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The Substance of Things
Human life is saturated with the experience of objects. We are, at all times, surrounded by things,
whether made or natural. Yet, the ubiquity of things is also the cause of their neglect. How often
do we properly attend to the things around us or reflect on the unconscious decisions we make as
to their purpose, meaning, and worth? Distinctions between what is natural and artificial, living
and lifeless, useful and ornamental, appear obvious, but when probed the scope of these
differences is singularly difficult to discern. Behind every encounter with the things of this world
lie fundamental judgments as to the nobility of our embodied existence and the dignity of our
being creatures in a material world. Although easily overlooked, disdained, and discarded, the
inner core of things nonetheless still discloses something as to the mystery of our being human.
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FEATURE ARTICLE

“What’s Yours is Mine”: On the Goodness of Ownership
HENRY WICKUS

I have decided to throw the word “mine” out of my vocabulary. How can I use it
when I know that everything is Yours? . . . I have learned that I must not call
what is Yours mine, must not say, think, feel it to be mine. I must free, divest
myself of it; I must not have or want anything of my own (“mine” means “own”)
. . . I am afraid of the word “mine,” though at the same time I cherish its
meaning. I am afraid because this word always puts me face to face with You.
An analysis of the word “mine” always leads me to You. And I would rather give
up using it than find its ultimate sense in You. For I want to have everything
through myself, not through You. To want this is nonsense, but haven’t many
other people harnessed themselves to serve it? —Karol Wojtyła, Radiation of
Fatherhood

[1]

At the heart of the gospel lies a challenge to the ways of the world: “Jesus said to him, ‘If you
would be perfect, go, sell what you possess and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in
heaven; and come, follow me’” (Mt 19:21). Christ’s radical words challenge any believer, as
they demand one relinquish all that is theirs for the sake of drawing closer to God. God alone is
goodness itself, absolute perfection, thus God alone can satisfy the yearnings of the human
heart. Yet God does not cling to his goodness like a possession but gives it away by creating a
universe beyond Himself and calling all things in that universe “good.” Created things have
their own relative perfections but are not the source of their own goodness, and thus are not to
be mistaken for man’s fulfillment. For this reason, Christ exhorts mankind to poverty in spirit,
which helps to free man from the sinful inclination to turn things into idols. However, this
beatitude does not mean that man must cease owning things. Rather, Christ calls us to imitate
the very generosity of goodness itself.

This is why God gave man dominion over all the earth, so that man might participate in God’s
own generosity. In the Catholic tradition, the word “dominion” is sometimes used
interchangeably with “possession” and “ownership,” and at other times means “power.” In
spite of this ambiguity, the diverse ways man is disposed to justly use things all fundamentally
refer to dominion and are analogously included within the dominion given to man in Genesis.
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Even when one does not have strict ownership of something, one may still have dominion over
it. In simple terms, we might say that dominion establishes a relationship between man and
things. They become related to me in such a way that I call them “mine.” However, this opens
up a significant question: how can something be mine when everything belongs to God?

Saying “Mine”
This question lies at the heart of Radiation of Fatherhood, the last drama written by Karol
Wojtyła. The main character in the play is given the name Adam, which emphasizes that this
character, like the biblical Adam, is representative of all mankind. Adam grapples with how he
can call his child “mine,” that is, how he is to become a father when there is only one true
Father. But Adam’s dilemma can also be read as engaging with the more fundamental question
of how man relates to all of creation and how it is possible for man to call anything “mine.”

Adam’s words in our epigraph directly refer to his daughter, thus it might appear
inappropriate to apply them also to the ownership of things. After all, persons have an
integrity as subjects in contradistinction to mere objects. Thus we are not proposing to reduce
Adam’s use of the word “mine” towards his daughter to be identical with the “mine” of
ownership, as this would diminish the dignity of persons to the level of mere objects. Rather,
since persons are both subjects and objects, things are analogous to persons and have their
own kind of integrity. This analogy helps us to unfold the meaning of ownership through
Radiation of Fatherhood’s use of the word “mine.” In saying “mine,” Adam must acknowledge
that everything that exists is most truly and properly God’s. Hence, saying the word “mine”
with respect to anything entails a risk: that we might be like God, and that we might fail to be
like God. It is for this reason that Adam says he both fears and cherishes the word. In light of
this risk, there are two temptations that arise.

Things are a means, but they are also—in a qualified sense—an end in themselves.
God is the end of all things, and He is this end by indwelling all things in a manner
commensurate with their capacity to receive goodness.

The first temptation of Adam is to attempt to say “mine” apart from God. We can think of this
as cherishing the word “mine” without fearing it. This temptation threatens to twist our usage
of the word “mine,” rooting it in ourselves rather than in God. Here we see the root of all sin,
which is taking something as “mine” apart from it being “Yours.” The second temptation
appears more noble, and for that reason is more insidious. As Adam says, “I would rather give
up using [the word ‘mine’] than find its ultimate sense in You.” We might call this approach
fearing the word “mine” without cherishing it at all. Indeed, when faced with the magnitude of
the word, rejecting it often seems the correct response. However, as with the wicked servant in
the parable of the talents, refusing to take responsibility for the goods of the master is also a
temptation, which ultimately does not bring us closer to God but threatens to pull us away
from Him.

Of course, we do not mean to say that voluntary poverty is a temptation. Even the counsel of
poverty honors and preserves the word “mine” in a paradoxical manner. Religious life vows to
give up private ownership, but it still retains some form of dominion, whether that be common
ownership or at least some arrangement that entrusts goods to the care of the one making the
vow. Dominion and “mine” are not simply rejected, but rather are perfected through the
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offering of one’s life for the sake of a higher, more comprehensive good. Thus, voluntary
poverty is not the temptation we identified above. Rather, the temptation is one of total
abdication of dominion, the refusal to relate to things in the world. In order to illustrate the
consequences of following such a temptation, let us consider the case of the Spiritual
Franciscans.

Spiritual Franciscans
St. Francis of Assisi forged a new way to live the counsel of poverty, wherein he and his
followers gave up all of their possessions and became mendicants (beggars). Unlike other
religious orders, the Franciscans sought to own nothing, even in common, and strove to be
radically receptive to God’s providence. After St. Francis’ death, his followers were left with
many questions on how to live this radical ideal of the “most high poverty possible” (altissima
paupertas),

[2]

 and from there numerous debates and divisions developed. A number of
Franciscans, commonly referred to as the “Spirituals,” took a complete lack of ownership to be
the defining character of the order. What differentiated the Spirituals from the rest of the
Franciscans was their adherence to poverty at the cost of everything else, even schism. Though
the Spirituals were not a single unified group, we can nevertheless identify a spiritualistic
interpretation of poverty that they held as sacrosanct.

The Spiritual Franciscans wanted to absolutely abstain from all ownership of property and live
completely at the mercy of the almsgiving of others. They attempted to abdicate from using the
word “mine,” and even “ours,” in exchange for an all-encompassing “Yours.” Relying on a
distinction between use and ownership, they claimed that while other people use things and
exercise ownership over them, the Franciscans only have simple use of things (simplex usus
facti) without owning them. Meanwhile, ownership was either retained by whoever had given
alms to the Franciscans or was claimed by the Pope on their behalf,

[3]

 so that the Franciscans
could use things without having them.

The precise details of the distinction between use and ownership are complex, but what is
crucial for our question is that the Franciscan Spirituals refused to have any form of dominion
over the things they used. Ultimately, the Spirituals wanted to have their necessities through
God’s providence alone, not through their own powers. This vision of poverty may seem
reasonable or noble to our ears, and may even superficially appear to be a fitting, albeit
extreme, way of living the gospel message. Nevertheless, this idea of poverty was ultimately
rejected by Pope John XXII, who criticized the idea that the pope owned property on behalf of
the Franciscans, arguing that it obscured the truth.

[4]

 He insisted that the Franciscans must in
fact have some form of dominion over things they consumed—i.e., they couldn’t eat their cake
if they didn’t first have it.

Some of the Spirituals accused Pope John XXII of heresy, and firmly defended their ideal of
poverty without dominion. There were numerous anthropological justifications for the
Spirituals’ view, but arguably the most compelling and influential was furnished by Peter John
Olivi. He proposed that earthly dominion is an extension of one’s will. Unlike the traditional
understanding of the will as the power of human nature whereby man pursues the good, Olivi
understood the will as autonomous self-determination.

[5]

 He argued that the Franciscans had no
will to possess the things they used, therefore they retained absolute poverty even while using
things. This means that the physical reality of using the thing does not necessitate any actual
relationship of the human will to the thing. In this way, Olivi sought to preserve the possibility
of the Franciscans willing God alone in the midst of using the things of this world.

