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This essay traces the intellectualist position of Pierre Rousselot (1878–1915) as he
developed it in reaction to neo-Thomist scholasticism, and argues that at the heart of
Rousselot’s approach lay a sacramental ontology. Rousselot’s 1908 dissertations on
St. Thomas’s intellectualism and on love in the Middle Ages are best understood in
the context of the 1907 condemnations of Modernism. Rousselot questioned the
firmly entrenched rationalist approach of the neo-Thomist revival. While continuing
in the Thomist intellectualist tradition, he argued for a chastened epistemology in
which the intellect aimed beyond discursive knowledge at union with God. The
implication, for Rousselot, was that in its current condition, the human intellect could
arrive at knowledge only in an indirect fashion. Accepting Thomas’s view of the unity
between love of desire and love of friendship, Rousselot emphasized the continuity
between nature and the supernatural. Furthermore, his insistence that rational
judgements of credibility were powerless without corresponding ‘eyes of faith’ implied
a sacramental view of the natural order as pointing to the supernatural end of the
beatific vision. His moderated intellectualism, with its implied sacramental ontology,
would prove an attractive paradigm for the later movement of nouvelle théologie.

His life cut short at the age of 36 on the battlefield of the Eparges in 1915,
Pierre Rousselot’s impact on developments in later twentieth-century
French Catholicism is nothing short of remarkable.2 Ordained as priest in
1908 and appointed the next year to teach theology at the Parisian
Institut Catholique, the young theologian had only a few years to make
his contribution. For someone dissatisfied with a strictly rational
approach to the faith, it was not an easy time to begin one’s theological
career. Rousselot was appointed as theologian in the aftermath of the
Catholic Church’s struggles with Modernism. The scholars of the
Modernist movement had insisted that critical exegesis should be an
historical enterprise without involvement of the Church or of one’s faith
commitment. They had also advocated a turn to the subject, both in terms
of the contents of divine revelation and with regard to the way in which
one appropriated the faith. Pope Pius X had put a decisive end to the
Modernist Crisis with his 1907 condemnations of Modernism – the
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decree, Lamentabili, and the encyclical, Pascendi – which he characterized
as a combination of agnosticism, immanentism, and subjectivism.3 With
Modernism soundly defeated, neo-scholastic intellectualism seemed set to
continue the revival of Thomist scholarship, which Leo XIII had set in
motion with his 1879 encyclical, Aeterni Patris, and which had briefly
been threatened by the subjectivist Modernist assault. The resounding
victory of neo-Thomism left Rousselot undeterred, however, from
pursuing the topic of faith and its relationship to Christian experience.4

And his bold rejection of the rationalist neo-Thomist apologetic, his
integration of intellect and will, and his realignment of the nature-
supernatural relationship were not just a personal peculiarity. Despite the
firm entrenchment of neo-scholasticism, the sense that something had
gone awry in the neo-scholastic appropriation of St. Thomas Aquinas
was widely and deeply felt, and the papal condemnations were unable to
suppress the desire to revisit the scholastic manuals that provided the
normative theological framework. For many, including Rousselot, the
theological deficiencies of Modernism simply did not provide sufficient
reason to embrace its neo-Thomist nemesis. As a result, Rousselot would
turn out to be one of the thinkers most influential in shaping the
movement of nouvelle théologie.

In his insightful book on Rousselot, John McDermott has argued that
at the heart of the young Jesuit theologian’s work lay a sacramental vision
of reality. Whether it was epistemology, the place of doctrine,
Christology, or the nature-supernatural relationship, Rousselot believed
that a sacramental approach provided the key. ‘The Incarnation’,
McDermott explains, ‘guaranteed a sacramental understanding of reality
by which the material world serves as a communicator of God to man and
as a means enabling him to attain the beatifying possession of God in His
kingdom’.5 Considering the influence of Rousselot’s theology on later
French Catholic thought, McDermott’s claim is, of course, highly
significant.6 A brief look at Rousselot’s three main publications will
suffice both to provide support for McDermott’s analysis and to give an
indication of some of the significant theological implications that this
sacramental approach implied.7

I. UNITY OF THE INTELLECT: ROUSSELOT AND THOMAS AQUINAS

Rousselot’s major thesis, L’Intellectualisme de saint Thomas, written in
1908 at the Sorbonne, presented a defence of Thomas Aquinas’s
intellectualism.8 But it was a defence that must have looked to
Rousselot’s neo-Thomist detractors as very nearly the opposite, namely,
a betrayal of the value of the intellect. After all, Rousselot’s Angelic
Doctor was one who rejected the notion of truth as correspondence
between object and intellect,9 who cautioned strongly against identifying
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intellectualism with human abstraction and dogmatism,10 and who
looked on propositionalism as idolatry.11 Indeed, Rousselot argued,
interpretations of Thomas’s theology as fundamentally a form of
rationalism, whether they came from his voluntarist detractors or from
his would-be neo-scholastic disciples, missed what Thomas’s intellectu-
alism had set out to do.

