar’s approach to God: “Is theology still using
philosophical concepts and categories, or is it creating its own?,” “Balthasar’s Method,” 267.  
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equally true that Balthasar’s insistence on the absolute priority of love (and, indeed, obedience in

love) is not a concession to voluntarism and the irrationality it entails, but is ultimately due to a

significantly different notion of reason than is generally assumed, a notion of reason that is, I will

argue, ultimately necessary to overcome irrationalism once and for all.  Indeed, I want to suggest that

the terms in which the problem is generally framed makes an ultimate irrationalism inevitable, even

if one affirms, with Thomas, the supremacy of the intellect.  As we will see, Balthasar approaches

the question of the intellect’s relation to the will from a rather different point of departure, which

recasts the terms of the problem in a fundamental way, and which in the end allows a view that

integrates both of the seemingly opposed traditions.

To be sure, these are vast claims, which would require a much more elaborate treatment than

is possible here.  What I propose to do in the following is to focus on one basic aspect of the problem,

namely, the philosophical dimension, and simply suggest in very general terms how the philosophical

dimension illuminates his theological position.  To understand Balthasar properly, it is crucial to see

that he does not simply offer, as some believe,13 a theological “corrective” to a philosophical

position—a response of this sort would, indeed, give some warrant to the charge of fideism and

theological reductionism—but rather offers a more adequate philosophical position in the place of

a problematic one.  In order to show this, I will first set up the problem of the relation between the

intellect and will through an interpretation of texts from Aquinas’s Summa that reveal a possible

tension in his affirmation of the superiority of the intellect, at least as this superiority is conventionally



14We take for granted the axiom André Hayens introduces in his interpretation of Aquinas: “‘True
Thomism’ surpasses the thought of all Thomists and even that of St. Thomas himself, somewhat in the way
that humanity surpasses each of the human beings that instantiate it individually,” L’Intentionnel selon saint
Thomas (Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 1954), 18-19. 
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understood.14  Next, I will suggest how Balthasar’s view of the relation between the intellect and will

can resolve this tension, and finally allow for an affirmation of the supremacy of love that nevertheless

includes an abiding priority of the intellect over the will, and thus responds decisively to the charge

of irrationalism.

II.  AQUINAS ON THE CIRCLE OF THE ACTS OF THE SOUL IN ITS RELATION TO BEING

What follows does not intend to be a full and nuanced interpretation of this complex theme

in Aquinas, but rather a sketch, in broad strokes, of the straightforward meaning of certain texts from

the Summa.  A more interesting an adequate view of Aquinas’s notion of reason has been developed

over the last century, and we will indicate some of these openings, where appropriate, in the

footnotes.  The purpose of this section, however, is primarily to show the difficulties that arise from

a simplistic view of reason and knowledge in order to bring out more dramatically the significance

of Balthasar’s insights.

In his response to the question of superiority in the relation of intellect to will, which he raises

directly at ST 1, 84, 3, Aquinas begins by stating that the issue can be approached either

absolutely—that is, in terms of the order of the powers considered in themselves—or relatively, that

is, in terms of a relation to a particular object.  Let us follow out these two approaches in succession,

first outlining the logic of these powers in anticipation of their final end, and then considering them

specifically in the relation to God that constitutes man’s final state.



15He elaborates this in most detail in De veritate 1, 1; see also ST I, 16, 1 and I, 27, 4.

16ST I-II, 27, 2.  

17ST I, 14, 2.  As Rousselot puts it, “Veritatem videre est eam habere, said Augustine; Scholastic
analysis would add, et quodammodo esse,” Intelligence: Sense of Being, Faculty of God, trans. Andrew Tallon
(Milwaukee, Wis.: Marquette University Press, 1999), 68.  Cf., Gilson, The Philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas
(New York: Dorset Press, 1948), 265-66.  We are using the term “intentio” as Simonin defines it, namely, as,
not a physical act but an object of intellection, the intellectual representation of a given reality: “La notion
d’intentio dans l’oeuvre de saint Thomas,” Revue des Sciences Philosophiques et Théologiques 19 (1930):
445-63, here: 451.

18ST I, 16, 1.  Cf., De veritate (= De ver.), 1, 1. 
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To describe the logic of the intellect-will relation, Aquinas adopts what might be called the

“circle of the acts of the soul” from Aristotle.15  The soul is ordered to being; however, it does not

relate to being simply as such, but rather always under a certain aspect, most fundamentally: as

intelligible (truth, the object of intellect), and as appetible (goodness, the object of will).  In the

normal operation of these powers, the intellect precedes the will, for the will, as a “rational appetite,”

always acts under the representation of an object.  One does not will, in other words, without willing

“something,” and that something is a determinate “what” (nihil appetitum nisi praecognitum).16

Thus, Aquinas says that the soul first apprehends a concept of its object, by abstracting the intelligible

species—the essence—of the thing, becoming “intentionally” identical with it through the act of

understanding (intelligibile in actu est intellectus in actu),17 and thus quite literally “internalizes” its

intelligible form.  This is why Aquinas insists that, if all operations have a terminus in which the act

comes to rest, the operation of the intellect terminates in the soul.  To put it another way, the

adequation between mind and thing that defines truth in its essential sense18 presupposes a mode of

existence of the thing that is capable of identity with the immaterial intellect.  But insofar as the



19ST I, 84, 7.

20ST I, 85, 1, ad 3.

21ST I, 88, 3; 84, 7; 85, 8; 87, 2, ad 2.  See Gilson, The Philosophy of St. Thomas, 249.

22Here we reach a decisive moment in Aquinas’s theory of knowledge, one that presents an ambiguity.
One the one hand, as we have seen, Aquinas states quite clearly that the movement of cognition terminates in
the soul.  On the other hand, he seems to insinuate a certain movement outward to the thing in the completion
of the intellectual act: it is not the formation of the quiddities of things—which he repeatedly calls the proper
object of the mind—that represents truth in its most proper sense, but the actual combinations that arise in
judgment (see De ver., 1, 3).  On this, see Gilson, The Philosophy of St. Thomas, 272-73, where he insists that
the mind has to reach “out” to a term outside of the mind itself, namely, the really existing thing, in order for
there to be an adequation at all.  André Hayens, by contrast, points to the fact that judgment presents truth
most properly, not because it attains to the actually existing thing, but because the mind most completely
returns to itself therein: “Le lien de la connaissance et du vouloir dans l’acte d’exister selon saint Thomas
d’Aquin,” Doctor communis 3 (1950): 54-72.  However that may be, Thomas is clear that the abstracted
species themselves are not the object of knowledge, but that by which the actually existing thing itself is known
(ST I, 85, 2).  But the complexity and ambiguity does not end here:  the actually existing thing, he goes on to
qualify, is nevertheless not the object of knowledge itself, since knowledge is of universals and the real thing
is an individual.  Instead, the mind knows the quiddity of the materially existing thing, but not as thus existing:
ST I, 85, 2, ad 2.
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proper object of the mind is in fact material being,19 some immaterial “aspect” of it must be

abstracted from it for such an adequation to be possible: this is the form, which is distinct from the

object’s matter, and thus can be distinguished by the active power of the mind (active intellect) as an

intelligible species.20  Because it is the matter, and not the form, that makes the thing a particular

entity located in time and space, abstracting the form is the same thing as universalizing it, or, more

accurately, liberating it from its limiting conditions.  Thus, Aquinas affirms that the proper object of

the intellect is the “quiddity of material things,”21 and that this object resides in the soul that knows

it rather than in the thing itself: “For it is quite true that the mode of understanding, in one who

understands, is not the same as the mode of a thing in existing: since the thing understood is

immaterially in the one who understands, according to the mode of the intellect, and not materially,

according to the mode of a material thing.”22



23De ver., 21,1.

24ST I, 16, 1; cf., De ver., 1, 2.  The distinction between the loci of truth and goodness ought not to
lead one to divide being, as it were, into two halves, for doing so would undermine the transcendental nature
of both.  The distinction between essence and existence is not a separation; in the same way, truth and goodness
each concern the whole of being, though from a different perspective.

25ST I-II, 28, 3.
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But being is not merely intentional, it is also real; or as Aquinas puts it in the De veritate, “in

any being there are two aspects to be considered, the formal character of its species and the act of

being by which it subsists in that species.”23  That which the intellect grasps of being is not the whole

of being precisely insofar as it excludes being in its reality, i.e., in its existential dimension.  It is just

this “aspect” of being that Aquinas connects with goodness.  If truth exists primarily in the mind,

goodness, for its part, exists principally in the things themselves.24  It is precisely for this reason that

goodness is being specifically under the aspect of appetibility, for the appetite is, as it were, a

tendency outward.25  While the soul “internalizes” the truth of a thing by grasping it in the intentional

order, to enjoy it requires the reality itself.  For all of the profound intimacy with the being of things

that truth denotes, the one thing that the knowing soul cannot internalize is the thing’s actual

existence.  The goodness of being lies outside the soul, and the soul must move to it in order to attain

this goodness.  If the intellect’s operation terminates in the soul, the will’s operation terminates in the

really existing thing.  Once again, we see why the act of the will has to follow upon the act of

intellect: in order to move toward its object, the will has to be moved by its object in a basic respect.

As an appetite, it is drawn by its object, which means it is principally receptive.  But to be receptive

means that it must first receive in order to act, and, as we saw above, the active reception of being,

the “internalization” of a thing, is precisely what defines the intellectual act.  To sum up the basic



26De ver., 1, 2.

27Winfried Czapiewski presents a host of texts from Aquinas illustrating this reciprocity in Das Schöne
bei Thomas von Aquin (Freiburg: Herder, 1964), 106-11.  Cf., Pierre Rousselot, The Eyes of Faith, trans.
Joseph Donceel and Avery Dulles (New York: Fordham University Press, 1990); David Schindler (Sr.),
“History, Objectivity, and Moral Conversion,” The Thomist 37 (July 1973): 569-88; and Hayens, “Le lien de
la connaissance et du vouloir.”