This anthropology, which became the bedrock of the Spirituals’ justification of poverty, only
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considers things in their concrete, physical reality as a means whereby human needs may be
met. The goodness of things remains outside of them as an end they serve. Thus, the Spirituals
don’t recognize, at least at the level of human action, that things and man have the same
ultimate end, as both are created by the same good God. As far as man’s acting in the world is
concerned, things are evacuated of their intrinsic goodness and orientation to God. The will
must be directed only to God and all other things are seen as mere objects of use on that path.
Ironically, the attempt to preserve the subordination of things to God brought things and their
ownership outside that order. The Spirituals wrote many treatises on the nature of dominion
to clarify what they were abdicating, and ultimately reduced man’s engagement with the
world of utility as defined internally by the will. Thus they abstracted dominion from the
intrinsic ordering of things to God.

[6]

Ultimately, this anthropology implies an unbridgeable chasm between the interiority of the
person and the exterior world. The separation between use and dominion signifies a deeper
separation between the actual external operation of the body and the orientation of the will.
Thus, we see here a surprising parity between the Franciscans and the vain cry of Adam in
Radiation of Fatherhood: “Ah, to stand apart from everything, so that I could be only within
myself! I should then be closest to You” (336). By grounding dominion in the will alone and
denying that the concrete factuality of things themselves are part of dominion, the Spirituals
inadvertently sealed man off from the outside world.

Cherishing “Mine”
If the temptation not to cherish the word “mine” leads to the Spirituals’ idea of poverty and
property, then what does cherishing it look like? Let us return to the Radiation of Fatherhood
and consider what this word “mine” means. As we see in our epigraph, Adam gives “mine” a
meaning: “‘mine’ means ‘own.’” The word “mine” signifies that something (or someone)
ultimately bears some relation to who or what I am. As the play unfolds, it becomes clear that
this unity between me and what is mine is bi-directional: “mine” signifies that the thing bears
some reference to me and is simultaneously a claim that I am expressed or manifest in this
thing. Certainly this relationship is asymmetrical in the case of fatherhood, as the parent
always precedes the child. This asymmetry is even greater in the case of property ownership,
as persons have a dignity which surpasses the things they own.

However, since God is the sufficient and ultimate cause of every creature, it seems that their
being requires reference only to Him. Thus, only God can say “mine” of anything in the truest
sense. It is for this very reason that saying the word “mine” puts Adam “face to face” with God.
He cherishes the word, because in it he recognizes God’s dominion over things and likens his
situation to God’s. For this same reason however, he also fears the word, for who could
measure up to such an exemplar?

To cherish this word, we must consider those things about which we say “mine.” Everyone
recognizes that things can be useful or pleasurable, but for the Spiritual Franciscans, and for
us in our own day, there is a tendency to forget that things are substantially good—that is,
good in themselves. To recognize the substantial goodness of something means to see in it a
perfection that it truly possesses. As we noted in our introduction, things are good because
they are created by God, who is absolute perfection. While created things possess their
goodness in a way such that they really are that goodness, only God is simply identical with
this perfection. Every created thing has its perfection only as something first received from
God. This is a strange paradox, because it means that things are good without simply being
identical with that goodness. They must enact their perfection.
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This doesn’t mean that seeking something as good requires explicit reference back to God as an
ultimate end. In fact, using things exclusively for “God’s sake” would underestimate the radical
generosity of goodness. We saw this with the Spirituals, who sought to use earthly things as a
mere means to the ultimate end of union with God; to be with God apart from the things He
created. Yet God does nothing in vain and provides for man through the order He creates in
the world. Therefore, while using things for some end beyond them is not wrong, it cannot be
completely separated from what things are. Things are a means, but they are also—in a
qualified sense—an end in themselves. God is the end of all things, and He is this end by
indwelling all things in a manner commensurate with their capacity to receive goodness. God
entrusts His own goodness to things, not so that they might be sought apart from Him, but in
order that they might return to Him.

In a similar way, God entrusts his own power of dominion to us. He grounds our relative
dominion of things within His own absolute dominion, so that He might provide for us through
our own action.

[7]

 Though God’s causality is sufficient for things, this is not at the exclusion of
our own causality. Our power of dominion does not compete with God’s, but rather as a
“secondary causality” it participates and finds its ultimate justification in God’s dominion.
Therefore, having dominion over a thing means taking responsibility for helping it manifest
the goodness of God in the world. We consider it as a substantial good, created by God and
perhaps by participation co-created by man, in order to understand God’s will for it and by
extension his will for us (in using it).

Fear of the Lord
Cherishing the word “mine” undoubtedly opens a danger that we might mistake ourselves for
the ultimate source and end of things. This is why it is crucial that Adam also fears the word
“mine.” While a certain kind of fear can be a crushing force that pulls us away from God, there
is also fear of the Lord, which is a gift of the Spirit. The most perfect form of this gift is filial
fear, which is like that of a loving child. Filial fear proceeds beyond fearing the punishments of
sin and acts out of love for the generous Father, desiring to not betray Him and the goods He
has given. Thus, fear of the Lord begins with awe or wonder, which loves the goodness of God
and his generosity in creation for its own sake.

God’s gifts remain always good in themselves, which means they remain always His. For this
reason, poverty in spirit is traditionally associated with the gift of fear.

[8]

 This gift enables man
to live poverty in spirit by embracing his ontological poverty before God.

[9]

 Ontological poverty
doesn’t point primarily to a physical lack, rather it means that everything we have and
everything we are is from God. Embracing our ontological poverty allows man to turn in awe to
everything God gives and receive it with gratitude rather than presumption. Hence, the
Church has always taught that property ownership is not absolute, but relative to goodness
itself. Aquinas says that even though man rightly possesses things on his own, he should use
them as though they are owned by all.

[10]

 Embracing our ontological poverty helps one to be
generous like the Father, recognizing that the gifts one has received are for the sake of all
mankind.

This generosity is not just towards mankind however, and in fact, through dominion we must
become “like God” to things. This generosity is expressed in two ways. First, we aid the thing’s
subsistence by preserving it and guiding it to reach its own proper perfection. To do so we
must engage with the thing itself in all of its substantial goodness. If, as we saw with Olivi
above, dominion is exclusively an undetermined act of will, then by definition man’s intellect
is excluded from the actual exercise of dominion. This would mean that dominion doesn’t
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require knowing what the thing is, or what its ends are. More than just self-determining, the
will becomes the ultimate determination for the ends of things themselves. Proper dominion,
on the other hand, is concerned with the nature of the thing, not primarily with “possessing it.”
True dominion must let things be, that is, not attempt to interfere or redefine with their
goodness. This “letting be” is exemplified by God, both in the act of creation, which fittingly is
enacted through the words “let there be,” and in the gift of grace, which perfects but does not
destroy nature. Man’s “letting be” images this, by being both intensely interested in what the
thing is, and by unselfishly guiding the thing to be what God has created it to be.

The second expression of generosity is equally important. Left only with “letting be,” we might
get the impression that true dominion means hands-off abstention from engaging with
creation. The typical modern use of the word “nature” implies just such a “un-humanized”
world. On the contrary, God takes a risk in creation by sharing Himself, and thus being in
things. Created dominion also images God’s in this way, so that when I say “mine” I must risk
being present in things. “Letting be” must be held together with “being in.” Thus, Adam says,
“With this word [‘mine’] I accept as my own, but at the same time I give myself” (352). Through
our dominion, we become “incarnate” in the things we own. Perhaps the most striking
example of this is the tenth Station of the Cross, where we see the sacrifice of Christ
exemplified and intensified in the treatment of his clothing. Our things and their state of being
reflect our own internal states, and conversely what is done to them has a real effect on us.

Ultimately then, dominion means uniting one’s interior self with things in the external world.
Isolating one to the exclusion of the other destroys the property relationship. By saying “mine,”
our interiority is poured out into and united with the exterior world, while both remain
distinct. Thus, the image of property ownership can be best understood through what Adam
says about fatherhood to his daughter, “Gradually I learn through you what it means to be a
father: it means having the strongest bonds with the world” (358). Contrary to the Franciscan
Spirituals, man must turn outward towards the world, and embrace the things God has created
through “letting be” and “being in.” Through the goodness of things we can encounter the
source of their goodness and through us things can reach their own perfection and give glory
to God. Authentic filial fear ultimately gives us the confidence to give thanks to God for the
goodness of creation, saying with truth, “what’s Yours is mine.”