Against Thomas’s voluntarist detractors, the young Parisian doctor
maintained that the will could not be the highest faculty, capable of
attaining to the beatific vision. The intellect, Rousselot argued along with
St. Thomas, in some sense became the object of its understanding; the
intellect had the ability to enter into the object, to become immanent in it.
This meant that in the act of knowing something else, one also came to
know oneself. By contrast, the will was a faculty that resisted this kind of
immanence of knowledge. According to Rousselot, the will lacked the
unifying capacity that only the grasp of knowledge could provide: ‘The
real reason of [the intellect’s] superiority over will is that ‘‘speaking simply
and absolutely it is better to be in the possession of the nobility of another
being than to have a relation to a noble being which remains beyond it’.12

Voluntarism maintained that the intellect always remained extrinsic to
the object, and thus implied a tendency toward multiplicity rather than
unity. This exteriority and multiplicity of voluntarism, Rousselot
believed, meant that the dynamic movement between the will and the
object of its desire would continue indefinitely. Since the will was a faculty
of movement and imperfection, one could not legitimately consider it the
faculty that in the hereafter would enjoy the beatific vision. The final state
of perfection should, instead, exclude any further movement or progress:
‘But when the last term of progress has been realised and all potentiality
actualised, then movement is no longer conceivable, and the only thing
left for the act of will is contentment or pleasure’.13 So, while the will
could at best strive or tend toward the beatific vision, the intellect could
actually attain this ultimate end.

Rousselot’s opposition to voluntarism was not just a rhetorical device
to pre-empt any possible neo-Thomist attacks. Rather, he appeared to
genuinely follow St. Thomas in his argument against voluntarism,
believing that consistent voluntarism ‘substitute[d] becoming as the
supreme good for the older idea of a subsisting absolute, the immutable
God’ and that it implied, therefore, an ‘absolute dynamism’.14 Such
absolute dynamism, Rousselot realized, would in the end lead one along
the path not only of intellectual relativism but also of a moral pragmatism
in which the will would be entitled to make its own arbitrary decisions
about good and evil.15 Following along this anti-voluntarist path,
Rousselot could on occasion make some remarkably strong statements in
defence of conceptual human knowledge, expressing, for example, his
‘love of dogma’: ‘Take away dogma and you take God away; to touch
dogma is to touch God. To sin against dogma is to sin against God’.16
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At the very basis of Rousselot’s position, then, lay an endorsement of
Thomas’s intellectualism. As I have already indicated, the dissertation as
a whole was presented as a defence of Thomas’s intellectualist position.
Nonetheless, Rousselot’s description of intellectualism was such that it
not only put him in opposition to a voluntarist exaltation of the will, but
that it also set him at odds with neo-Thomist scholasticism. With
Pascendi fresh in everyone’s memory, the anti-rationalist cast of
Rousselot’s intellectualism was historically much more significant than
his rejection of the voluntarist option.17 The conceptualism of neo-
Thomism took its starting-point in a common sense interpretation of
Thomas Aquinas, which regarded intelligence as the proper linking
between intellect and object, and hence saw doctrine as providing positive
and fully reliable propositional judgements based on correct intellectual
assessments. Rousselot modified this approach by presenting Thomas as
a theologian whose intellectualism was quite neo-Platonic and mystical.
Rousselot outlined a view of the intellect whose role went well beyond
that of framing rational concepts and judgments. He set out to prove that
for St. Thomas the intellect had been ‘essentially acquisitive of reality and
not merely a process of forging propositions’.18 As we have already seen,
Rousselot believed that for Thomas, true knowledge meant an immanent
union rather than just an external correspondence between the intellect
and the object.19 With the object united to the intellect, the intellect
grasped not just the object, but in doing so grasped itself at the same time.
This meant that human beings were the only creatures (in addition to
angels) capable of truly apprehending ‘otherness’ and so also of self-
reflection.20 As Rousselot put it: ‘To know is primarily and principally to
seize within the self a non-self which in its turn is capable of seizing and
embracing the self: it is to live with the life of another. Intelligence is the
faculty of the divine because in this way it is capable of embracing God
. . . ’.21 The corollary of this position was that concepts and judgements,
while valuable, did not express knowledge in the full sense of the term.
Knowledge was not the result of isolating objects but was instead a matter
of uniting to oneself the most intimate aspects of other objects.22 ‘And’,
concluded Rousselot, ‘if truth is ‘reality brought into relation to mind’,
then perfect truth does not consist in the stable union of two concepts; its
deep and ultimate meaning is less an adequatio rei et intellectus
[correspondence of object and mind] than an assimilation and union of
mind with things’.23 Truth was less about correspondence than it was
about assimilation.

Rousselot’s argument was an extended plea for a chastening of
conceptual realism and thus of the over-confidence that informed the
manualist tradition. Unlike God and the angels, human beings were
endowed with sense perception and so required space and matter to
achieve knowledge.24 St. Thomas, after all, had distinguished intellect
(intellectus) from reason (ratio), and had insisted that the latter was a
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discursive rationality and was the result of the imperfect nature of the
human intellect: it could arrive at knowledge only in a mediate or indirect
fashion. Whereas in God and the angels the intellect had an immediate
unifying grasp of all material objects, human reason was forced to use
‘middle terms’, which marked ‘a certain defect’ in human nature.25 This
requirement of sense perception as a medium for intellectual apprehen-
sion made Rousselot follow St. Thomas’s conclusion that the human
intellect was rather limited in its current capacities: ‘In the hierarchy of
intellects man comes lowest and last: before the splendours which Nature
unfolds he is blind like the bat in the presence of the noonday sun’.26