28ST I, 82, 3, 1.

29ST I, 16, 5, 1.
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logic of the relation between the powers of the soul, we would say that the soul relates to being first

by taking it into itself intentionally as true and then moving beyond itself to being’s real existence as

good: “a thing outside the soul moves the intellect, and the thing known moves the appetite, which

tends to reach the thing from which the motion started.”26

Though this describes the basic logic of the operations, however, in reality the relation

between the two powers is never simply unilateral, with the intellect moving the will and the will

never in turn moving the intellect.  In fact, Aquinas affirms that their relation is always reciprocal.27

The reciprocity arises, in part, from the circumincession of goodness and truth as transcendental

properties of being, and therefore strictly convertible with it.  In this sense, the good and the true

mutually include one another: while the good is true, because it is intelligible and contains an idea,

the true is also itself a good—in fact, for Aquinas it is the highest good.28  But if the objects of the

powers of the soul include one another, so do the activities of those powers:29 though it is true that

the will can act only under a conception of its object, it is nevertheless true as well that the intellect

can understand only because it is good to understand! —which is to say that (with a qualification that

will be entered in a moment) there is no act of the intellect that is not willed by the will.  When the

will does move the intellect in this sense, it does so as a real activity and thus as a particular species



30ST I, 82, 4, ad 3.

31See Gilson, The Philosophy of St. Thomas, 299-300, and Mark Jordan, “The Transcendentality of
Goodness and the Human Will,” in Being and Goodness: The Concept of the Good in Metaphysics and
Philosophical Theology (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1991), 170.

32As Gilson explains, for Aquinas, the human soul is naturally embodied, and its natural intellectual
object is therefore corporeal.  Nevertheless, material being does not satisfy the mind, which was made to know
God himself, who is purely immaterial.  Thus, we have the paradox that the human mind was made fro an
object that exceeds its nature: on this, see the chapter “The Intellect and its Object,” from The Spirit of
Medieval Philosophy (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1940), 248-68.
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of good; in other words, because it is good in this particular case to understand something, and every

act of understanding is in fact a particular act of understanding.

Of course, the moment we affirm the intellect’s dependence on will, we encounter a problem:

the will can will this act of the intellect only if it understands it as good, which means once again only

as subordinating itself to an act of the intellect.  But even that act must be itself willed.  And so on.

We seem, then, to run into an infinite regress problem.  In order to resolve it, Aquinas insists that we

must “stop at the intellect as preceding all the rest.  For every movement of the will must be preceded

by apprehension, whereas every apprehension is not preceded by an act of the will; but the principle

of counseling and understanding is an intellectual principle higher than our intellect—namely, God.”30

Though this principial act of intellect is not moved by the will, it is nevertheless not a purely

spontaneous act: rather, Aquinas says that God, as intellect, first moves the will, and thus sets in

motion all the rest.31  We will see that Balthasar offers a significantly different response to this

problem.

However that may be, we are now in a position to understand why the intellect, absolutely

speaking, is higher than the will.  In ST I, 82, 3, Aquinas offers a basic argument for its superiority.

First, if not its adequate object, the natural object of the soul in general is material being.32  As true,



33We are referring here to ST I-II, 3, 4.

34In ST I-II, 1, 1, ad 2, Aquinas affirms that the willing itself cannot be an end, but the will must
command the attainment of the last end, which is itself other than an act of will—i.e., it is an act of intelligence.
To affirm the contrary is to fall into a vicious circle.
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material being is elevated, as it were, to an immaterial mode of existence, while, as good, it exists

concretely through the various compositions that constitute material being (substance and accidents,

form and matter, essence and existence).  But simplicity and abstraction is nobler than complexity;

therefore, truth is nobler than goodness.  If we were to ask precisely why the simplicity and

abstraction of the intellect’s object make it “nobler” (nobilior) than the will, the answer seems to lie

in the universality this simplicity implies.  The word Aquinas uses to characterize the universal here

is “higher” (altior):  the universal is higher than the individual, and insofar as abstraction frees a thing

from the limitations that make it individual, whereas appetite tends toward the thing as an individual,

truth is for that reason higher than goodness.  Thus, Aquinas adds, the idea of goodness is in fact

nobler than its individual reality, presumably because this idea in its formality includes more than any

particular instance of good.

To the arguments Aquinas offers in this question of the Summa, we may add another derived

from his discussion of man’s ultimate end:33 because the good lies in the real thing, which possesses

its individual existence outside of the soul, there cannot be unity in an absolute sense with a thing qua

good, but only qua true.  The will, Aquinas explains, is a movement, whether it be the movement of

appetite prior to the attainment of a thing, or the movement of enjoyment subsequent upon the

attainment.  But it is not the attainment itself, which is most properly speaking an intellectual act.34

As we saw above, it is the immateriality of the object known that allows the soul to be identical with

it in act, which indicates a unity that can only be approximated, better or worse, by the will’s pursuit



35Aquinas says that love brings about a “suitable and becoming union,” which is more “real” than
intellectual unity, but is not unity itself.  See ST I-II, 28, 2, ad 2.  Moreover, in I-II, 16, 4, he affirms that to
possess an end thus is to have imperfectly.  No matter how close they may become or how perfect their bond,
lovers, indeed, remain existentially distinct from one another.  In knowledge, by contrast, their existential
distinction does not prevent absolute intentional unity.

36ST I-II, 3, 4.  In his treatment of grace, however, Aquinas also says that “everlasting life consists in
the enjoyment (fruitio) of God” (ST I-II, 114, 4).  Simonin reconciles this text with the better known one cited
above by saying Aquinas here is referring to the order of merit in which goodness (and thus love) take priority,
and that the recompense of this merit is the intellectual act in which God is received to be enjoyed (see Simonin,
“La Primauté de l’Amour,” 132).  Gallagher offers, to my mind, a better account of the larger picture:
contemplation is not the end but the essence of beatitude.  One does not love the contemplation, but God, even
though contemplation is the essential means of realizing this love.  If one loved the contemplation, one would
degrade the love of God into an amor concupiscentiae.  See David Gallagher, “Person and Ethics in Thomas
Aquinas,” Acta Philosophica 4 (1995): 51-71, here: 70.

37See the contrast Rousselot draws between the union of love and the unity of knowledge through a
juxtaposition of texts from Aquinas (and others) in The Problem of Love in the Middle Ages: A Historical
Contribution (Milwaukee, Wis.: Marquette University Press, 2001), 205-06, fn. 116.

38ST I-II, 28, 1, ad 3.
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of the good.35  This is why Aquinas, in contrast to many of his confreres in the Franciscan—or we

might say, Augustinian—tradition, affirmed that man’s final end, the eschatological vision of God,

is not essentially an act of love (i.e., of the will), but an act of intellect:  “The essence of happiness

consists in an act of the intellect.”36  If the union of love, rather than the unity of knowledge, were

the essence of happiness, that happiness would perpetually remain something sought rather than

attained, insofar as attainment, in its perfect sense, indicates the kind of possession that can occur

only intellectually, and, as Aquinas puts it, the movement of the will refers to the pursuit of that

attainment or the subsequent delight in it, but is not the attainment itself.37  To be sure, even this point

is more complicated than initially appears, for Aquinas in fact states, in his treatment of the effects

of love, that “the union caused by love is closer [magis unitivus] than that which is caused by

knowledge.”38  But here he is talking about union from the perspective of the real order, as opposed



39See In caus., 1, 18.  Cf., De ver., 22, 11.
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to the intentional order, and refers to material being, which we cannot possess intellectually as it really

(materially) exists—in which case, the union of love brings us, as it were, closer to the reality of the

thing than does intentional union.  In other words, if the union of love is “closer” to the real thing,

intentional union is nevertheless more perfect as union.  The union of love is real, not formal, while

the union of knowledge is formal, not real, and only formal union can be unity in an absolute sense.

Aquinas regards the formal, non-material union as the noblest type of union.39  Elevating real over

formal unity would be absolutizing the relative and relativizing the absolute.  In the eschaton,

however, the material conditions that keep formal unity from being real will fall away, and there will

no longer be anything preventing the intellect from uniting itself perfectly to the reality it knows,

which would thus make the intellectual act the best of all possible acts.

We can now return once again to the distinction we started with in Aquinas’s discussion in

ST I, 82, 3 regarding which of the two, intellect or will, is the higher power.  As we saw, Aquinas

observes that this question can be approached either absolutely or relatively.  Considered in

themselves—for the reasons we elaborated above—intellect is higher than the will.  However, when

we consider the soul in relation to a particular object, we find two responses to the question.  If, on

the one hand, the soul’s object is a lower good than the soul itself, then the intellect is higher, because

its act “elevates” the object by appropriating it into itself.  Indeed, for Aquinas, it is sinful to love

what is lower than the soul insofar as this would imply the soul’s debasement.  On the other hand,

if the object is higher than the soul, then the will is higher than the intellect.  As we have seen, the act

of will is the soul’s movement beyond itself.  If that to which the soul moves itself through the will

is higher than the soul, then the act elevates the soul.  This insight brings Aquinas to a conclusion that



40Joseph de Finance, Être et agir dans la philosophie de saint Thomas (Rome: Gregorian University
Press, 1965), 340.

41In ST II-II, 27, 4, ad 2, Aquinas says “to love God is something greater than to know him, especially
in this life” (emphasis mine), which suggests that the superiority of love holds in some sense also in the
eschaton.

42ST I, 86, 2, ad 1: though we will be able to see God in the state of glory, we will still not be able to
“comprehend” him.