Henry Wickus is a PhD Candidate at the Pontifical John Paul II Institute (Washington, D.C.).
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FEATURE ARTICLE

Editing the Body
PAUL SCHERZ

One of my early mentors in genetics had never learned to use word processing software. When
editing our drafts, he literally cut and pasted text: cutting out pieces of my writing he thought
worthy of use and pasting them on pieces of graph paper amid his better phrased or better
thought through additions. After he finished, I would come into the lab in the morning to find
a mismatched, ungainly sheaf of printer and graph paper. While receiving extensive edits is
always somewhat demoralizing, there is nothing quite like the effect of seeing one’s beautiful
(or so I thought) first draft physically hacked apart and stitched back together. Then there was
the arduous task of turning that mass of papers into a revised draft. In its messy physicality, it
was so much more difficult than simply clicking “Accept Changes” in Microsoft Word.

I mention these memories because this cumbersome process is the first image that pops into
my mind when I hear genetics and “editing” combined in the same sentence. Contemporary
proponents of “gene editing” using the CRISPR/Cas9 technology, by contrast, use the phrase to
recall the ease of editing with word processing software. Jennifer Doudna, one of the
technology’s developers, and Samuel Sternberg, for example, argue in their popular book on
the topic that CRISPR will make the genome “as malleable as a piece of literary prose at the
mercy of an editor’s red pen.”

[1]

 Bioethicist Hank Greeley even compares CRISPR to Microsoft
Word’s cut and paste function.

[2]

 It is so easy that even do-it-yourselfers are trying it out.

CRISPR is indeed much easier and more precise than previous technologies for modifying
genes, one well worth the Nobel prize Doudna and her collaborator Emmanuelle Charpentier
received in 2020. With CRISPR, an adaptation of a bacterial system for responding to viral
infection, scientists can design 20 base pair “guide RNAs” that correspond to any part of a
genome. These guide RNAs lead Cas9, a protein that cuts DNA, “like a guided missile” to a
specific target in the genome, where it snips the DNA strand “like molecular scissors.”
However, cut DNA is dangerous for the stability of the genome. In the process of repairing the
damage, cellular proteins frequently mutate the targeted gene in the process. The faulty repair
process means that CRISPR is highly efficient at making genes inactive, which is the primary
use of CRISPR. Researchers have also developed techniques that replace the targeted DNA by
inserting another DNA sequence, changing the function of the gene. This latter process,
however, is far more complicated and only succeeds a small percentage of the time, so is used
less often than merely inactivating a gene.
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As you may have noticed, it was difficult for me to describe CRISPR without using technological
metaphors—and mixed ones at that—of “missiles” directing “scissors.” The preferred
metaphor, though, is that of editing.

[3]

 This metaphor is relatively recent. The first references to
“genome editing” do not appear in PubMed, the database of biomedical research articles, until
2004. “Gene editing” appears earlier, beginning in the 1980s, but largely in relation to natural
processes in the cell. The phrase does not start generally referring to directed modification of
the genome until the early 2000s, and its use is not widespread until later that decade. Prior to
this, the most prominent metaphor for genetic change was “genetic engineering,” which was in
use from the 1960s. “Editing” and “engineering” draw on fundamentally different images of
the body. Where genetic engineering suggests overhauling a complex machine, gene editing
implies the precise copy editing of a manuscript. This metaphorical shift is in part due to that
fact that tools like CRISPR are more exact than older technologies. The key reason, though, is
that the metaphor of editing is much more consistent with the vision of the body that now
drives molecular biology.

The body is a living thing rather than a machine, flesh rather than text. If we do
think of it as a text, let it be not as a computer program edited at will, but as a
classic work containing wisdom that must be engaged hermeneutically.

Modern science has always envisioned the body as a kind of machine, but the specific type of
machine has varied according to the technologies at hand. Descartes thought of the body as a
kind of hydraulic machine similar to the mechanical infrastructure powering the fountains
that filled the ornate gardens of seventeenth-century European nobility. For those inspired by
this metaphor, fixing the body would be a type of mechanical engineering. Late nineteenth-
and early twentieth-century physiologists viewed the body as a chemical machine subject to
chemical engineering. Molecular biology, as historian Lily Kay has noted, has long thought of
the body as a cybernetic machine controlled by information.

[4]

 DNA, in this paradigm, is
information and genes—a blueprint for the organism that controls the organism’s bodily
development and adult behavior. The genome is like a computer program running the
machine of the body. One sees this cybernetic, information-based metaphor everywhere in
modern biology: DNA is a code; the genome is the Book of Life; the brain is an integrative
control center. Doudna even encourages her readers to imagine the genome as “a large piece
of software.”

[5]

 In contemporary biology, the body is a text, and that text is a computer program.

If the body is fundamentally a coded text, then it makes sense that researchers can transform
the body by editing that text. They are merely reprogramming the code. Individuals can even
“hack” their own bodies. This digital imaginary, as anthropologist Gaymon Bennett has called
it, has become even more solidified as the worlds of software design and biotech have
merged.

[6]

 The Human Genome Project of the 1990s and early 2000s drew a huge influx of
computer programmers into biology to analyze the massive amounts of data generated by
genome sequencing. The data analysts seldom had any experience of traditional biological lab
work. The whole field shifted so that much published work in biology no longer even involves
living organisms. Data analysis rules. Moreover, the corporate realms of tech and biotech draw
from many of the same venture capitalists and entrepreneurs: Google, Apple, and other tech
companies have divisions focused on health; Jeff Bezos and other entrepreneurs are seeking
the keys to eternal youth; Elon Musk aims to implant chips in our brains. Their funding, based
in the conceptual cybernetic metaphor of a coded text, has made many enhancement projects,
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such as uploading a mind to a computer, a conceivable, and seemingly realizable, goal. In Ray
Kurzweil’s thought, it is all just patterns of information, and that information is modifiable and
customizable.

[7]

 With CRISPR, we now have the perfect tools to edit the information.

Nonsense. Editing is a deeply misguided metaphor for altering the genome. First, CRISPR
technology is not in fact a precision guided missile or a molecular scissors. CRISPR relies on
organic molecules, proteins and nucleotides. By their very nature, these organic molecules act
in a stochastic and often unpredictable manner, leading to possible unintended side effects.
Sometimes, CRISPR causes what are called off-target effects: Cas9 cuts at sites other than the
one intended. For example, if there is too much Cas9 in a cell, it acts even where it is not
directed. If the guide RNA is not designed well, it can bind to similar sites elsewhere in the
genome. CRISPR can also cut out a larger region than desired, leading to what is called a
microdeletion. The repair mechanisms can go awry as well and reattach cut DNA to a totally
different chromosome, causing dangerous rearrangements in the genome. Each of these
changes can themselves lead to diseases like cancer, a problem that has long bedeviled genetic
therapies. Researchers are working on technical fixes for many of these problems, and many
will indeed be solved (and already are in particular cases), but most geneticists recognize the
need for extensive error checking if CRISPR is to be used in human therapies. As these
problems suggest, the editing functions of Microsoft Word bear little relationship to technology
like CRISPR. It is much more like the empirical tinkering of an engineering project, or even the
messy editing of my former mentor, than a simple edit in a text.

The second major conceptual problem is that the genome is not like a computer program.
Before the genome project, it was thought that each single gene would code for a single trait or
a single disease. Geneticists in the 1990s and earlier sought the “gay gene,” the gene for
aggressiveness, or the gene for heart disease. This hope was fueled by studies in model
organisms and some early successes in humans. There are indeed some monogenetic diseases
caused by single mutations, like cystic fibrosis or Huntington’s disease. Other single mutations
lead to significantly increased risk for a disease like breast cancer. Yet, the idea that each
disease could be traced to one or a few mutations quickly faded after the genome was
sequenced. It turns out that humans have many fewer genes than previously thought (~22,000
rather than 100,000), meaning that genes interact with each other to cause certain traits.
Genome-wide studies that try to associate genes with traits find that hundreds of genes
contribute to a common disease like heart disease or a trait like height. No one gene has a
particularly large effect. They each change the probability of having a certain trait by a small
amount. Therefore, if a geneticist wanted to raise IQs (if you believe the research on the
genetics of intelligence, which has many problems), she would need to edit hundreds of genes,
rather than just one—a very difficult task. The genome is a very complicated thing.

Not only does each trait depend on many genes, but most genes have multiple functions, many
of which are unknown. Take the CCR5 gene that Chinese researcher He Jiankui altered in three
embryos using CRISPR, leading to the birth of three transgenic children in 2018.