The core of Rousselot’s book was essentially a commentary on the
abilities and limitations of the various modes of human speculation. Or,
to put it in a way that does more justice to the loaded context of the
Modernist Crisis, Rousselot outlined the various ways in which discursive
reasoning was, for St. Thomas, a deficient and imperfect mode of arriving
at intellectual knowledge. The instruments of human reason were simply
ways in which the intellect tried to deal with its own deficiencies.27 They
were all merely ‘substitutes’ for pure ideas.28 Thus, when Rousselot
provided a detailed analysis of Thomas’s understanding of concepts, of
science, of systems, and of symbols, he kept coming back to the
limitations that each of these instruments of human rationality had in the
Angelic Doctor’s theology. With regard to concepts, Rousselot first of all
reiterated the Thomist doctrine of analogy, built on the Dionysian
threefold method of causality, negation, and eminence.29 Clearly, this
doctrine should induce in us a certain conceptual humility: ‘There is really
no idea that is common to God and creature and therefore there is no idea
which as such is attributed to God’.30 Thomas, explained Rousselot, had
recognized that even when it came to material objects, human concepts
were unable to grasp the essence of the objects’ individual particularity, so
that the human intellect was forced to impose general concepts on such
particular objects.31 For example, while people might rightly use the
general concept of humanitas to describe both Socrates and Plato, the
human intellect was unable to describe the true essence of each person.
Strict correspondence between intellect and object remained ultimately
elusive, and the ‘poetic principles’ that Thomas Aquinas employed in his
own speculation illustrated his awareness of this difficulty with human
concepts.32 Drawing on what he believed to be the most genuine insights
of St. Thomas himself, Rousselot went a step beyond Thomas and
concluded that all human knowledge – not just knowledge of God and of
angels – remained analogical in character.33

Human science was similarly limited in its reach, Rousselot
maintained. Since Thomas had worked with the notion that the sciences
could only operate by taking the conclusions of higher sciences as their
starting principles – his theory of subalternation – he had held that the
ideal human science would always remain out of reach. To look for the

A SACRAMENTAL JOURNEY TO THE BEATIFIC VISION 1019



foundational principles solidifying any particular science, one would
always and necessarily have to have recourse to another, higher, science,
on which the first one had based itself. In fact, the greater the specificity of
a particular science, the further one had moved down the hierarchical
ladder of sciences and the less certainty one could have. Human sciences,
then, merely enjoyed a ‘borrowed certitude’.34 And if human concepts
and sciences were already necessarily deficient in character, the
limitations were perhaps even more evident with regard to systems and
symbols. Much of St. Thomas’s dialectical method of argumentation,
Rousselot maintained, made conscious use of the imagination,35 and was
never intended to set up a system that was true for all times and places.
Thomas’s ‘artistic’ logic was particularly on display with regard to purely
theological questions. When he used rational demonstration, Thomas’s
reason was always already informed by his faith: ‘His work takes the form
of a logical poem which is more charming for a mind already endowed
with faith than it is useful for controversy’.36 Likewise, when in his
discussions Thomas used religious symbols, he again did not intend this
by way of absolute demonstrative certainty. To say, for example, that the
two doves of the Presentation at the temple signified Christ’s divinity and
humanity was clearly not meant to supply absolute proof for the
hypostatic union. Rather, the aim was to reach the divine by means of
symbols: ‘Unable to impart demonstrative proof, poetry ‘‘charms the
reason with its images’’. And theology, the principles of which are not
accessible to reason, could likewise employ images the better to hold the
imagination’.37

The limited character of human reason was thus evident in each of its
instruments. To Rousselot’s mind, these limitations stood out all the
more when one kept in mind that all this speculation – concept, science,
system, and symbol – simply served in the ‘humbler rank of means and
instruments’ for the great promise of the beatific vision.38 Moreover, the
true value of human reason in this life was, insisted Rousselot, finally a
question of how much it affected moral action. The value of intellectual
activity, therefore, ‘must be gauged by the extent of its influence over
will’.39 Both the instrumental character of human rationality and its
moral purpose put strict limits on the kind of intellectualism that the
Jesuit theologian was willing to defend.

Rousselot regarded St. Thomas’s theology as a remarkable synthesis.
The theological combination of intuitive knowledge and discursive
reasoning, he argued, ‘allow[ed] [St. Thomas] to ‘‘Platonise’’ when he
[took] the whole universe into consideration while remaining very much
Aristotelian in his explanation of the sublunary world’.40 It is this
combination of Platonism and Aristotelianism that gave Rousselot’s
approach its sacramental flavour. On the one hand, he presented what he
himself termed an ‘ontological Platonism’.41 It was a position based on
the primacy of the intellect, a position that looked not simply for
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correspondence between object and intellect but that aimed at union with
the life of another. Thus, it was the unity of the intellect that ultimately
concerned Rousselot. True knowledge was more an intuitive grasp of
simple knowledge than it was the outcome of discursive argument. The
beatific vision of the intellect implied, therefore, that the limitations of
matter and of multiplicity had to be overcome. There was more to life
than matter and senses alone. Put in sacramental terms: this-worldly
discourse, objects, and actions were not curved in upon themselves. On
the other hand, Rousselot was also keenly aware of the Aristotelianism
of St. Thomas’s thought, and he recognized that time and space not
only limited the human intellect but at the same time created the
necessary conditions for intellectual and moral activity that enabled the
intellect’s progressive journey toward the beatific vision. Or, put
differently, discursive knowledge, multiplicity of matter, and the life of
the senses all combined to serve as sacramental means to attain to the
beatific vision.