43Hittinger, in fact, proposes that love, i.e., charity in this case, will be superior to reason in all of those
acts concerning God specifically: thus, if reason (and truth) is superior in relation to the natural virtues,
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is startling in light of his affirmation of the absolute superiority of intellect to will: “Wherefore the

love of God is better than the knowledge of God.”  As De Finance explains it, “To know God would

be to lower him to us; to love God raises us to him.”40  

Now, though the intellect is intrinsically higher than the will, and though the beatific vision

consists essentially in the act of the intellect, Aquinas affirms that, in the particular case of the soul’s

relation to God (and presumably its relation to those other immaterial substances, the angels), the will

is higher.  This particular case is the most basic one.  There is clearly a tension here: the most

fundamental relative case turns out to be the opposite of the absolute one.  It will not do to resolve

this tension by affirming that this superiority of the will holds for the will’s relation to God in via, but

not in fine.41  Such a qualification would succeed in dissolving the problem only if the soul were

capable, finally, of appropriating the whole of God without remainder into itself in the sense of a total

comprehension, so that there would in fact be no “beyond” left to require the soul’s volitional

movement above itself.  But Aquinas is unequivocally clear that this is never the case, and never will

be the case for all eternity: God is infinite, and the human intellect, as created, is and will remain

finite.42  If Aquinas in principle says that reason is higher than love, it seems that this principle gets

reversed in the end, and love turns out in fact to “trump reason” after all.43  Nor is this merely a



love(and goodness) is superior in relation to the theological virtues.  Unless we qualify this affirmation further,
however, we have a case wherein the order of grace simply reverses the order of nature, which would entail a
fideism/voluntarism/irrationalism in the order of the theological virtues.  It does not suffice simply to affirm
that this reversal does not imply “any sort of voluntarist or irrational subjection of the intellective union to the
appetitive,” as Hittinger remarks in conclusion, unless one offers an explanation why it does not.  See Hittinger,
“When It is More Excellent to Love than to Know,” esp., 177-78.

44For example, there is Aquinas’s fundamental notion of the actus essendi, esse creatum, which is
inherent to all existing things, and which, as actuality, is intelligible, but as “super”-formal cannot be subsumed
intentionally by the soul.  Though this act is central to Aquinas’s metaphysics, it does not seem to figure so
centrally in his epistemology.  (For an incorporation of the significance of this act into epistemology, see
Gilson’s chapter “Knowledge and Existence,” in Being and Some Philosophers [Toronto: Pontifical Institute
of Medieval Studies, 1952], 190-215, and especially de Finance, 305-07.  Kenneth Schmitz offers a speculative
development of this line of thinking in “Enriching the Copula,” Review of Metaphysics 27 (1974): 492-512.)
 To make it central, one would have to develop, for example, what it would mean to know singulars (or at least
in what sense knowledge is “more” than simply universal), and thus to develop Aquinas’s principles in a
direction different from the one he followed.  We see something of this move, e.g., in Hayens, who argues for
a dynamic interpretation of intentionality, whereby the real objectivity of knowledge is secured by the mediation
of the act of the will (L’Intenionnel selon saint Thomas, 222-25), or also in Rousselot, who develops the
principles for knowledge of singulars in Aquinas through an analysis of the non-identity between
concept/definition and the actual essence of a thing, and the corresponding analogical movement within the
intellectual act toward the really existing thing as it is in itself (Intelligence, esp. chapter 3, 91-109).  It would
also be possible, finally, to put more “flesh” on the standard interpretation of species, and thus bring out its
aesthetic dimension (along the lines of the Gestalt we elaborate below) and its mediating role between the mind
and reality: see Aquinas’s comments on the “intellectual conception” in De ver., 4, 2, ad 3.

17

particular and accidental case.  If it is true, as Aquinas also affirms, that this final state is that for

which the human being was created, then we have an essential end that overturns man’s essential

nature.

Now, the reason for laying emphasis on this tension is not in the least to undermine Aquinas’s

philosophy.  Rather, I mean to suggest only that the conventional reading of Aquinas will ultimately

encounter a tension, if not an outright contradiction, when pressed to the most fundamental levels of

reflection, and that, in order to avoid such a tension, one must develop a much more paradoxical

interpretation of the texts of Aquinas.  As I mentioned above, I believe that the depth, complexity,

integrity, and honesty of Aquinas’s thought provides ample resources for such an interpretation,

though we won’t pursue it here.44  Instead, I propose that the vision of the transcendentals, being, and



45Aquinas often enough states this contrast himself in a cursory fashion: “the act of a cognitive power
is completed by the thing known being in the knower, whereas the act of an appetitive power consists in the
appetite being inclined towards the thing in itself” (ST II-II, 27, 4).  Cf., I, 82, 3, and 84, 7.  The point is that
this contrast needs significant qualification.

46ST, I, 12, 4, 3; I, 12, 5.

47Hittinger observes that the eschatological “vision” is structurally more like the appetitive than the
intellectual relation: “When It is More Excellent to Love than to Know,”177: “. . . a new medium is introduced
[in the eschaton], and the created intellect is made dependent upon the medium of the ‘other,’ in a fashion
similar to the natural structure of the appetitive relation to any sort of entity.”
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love that we find in Balthasar serves to resolve this tension in a fruitful way, and would claim in fact

that a re-reading of Aquinas in the light of this tension will ultimately result in a position basically

similar to the one Balthasar adopts.  In other words, Balthasar is not “opposed” to Aquinas, as some

have charged, but opposed only to a simplistic reading of Aquinas, which entails problems of its own;

at the deepest level, there is a harmony between the two thinkers, and Balthasar helps to orient one’s

interpretation of Aquinas in a fruitful direction.

In order to appreciate the significance of Balthasar’s contribution to this particular problem

it is good to state more clearly the potential difficulties generated by a standard interpretation, which

simply contrasts the immanence of the intellectual act to the ecstasis of the appetitive act.45  To put

it more specifically, they stem from a reading of the form of knowledge as wholly “possessive.”  I will

mention four of these difficulties.  1) Aquinas describes the eschatological vision of God, not as the

soul’s taking God into itself intellectually, but rather as God’s elevating the soul to himself through

grace.46  But this response leaves in place a problem: if the intellectual vision of God is a movement

exactly the contrary of the soul’s natural exercise of intelligence, then—without a radical rethinking

of the meaning of natural intelligence—the vision of God is strictly speaking the opposite of

rational—i.e., it is irrational.47  Aquinas, apparently aware of this implication, suggests a kind of



48ST I, 12, 4, ad 3: “Since therefore the created intellect is naturally capable of apprehending the
concrete form, and the concrete being abstractedly, by way of a kind of resolution of parts; it can by grace be
raised up to know separate subsisting substance, and separate subsisting existence.”  The crucial problem is
how one knows something that remains in a decisive sense beyond the soul if knowledge means possession: the
analogy that Aquinas presents here between the abstracted species and the immaterial substance, while it
resolves one problem, by the very same token deepens this other.

49ST I, 12, 5.

50See ST I-II, 3, 4, ad 4: “Love ranks above knowledge in moving, but knowledge precedes love in
attaining: for naught is loved save what is known, as Augustine says (De Trinitate, x, 1).  Consequently, we
first attain an intelligible end by an act of the intellect; just as we first attain a sensible end by an act of sense.”
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analogy between this supernatural vision and the natural operation of the intellect in terms of the

soul’s capacity to abstract the form (and thus a certain natural aptitude for the immaterial),48 but the

deeper problem, it seems to me, is not so much the capacity to know an immaterial substance as it

is the movement of soul required for such knowledge.

2) If the previous point indicated the danger of the analogy between knowledge and

supernatural vision collapsing into contradiction, we also face the opposite problem of the analogy

of being collapsing into identity.  Aquinas goes on to say that created grace strengthens the natural

power of the created intellect to allow it to see God, an act that would otherwise simply be

disproportionate to it.49  If, in knowledge, the knower becomes identical to the known in act, so too

in the beatific vision, the blessed become “deiform” (deiformes), that is, as one form, with God.  The

question is:  does this “deiformity,” as it were, preclude any difference?  It would seem necessary for

it to do so if Aquinas had rejected love as the essence of beatitude precisely on account of the abiding

difference, and thus the incompleteness of the unity, it entails.50  Moreover, if it were true that, in

spite of the assimilation to God that this created grace enables, God still remained in some sense

“more” than the soul, then the logic of Aquinas’s position would require him to affirm love as the

ultimate act, because the act of will is nobler than the act of intellect whenever that to which the soul



51ST I, 14, 3.

52Sent. IV, 49, 2, 3.
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relates is higher than the soul.  But to affirm this would, in turn, require a radical reconsideration of

his philosophical anthropology, as we saw above.  If we were to deny that God remained forever

greater than the soul, on the other hand, then the analogia entis would founder into a substantial

identity between the soul and God, which, as Aquinas would say, is “repugnant to the faith.”

3) To specify the problem in the philosophical anthropology just alluded to: one of the reasons

Aquinas had affirmed the supremacy of the intellect, absolutely speaking, over the will was to avoid

purely spontaneous and thus irrational use of the will, which we could call voluntarism.  As we have

seen, Aquinas follows Aristotle in characterizing knowledge as a movement of, as it were, spiritual

internalization of the intelligible form of the object, which terminates in the soul of the knower.