[8]

 CCR5 is the
gene for a protein that we know is involved in HIV infection; people with a natural mutation in
CCR5 are resistant to HIV infection. Researchers believe that editing CCR5 is a possible way to
treat or prevent HIV, with at least two HIV patients seemingly cured by bone marrow
transplants from donors with CCR5 mutations.

[9]

 The problem is that CCR5 seems to have other
uses in the immune system, with preliminary investigations suggesting that people with
mutations might be vulnerable to other diseases. So, an enhancement to treat HIV would leave
the person more at risk for other dangers. Similar unintended consequences might arise with
any gene edits. It may be worth the risk for people with a serious illness, but for few others.
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Finally, the genome is not isolated from its larger contexts. The genome resides in a complex
cellular environment and the activation of genes is modified by cellular history. Gene editing
must also contend with the complexities of the body as a whole. It seems, for example, that the
immune system attacks CRISPR components, leading to difficulties for successful gene editing
in the adult body. Whether a trait appears in a person is heavily dependent on the person’s
environment. In the simplest case, someone who is chronically undernourished will have
reduced height and academic performance no matter what their genetic inheritance. As many
commentators have pointed out, talk of altering genes must take account of these social
conditions, many of which would be much more worthwhile to address than engaging the
complex and uncertain task of modifying the genome. Genomes, proteins, and bodies are
complex, interdependent things rather than transparent, easily manipulated programs or
documents of literary prose.

Yet, this critique of metaphor should not be taken too far. Even limited metaphors have their
uses, as do complex technologies. Metaphor is inescapable, and an apt analogy can make
concrete and graspable ideas otherwise difficult to express. Metaphors are widely used in
science and medicine, as with the heart as a mechanical pump or Paul Ehrlich’s magic bullet.
But we must know the limitations of the metaphors that we use and keep in mind that they are
indeed metaphors. Otherwise, metaphors can easily cause us to stray, leading to projects like
uploading minds to computers.

CRISPR has many wonderful uses, especially in research settings where its complexities can be
controlled and geneticists have the space to safely tinker with them. Further, though most
diseases are caused by multiple genes, there are some monogenetic disorders in which
removing a gene can cure the condition. Already, CRISPR has shown promise in diseases like
sickle-cell anemia or β-thalassemia in which hemoglobin is mutated.

[10]

 It turns out that there is
another form of hemoglobin that is only produced in fetuses and infants. By mutating a gene
that suppresses fetal hemoglobin, geneticists are able to turn it back on in adults with these
diseases. Given the pain and lethality of these genetic diseases, it is reasonable for patients to
accept the risks and uncertainties of genetic therapy.

Even in these cases, though, geneticists try to target the therapies to particular tissues to limit
possible consequences. Blood diseases are a good therapeutic target, since the stem cells that
make blood can be removed from the bone marrow and manipulated outside the body in the
lab. This allows geneticists to check for any mistakes CRISPR might have made, such as off-
target cuts or chromosomal rearrangements. Other often-targeted tissues include the eyes,
which are relatively accessible to manipulation but segregated from other parts of the body.
Other therapies target the liver. Here we see a hearkening back to older images of the body as
a set of independent parts and systems.

If these uses of CRISPR in adults should be celebrated and cautiously encouraged, most
commentators are extremely skeptical of extending the use of CRISPR to the early embryo in a
way that would affect the entire adult body and be heritable, even though a number of
scientists and scientific bodies would like to explore this path.

[11]

 Reasons to avoid germline
manipulation in the embryo include the risk and difficulty of the procedures; the small
number of genetic conditions for which it would be appropriate; and the difficulty of ensuring
that it would be safe. A deeper concern than those discussed by most bioethicists is that
current procedures for altering embryos’ DNA would require IVF, separating the unitive and
procreative dimensions of sexuality and subjecting nascent life to the power of technology. In
evidence of this subjection of life to power, embryos in which “editing” went awry would be
“discarded” as just a mistake, with no thought for their status as persons.
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Gene editing is only one aspect of our desire to gain ever more control over our bodies and
offspring. This desire for control, however, too often drives us to mistaken, overly simplistic
understandings of the body, such as thinking it is a machine run by a computer program.
While the metaphor of editing has led to some opportunities for healing illness, for which we
should be grateful, and provides a helpful way to explain a complicated technology, its utility
is limited. The body is a living thing rather than a machine, flesh rather than text. If we do
think of it as a text, let it be not as a computer program edited at will, but as a classic work
containing wisdom that must be engaged hermeneutically. Perhaps sections need commentary
or correction, a translation might be mistaken, but it should be handled with reverence and
care. Ultimately though, we may need to develop new, or perhaps recover old, understandings
of the body. Most of all, we will need humility in the face of the complexity of living things.

Paul Scherz is an Associate Professor of Moral Theology/Ethics. His latest book is entitled
Tomorrow’s Troubles: Risk, Anxiety, and Prudence in an Age of Algorithmic Governance
(Georgetown University Press, 2022).
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The Great Things of God
MARK MILOSCH

For the invisible things of him from the creation of the world are clearly seen,
being understood by the things that are made, even his eternal power and
Godhead. ~Romans 1:20

In Plato’s Allegory of the Cave, those inside the cave sit in darkness facing the cave wall. They
can see only the shadows of things cast by a fire behind them and, after a long time, come to
take these shadows for the things themselves. One among them—the Philosopher—emerges
from the cave, sees the reality of things in the light of day, and comes back to tell the others,
most of whom choose to remain in the cave.

In my revolutionary reading of the allegory, those cave dwellers personify other people,
obstinate in their perverse refusal to join me in seeing things as they really are, and I myself
play the role of the Philosopher.

Of course, that was not Plato’s point, and the Platonic tradition insists that exiting the cave is a
salutary exercise which might be widely applied. It further insists that no one is immune from
the influence of the cave, of the dominant mentality, and that we all participate in it to some
greater or lesser extent. And so I will start by drawing a contrast in philosophical terms
between the dominant modern way of thinking about things, and things as they have been
conceived by people living inside one or another traditional culture, that is, by pretty much all
people living outside modernity. Then I will bring the traditional vision to bear on things,
items, in ‘old St. John’s,’ a church near my home in Maryland.

A small prolepsis on a useful word, episteme. The term refers to the body of basic ideas and
presuppositions that determines what a given culture will accept as true knowledge of reality.
Despite the vast differences between the cultures of ancient Israel, the Christian Church,
classical antiquity, the ancient Near East, and the religious and mythical traditions of nearly
every region of the globe, their epistemic unity is clear when contrasted with modern culture.
All of them share some notion that things participate in various degrees of material and
spiritual reality, of the essential unity of these degrees within an ordered cosmos, and that the
cosmos in some way expresses the divine. Whatever their differences, for example in the
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terms, structures, and relationships they propose, or whether express their epistemic ideas in
religious, philosophical, or mythical forms, the underlying unity of the traditions of humanity
in these notions is clear—as is that of the modern episteme in denying these notions.

The difference between things as they emerge within the traditional and modern
epistemes is akin to that between gazing at a painting by Rubens and reading the
text label below it.

I shall enumerate some of the principal contrasts between the traditional and modern
epistemes.

1. Traditional: A thing, that is any thing, participates in various levels of being. At one level
there is the thing as an item, this particular item, article, or object with its particular size,
shape, weight, location, etc. At another, there is the idea of the thing, or its form; the thing as
an item can be thought of as an instantiation, a realized copy or edition of its idea. At yet
another level, there is the meaning of the thing, which is to say that it bears meaning as
intrinsic to it; the idea and the item are realizations of meaning. Finally, the thing has some
relation with the divine—of course the traditions have vastly different ways of thinking about
this—creation, emanation, declination, and so forth, but there is always some relation between
the thing and the divine. Always in a traditional episteme these levels can be distinguished but
not separated or set against each other.

Modern: A thing is reducible to its extension in space and its quantifiable physical properties.
It is a copy of nothing and any ideas, forms, or meanings either aren’t real or are extrinsic to it.
God need not be considered at all.

2. Traditional: The concrete existence of a thing is always a true symbol, in that it does not
merely stand for but presentifies—renders present—its idea, its meaning, and even in some
way the divinity. The form or idea of the item is made truly present in the item, as is the world
of meaning that it instantiates, as well as God in some way, aspect, or effect. Of course, all these
are present under their own mode—yet really present.

Modern: A thing presentifies nothing but itself. Thus, there can be no true symbols. As
moderns, we consider this point crucial and will insist on it.

3. Traditional: Any individual thing is itself a whole and at the same time part of or related to
other things, including the cosmos. Similarly, a thing exists in a dynamic relationship with its
perceiver; it truly exists also in the one who perceives it, though of course in a non-physical
mode.