II. UNITY OF LOVE: ROUSSELOT’S PHYSICAL LOVE

The title of Rousselot’s so-called ‘minor thesis’, on the topic love in the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries, appeared to indicate that it was an
historical study without obvious theological concerns.42 The preface to
the book was even more modest, indicating that the dissertation did not
really present a history of two views of love, but that the intention ‘was
simply to assemble some material for those who would attempt such a
study . . . ’.43 Rousselot’s assembly of the historical material nonetheless
gives significant insight in the direction of his theology. After all, the two
views on love that he discussed in his book were quite different from each
other in their respective assessments of the relationship between nature
and the supernatural. While the medieval mind took for granted that God
alone was the ultimate end of human beings – a not insignificant
observation in itself – the question that was far from settled in the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries was whether love of desire (amor concupiscentiae)
and love of friendship (amor amicitiae) were different from each other or
were ultimately reducible to a common principle. According to the former
viewpoint, they were clearly distinct, even opposed, so that one was
ultimately required to sacrifice the pursuit of personal happiness in favour
of a completely disinterested love of God. By contrast, the latter
viewpoint insisted that, at a higher level, the two loves were really
identical, so that it was quite possible, even required, to pursue love of
desire and love of friendship at one and the same time.

The disagreement centred on the basic question ‘whether humans by
nature love God more than themselves’.44 This question was answered
negatively by those advocating an opposition between the two kinds of
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love in order to pursue only an ‘ecstatic’ or completely disinterested love.
According to this view, one did not naturally love God more than self, so
that true love of God required self-sacrifice and an abandonment of the
love of desire. Rousselot found this position articulated particularly in the
school of Saint-Victor, among the Cistercians, and with the followers of
Peter Abelard. Pure love of friendship, according to this medieval school
of thought, was ecstatic in nature. That is to say, it placed the subject
outside itself in its self-sacrificial attitude toward the other person. Such
an understanding of love, explained Rousselot, had four characteristics:
(1) it was dualistic, with two separate persons, both completely sacrificing
themselves for the sake of the happiness of the other; (2) it was violent, in
the sense that it ran counter to one’s natural tendencies and tyrannized
the loving subject to the point of self-destruction; (3) it was irrational,
since natural reason with its self-interest had to be countered; and (4) it
was self-sufficient or free, in that there was no other aim than this self-
sacrificial love, so that all personal happiness would have to be sacrificed
to this ultimate object of love.45

Rousselot rejected this ecstatic approach in favour of what he termed
the ‘physical’ (i.e., natural) or ‘Greco-Thomist’ view of love.46 For
theologians in this tradition, explained Rousselot, there was ‘between the
love of God and the love of self a fundamental identity’.47 He traced this
approach particularly to St. Thomas Aquinas,48 as well as to some of the
writings of Hugh of St. Victor and St. Bernard, and he explained that it
also found ‘strong backing in the Neoplatonic doctrines of pseudo-
Dionysius’.49 This neo-Platonism had influenced Thomas, in particular.
The Angelic Doctor had made use of three theories that had allowed him
to posit a reconciliation between self-love and pure love of the other. The
first was the ‘theory of the whole and the part’, which could be traced to
Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics.50 For Aristotle, altruism both derived
from and could be reduced to self-love.51 Thomas worked with this
identification between self-love and altruism, explained Rousselot, by
saying that the appetite for one’s own happiness as the final end moved
the human will, so that love of self was ‘the measure of all other loves’.52

That human beings could nonetheless love God as their highest end was,
in Thomas’s words, because ‘it is clear that God is the common good of
the whole universe and of all its parts. Hence each creature in its own way
naturally loves God more than itself . . . ’.53 The point Thomas had made
was that all beings participated in God by way of imitation. Therefore,
the nature of things would require greater love of God than of self, while
at the same time the love of self was part and parcel of the love of God.
The conclusion, Rousselot argued, was that the two loves, those of desire
and of friendship, were ‘in perfect continuity’.54

The second Thomistic principle was that of a ‘universal appetite of all
things for God’.55 Everything that exists, according to Thomas, even
plants and animals, had an inclination toward God. This natural appetite
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for the ‘acquisition of God’ meant that it would be impossible to set the
love for something finite in opposition to the love of God. To be sure,
people were not necessarily aware that by nature they loved God more
than themselves, and they might very well be tempted to subordinate the
good of the whole to their ‘private’ goods. Virtue, however, consisted ‘in
not proposing as an end any other whole than the complete assemblage of
being whose good coincide[d] with the good of God Himself . . .’.56 If
one’s desire for God was natural, then clearly to follow one’s true desire
was to love God. Self-love and love for God were continuous rather than
antithetical.