Knowledge, in this case, is not complete to the extent that that which is to be understood remains

somehow beyond the soul:  comprehension means that a thing is known to the extent that it is

knowable,51 and to be known means to be appropriated into the knower, to be “included” within him:

‘To comprehend’ means, as it were, ‘to grasp all at once,’ i.e., to lay hold of; and
therefore something is properly comprehended when it is laid hold of all at once, i.e.,
with everything that belongs to it.  Hence, it is necessary that every comprehended
thing must be enclosed within the one comprehending. . . .  Now, just as something
bodily is said to be contained in another because it does not exceed any of the
container’s bounds according to dimensive quantity, as wine in a cask, so something
is said to be contained by another spiritually when it stands under its power and in no
way exceeds that [container].  And therefore something is said to be comprehended
by knowledge when the thing known stands under the act of the knowing power and
does not exceed it.52

Knowledge, in other words, means possession, and a person either possesses something or he does



53Aquinas does affirm that something can be loved perfectly even if it is imperfectly known: “wherefore
it suffices, for the perfection of love, that a thing be loved according as it is known in itself.  Hence it is,
therefore, that a thing is loved more than it is known; since it can be loved perfectly, even without being
perfectly known.  This is most evident in regard to the sciences, which some love through having a certain
general knowledge of them: for instance, they know that rhetoric is a science that enables man to persuade
others; and this is what they love in rhetoric.  The same applies to the love of God,” ST I-II, 27, 2, ad 3.  Does
this mean that the completion of the act of will does not depend on the completion of the act of intellect, so that
the quality of one’s knowledge is irrelevant to the quality of one’s act of will?  It would generally seem to be
the case that the better I know something, the more I am capable of loving it.  The precise wording Aquinas
chooses here is significant:  love is directed to a thing insofar as it is known, which means that I can exercise
a “perfect” (i.e., complete) act of will with regard to a thing as long as I know that it is, without having to know
much about it in particular.  In this case, my act of will is still altogether governed by my understanding.
According to Gallagher, the will “tends primarily towards the formality under which an object is willed, and
only secondarily toward the object itself,” David Gallagher, “Thomas Aquinas on Will as Rational Appetite,”
The Journal of the History of Philosophy (1991): 559-84, here:  576.

54See for example ST I, 1, 8, ad 2.  To say simply that the argument from authority, generally a less
dignified form of argument, is strong in this case because the authority is God himself, and those to whom he
originally revealed himself, does not yet show why revelation has any intrinsic bearing on reason.  Compare
this approach to the one Balthasar outlines: he interprets (as we shall see below) reason and its knowledge in
a non-possessive manner as rooted in and ecstatically ordered toward the truth of Being.  Because reason is,
as it were, obedient (rather than essentially possessive) in its structure, the movement into faith is a deepening
and elevation of what is proper to reason: “It is this alone which makes it possible for the believer to submit
to an external authority” (GL 1, 164).

55One might argue that there must be something a-rational about faith if we are to avoid collapsing the
distinction between faith and reason.  Indeed.  But it would be better to say “supra-rational” without being
irrational.  If we preserve a difference between the two precisely by insisting on an essential opposition,
whereby the soul-transcending assent to authority is strictly speaking extrinsic, and just so far foreign, to the
normal operation of intellect, and vice versa, we will ultimately end with a dualism that generates in its turn
a host of insoluble problems.  Instead, we must find a way to affirm an essential and abiding difference that
nevertheless does not exclude an analogy, whereby reason would exhibit something of the “ecstasis” of faith,
even while faith exhibits something of the “possession” of knowledge.  Balthasar’s view of reason, as we will
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not.  But this implies that the use of the will in relation to anything not possessed by the soul, anything

that “exceeds” the soul, is irrational.53  It would follow that the affirmation of something on the basis

of authority, for example, is not intrinsically a rational act, even if one has good reasons for giving

one’s assent.54  In this case, because the revelation which is the object of faith cannot be possessed

in its truth in the manner generally accorded to reason, there will always remain something

fundamentally irrational, or at least “a-rational,” about faith.55  If we define reason wholly in terms



elaborate it below, points in just this direction.
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of possession or intentional identity we will ultimately have no alternative but an essentially fideistic

conception of faith, and of anything else that transcends such identity.  Any relation, in fact, to the

soul’s ultimate end—and thus the order of grace, revelation, the theological virtues, and so

forth—will, because the ultimate end cannot simply become identical to the soul without simply

deifying the soul, inevitably have an irrational and positivistic character.  By the same token, the love

for God that transcends the possession of God in knowledge, whether we consider it in via or in fine,

will itself, from this perspective, be intrinsically irrational precisely because it is ordered to an object

that exceeds reason’s grasp.  Unless we modify what we mean by reason, we can avoid an ultimate

irrationality only by collapsing into the comprehensive possession that the analogy of being does not

permit.

4) Finally, this same conception of knowledge as immanent possession threatens the positive

value of mystery in a number of respects.  First of all, according to the straightforward interpretation

of the acts of the powers of the soul we have presumed in these criticisms, there cannot in principle

be any genuine mystery about the created order—except perhaps for the angels.  It is not possible for

something that I possess, indeed, something with which I am intentionally identical in act, to be

mysterious to me.  And, because human beings are the noblest beings in the material universe, there

is no meaningful part of this universe that I cannot take into intellectual possession once and for all.

To be sure, because the aspect that the soul becomes identical to in knowledge is solely the intelligible

species, one could say that the matter, qua matter, of things remains forever outside the soul, and thus

in that sense will always be mysterious, but matter is, so to speak, a negative mystery, an unintelligible

darkness.  If it is true that the human being, by virtue of the soul, is nobler than any other reality in



56ST I, 86, 2, 4.  We will indeed know God in the state of glory, but without being able to
“comprehend” him.

57In Sent IV, 49, 2, 3, which we cited above, Aquinas goes on to explain that the intelligibility of a finite
thing can exceed the human intellect in quantity, if not in quality, and offers the example of the impossibility
of knowing an infinite numerical series.
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the material cosmos, then one could never speak of a worldly truth that is in any sense “bigger than

me.”  I cannot participate in a truth that exceeds me, because truth after all has its “locus” in the soul:

it cannot exceed me because, as we saw above, I contain it.  That which is contained cannot be

mysterious.

There is, of course, the Divine Essence, which cannot be contained in this sense by the human

intellect.  It exceeds the intellect as a power of intelligibility greater than the soul’s power to

comprehend,56 and therefore is essentially mysterious to it.  Thus, it would seem to follow that

whatever mystery we might wish to affirm of the world is never a mystery that belongs to the world

as a created reality, but can only be the mystery of God that we somehow glimpse through the world.

But there is something that still remains to be said about the divine mystery, thus conceived, and,

however subtle it may be, it is decisively important: though this mystery arises from an excess of

intelligibility rather than an absence (matter), it nevertheless remains in a significant respect a negative

mystery with respect to the human soul, insofar as the mystery is due precisely to the soul’s

deficiency.  If knowledge is the possession of truth, mystery can only be what is not (yet) possessed.

But this entails a dialectical relationship between knowledge and mystery: what is known is not

mysterious, and what is mysterious is not (yet) known.  To make progress in knowledge, then, is just

so far to conquer mystery, except insofar as one uncovers more to be taken into intellectual

possession.57  What we lose, in this case, is a depth dimension in both knowledge and mystery.  Truth,



58Balthasar, TL 1, 9.  Note that, in his critique of Balthasar, Levering is compelled to distort
Balthasar’s own affirmation of the coincidence of love and being by adding to a citation precisely what
Balthasar himself denies in the footnote to the passage: Levering adds “more fundamental than being or
knowing” to Balthasar’s affirmation of love as the ‘transcendental par excellence’ (Levering, 125), while
Balthasar himself in a footnote adds: “Groundless love is not prior to being but is the supreme act of being,”
TL 2, trans. Adrian Walker (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2004), 177, fn. 9.
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evacuated of any essential mystery, becomes flat.

Now, to repeat once again, there are resources in Aquinas to respond to these problems, but

to do so would require a reconsideration and qualification of the thesis that the operation of the

intellect terminates simply in the soul, and that knowledge is therefore possession.  It is in just this

direction that Balthasar takes his understanding of reason and love, in their relation to truth.  If there

are aspects of his view that may appear to bear traces of irrationalism, it is only, as we shall see,

because he espouses a more ample notion of reason than the one that creates the problems we have

just enumerated.  In the light of these problems, we turn now to consider some of the basic features

of Balthasar’s view of the relation between love and reason.

III.  BALTHASAR ON THE GESTALT IN THE CIRCUMINCESSION OF THE TRANSCENDENTALS

For simplicity’s sake, we will sketch the basic features of Balthasar’s philosophy relevant to

this particular question in five theses.

1) Love is the meaning of being.  The first thing—determinative of all the rest—to be

pointed out is that, for Balthasar, love does not principally name the act of the will, but instead

indicates the meaning of being as a whole and therefore includes, not merely the order of goodness,

but all of the transcendentals in their circumincession.58  The importance of this point of departure

cannot be overstated.  The emphasis Balthasar gives to love, indeed, the absolute supremacy he



59Here we see the significance of Balthasar’s response to Rahner’s critique of the importance he gives
to beauty: TL 1, 19-20.  Rahner wishes to preserve the duality of reason and love as a reflection of the two
processions in the Trinity, while Balthasar insists on a more thoroughly circumincessive view of both the
transcendentals and the divine Persons.  Love is not a part, but is the full integration of all the “parts,” of being.

60Consider the depth that this simple point opens up: for example, to say that God is love would not
mean simply that he is good and wills good, but that God is the ultimate meaning of being (the New Testament
revelation fulfills both the Old Testament and also Greek metaphysics), and that this meaning is not merely
substance but also the communion of persons: i.e., comprehensive of both nature and freedom.

61In Love Alone is Credible (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2004), Balthasar, for example, follows
the chapter on “Love as Deed” with “Love as Form.”

62See the section entitled “The Logic of Love” in TL 2, 29-33.  Cf., E. Tourpe, “La logique de l’amour:
À propos de quelques volumes récemment traduits de H.U. von Balthasar,” Revue Théologique de Louvain
29 (1998): 202-28.