Modern: There is no cosmos, no ordered whole. Any thing is essentially individual and
disparate, a kind of monad. Relations between things are mental constructs and are not
themselves real. In perception, we perceive only our own percepts; things in themselves are
unknowable.

4. Traditional: There are many kinds of things, which have diverse natures, varied relations
between them, and are ordered in hierarchies.

Modern: Physical and social science has eliminated or at least reduced distinctions between
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different kinds, types, and levels of things. Now we know that the real is ontologically
homogeneous. This is called progress. “The world is flat.” The idea of hierarchies in being is
offensive.

On one point the moderns essentially spoke first. Tradition’s response was always implicit in
the traditional episteme.

5. Modern: The relation between an individual thing and the world of concepts, meanings, and
symbols is an association made by us, more or less arbitrarily. Thus, it is purely cultural and
not at all natural. We are not interested in the natures of things but in their functions so far as
they can be manipulated. In any case, nature is an authoritarian concept linked to orders of
repression and domination. We seek to banish this concept.

Traditional: It is a modern error to treat culture and nature as mutually exclusive categories.
Culture is the perfection of nature; to show that something is shaped by culture does nothing to
take it out of the realm of nature. Tradition is precisely the process of testing and sifting
culture. Nor does the drive to eclipse nature from human consciousness change the structure
of reality. Things continue to have natures, which we ignore at our peril.

A list like this provides a shortcut into the heart of the Christian tradition, in which things
participate in transcendence—and in which we don’t limit ourselves to the surface logic of
words but reflectively search our spiritual experience. Two aspects of this experience are clear
to me.

First, I recall that my awareness has shifted over time. I cannot recall whether as a child my
awareness was aligned in some natural way with the traditional view, but I can recall that it
was mostly modern by the time I entered my teens and through my forties—that is, I conceived
and perceived of things as disparate, reduced to their mere physicality, and therefore
somewhat alienated. Yet never completely modern, perhaps because I had bits and pieces of
ideas and convictions that were inconsistent with the modern episteme. I was aware of the
philosophical problem of universals. I was anti-nominalist. I was Catholic. I did believe in
miracles, in transubstantiation, and had a general sense that theoretical physics had re-opened
many questions about the nature of matter that modernity had treated as closed. And yet my
best recollection is that the episteme I operated out of was more modern than traditional.
Again: no one can be unaffected by the mentality of the cave. Yet again, today my awareness is
much more traditional than modern. Epistemes, dominant mentalities, climates of
opinion—none of these are all-powerful. The Philosopher can exit the cave.

Second, I see that my awareness can shift, often during the course of a single day. It shifts
toward the traditional when I am engaged with natural realities—animals, plants, the great
outdoors, also with traditional artistic imagery, and when interacting with other people. And
toward the modern when I deal with technological items, the world of screens and bytes, and
almost all manufactured items.

⁂ ⁂ ⁂

On a weekday morning I walk up the steps of a small church, open the door and step from dim
morning light into a dark antechamber, then through another set of doors into the nave. There
some light comes through the stained-glass windows; behind the altar, sun rises into an old
rose window with an image of St. John. The church is on the site of one of the first Catholic
churches in the Chesapeake colony though this building dates from the 1890s. I love this
church, with its stone walls and timbered roof, set atop a hill, surrounded by its cemetery and
giant maples, today on a quiet suburban street. Like most people, I enter a church differently
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than any other building—we cannot but be aware that everything here conveys an image of
something beyond itself, including the liturgy that will take place in a few minutes. Entering a
church, we enter a place that symbolizes—that means to us—something outside of everyday
space and time. A Catholic will have a sense, more or less inchoate, that the church building
figures many things: Heaven, the Temple, Jerusalem, the body of Christ, the church as
assembly; that the nave is a figure of a ship, of Noah’s ark, of the boat from which Christ
calmed the storm. This is all there for me though I don’t consciously think about it. I don’t
enter the church with a pious outward attitude, but I note these aspects of my awareness.

I dip my fingers in the holy water as I enter and direct my attention to the water.

There is this water in the font—four or five ounces at room temperature, made
up of these water molecules, etc. The idea or form of water is also present here,
that is, as it is instantiated in this water; it is in a sense larger than this water as
it could also have been and is instantiated in other water. Presentified also is
the meaning of water—including a capacity to take any shape and retain none,
to give life, to regenerate, enter other substances, to cleanse, etc.—its meaning
is richer than its manifold verbal formulations. Present also is God—that is by
analogy of being; the meanings, idea, and the material being of water are all
words spoken by God and in their turn say something about His nature—about
a watery aspect of God. (Here we are, of course, in deep water...)

The priest in the vestibule rings the sacristy bell.

This bell, small, brass, suspended from that door frame—a realized copy of the
idea of a bell—its meaning including being a thing that can be struck to make
noise, to call to attention, including also the meanings the Church gives to bells,
figures of the voices of angels, of the small bells on the garments of the Jewish
high priests—all of these creations of God which palely refract something bell-
like in the being of God.

I look at the large vases full of cut flowers in front of the altar table, and the painted vault of
the apse.

Ascending from these flowers, I recall that the idea of the flowers is itself
manifold—there is the idea of a flower, of white gladiolus, and the idea of these
flowers, which of course could be arranged many ways, that the meanings they
carry, for example, beauty, life, fruitfulness, transitoriness in a cycle of life,
delicacy, actuated by light, attraction, and sexual purity—but aren’t these
cultural? Yes, and natural too, for culture is the perfection of nature, and the
flower and the culture are not monads but parts of the same created cosmos.

Descending from God, there is the vast meaning-world that refracts something
of Him, including growth, abundance, verdancy—these meanings are carried
also by the ideas of many things, including plant life—which can be instantiated
not only as plants but by paintings of plants, these paintings in this apse, rather
abstracted, that is, not only plants presentify the idea of a plant, but an image of
a plant presentifies the idea of a plant, of course in a different way, at the same
time it presentifies here the idea of a painting.
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Now I let my eyes wander and my mind follow. The gold in the gold-plated chalice, ciborium,
candlesticks—presentifying meanings that we refract into words like value, rarity, solidity,
preciousness. The white altar cloths—whiteness, against which any stain shows, not
emblemizing but really presentifying after its mode the meaning of purity, which, again,
refracts the divine nature. The walls of the church are of stone, and we can ascend through
ideas and meanings to the stoniness in God. We can see this just as unawares, naturally, and
habitually as we enter a church differently from a bank or bus station. The liturgy both
teaches and assumes this episteme. After all, similar words could be said of items present in an
archaic Hittite, Homeric Greek, or pagan Slavic religious ritual. Another thought—the
traditional episteme unites material and spiritual realities along the vertical axis at the same
time it helps to distinguish them on a horizontal axis.

One thought leads to another—as the liturgy moves me through time, something similar is
happening. The liturgical prayers distinguish and unite stages of human history, recalling the
great works of God in the life of Israel, the revelation and incarnation of their spiritual
meaning in Christ, their continuation in space and time in the sacramental life of the Church,
“until You come again.” Experienced within the traditional episteme, the liturgy reveals an
inexhaustible richness, a multiple of the richness of all being. In this awareness, every thing
carries meanings that exceed it, and reveals further aspects of every other thing. This is utterly
different from the poverty of the modern episteme, in which meaning is reduced to a set of
one-to-one arbitrary associations, a bare emblemism. The difference between things as they
emerge within the traditional and modern epistemes is akin to that between gazing at a
painting by Rubens and reading the text label below it.

The priest pulls me out of my thoughts by raising the Host—“For this is my body”—and
then—“For this is the chalice of my blood...”

This bread and this wine are no more. In the sacrament, their matter, form,
meaning and being have become one.

The Eucharist realizes a promise inherent in the structure of things and exceeds it in ways no
one could have anticipated before the Last Supper. Whereas things presentify spiritual forms
and meanings in a physical mode, buried within that structure is a yearning for a fuller
presentification. The depth of that yearning is only revealed by its fulfillment when in the
Eucharist a thing becomes Thing, as the divine origin of the thing makes Itself present
substantially and no longer symbolically. The Eucharist is a mystery not only because God is so
far above us that we cannot grasp him; but also because a material thing is also mysterious to
us, its material substance is so far below us that we cannot penetrate it. In the Eucharist both
ends of the great “ladder of being” are united in a way never anticipated before the Last
Supper, transforming everything on the scala naturae, and nothing so much as man—man the
mikrokosmos, the little cosmos, who unites in himself the spiritual and the physical, even the
animal, vegetable and purely material. “Christ... fully reveals man to man himself” (Gaudium
et Spes). In the Eucharistic bread and wine, He reveals things to man himself—man, the level
of being at which the cosmos attains self-awareness—and thus the promise implicit in things
as bearers of meaning, as words spoken by God.