Thomas’s third and final principle was that of the ‘coincidence of the
spiritual good with the good in itself’.57 When human beings experienced
a conflict between self-love and love of God, the reason, according to St.
Thomas, was not that the two were opposed, but that human beings were
composite rather than purely spiritual. Since the spiritual nature of
human beings was what made them most authentically human, however,
a sacrifice of the good of the senses was necessarily a sacrifice that
benefited one’s true self.58 Furthermore, because of the weakness of the
human soul, some temporal inclinations of the spirit might have to be
prohibited for the sake of eternal life: ‘When, after our [earthly] state of
wayfaring [l’état de voie], we come to exist beyond time, the perception of
truth cannot but be excellent in regard to its exercise, just as it was in
regard to its ‘‘specification’’.’59

These three principles countered the ecstatic concept of love, which
sounded a ringing ‘no’ to the question whether humans by nature loved
God more than themselves. On the ecsatic view, they did not, and
precisely for that reason, nature had to be overcome by the lover denying
his personhood in favour of the personhood of the beloved.60 The
difficulty with this answer, from Rousselot’s perspective, was particularly
the dualism that it took as its starting-point:

If . . . one wanted – which our medieval thinkers never did – to bring out its
dominant principle, the best course of action to take would most likely be to
characterize the ecstatic conception of love by the predominance of the idea of
person over the idea of nature. It is because love is conceived of purely as
tending from a person to a person that it is conceived of as ecstatic, as doing
violence to innate inclinations, as ignoring natural dissimilarities [distances], as
a pure affair of freedom. In St. Thomas, on the contrary, the individual
personhood [personnalité] itself is conceived of as a participation of God, and in
this way is part of nature.61

The notion of ecstatic love took for granted the priority of individual
personhood over the commonality of human nature. St. Thomas, by
contrast, took his starting-point in the commonality of nature and in the
person as participating in the life of God. Put differently, for St. Thomas,
unity, as a transcendental concept, took priority over plurality: ‘In
the physical conception of love, unity is the raison d’être and the ideal
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of love, as it is its end. Things are quite different in the ecstatic conception
of love: there plurality, or at the very least duality, is presented
as an essential and necessary element of perfect love’.62 The physical
view of love, therefore, came with an affirmative answer to the much
debated question whether humans by nature loved God more than
themselves.63 The intimate connection between human nature and the
love of God as its end implied that amor concupiscentiae and amor
amicitiae could not be legitimately opposed to each other.64 They had to
be viewed as connected and, if conceived properly, as ultimately one and
the same. Of course, identifying amor concupiscentiae and amor amicitiae
meant that in the end, the vexed question would not just have to be
answered affirmatively, but would be exposed as a false dilemma.
Thomas’s ‘full response’, indicated Rousselot, ‘would aim at abolishing
the problem’.65 ‘Instead of reducing the love of God to a mere form of the
love of self, it is the love of self that is reduced to a mere form of the love
of God’.66

Rousselot was quite aware of the neo-Platonic roots of his physical or
natural view of love, and also in his minor thesis, he clearly celebrated the
influence of neo-Platonism, via pseudo-Dionysius, on Thomas. To be
sure, St. Thomas had maintained a certain reserve with regard to the
Areopagite, explained Rousselot, because of the latter’s tendency toward
an obliteration of the distinction between the finite and the infinite.67

Nonetheless, Thomas approached pseudo-Dionysius ‘with all the respect
due a person who was the disciple of St. Paul’.68 And Rousselot identified
without hesitation with ‘the Neoplatonic principle which proclaimed that
all things have an appetition for God’.69 The physical view was, in his
opinion, rightly termed ‘Greco-Thomist’.70

The importance of this neo-Platonic lens, as Rousselot viewed it, was
that it enabled a sacramental ontology that emphasized the continuity
between nature and the supernatural, something which, to his mind, the
West’s separation between nature and the supernatural had insufficiently
appreciated.71 Rousselot found in Thomas Aquinas a neo-Platonic
emphasis on the innate or natural desire for the vision of God. This
principle of a ‘universal appetite of all things for God’ ran directly
counter to the neo-Thomist separation between nature and the super-
natural, which held that only the infusion of a supernatural principle
could cause any kind of appetite for God. Of course, it was exactly this
issue of a natural desire (desiderium naturae) that thirty years later would
become the key issue for Henri de Lubac through his reading of the
Church Fathers and the theologians of the Middle Ages.72 Rousselot’s
consistent emphasis on the continuity – even identity – between love of
self and love of God would thus find a clear echo in the nouvelle théologie
debates of the 1940s and 50s surrounding nature and the supernatural.
There seems little doubt as to the reason for nouvelle théologie’s attraction
to the young Parisian theologian.
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III. UNITY OF FAITH: ROUSSELOT ON THE JUDGEMENTS OF