63TL 1, 26; cf., Hans Urs von Balthasar Epilog (= E) (Trier: Johannes Verlag Einsiedeln, 1987), 44.
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accords it, cannot therefore be interpreted as a sign of voluntarism, as it would necessarily be if it

came from the medieval thinkers who identify the order of love with the order of the will as distinct

from, say, the order of the intellect.59  Thus, Balthasar is able to give full weight to the traditional

exaltation of love in scripture and the Christian tradition without collapsing into a problematic one-

sidedness.60  Love, as the meaning of being itself, is not merely a moral matter.61  Instead, the

correlation of love and being allows us to recover the idea that love has an aesthetic, i.e., is a matter

essentially of beauty (the so-called “lost” transcendental), and—perhaps insufficiently affirmed in the

tradition—that love has a logic, i.e., is a matter essentially of truth.62

If love is not merely an act of the will, then what is it?  What does it mean to say that love is

the meaning of being, and that it is therefore, so to speak, the ground of all the transcendentals?  Just

as it is impossible to give a fully adequate “definition” of being, so too must we avoid insisting on a

definitive statement of the meaning of love—for how can one finally articulate the meaning of what

is ultimately the ground of all meaning?63  Nevertheless, the ground is not opaque; a simple



64Cf., TL 1, 220.

65See E, 43-66.  Cf., Hans Urs von Balthasar, My Work in Retrospect (= MW) (San Francisco:
Ignatius Press, 1993), 115-16.

66MW, 80.

67Analogously understood: If I read Balthasar correctly, the transcendentals govern not only the human
soul’s relation to being (as they do in Aquinas), but in some analogous form the relation of all things with one
another.

68TL 1, 38-39.
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description is possible.  As Balthasar elaborates it in the Epilog to his trilogy, to say that love and

being co-incide, as it were, is to say that being is, not just act, but the simultaneously generous and

receptive act that the word “gift” designates.64  Such a gift accounts for the transcendentals, not only

in their distinctness, but simultaneously in their interpenetration.65  Thus, being manifests itself with

a generous and inviting radiance; in other words, being is beautiful, or in more theological terms, it

is glorious (herr-lich, “lordly”).66  Second, this manifestation initiates a drama that requires a

reciprocating response, the manifestation of one’s own self in the engagement of one’s freedom.67

Here we enter the order of goodness properly speaking, which stands, thus, at the “center” of love,

and therefore being, even if it does not stand simply for the whole of it.  Finally, the result of this

drama is what Balthasar calls being’s “self-saying” (sich-sagen), the full articulation of its meaning

in an intelligible form.  Because this revelation passes, as it were, through the moment of gratuitous

self-presentation and the trial of dramatic action, truth, in Balthasar’s understanding, can be

characterized not only as ï???e?a (dis-closure), but also as emeth (trustworthiness, fidelity), which

brings together both the Greek and the Jewish traditions.68  One sees immediately how interdependent

these “moments” of being are, for the manifestation of being in beauty can be such only through the

movement of generosity (goodness) and the genuine giving-forth of something real (truth); goodness



69This is not to say that, in the created order, being and love are (simply) identical.  For Balthasar, love
is essentially personal, and created being, considered in itself, lacks this dimension.  Nevertheless, as he shows
through the complex configuration of the “fourfold” difference in being (GL 5, trans. Oliver Davies et al. [San
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1991], 613-34), being and person reciprocally illuminate the deepest meaning of
each.  It is thus that love is the meaning of being, and created being, in its fourfold difference, is an image of
the divine trinitarian Being of God.

70E, 11.

71TL 2, 140-41.
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is disordered unless it is responsive to a form (beauty) to which it remains faithful (truth); and truth

requires the dramatic engagement of freedom (goodness), which comes to fruition in a meaningful

form (beauty).  As we can see here as well, love is not something being does (after being, as it were),

but is something being is, which emphatically includes all that it does and gives.69  To insist on the

absolute supremacy of love, in short, is precisely to insist on comprehensiveness—the motto of the

Epilog is “wer mehr Wahrheit sieht hat tiefer recht,”70 “recht” meaning both “correct” and

“justified”—so that the superiority of love, far from compromising the integrity of truth, is in fact the

very thing that safeguards it, the very thing that itself insists that truth be fully what it is in itself and

therefore within its essential relationship with all the other transcendentals.  Love thus provides the

foundation for each and for all of them together:

Now, the first thing that we must say about this groundless, all-grounding love is that
it is anything but blind.  Rather, it is supremely wise and is thus the ultimate sense of
all knowing and all reason; it is supreme rectitude and thus orients all that looks for
direction and guidance.  Although, in the worldly echo, man seeks to apprehend and
to know in order to direct his steps to some end, what sets him on his way is still the
good, which he desires to love and, through understanding, can love.  And, in
attaining the end toward which his love-inspired knowledge is directed, he learns that
the gratuity of love reigns beyond every utilitarian calculation.71

2) Truth is simultaneously an object of intellect and will.  If love is absolute, truth is

inseparably bound to the other transcendentals—which means not only that one ought not to consider



72“Die Transzendentalien, die alles Sein durchwalten, können nur ineinander sein,” E, 52.  Cf., TL 1,
225.

73Though this “successive” view of the interdependence of intellect and will is a common one, I wish
to emphasize, again, that it is not the best way to interpret Aquinas, who understands the powers of the soul
as powers of a single, unified soul, relating to transcendental qualities that are of being, and who would thus
see these powers as more intrinsically related than the successive view implies.

74If there were “innate species,” Aquinas shows that we would no longer be able to account for the
soul’s union with the body (ST I, 84, 4), for this union can be explained only if it is “for the sake of the soul,”
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it apart from the others, but one cannot without somehow distorting its own nature.72  But this

inseparability has implications for how we understand the relationship between the intellect and will.

If truth is essentially inseparable from goodness, then goodness is part of the intrinsic structure and

meaning of truth as truth (and vice versa).  If this is the case, it follows that the will is intrinsic to the

intellect as intellect (and vice versa).  Now, we saw that Aquinas, too, insisted on the mutual

inclusion of will and intellect within each other.  It is crucial that we follow out the significance of this

point all the way.  We do not yet say enough if we affirm simply that the intellect and will, though

governing different orders, depend on one another in their actual operations.  It is typically such an

understanding that would lead one to envision their mutual interaction as one act successively coming

after the other, i.e., first there is a completed act of the intellect that makes an act of the will possible,

and the act of the will is what sets in motion an act of the intellect.73  Such an alternating reciprocity

would demand a first mover, as we saw above, namely, God, in order to set this process in motion.

But this response, it seems to me, provokes a set of questions of its own.  Not only does God seem

to enter here, as it were, quite literally “from the machine,” but to affirm this solution would seem to

require an initial idea that does not come through the real order of the senses, which is always

mediated by the will, but is as it were immediately planted in the soul by God.  This would represent,

however, just the sort of “innate idea” doctrine that Aquinas, I believe, is right to reject in principle.74



which means only insofar as the body allows the soul to achieve the ends proper to it—in this case, knowledge.
Cf., the other articles of ST I, 84.

75There is some controversy surrounding the question whether Aquinas accepted beauty as a
transcendental distinct in itself, or saw it as essentially equivalent to goodness.  (For examples on each side of
the debate, see Francis Kovach, “The Transcendentality of Beauty in Thomas Aquinas,” in Miscellanea
Medieavalia, vol. 2: Die Metaphysik im Mittelalter, ed., P. Wilpert [Berlin: 1963], 386-92; and Jan Aertsen,
Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals: The Case of Thomas Aquinas [Leiden, Netherlands: E.J. Brill,
1996]).  Whatever the final outcome of this controversy may be, it remains true that he did not integrate its
significance into his view of ordering of the powers of the human soul.

76Balthasar, GL 1, 18-19.
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Moreover, this idea would have to be sufficient to contain implicitly the whole subsequent unfolding

of the life of the intellect and the will, a notion that would send us quite quickly into a crass idealism.

Balthasar differs from this interpretation of the mutual inclusion of truth and goodness,

intellect and will, in two basic respects.  First of all, while Balthasar would be in agreement with

Aquinas that, in order to prevent the mutual dependence of the orders of the intellect and will from

collapsing into the incoherence of an endless regression, it is necessary to affirm, as it were “a “third”

causal principle distinct from this two, he does not agree exactly with how Aquinas identifies that

principle.  Rather than attributing the original impetus of this complex reciprocal causality directly

to God’s immediate intervention, he points to the transcendental that carries little significance in

Aquinas’s thought, namely, beauty.75  It is for this reason (among others) that Balthasar begins with

the order of beauty, because for him beauty represents the “connection” between truth and goodness,

even while it remains an order distinct from them.76  As the scholastics said, beauty is id quod visum

placet, and thus contains reference to both the intellect and will at once.  Beginning with beauty

allows a starting point that transcends the orders of intellect and will, as distinct from them, and yet

for all that remains a real relation in the (material) world, which prevents any concession to idealism



77What Balthasar calls the “philosophy of spirit” is that “in which the immediacy of the relationship
with the divine is no longer mediated by the universe” (GL 5, 452).  Though in some sense arising from
Christianity, Balthasar sees it as its “greatest threat” because it leads to the emptiest kinds of rationalism and
positivistic materialism.

78Balthasar cites Gustav Siewerth on this point—assuming the “heart” to be in some sense the
“faculty” of beauty (on this point, see D.C. Schindler, Hans Urs von Balthasar and the Dramatic Structure
of Truth: A Philosophical Investigation [New York: Fordham University Press, 2004], 288-89): “with the
awakening of the heart, the intellectual reason and the intellectual will come simultaneously and in the same
act into their perfected, essential activity” (Siewerth, Metaphysik der Kindheit, 28, cited in TL 2, 177).  Cf.,
TL 1, 224.