After Mass I rise out of my kneel and step out of the antechamber into sunlight, leaves, their
trees, and this morning, a bright blue sky. Naturally perception has shifted—truly so. The
world appears different. It does so after every Mass but more deeply so today. Awareness is
itself an incipit prayer. And so, it seems to me that things appear with greater vividness,
distinction, unity, and depth, and in a way marked by listening—for the speech of the thing.
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The Participation of Making
DAVID HENDERSON

Gregory of Nyssa’s treatise On the Making of Man is organized around a radical central claim,
an analogy of such scope and implication as to be altogether unimaginable to the ancient
pagan world. In a passage reflecting on the “counsel” or “wisdom” of creation, Gregory draws
a remarkable line of comparison between what he describes as the “royal” character of the
human soul and the free decision of God to create. The soul, writes Gregory, possesses an
“exalted character,” consisting of nothing less than a capacity for self-governance—an
autocratic power to “make” according to one’s will—that is itself the communicated image of
the absolute freedom exercised by God in the creation of the world.

In a post-Christian cultural context, the scandal and radicality of Gregory’s claim is easy to
overlook. Particularly to a modern Western reader, Gregory’s emphasis on the freedom of
human persons to forge their own purpose and destiny could appear as but an early, primitive
expression of what we today celebrate as an individual’s freedom of choice. However, this
would decidedly nullify the paradox that Gregory’s thought introduces and lessen our
sensitivity to the degree to which Gregory’s claim runs counter to common human experience.
Something often glossed over today, but a fact well known to Gregory, is that human beings
cannot create. Whereas divine freedom knows no such limitation, our liberty is constrained by
the parameters and limitations of the existing order in which we find ourselves, an order in
which we can only make. Gregory himself acknowledges this restraint in his next paragraph,
when he clarifies that while human persons possess the “image” of eternal kingship, they do so
only when circumscribed to the demands of “virtue,” which is to say, only when observant of a
more fundamental order of substantive goodness. Over this primary order, human beings hold
no authorial capabilities. But is Gregory being inconsistent then when he insists that human
persons possess the quality and dignity of a creator?

“What is impossible with man is possible with God” is a passage from Scripture that
enabled the ancient Fathers to envision a situation in which there is no conflict
between the idea of God’s bestowing upon human persons his perfect image and
that image manifesting and taking on life in such a way as to be properly set apart
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in an integral order that lives in a manner drastically unlike God’s own manner of
being.

For us today, the idea of our freedom being at once unlimited in its exercise and yet
circumscribed by a more fundamental order is a contradiction. But in Gregory’s more
theologically informed view, both the obscure origins of the universe itself and the inscrutable
mystery of God’s self-abasement in the Incarnation, demand an intersection between human
and divine freedom that arises at the very moment of their irreconcilable and absolute
inequality. Inexplicably, for Gregory, the human soul enjoys its inviolable “likeness” to God
only when it abides in a condition of limitation radically unlike the experience of its eternal
source.

This apparent contradiction between the eternal image of divine freedom and its confinement
to an inhibited finite mode is nowhere more obviously expressed than in the ancient
theological distinction between making and creating. Amongst the ancient and medieval
Church Fathers, there is near universal agreement that there lies an unequivocal, qualitative
difference between the relatively free productive activities of human beings and the
primordial act of God in creating the world. Irenaeus, for example, writes that “men and
women cannot make anything out of nothing, only out of matter that exists,” and that God
therefore is “far superior” because only he “invents the matter of his work.” Augustine
similarly argues that “nobody can form and create corporeal beings but God alone” because
human beings are always restricted to the reordering of already existing material substances.
Thomas goes so far as to call it “absurd” to think that human beings can create, for “creating”
is only properly predicated of “the first and most universal Cause,” which is God.

The ancient Church Fathers were motivated to make this distinction primarily for theological
reasons, as a way of safeguarding the essential notion of the world’s deriving its existence
from God alone. Even so, writers like Gregory, Augustine, and Thomas were not unaware of its
practical, anthropological import. In this case, just as Gregory speaks of the human soul
possessing a “regal” authority, Augustine accords human beings with a “great power” to
“affect” and “change” their material world. Thomas similarly promotes the notion of the
world’s rightful autonomy based on an integrity that belongs to creatures “properly,” which is
to say, in accordance with their intelligible natures. In this way, these ancient writers
employed an insistence on the absolute priority of divine over human action as a means of
securing the intelligibility and significance of the latter, despite an ontological difference that
is absolute. Indeed, for these writers, it is only because all things derive their existence from
God alone, that the order of human making can be credited with an inalienable dignity,
derived from the capacity—or, indeed, the privilege—of making well, that is, in a manner
wholly conformed to the content and form of eternal wisdom.

Even still, it is possible to highlight an obvious blind spot in this ancient teaching. This is
evidenced by the fact that while most contemporary thinkers could likely provide a long list of
commendable aspects of human constructive freedom, there is a noted lack of specificity in
thinkers like Gregory, Augustine, and Thomas as to what exactly constitutes the “good” of
human making. Today, for example, we might express our esteem for such things as
inventiveness, material progress, and the artistic or technical accomplishment of
manufactured goods. Additionally, we might highlight other personalist considerations, such
as the use of our imagination or the experiences of novelty, delight, and surprise that
contribute to our sense of individuality and self-integrity. We moderns are poignantly, even at
times painfully, aware of just how much of our spiritual aspirations are tied to the fortunes
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and history of our material world. While not unknown to the ancient world, such reflections
on the implications of our embeddedness in matter was often not a primary concern. At the
very least, there is a tendency in ancient and medieval thinkers to portray the absolute priority
of God over the created world as reason for diminishing the idea of anything new arising from
its natural productive activities, or of human agency ever achieving anything substantial in the
mundane, toilsome re-arranging of “things” in our historical, material existence.

One notable, contemporary thinker who strives to address this potential denigration of human
making is the English, Anglican theologian John Milbank. Much of Milbank’s work is directed
by concerns first addressed in his masterwork, Theology and Social Theory, in which (amongst
other considerations) he attributes the rise of secular modernity to a latent theological and
philosophical prejudice that so prioritizes an elevated, “pure” order of created reality that it
calls into question the integrity and reality of the derived order of human production.
Milbank’s argument in the book is compelling and is supported by a certain intuitive logic, that
the more one underscores the dissimilarity and inequality between human making and divine
creating the more one exposes the former to the possibility of secular appropriation,
manipulation, and control. This is the central, animating claim behind Milbank’s theological
corpus, that the site of modernity’s “desacralization” occurs foremost in the sphere of human
making and that this arises as a result of our own pre-judgements as to the non-participatory
character of our creative, imaginary acts and the artificial things we produce. What Milbank
helpfully highlights as being stereotypically modern, is the idea that in our unique, creative
agencies and the “things” we produce, we encounter no other voice but our own.

Unlike many critics of modernity, Milbank is not so much concerned with the idea that human
persons actively construct and determine the meaning of their own self-contrived realities.
Instead, he is concerned with the unfounded evaluation that such artificiality is excluded from
any real participation in God. Milbank is here directly challenging the extremity of the ancient
distinction between making and creating, suggesting that a properly participatory
understanding of human persons must accord them with a capacity to create their reality,
even as this is not in the same absolutely originary sense as God. For support, Milbank draws
upon the doctrine of creation ex nihilo as a way of emphasizing the comprehensiveness of the
world’s participation in the divine. Creaturely participation in God can only be real and
complete, according to Milbank, if it encompasses the things that finite beings produce and the
faculties of sense and imagination that work to produce them. In turn, this premise allows
Milbank to make an even more radical and speculative claim, since God’s emanative presence
in creaturely “ars” can only be asserted on the basis of an eternal “Ars,” the divine Son, who
for Milbank serves as the perfect image of the Father only as an infinite “work” forever open
to the creative interpretations of the equally divine Spirit. Here, Milbank aims to provide a
theological basis for a more direct, metaphorical account of the relationship between human
craftsmanship and a God now reconceived after the manner of an eternal Artist.