CREDIBILITY

Having written his 1908 dissertations on the intellectualism of St. Thomas
and on the topic of love in the Middle Ages, Rousselot decided to use his
first teaching year at the Institut Catholique (1908–09) to extend his
doctoral work by lecturing on the virtue of faith. He subsequently
published much of this classroom material in two articles, entitled ‘Les
yeux de la foi’ (1910).73 These articles not only made much more explicit
what in some ways had remained under the surface in the dissertations,
but they also explicitly entered the fray of contemporary discussion.
Rousselot here set himself the major task of reconceptualising the way in
which conversion took place. If the intellectualism depicted in
L’Intellectualisme de saint Thomas had already been fairly chastened,
these articles only strengthened the mutuality between intellect and will.
Rousselot’s central thesis was that love for God gave us new eyes enabling
us to see the rationality of the faith: ‘In the act of faith love needs
knowledge as knowledge needs love. Love, the free homage to the
supreme Good, gives us new eyes. Being, become more visible, delights
the beholder’.74 Knowledge and love were both involved, in reciprocal
fashion, in the act of faith. Because of this reciprocity we could say,
Rousselot argued, that love allowed us to see things in a way that
previously had been impossible. Love ‘gives us eyes’, he said, and with
those new eyes love would move the intellect.75 The idea of a reciprocal
relationship between knowledge and love ran directly counter to the
common theological mould. Not surprisingly, ‘Les yeux de la foi’ met
with some strongly worded reactions.76 Judging by the irony and sarcasm
with which he responded, Rousselot must have been rather upset with his
interlocutors.77 It is probably not too much to say that these essays, more
than his doctoral work, were the leading factor in the 1920 decision of the
Superior General of the Jesuit order, Wlodimir Ledochowski, to prohibit
Rousselot’s teachings within the Jesuit order.78

Whether or not it ran counter to commonly received opinion,
Rousselot was convinced that a bold correction was needed to the
rationalism that characterized neo-Thomism. In his essays, he argued
that neither the reasonable character of faith, nor its certainty or the
freedom of its commitment, was in any way contrary to the supernatural
character of faith.79 In fact, he argued, reasonableness, certainty, and
freedom were all implied in and derived from the supernatural character
of faith. But how was one to integrate these elements into a meaningful
theological whole? This is precisely where the disagreements came in:
Rousselot was convinced that previous theological attempts at integra-
tion had been unsuccessful. While his articles were respectful toward well-
known contemporary theologians such as Louis Billot (1846–1931), Jean-
Vincent Bainvel (1858–1937), and Ambroise Gardeil (1859–1931), the
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polite tone could not hide the radically new turn that Rousselot
advocated in ‘Les yeux de la foi’. It was clear that in his opinion, neo-
Thomism had failed in bringing together the human and the divine
elements of the act of faith in a consistent and meaningful fashion.

Each of these theologians had, in typically scholastic fashion, insisted
on a ‘double faith’, the one natural, the other supernatural.80 The
Saulchoir theologian, Ambroise Gardeil, for example, had argued in his
1908 book, La crédibilité et l’apologétique, that divine prophecy and
miracles did not require supernatural grace in order to be convincing to
people. On the basis of the evidence, anyone could come to the rational
conclusion that one must accept the teachings of the Church. That
conclusion, Gardeil explained, in line with standard neo-scholastic
teaching, was a judgement of credibility. This judgement of credibility,
arrived at in a purely rational fashion, was something to which Gardeil
and others referred as ‘scientific faith’: ‘That is why all theologians admit
that a natural belief, a ‘scientific faith’ in the revealed truth, is the normal
result, possible in itself, of the search for credibility’.81 To the question
how illiterate people or children could possibly evaluate the rational
claims for the truth of the Catholic faith, the response was that in their
case, supernatural grace would override the regular requirement for a
judgement of credibility and for ‘scientific faith’.82

Of course, this notion of a twofold faith, the one natural and the other
supernatural, meant a certain duplication. Indeed, as Rousselot
commented, the neo-Thomists could ‘even acknowledge the possibility
of a natural faith that not only is certain but, psychologically speaking,
perfectly resembles supernatural faith’.83 Well aware that such a
separation between natural judgements of credibility (leading to scientific
faith) and supernatural belief in the truth of the gospel made it difficult to
connect the two, Gardeil made the additional move of inserting a step in
between the judgement of credibility and supernatural faith. He referred
to this in-between step as the ‘judgment of credentity’. This judgement of
credentity was a supernatural element that provided the link between
human freedom, on the one hand, and supernatural necessity, on the
other hand. Once someone had made a positive judgement of credentity,
divine faith imposed itself on the conscience as something ‘absolutely
obligatory’.84 To summarize, the neo-scholastics argued that the origin of
faith involved a number of steps: one moved from rational arguments, via
a ‘judgement of credibility’, and perhaps also via a ‘judgement of
credentity’ (as in the case of Gardeil), to the supernatural gift of grace.
Where the ‘judgement of credibility’ implied natural or scientific faith, the
gift of grace led to supernatural faith.

To be sure, the system had its advantages. The clear demarcation
between nature and the supernatural meant that divine faith would retain
its thoroughly gratuitous character. What is more, the Christian position
did not suffer from any translation problems. Its communicable nature
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and rational character were beyond doubt. Rousselot’s doctoral work
had convinced him, however, that the position of the neo-Thomist
establishment implied a non-sacramental view of reality. What is more,
he believed that it was possible to retain both of the advantages of the
neo-Thomist position while fully integrating the elements that had
become unhooked in the manualist scheme: reason and faith (credibility
and divine grace), as well as intellect and will (certainty and freedom).