79According to Rousselot, reason itself is nothing other than a pure love of Being,” Eyes of Faith., 52.
For Rousselot, the dynamism implied by will ultimately reduces to the intelligence.  Of course, in relation to
the use of the faculties in via, Rousselot insists on the dependence of the intellect on the will: see Rousselot,
Intelligence, 165.
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or to what Balthasar calls the “philosophy of spirit.”77  Secondly, precisely because of its

concreteness, this starting point allows us to affirm a genuine simultaneity of intellect and will, rather

than merely a successive reciprocity which would leave the two orders essentially extrinsic to one

another.78  In other words, it is not a principle that first gives rise to an intellectual act, which, once

it is completed, then gives rise to an act of the will, which in turn initiates a new act of intellect, and

so on.  Instead, it reveals that the intellect cannot complete its own act except through a simultaneous

act of the will, just as that very act of the will requires the intellect’s act to complete its own.  There

is clearly a paradox here, which would require, for its full elaboration and justification, a criticism of

what we might call a merely “linear” notion of causality.  Pierre Rousselot described the reciprocal

causality of will and intellect brilliantly in his later work, The Eyes of Faith.  But while

Rousselot—without a notion of beauty—eventually collapses the two orders into intelligence and thus

seems to compromise the will’s free activity in the end,79 Balthasar is able to “contain” the full

paradox within the non-linearality, and not-mere-temporality of the depth-dimension of being: of

beauty.



80See TL 1, 112.  Of course, this implication and inclusion goes both ways.  We are focusing, however,
in the present context on the nature of truth.

81Here we would have the ground for a “non-instrumentalist” notion of freedom—an important notion,
but which unfortunately cannot be pursued here.

82Francis Kovach, Die Ästhetik des Thomas von Aquin: Eine genetische und systematische Analyse
(Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1961), 212-13.

83GL 4, 38.

31

The concrete simultaneity of truth and goodness in beauty has a crucial implication for our

present discussion.  If truth and goodness are genuine transcendentals, and thus include one another

not merely in their activity but in fact in their own essential meaning—a mutual inclusion that is

safeguarded by beauty, and ultimately by love—it follows that the definition of goodness is essentially

part of the definition of truth.  But this means, in turn, that the operation of the will that is designated

by the order of goodness is essentially a part of the operation of intellect designated by the order of

truth.80  Now, if we affirm, with Aristotle and Aquinas, that the truth indicates an act that

“terminates” in the soul, and goodness indicates an act that “terminates” in the thing, we must

nevertheless go on to affirm that, because truth includes goodness essentially, and vice versa, then

the act of the intellect must also terminate in the thing in some respect, just as the act of the will must

also terminate in some respect in the soul.81  In a study of Aquinas’s aesthetics, Francis Kovach

interprets beauty as unique insofar as it seems to represent a transcendental with two termini.82  It

does so, he explained, because it unites goodness and truth.  Affirming this, we would add that it does

not unite them without transforming them, and it transforms them by granting them each the character

of beauty, i.e., of being an act with two termini, a character that each possesses in a manner

appropriate to it.83  But if the act of the intellect is, so to speak, circumincessive with the act of will,

and thus possesses more than one terminus, then the soul’s act of intellection cannot come to



84According to Balthasar, there is no such thing in the universe as a merely passive object.  Even purely
material things possess a kind of inner depth that gives itself in appearance, and thus all things share
analogously in freedom: see TL 1, 80-107.

85“We have until now been considering the two poles of knowledge [subject and object] separately,
looking at their equipment and readiness for the act of cognition.  Such an inquiry resembles an investigation
of the masculine and feminine that attends mainly to the functions and inclinations that predispose them for
their union.  The union itself is a new, third thing in which the purpose of these inclinations is truly unveiled
for the first time,” ibid., 61.
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completion simply within the soul itself, but must in some respect find its home, as it were, beyond

the soul.  This brings us to the next thesis.

3) The ‘locus’ of truth is the concrete Gestalt.  Prima facie, there seems to be something

strange about a transcendental relation with two termini: how can a movement come to rest in two

different places at once?  Such a movement would not be possible if it had a single principle, for the

movement would then resolve in a single end.  For Balthasar, the act of understanding is not a

unilateral act, which a soul performs, so to speak, upon a passive object,84 but is itself a co-act, a

single act that is shared between the asymmetrical and irreducibly different activities of the soul and

object operating in conjunction with one another.  Being—as love—is not a static fact but gives itself,

makes itself known, in its manifestation to the soul, a manifestation that is in fact possible only

through the appropriately attentive, and reciprocally generous, engagement on the part of the soul

that knows.  The intelligible manifestation, then, is not due to the object or the subject alone, nor is

it the mere addition of their respective activities, but is rather the single fruit of their encounter or

reciprocal interaction.85  Balthasar calls this fruit the Gestalt.

A Gestalt is a whole greater than the sum of its parts; at the same time, it is itself a part that

makes concretely manifest a greater whole.  First, it is greater than the sum of its parts because it

represents a distinct “third” in relation to the knowing soul and the thing known.  It is not simply an



86See GL 4, 28-29, and TL 1, 202-03.

87See the interplay between the reciprocally generous and receptive activities of the subject and object
that Balthasar describes in TL 1, 61-78.
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idea immanent to the mind, nor simply an aspect or part of the thing, but has its own reality distinct

from each.  As an irreducible and thus distinct whole, it has a clear radiance that makes it a fitting

object for the intellect, an intelligible “unity,” which, though it can be to some extent explained in

terms of its constitutive elements, ultimately resists dissolving back into them.  Aquinas, following

Aristotle, had insisted on the soul as the locus of truth because the intelligible species of a thing, as

a universal, must be distinct from the materially subsisting and thus individualized form of the thing

itself, and this species can thus exist only intentionally.  For Balthasar, by contrast, the Gestalt is in

part the fruit of spirit, i.e., the soul’s perceptive and cognitive activity, and thus has an intelligibility

that is “more” than the material being by itself, but this Gestalt nevertheless—because truth

terminates in some respect beyond the knower—has a concrete existence “independent” of the

knowing soul.86  To say that the Gestalt is thus irreducibly distinct from the soul means that the soul

can “appropriate” it only by going beyond itself “into” the meaning.  This does not mean, we must

realize, that the Gestalt is already there before the mind’s activity, and that the mind must

subsequently rise up to make contact with it, as it were.  Instead, the Gestalt exists only in the

medium of the soul’s having risen up to meet the object it seeks to know.87  It is therefore not merely

in the act of will that the soul transcends itself toward a real object, but also in the act of

understanding itself.  In the encounter between the knower and the known designated by the Gestalt,

the real thing that is known simultaneously enters into the subject and remains, so to speak, above



88“We ‘behold’ the form; but, if we really behold it, it is not as a detached form, rather in its unity with
the depths that make their appearance in it.  We see form as the splendour, as the glory of Being.  We are
‘enraptured’ by our contemplation of these depths and are ‘transported’ to them,” GL 1, 119.

89TL 1, 37-38.

90“Thus, insofar as the appearing essence never coincides with its appearance, it is always, and at the
same time, nonapparent, held back, kept in reserve in its very veiling—though not purposely denied to, or
withheld from, knowledge,” ibid., 208.

91GL 4, 31.
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him.88

At the same time, the Gestalt is also distinct from the reality known.  As Balthasar explains,

the Gestalt does not merely designate the reality of being as it is in itself, but includes the appearance,

being “for” us, in its irreducible distinction from that being—even though he constantly insists that

the appearance is always only of being (and here he is decidedly different from Kant).89  By affirming

this distinction, Balthasar intends to preserve what we might call the “ever-greater” (je-mehr)

character of the Gestalt.  The reality that comes to manifestation in the Gestalt is a reality “beyond”

the manifestation.  The non-appearing depth of being cannot be juxtaposed to the appearance as one

thing next to another, because the appearance is of nothing other than those very depths; but neither

can they be simply identified with one another.90  No matter how immediate our relation to being may

be, this relation is nevertheless always mediated by some “appearance.”  It is in this sense that we

speak of a Gestalt as being an expression of the whole in the part: the Gestalt is the particular, and

thus finite, manifestation of a depth that transcends it, and every Gestalt therefore possesses an

intelligibility that is inexhaustible to the extent that the difference between being and appearance

cannot be eliminated.91  In sum, the Gestalt, as the locus of truth, as a “third” distinct from both the

knower and the known, is at once more than and less than each of them taken in isolation.  It is an



92Michael Polanyi makes a similar point from the perspective of a Gestalt-founded epistemology in his
The Tacit Dimension (New York: Peter Smith Pub., 1983).

93It is interesting to note that Laurence Dewan has recently argued that, based primarily on a reading
of the Summa (which he claims develops the notion of truth beyond the De veritate), truth, for Aquinas, is not
in fact an ontological transcendental, but simply a logical one, since it, in contrast to the good, does not refer
to anything in the really existing thing itself: see “Is Truth a Transcendental in Aquinas?,” Nova et Vetera 2:1
(2004): 1-21.  But any interpretation that weakens the significance of the convertibility of truth and being
cannot be said to do justice to Aquinas’s thought.  He himself considers the implication of the Aristotelian circle
of the acts of soul and corrects it: “The true resides in things and in the intellect, as said before.  But the true
that is in things is convertible with being as to substance; while the true that is in the intellect is convertible with
being, as the manifestation with the manifested; for this belongs to the nature of truth, as has been said already.
It may, however, be said, that being also is in things and in the intellect, as is the true; although truth is
primarily in the intellect, while being is primarily in things; and this is so because truth and being differ in idea”
(ST I, 16, 3, ad 1).
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intelligibility that the soul can comprehend, and thus include within itself, but which represents more

than the soul can articulate (in knowing a Gestalt, the soul always knows, as it were, more than it

knows),92 and at the same time, while it lies beyond the mere material existence of the thing, it

remains a relative partial expression of that reality: the reality could have appeared differently, and

it does not simply exhaust all that it is in the particular appearance.