Milbank’s chosen terms for this new, participatory model of human making is that of God and
man’s causal “convergence” and of a “synergistic” understanding of divine-human agency in
which the mundane labor of human making is inwardly reconceived as an extension of an
ever-greater diffusion of the divine life. In this way, Milbank seeks to incorporate the fictitious
order of human invention and artificial products within the substantive, theurgic movement
of the divine creator Spirit, such that God is reconceived as being immanently present
throughout the whole order of human bricolage. Equally important, for Milbank, is
recognizing that the artificial things produced by human making are also substantively real,
and yes this extends even to the order of the imagination. One of the more provocative and
fanciful conclusions drawn by Milbank is the idea that the material of our imaginations are
equal participants in the world as it is eternally thought and imagined by God, such that even
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fantastical things like “fairies” and “genies” must, in some sense, be confirmed as real. This
might strike some as an absurd and preposterous claim, and a dubious strategy by a thinker
concerned with restoring to modern society its sense of reality. Yet it is important that we
pause for a moment and reflect on the challenge that Milbank lays before us. Do we truly
encounter no other voice in our interior, visionary space but our own? Does no other hand
accompany ours when we set chisel to wood or press brush to canvas? Are the things that we
set apart from ourselves and esteem merely empty shells, inanimate and soulless, devoid of
any intrinsic destiny or significance? That such thoughts are even possibilities is, for Milbank,
a sign of our nascent, cultural nihilism whose initial step is always one of disbelief that God
could be so radically immanent and “given” to a world he eternally loves.

There is, nonetheless, a danger in Milbank of pivoting to the opposite extreme. Recall that a
secondary motivation for the ancient distinction between creating and making was to affirm
the integrity and just autonomy of the world. Such integrity is a precondition to the free assent
of faith, as well as to the perception of truth and goodness that allow human persons to act and
“make” decisions in a morally upright and dignified manner. The distinction also speaks to the
extent to which a genuinely God-authored creation must reach a definitive endpoint in a world
that is complete in itself, a given “whole” that although living is not left floundering in endless
fluctuation and uncertainty. Yet, by so emphasizing the continuity between human and divine
agency, Milbank risks diminishing the quality of their absolute disproportion and difference.
This too is to evaluate the ancient paradox as a simple contradiction, for in this case what is
excluded is the possibility of creaturely making and manufactured things being participants in
God precisely in their adherence to a non-ultimate, non-originating manner of being.

What is most poignantly lost in Milbank’s alternative account of human making is the
confidence that our productive activities serve an order of truth and goodness that is, at least
to some extent, attainable. Milbank’s theological conclusions awkwardly lead him to reject
claims of formal certainty and definitive moral judgement, since any such “static” rendering of
the world would contradict the sense of our partaking of an infinite, divine creative mode.
Instead, Milbank advocates for our thoroughgoing “alienation” from certifiable truth and our
living lives in “total exposure to fortune,” since the proportions and significance of the world
are known only by an eternally deferred—and indeed, ultimately unknowable—movement of
divine self-interpretation. However much this may express something true about the
mysterious nature of God and the depths of the finite condition, that Milbank’s proposal calls
into question the stability and perspicuity of the natural world marks a clear and decisive
departure from the ancient tradition. Writers like Gregory, Augustine, and Thomas
emphasized the distinctiveness and inequality of the creature’s finite mode of making
precisely so as to temper any straightforward emanative or synergistic understanding of
divine and human agency. This is what allowed them to affirm the world as a distinct and
discernible “whole,” an outward manifestation of divine wisdom that arises in the very
instance of its remaining “other” than God. This is what the ancient prohibition against a
human capacity to create serves to protect, the mystery of God’s simultaneous immanence and
distance as confirmed by the miracle of creation itself and the event of the Incarnation. “What
is impossible with man is possible with God” is a passage from Scripture that enabled the
ancient Fathers to envision a situation in which there is no conflict between the idea of God’s
bestowing upon human persons his perfect image and that image manifesting and taking on
life in such a way as to be properly set apart in an integral order that lives in a manner
drastically unlike God’s own manner of being.

Milbank is undoubtedly correct to emphasis how human “doing” and “making” is itself a
contemplative posture, a participation in God that is much more than a vain and empty
voyaging through an obscure morass of material, inanimate things. Thus, in agreement with
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Milbank, one might add to Gregory’s formulation by saying that it is not only in “the making of
man” but also in “man’s making” that “the Maker of all draws near with circumspection, so as
to prepare for man material for his formation, and to liken his form to an archetypal beauty.”
However, there is a great deal at stake in preserving the radical terms set by the ancient
distinction between creator and creature, not the least of which is the question of whether our
fictions and artificially contrived things retain their quality and dignity only when they are
understood as receiving themselves from a transcendental order that supports and surpasses
them. By construing human making as somehow ultimate, as a remote “seed” of God’s divinity,
Milbank unwittingly imports the decidedly modern view that treats the absolute inequality
between divine creating and human making as a contradiction needing resolution. Lacking
each of these constitutive poles of the ancient paradox, one endangers the sincere human
desire to make things well, and the surprising, gratuitous joy of being endowed with
responsibility—a power for greatness that is truly and properly my own.

David Henderson is the assistant editor for ArteFact and an Assistant Professor of Theology at
Catholic Pacific College in Langley, British Columbia.
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In 1967, the German-born Jewish philosopher Hans Jonas found himself confronted with a new
and complex ethical topic: human experimentation. Although the use of human beings as
experimental subjects had been universally decried in 1947 at the Nuremberg trials, roughly
twenty years of “laissez-faire” research on human subjects quietly ensued in America, where
the utilitarian wartime rationale of ends justifying means had carried over into the
laboratory.

[1]

 A spotlight was abruptly shone on this experimental era in the mid-1960s by the
pioneering anesthesiologist Dr. Henry K. Beecher, who was concerned that ethically
inappropriate research would dampen medical progress. “I believe the type of activities to be
mentioned will do great harm to medicine unless soon corrected,” Beecher wrote, referencing
twenty-two instances of academic or government-funded experiments on persons who were
either insufficiently informed of adverse risks, or otherwise completely unaware that they
were subjects of experimentation, from which they also suffered physical harm.

[2]

 Beecher’s
point was that such experiments were not merely egregious outliers, but actually represented
the prevalent research norm in leading academic centers across America. If scientists did not
begin to ethically self-regulate their research, he thought, then medical and societal progress
might soon become drastically hampered by external impositions.

Beecher’s exposé was intended to secure the continuation of legitimate medical-scientific
research, not to bring about strict regulations that would limit its advance. Yet it served as the
spark which ignited deeper considerations of human experimentation from an ethical
perspective, which was relatively non-existent at the time.

[3]

 In light of this, Jonas was invited to
comment “philosophically” on the ethics of medical experimentation on humans at a
conference sponsored by the American Academy of Arts and Sciences (AAAS) in 1968. It was
not a subject he was immediately familiar with, having just published his first book on the
philosophy of the organism while working full-time as a professor of philosophy at the New
School for Social Research in New York.

[4]

 However, the invitation to offer philosophical
reflections on experimenting with human subjects—which became the title of his
lecture—brought him face to face with the rapidly transformed world of medical progress and,
specifically, with experimentation on the living being as its hidden premise.

[5]
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The root ethical issue with human experimentation...was “not so much that we
make [the person] thereby a means (which happens in social contexts of all kinds),
as that we make him a thing—a passive thing merely to be acted on."

The root ethical issue with human experimentation, as Jonas saw it, was “not so much that we
make [the person] thereby a means (which happens in social contexts of all kinds), as that we
make him a thing—a passive thing merely to be acted on, and passive not even for real action,
but for token action whose token object he is. His being is reduced to that of a mere token or
‘sample.’”

[6]

 The person is depersonalized: he is made into an object or thing to be “acted upon
for an extraneous end” (236), not treated as the agent or subject that he is by nature.

Jonas considered medical experimentation on human subjects to be an objective violation of
“the personal dignity and sacrosanctity” of the human being, even if consent was given (219).
His reasoning was simple: experimentation not only uses the human being for the sake of
garnering knowledge, but renders the human being into an object or thing to be acted upon. As
a matter of fundamental moral principle, human beings ought not to be treated as things.
Therefore, however useful or noble the telos of human experimentation, it nonetheless
violates the person involved. For Jonas, this type of “dealing” with human beings was
fundamentally an “infringement of a primary inviolability,” the justification of which “must be
by values and needs of a dignity commensurate with those to be sacrificed,” namely, the
sanctity of the human being, who ought never to be used as a “thing” (220).