In tackling the issue of ‘judgements of credibility’, Rousselot rejected
the idea of a ‘twofold faith’ in favour of the unity of faith. He maintained
that the neo-Thomist focus on providing non-Christians with new
evidence – notably supernatural prophecies and miracles – was wrong-
headed, because more evidence would not necessarily convince them.
Using the example of two scientists or two detectives, both looking at the
same evidence, Rousselot commented:

It does not follow that both will necessarily arrive at identical conclusions. One
of them may immediately leap to certainty, while the other remains in the dark.
Yet materially – that is, in its individuality – the new fact is represented in both
minds. But one man has perceived it, not as a raw and isolated phenomenon,
but as a clue pointing to the law or conclusion both were seeking. He has
perceived that fact in its connection with the law, made the synthesis of fact
with law, and instantly affirmed that connection as real. Not so the other. He
‘does not see’.85

Since not everybody would interpret the evidence appropriately,
Rousselot believed that rather than focus on presenting additional
evidence, theologians should pay attention to the light of faith
(lumen fidei), which he insisted was the reason why only some people
interpreted the evidence as clues pointing to the Christian faith.86 This
insistence on the lumen fidei as providing the interpretive key allowed
Rousselot to clinch the argument. If it was true that only the light of faith
allowed for an interpretation pointing to supernatural truth, then there
was, in fact, no distinct ‘judgement of credibility’ separate from the light
of faith: ‘Perception of credibility and belief in truth are identically the
same act’.87

Of course, such a bold identification between the reasonable judgement
of credibility and the supernatural gift of the light of faith would raise
neo-Thomist eyebrows. This looked like Rousselot had given up on the
validity of rational argument. It seemed like a lapse into fideism, with all
the circularity that such a position necessarily entailed. As Rousselot
himself intimated:

The clue is really the cause of the assent we give to the conclusion, yet it is the
perceived conclusion that sheds light on the clue, that endows it with meaning.
The same is true when we come to believe: insofar as it makes the assent
reasonable, the perceived clue precedes the assent; insofar as it is supernatural,
it follows upon the assent.88
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Put differently, viewed from a supernatural angle, the assent of faith
preceded the clue, while from a natural perspective, the clue preceded the
assent of faith. Rousselot was convinced, however, that in no way did this
reciprocity imply a vicious circle. After all, he explained, assent was only
possible because of the insertion into the ‘circle’ of the ‘instantaneously
acquired habit’ of the light of faith.89 It was this newly acquired spiritual
faculty that ensured reciprocity without entering into a vicious circle.

By breaking through the strict separation between rational argument
and supernatural faith, Rousselot was trying to establish a more
sacramental relationship between the two. After all, the supernatural
was now not superimposed, as a distinct entity, onto a separate realm of
nature. Instead, the supernatural ‘must encompass and transcend the
other, deepening and perfecting it from within’.90 Nature and the
supernatural did not, as it were, bring two different objects to the table;
rather, they were always intimately connected with one another. Using
language that hinted at a mysticism based on a sacramental ontology,
Rousselot commented: ‘In the final analysis the essence of natural being
consists in its essential aptitude to serve as a means for created spirits to
ascend to God, their final end; the essence of supernatural being, in its
aptitude to lead them to God, object of the beatific vision’.91 What this
meant, of course, is that the interpretation of signs had now become a
spiritual matter, part of the sacramental journey to the beatific vision.
And in this journey, the illiterate were hardly in a more disadvantageous
position than scholars: ‘The motives . . . might well seem contemptible to
those bereft of the Spirit. But the lover recognizes the Spouse ‘‘by a single
hair of [his] neck’’.’92

The first of the two articles essentially said farewell to universally
convincing ‘judgements of credibility’ and to ‘double faith’, and so parted
also with the neatly outlined stages of conversion that these notions
implied. In his second essay, Rousselot returned to his research on the
relationship between intellect and will. Discussing certainty and freedom,
and their compatibility with faith’s supernatural quality, Rousselot
explained that usually the issue became one of temporal priority.
Voluntarists began with freedom, in the hope of attaining certainty.
(‘Some say: Believe blindly first, and afterward you will see’).93 Rationalists
began with certainty, in the hope of attaining freedom. (‘Others say: See
clearly first, and afterward you will believe’).94 While the former might
jettison the intellect, the latter could end up discarding the voluntary
nature of faith. Again, Rousselot had recourse to an argument involving
reciprocity. Voluntary choice and rational practical judgement could very
well influence each other. There was, he argued, a ‘kind of circuminces-
sion’ between the two: ‘Love arouses the faculty of knowing, and by the
same stroke knowledge justifies that love. Without any preceding
‘judgment of credibility’, the soul instantaneously believes and can
exclaim ‘‘My Lord and my God’’!’95
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Needless to say, the spectre of voluntarist arbitrariness and pragma-
tism still hovered over this position. With the will arousing the faculty of
knowledge, how could one avoid arbitrariness? Rousselot was willing to
acknowledge these dangers. Convinced, however, that God had ‘made
our spirit naturally sympathetic to being as such’,96 Rousselot believed
that as long as intelligence remained inclined, as it was supposed to,
toward the First Truth (i.e., God), it need not fear being goaded by the
will. In a tightly worded, significant section, Rousselot explained how this
reciprocity of intellect and will could function:

If intelligence is an inclination, every voluntary inclination that would restrict it
and impose some particular being on it as its norm would be a perversion, a
corruption of that nature. But we can also conceive of an inclination that
deepens and expands it, that enables it better to penetrate its object, derived and
secondary being, by making it more deeply enamored of the subsisting Truth,
its primary object and ideal. This transformation by love will be identical to an
increase of intelligence, and the loving vision it directs will be a more perfect
knowledge along the very lines of intellectuality itself.97

It is clear what Rousselot was doing. He again rejected the neo-scholastic
view of the intellect as merely interested in propositional truth and
evidence. By arguing for the intellect as ‘inclination’, he was subjecting it
to legitimate influence by the will.98 Of course, this was quite in line with
his earlier insistence that the intellect naturally progressed toward unity
with its object of knowledge. Accepting the need for knowledge and love
to cooperate in their search for the beatific vision, Rousselot believed to
have found a way to link freedom and certainty in a reciprocal exchange
on the wayfarer’s pilgrimage. By insisting that the lumen fidei, a
‘voluntary inclination’ of the intellect, allowed us to interpret the clues
that in turn gave rise to faith, Rousselot tried to overcome, even more
daringly than before, the dilemma of voluntarism versus rationalism. Of
course, it meant that love claimed a perhaps even more central role in the
knowledge of faith than it had already received in the dissertation.99 In
one of his most mystical moments, Rousselot exclaimed: ‘Enchanted, as it
were, charmed and fascinated by the God who made it capable of Him,
reason itself is nothing other than a pure love of Being’.100

IV. CONCLUSION

As a transitional figure, Pierre Rousselot was a significant voice in early
twentieth-century French theology. In the wake of the papal condemna-
tions of Modernism, Rousselot fearlessly, though not without some
circumspection, tackled some of the very issues that had been at stake in
the Modernist controversy. His work made clear that while the 1907
condemnation of Modernism had rejected agnosticism, immanentism,
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and subjectivism, some of the underlying issues continued to reverberate.
No doubt this was due in large part to the problems inherent in the neo-
Thomist synthesis itself. In this context, Rousselot’s work presented itself
as an innovative and daring step forward. In several ways, Rousselot put
forward proposals that the nouvelle theologians would pick up on three or
four decades later.

First, the Jesuit’s historical work was in no way disinterested. He was
intent on dismantling what he regarded as a rationalist interpretation of
St. Thomas’s intellectualism among his neo-scholastic disciples. The over-
confidence of their conceptualist epistemology not only was unable to
touch the intellect’s deepest inclination toward the beatific vision, but,
Rousselot was convinced, it also ended up identifying its own theological
system with revealed truth itself, thereby undermining proper regard for
divine mystery. Only a chastened epistemology that had due regard for
the analogy of being could do justice both to the limited character of
human insight and to the truth of divinely revealed dogma.

Second, the question addressed in Rousselot’s two dissertations – the
one on the intellect and the other on love – was really one and the same:
how does one properly relate intellect and will? Rejecting the voluntarist
option for its implied irrationalism and moral relativism, Rousselot
believed with St. Thomas that the movement of the will could not possibly
continue in the final end of the beatific vision. With at least as much
vehemence, however, he rejected the propositionalism of neo-Thomism, a
rejection that came to the fore with particular strength in ‘Les yeux de la
foi’. Here, Rousselot made quite clear that he believed it legitimate for
love of God to motivate the intellect and presented a plea for the
‘voluntary inclination’ of the intellect itself. The faculty of the intellect, so
it seemed, had started to take on some of the characteristics of the will.

Third, consciously situating himself within the neo-Platonic tradition,
Rousselot wanted to be a theologian of unity. He presented a plea for the
unity of the intellect with the objects of its knowledge – most significantly,
of course, union with God in the beatific vision. He argued for the unity
of love – love of desire and love of friendship – over against a voluntarist
surrender of one’s own personhood for the sake of the beloved. And he
upheld the unity of faith. Rejecting the notion of a ‘twofold faith’ based
on two separate, parallel tracks, he insisted instead that there was a close
link between one’s natural desire for the beatific vision and God’s
gracious gift of the light of faith. Finally, each of the above concerns
appears to have been fed by Rousselot’s sacramental ontology. A
sacramental vision lay at the heart of Rousselot’s concerns. His carefully
balanced appropriation of neo-Platonism and Aristotelianism meant that
discursive knowledge, multiplicity of matter, and the life of the senses all
combined to pave a path for the sacramental journey to the beatific
vision. Furthermore, his insistence both on physical love (the continuity
between love of desire and love of friendship) and on ‘eyes of faith’
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(judgements of credibility being impossible without the gift of faith)
implied a sacramental understanding of the natural order as itself always
already pointing to the supernatural end of the beatific vision. More than
anything else it was this sacramental vision that Rousselot would
contribute to the discussions of mid-twentieth-century French Catholic
thought.
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Association of Theological Schools and the Henry Luce Foundation for appointing me as Henry
Luce III Fellow in Theology for 2007–2008. I also wish to thank the Theology Department of the
Katholieke Universiteit Leuven, and in particular Prof. Lieven Boeve, for their generous
hospitality to me as Visiting Scholar, enabling a peaceful and sustained period of research. I also
thank Prof. John M. McDermott for his comments on a draft of this essay.
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