Affirming the Gestalt as the locus of truth keeps us decisively from a reduction to either

idealism or empiricism, and by the same token keeps truth connected with goodness and beauty by

integrating the elements of volition and perception.  In other words, identifying the Gestalt as the

place where truth essentially occurs, preserves the ontological dimension of truth, precisely because

it resists a reduction of truth to the subject or to the object.  To put it another way, it brings to light

the genuinely transcendental character of truth, as a property of being, which includes both subject

and object in their relation.93  Moreover, locating truth in the Gestalt holds together its relation to the

other transcendentals.  If truth had a merely intentional existence, and the transcendentals were

distinct not in re but in ratione, truth would be identified specifically in terms of its separateness from



94Balthasar, “Theology and Sanctity,” in Explorations in Theology, vol. I: The Word Made Flesh (San
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1989), 185.

95There is some connection between Balthasar and the Hegelian notion, expressed in the
Phenomenology of Spirit, that “the true is the whole.”
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goodness.  As “really” existing in the Gestalt, by contrast, truth remains within its circumincessive

relation to goodness and thus to being.  Here we understand Balthasar’s criticism of the tendency to

approach the transcendentals primarily from the vantage of their relation to the distinct powers of the

soul: “The intimate connection was seen, and indeed emphasized, between the true and the good as

the transcendental properties of the one being, but it was looked at more from the human standpoint,

in the mutual presupposition of intellect and will (S. Th. I, 16, 4 and ad 2), than in their objective

mutual inclusion, or real identity.”94  This real identity is found in the Gestalt.

4) Mystery is convertible with truth.  To say that the Gestalt is the locus of truth is to say

that the place wherein being actualizes its intelligibility is in this whole greater than the sum of its

parts, this concrete manifestation of (ever-greater) being.  The Gestalt is not merely the appearance

of being, the immediately accessible surface of things, but is the whole: it is the coincidence of

appearance and being, taken both in their unity and in their difference—and thus in their complex

interplay.95  But if this is the case, then we no longer have to make truth simply identical to that which

is made accessible, that which is brought to light, and therefore to set truth in opposition to mystery.

Instead, since the Gestalt is both the appearance of being (i.e., the immanence of being in the

appearance) and the distinction of being from appearance (i.e., the abiding transcendence of being

with respect to appearance), it follows that mystery and manifestation are in reality interdependent

aspects of a single thing.  Mystery thus acquires here a decidedly positive character:  it is not the



96To be more precise, Balthasar qualifies the scholastic notion of the light of reason, significantly, by
pointing to its more fundamental source in Being’s own light: for even this light [i.e., the light of reason] (as
lumen intellectus agentis) is not properly speaking man’s own light, but rather his openness to the light of
Being which illumines him,” GL 1, 164-65.  In this, Balthasar stands quite close to Heidegger.  Heidegger
seems to differ from Balthasar, however, and in this respect to be closer to conventional epistemologies, in
affirming a predominantly negative notion of mystery.  In other words, according to Heidegger, it is precisely
the concealment of Being that makes it mysterious: compare, for example, Heidegger’s description in Vom
Wesen der Wahrheit, in Wegmarken (Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio Klostermann, 1996), 193-94, in which
Heidegger relates concealment and thus mystery to the un-truth that is “older than” (and essential to) the
disclosedness of truth.

97“[T]ruth itself irradiates mystery, and it is of the very essence of truth to manifest this radiant mystery
through itself,” TL 1, 223.

98It is no doubt Blankenhorn’s imposition of the understanding of mystery as simply opposed to
knowledge onto Balthasar that leads him to accuse Balthasar of contradiction when he affirms that the
Trinitarian Persons know each other perfectly without eliminating something like “surprise.”  See Blankenhorn,
266-67.

99“Truth as emeth does two things.  On the one hand, it is conclusive, in the sense that it puts an end
to uncertainty and endless seeking, to conjecture and suspicion, so that this condition of ever-shifting vacillation
can give way to the clearly formed, solid evidence of things that are unveiled as they actually are.  On the other
hand, this closure of uncertainty and its bad infinity is the un-closing and unsealing of a true infinity of fruitful
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withdrawal of being from the illumination of reason,96 or simply that which, as exceeding the intellect,

is not given to it.  Rather, it is for Balthasar precisely the givenness of being that is mysterious, insofar

as the generosity at the heart of the act of manifestation is the reason for the mystery.97  Because

being does not hold itself back, but appears, it reveals itself as gloriously transcendent of the

appearance—in the appearance.  Being overwhelmed by the mystery of something, its ever-greater

character, can occur only through the clear and certain grasp of the Gestalt in which that

transcendence comes to expression.  The very same thing is intelligible and mysterious;98 though we

might distinguish in ratione between the thing in respect to its being known and the thing in respect

to its lying beyond knowledge, in re—that is, in the Gestalt itself where truth properly occurs—these

two aspects are simply identical.  The “closure” that a genuine Gestalt brings about is, for Balthasar,

always at the same time a new kind of openness.99  Balthasar explains that a fundamental purpose of



possibilities and situations.  Once truth has become present, a thousand consequences, a thousand insights,
spring from it as from a seed.  Once being has become evident, this evidence immediately harbors the promise
of further truth; it is a door, an entrance, a key to the life of the spirit,” TL 1, 39.

100Ibid., 9.

101When Aquinas speaks of mystery, he invariably refers to the feebleness of the intellect: see, for
example, his opening observations in his commentary on the apostle’s creed: “Our knowledge is so feeble that
no philosopher has ever been able completely to grasp the nature of a single fly” (cited in Ferdinand Ulrich,
Homo Abyssus: Das Wagnis der Seinsfrage (Freiburg, i.Br.: Johannes Verlag Einsiedeln, 1998), 7. See
Balthasar’s reference to this point in Presence and Thought: An Essay on the Religious Philosophy of Gregory
of Nyssa (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1995), 94, fn. 31: “It is well enough known in our day and age that
scholastic philosophy has not given this idea [i.e., incomprehensibility as an objective perfection of a thing] the
deference it merited.  Nevertheless, modern-day ‘personalism’ is in its turn so imbued with dilettantism (not
to say snobbery) that it is still far from having incarnated in a coherent and consistent system of thought that
portion of truth that it contains.”
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his most extensive philosophical work, the relatively early Wahrheit der Welt, was to “deal centrally

and in extenso with the paradox that unveiling is perfectly compatible with veiling and mystery, in

other words, that the mysteriousness of being has absolutely nothing to do with irrationality.”100  In

this sense, the ever-more character of a thing is a positive presentation of its intelligibility, and the

more directly the mind has access to this presentation, the more wonder-fully clear will its mystery

be.  From this understanding of being’s self-revelation, mystery is due not to the finite mind’s

deficiency, as Aquinas implies,101 but to its power and perfection.  Animals know very little mystery,

precisely because they “know” nothing at all.

Now, it is helpful to see that this thesis requires the previous one.  If truth did not occur most

properly in something distinct from the soul, there would be no way to avoid making truth and

mystery opposites in principle, for in this case my grasp of the truth of a thing would be my

appropriation of it, my intentional identity with it, and thus the elimination of any distance the

intelligible object has from me.  By the same token, we see that the very same thing that makes truth

coincident with mystery makes the appetitive power of the will intrinsic to the intellect.  Intellect



102In TL 1, 62-67, Balthasar describes truth as the object’s immanence within the subject; but this does
not prevent him from making the corresponding point, namely, that truth also designates the subject’s
immanence in the object: 67-71.
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itself, in other words, is a kind of desire, and at the same time a kind of self-gift, insofar as its act

comes to a close beyond itself, and this generous desire cannot simply take the form of a will to

closure precisely because it is set on what is essentially open in its intelligibility.  And here we come

to the final thesis.

5) Knowledge is essentially non-possessive.  If we think of truth as having its home in the

Gestalt, which is relatively distinct both from the soul and from the thing known, it means that the

various elements that constitute the “event” of truth (adequation) converge and thus come to their

irreducible unity primarily beyond the intellect.  It is crucial to see that, in affirming this, we are not

saying that the mind does not grasp truth (also) within itself or that the soul has no immanent

possession of its object in knowledge.102  Instead, we are insisting that this immanent unity of intellect

and thing within the soul is, as it were, a received or participated unity.  The unity in which it shares,

once again, is located in the Gestalt, and it takes this unity into itself precisely by transcending beyond

itself into the Gestalt.  But if this is the case, then the very act of appropriation is an act of

expropriation: the mind, one might say, leaves its own home, its mother and father, in order to cleave

to its object and become one with it.  The identity that the mind thus achieves with the thing that it

knows is therefore not the elimination of its difference from it, but instead an appropriation of that

difference as difference.  It is just this that allows us to say that a knowledge of truth is the real-

ization of mystery.  In a word, it is not only the will that represents the soul’s movement beyond itself,



103Aquinas, too, accounts ecstasis as an effect, not only of the appetitive power, but also of the
“apprehensive power” (ST I-II, 28, 3).  Perhaps the difference between Balthasar and Aquinas is one of
emphasis here: for Balthasar, some form of ecstasis is part of the normal operation of reason, while for
Aquinas it is only when man is “placed outside the knowledge proper to him,” as in prophetic inspiration.

104Of course, it remains necessary to distinguish the discontinuity in the ecstasis proper to the intellect
in its grasp of truth from the sheer negativity of falsehood.  One could ask whether Laurence Hemming and
Susan Parsons do not perhaps concede too much to Hegel and Heidegger (who in different ways make
falsehood essential to truth) by overlooking this difference: see their introduction to Restoring Faith in Reason
(London: SCM Press, 2002), vii-xii, here: viii-ix.  They are correct that truth is not a “mere binary” opposite
of falsehood, but in its being more than this, it nevertheless includes this opposition.  On the one hand, it is
indeed the case that falsehood cannot be reified into an opposite of truth without undermining the transcendental
character of truth.  But on the other hand, and though there is insufficient space here to reflect on this very
delicate problem, we may at least point out that overcoming the opposition requires a clear judgment of the
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but reason, too, is essentially ecstatic.103

The ecstatic notion of reason has three immediate implications relevant to our present context.

First, it entails the affirmation of a moment of “discontinuity” in the operation of the intellect.  The

mind must let go of itself, as it were, in order to take hold of its object.  Here, we could speak of the

significance of dramatic surprise and wonder.  They are not, from this perspective, mere instigators

to reflection that are ultimately destined to be left behind, but are intrinsic elements of genuine

thought, and thus abide within the intellectual act within its very completion.  Here, again, the

appetitive and striving aspects proper to the will, with the “distance” they imply, prove to belong

intrinsically to understanding as well.  And once we see that a moment of discontinuity is intrinsic to

the completion of understanding, we can say that discontinuity, as such, is not in principle a threat

to rationality.  Indeed, if this moment is properly integrated within a comprehensive notion of the

circumincession of the transcendentals, there is no limit to the possible extremity of the

discontinuity—all of the suffering and alienation, for example, that Hegel intended by the “labor of

the negative,” all of the dread (Angst) that Heidegger associated with the thinking of the

“nothing”—that can be embraced by the ever-greater truth of being.104  Truth by its very nature gives



falsity of the falsehood.

105In citing Siewerth’s affirmation of goodness as “more transcendental than being and the true,”
Balthasar also cites Siewerth’s qualification that this “does not oblige us to sacrifice the priority of truth and
its ontological transcendence.”  See TL 2, 177, fn.7.

106It seems that Levering (Scripture and Metaphysics, 132) assumes precisely such a view of
knowledge when he sets in opposition Balthasar’s claims that the Father gives all things to the Son, and that
the Father also “conceals” knowledge about his divine Mission in the economic order.  For Balthasar, the
discontinuity of obedience is the most perfect way for the Father to give all things to the Son.  This affirmation
simply cannot make any sense if one takes for granted an essentially possessive form of knowledge.
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space for the drama of existence.

Second, we see that, by the same token, the ecstatic character of the will poses in principle

no threat to its intelligent use.  If understanding is simply the soul’s appropriation of the intelligible

species of its object, then the act of the will is rationally governed, as it were, only within the bounds

designated by the appropriated essence.  But, as we saw above, this makes assent to anything not

perfectly comprehended by the soul a-rational, if not irrational, thus raising questions about the

rational integrity, not only of the assent of faith or obedience to authority, for example, but also to

the love of God.  But if reason is itself ecstatic, then the ecstasy of the will in its assent to such things

is by no means opposed to the natural movement of the intellect.  We can thus affirm that, rooted

most primordially in beauty, the will’s striving in and toward the Good is governed all the while by

intelligible form even if it has not yet fully appropriated that form as such.105  And, by the same token,

to know God would not be, as De Finance said, simply to “lower him to us,” but would in fact be a

way of raising us to him.

Third, knowledge thus acquires an essentially non-possessive form.  From the perspective of

a conventional reading of Aquinas, either one knows something or one does not; the whole question

of knowledge and truth turns around the individual soul and its particular appropriation of form.106



107“In the Bible, knowledge has a comprehensive meaning that, far from being purely theoretical and
abstract, comprises the full range of man’s concrete cognitive possibilities, including sexual experience (‘the
man knew Eve, his wife’: Gen 4:1).  All of these possibilities are to enter the service of love,” TL 2, 28-29.
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But if truth essentially resides, not in the individual soul, but in the objective Gestalt, the question

becomes more complex and paradoxical.  A monk in a religious order possesses nothing at all, and

yet at the same time he has everything he needs.  What belongs to the community belongs also to him

precisely because he makes no private claim on it.  Analogously, the adequatio that constitutes truth,

for Balthasar, exhibits the same paradox.  Its ground is not the individual soul but the more public and

thus freer space of the Gestalt.  There need be, therefore, no anxiety about holding all things together

in one’s own mind in order to safeguard rationality; instead, truth is held together for the individual

soul, and so it can entrust itself much more openly and confidently to the more encompassing reality

of truth and truth of reality.  One enters into knowledge and so one need not keep it nervously for

oneself.  It is thus that the act of knowledge is itself, in its very structure, a generous act.  To know

is a very precise, indeed perhaps the most profound, way to love.107

IV.  CONCLUSION

With these last observations concerning the ecstatic nature of reason, we have already begun

to reply to the difficulties we pointed out in the conventional reading of Aquinas, as well as to the

charge that Balthasar shows a certain tendency toward voluntarism and irrationalism.  We may thus

make the conclusion rather brief.  All of the difficulties arise from identifying the intellectual act too

simply with the soul’s internalization and thus truth with intentional identity in the soul.  Balthasar’s

conception does not reject this understanding, but merely insists on integrating it within a more



108Speaking now from a theological perspective, Balthasar puts the same point thus: “Only when truth
is conceived in christological-trinitarian terms can it be linked with the notion of ‘fullness.’  For it then includes,
not only the other transcendentals on the ontological level (‘glory,’ ‘goodness,’ and in the definitiveness of the
enfleshed display of the divine Word, ‘unity’), but also the Son’s constitutive, indissoluble relationship to the
Father and to the Spirit on the trinitarian level,” TL 2, 21.

109TL 1, 293-95.  Here, Balthasar shows that, insofar as we make the subject the measure of the
eschatological act—which we necessarily do to the extent that we make it an act of knowledge and we define
knowledge in terms of a kind of possession—we will be faced with the equally problematic alternatives of
ontologism or an absolute dynamism.

43

comprehensive view.108  Doing so, we can see that it is possible to know something without simply

subordinating it to oneself.  Aquinas had identified love of God as higher than knowledge of him

precisely because the act of will relates to its object as beyond the soul.  It is just this point that

creates difficulties regarding man’s eschatological state.  The dynamism of the will, it seems, cannot

be affirmed as ultimate without collapsing into irrational absurdity.  But knowledge represents an

end—from this perspective—precisely by closing the difference between the soul and its object, and

thus to affirm it, rather than love, as ultimate would seem to resolve the analogy of being into simple

identity.  Balthasar avoids both horns of the dilemma by making intelligence an act that preserves the

difference of analogy and thus leaves room for an eternity of wonder and surprise as a restful end

rather than as a ceaseless chase.  It is this view of the understanding that lies behind Balthasar’s

making service the form of beatific vision,109 and we can affirm this form even while retaining the

superiority of reason over the will.  In the end, it is the whole soul, with all of its faculties in their

properly ordered integration, that reaches out to, enjoys, celebrates, and serves God.  Moreover, the

ultimate ecstasis of the understanding in relation to God is therefore not, for Balthasar, the opposite

of its movement in its natural operation, but turns out to be the most perfect form of its natural

operation, no matter how gratuitous and unanticipated this ultimate revelation may be.  Grace, after
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all, does not destroy nature, but elevates it and thus perfects it.  We can affirm this perfection only

if, in fact, a moment of discontinuity is constitutive of the very nature of human reason.  But if this

is the case, then the endless mystery that God presents, and will always present, to the human intellect

is not the opposite of the simple intelligiblity of creatures, but is in fact reflected in the mystery that

inheres properly within them.  It is not, in other words, only the truth of God that is greater than I;

in some respect, every truth is and will always remain greater than I

The perfection of this reverence before truth comes to expression in Jesus’ relation to the

Father: “The Father is greater than I.”  Somehow, the absolute unity in being between the Father and

the Son does not preclude the distance of wonder, for it is the divine person who says this and not

merely the human nature.  It will have been noticed that we have not said a word here about

Balthasar’s theology.  A more thorough theological investigation would be necessary to show why

the radical obedience of Christ to the Father in the economy of salvation does not imply a voluntarism

or irrationalism on his part, or why Balthasar’s radical interpretation of the dereliction on the Cross

does not imply the fragmentation of the absolute simplicity of the triune God.  But the theological

explanation itself, I suggest, will fail to be completely compelling without the sorts of philosophical

developments that we have roughly sketched out here.  As we have seen, a moment of discontinuity

and expropriation follows from the ontological and thus transcendental character of truth, and it is

in fact only the reality of truth as a transcendental, the fulfillingly gratuitous objectivity of truth, that

ultimately provides the adequate defense against voluntarism.  The startling glory of beauty and the

intense drama of the good are intrinsically necessary to the rationality of truth.  To juxtapose these

as extrinsic to the order of the intelligence, will ultimately make knowledge—no matter how certain,

no matter how clear and distinct—senseless.



110I would like to thank Peter Kwasniewski, professor at the International Theological Institute in
Gaming, Austria, for his comments on my treatment of Aquinas, and the secondary sources he brought to my
attention.  I would also like to thank Michael Hanby for reading a draft and offering suggestions.  Needless to
say, neither is responsible in any way for the positions this essay articulates and defends.
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So: does love trump reason?  Yes and no: if truth is a transcendental, and love is the meaning

of being, to say that love trumps reason is to say that truth trumps truth.  And indeed it can and it

should: a smaller truth must always yield its place to a greater, more encompassing truth.  To refuse

to yield in this case would in fact be itself irrational in a radical way.  But if the comprehending truth

is truly true, the smaller truth will invariably find itself, not supplanted, but surprisingly fulfilled.  In

the end, the absolute supremacy of love is precisely what makes reason ultimate because it is what

allows reason to embrace the very totality that remains, even in the embrace, ever-greater than it.110