Jonas insisted that “for whatever purpose,” human experimentation “is always also a
responsible, nonexperimental, definitive dealing with the subject himself” (220). That is,
experimentation is not simply an act performed on or within a person’s body, but an act
engaging the person as a self or subject. Any dealing or interaction with persons entailed a
fundamental moral obligation: to treat the person as his own end and never as mere means, in
order to uphold the sacredness and personal dignity of every human being. Jonas took this as a
moral archē, an inviolable first principle. Yet, the majority of his scientific and medical
contemporaries did not seem to share this starting point. To them, experimentation was
obligatory, and so the use of human subjects was not merely a justifiable concession, but a
necessary sacrifice for the sake of the common good. This was framed in the language of the
“rights of society” or the interests of “society, science, and progress,” which needed to be
protected against excessive restrictions that favored the rights of the individual.

[7]

 Thus, for the
scientific-medical community, experimentation bore a moral urgency; to abstain from such a
pursuit seemed to constitute a sort of moral failure or omission.

Jonas took issue with this Hobbesian framework, wherein individual good was sacrificed for
the sake of societal rights (i.e. scientific progress). He expressed grave doubts not only about
the adequacy of the “social contract” in general, but also, and more importantly, about the way
that the supposed necessity of experimentation was promoted as the more urgent good in need
of protection (221). Progress was elevated as the more fundamental moral imperative, not the
protection of human sacrosanctity. In Jonas’s view, this was backwards. To allow for human
experimentation was the “permissive counter-rule” that stood in need of justification, against
the “primary and axiomatic” “prohibitive rule” accompanying human dignity (220). Yet for
most scientists and physicians, the goal of medical progress already overrode the objection to
using human subjects as “guinea pigs.” “Such a claim must be carefully assessed, especially
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when it is swept along by a mighty tide” (220), Jonas cautioned, for the absolutization of
progress into a moral principle failed to take into account that experimentation upon human
beings remained an ethically unacceptable infringement of the primary inviolability of the
human person.

Despite this, Jonas was not advocating for an end to research on human subjects. Rather, he
wished to call into question the overwhelming moral imperative toward its pursuit, illustrating
just what was at stake with this predominant view, particularly as it was overtaking the
medical field. Prompting his reflections were no mere conjectures, but concrete statements
made by esteemed medical physicians concerning a matter that went on to radically transform
the face of medicine: a change in criterion for the pronouncement of death.

Just one month prior to Jonas’s lecture in September 1968, a report advocating for a
redefinition of death was published by a committee of the Harvard Medical School led by
Henry K. Beecher, entitled “A Definition of Irreversible Coma: Report of the Ad Hoc Committee
of the Harvard Medical School to Examine the Definition of Brain Death.”

[8]

 This report argued
that irreversible coma, which indicated “a permanently nonfunctioning brain,” was to be “a
new criterion for death,” rather than the traditional criteria of permanent cessation of
heartbeat and respiration.

[9]

 Patients deemed irreversibly comatose were described as being in
“a kind of limbo between life and death—not alive, because they were in a coma and incapable
of breathing on their own; but not dead, because their heart and lungs, albeit with mechanical
assistance, continued to function.”

[10]

 By advancing the moment of death as coinciding with this
condition, physicians could ethically pivot toward treating their patients differently: no longer
as subjects of intensive care, but as corpses, ending the uncertainty over whether it was
unethical to cease resuscitative efforts on such patients.

[11]

 Additionally, such a redefinition of
death enabled a novel possibility: it would eliminate legal and ethical controversy over
obtaining vital organs for transplantation, which could be used in then-experimental efforts to
save patients who were gravely but not irremediably ill.

Beecher was the driving force behind this life-saving “solution” to the increasing number of
irretrievably comatose patients in hospitals at the time. In a paper delivered at a previous
conference on medical experimentation, Beecher argued that redefining death would not only
ease the decision to turn off respirators, but also make useful the “tissues and organs of the
hopelessly unconscious patient … to restore the otherwise hopelessly ill but still salvageable
individual.”

[12]

 He contended that the use of organs and tissues for successful transplants would
advance the welfare of both science and society, insisting: “A strong case can be made that
society can ill afford to discard the tissues and organs of hopelessly unconscious patients; they
are greatly needed for study and experimental trial to help those who can be salvaged.”

[13]

 In
Beecher’s estimation, failure to enact this change of view “verge[d] on the unethical,” for it
meant that “the curable, the salvageable, [would] thus be sacrificed to the hopelessly damaged
and unconscious who consume the time and space and money better devoted to those who
could be helped.”

[14]

Jonas found much food for thought in Beecher’s choice of language, viewing it as
representative of the tacit utilitarian logic underpinning the medical research paradigm,
which used human beings in experimental ways for the advancement of medical progress.
Giving a nod to the upright intentions behind Beecher’s words, Jonas nevertheless argued that
the very use of such language, even if innocent, betrayed the ethical problem latent in using
patients in experimental ways: the commodification of the body, viewed in terms of the value
of its parts. Implied in Beecher’s insistence that “society can ill afford” to dispose of comatose
bodies was the notion of the body as property that can or even ought to be at the service of
another when it no longer serves its original “proprietor”—and not in the form of a generous
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bestowal, but as a matter of routine obligation. The intention behind this line of thinking was
to ameliorate the future conditions of society, a noble aspiration which Jonas nevertheless
considered supererogatory, not obligatory. For Jonas, this was the further problem built into
the medical research paradigm: an inherent dynamism aimed at melioration, which tended to
conflate technological possibilities with necessities at the expense of human dignity.

Jonas was not an “enemy” of research, but rather was extremely wary of unquestioned
consent to progress with a capital “P,” which was not an ethically neutral endeavor where
human life and dignity was at stake.

[15]

 He considered the improvement of society—the inherent
drive towards melioration—to be a noble or gratuitous goal, but not an obligatory one. Yet
modern society was afflicted by a syndrome of its own making, the expectation of “active and
constant improvement in all the domains of life: the waging of the battle against nature, the
enhancement of the human estate” (230). Jonas considered this “technological syndrome” to be
deeply problematic, for the one-sided interests of progress tended to pre-determine not only
the content of thought, but the very way in which thinking occurred in modern society.

[16]

 In
terms of the medical realm, Jonas likewise viewed the goal of improving the power to cure as
gratuitous rather than necessary. “Let us not forget that progress is an optional goal, not an
unconditional commitment,” he insisted, “and that its tempo in particular, compulsive as it
may become, has nothing sacred about it” (245). Aware that his views would be taken as
unfavorably crippling the advance of research and slowing the rate of progress, Jonas wished
to be clear about his point: “Let us also remember that a slower progress in the conquest of
disease would not threaten society, grievous as it is to those who have to deplore that their
particular disease be not yet conquered, but that society would be threatened by the erosion of
those moral values whose loss, possibly caused by too ruthless a pursuit of scientific progress,
would make its most dazzling triumphs not worth having” (245).

Jonas viewed human experimentation as a permissible yet extraordinary means of action,
requiring a high bar of justification. For him, mere “consent” or permission to be a subject of
experimentation did not right the reification that occurs in human research. “The ‘wrong’ of
[experimentation] can only be made ‘right’ by such authentic identification with the cause that
it is the subject’s as well as the researcher’s cause—whereby his role in its service is not just
permitted by him, but willed” (236). By aligning one’s will with the intended goal of the
experiment(er), the experimental subject’s personhood can be preserved, Jonas argued. In this
way, the subject of experimentation thus remains an agent (an actor who participates in the
experiment for his own sake), no longer depersonalized as a sample to be “acted upon for an
extraneous end” (235). Jonas argued that if a healthy person wanted to partake in non-
therapeutic medical experimentation, they must freely, willingly, and knowingly
“[appropriate] the research purpose into [their] own scheme of ends” (236), thus intending to
offer themselves for the sake of a greater good, whether that of increased medical knowledge,
compassion for human suffering, desire to help the human condition, etc. Moreover, the
research must never be performed for “a less than adequate cause” (236). In terms of
experimentation on ill patients, however, Jonas maintained that it should occur, if at all, only
with reference to their particular disease, and ideally offer a chance of therapeutic benefit.
Non-therapeutic experimentation ought never to be done on a sick patient as a matter of
principle, especially if it is to be done without their knowing.

Jonas furthermore insisted that the sick ought not to be recruited for medical experimentation
in the first place. Instead, researchers ought to solicit first among those who were healthier,
more educated, and more highly motivated to offer themselves freely for the sake of a cause,
since their consent to experimentation was less marred by any “lower resistance or captive
circumstance,” such as ill health, vulnerability, desperation, etc. (237). By proposing such a
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seemingly “forbidding rule” for research, Jonas was intentionally advocating for a “shift from
idealism to docility, from high-mindedness to compliance, from judgement to trust” (237). A
“slower rate of progress” was not detrimental to societal well-being, he contended, but rather
was a fitting price to pay “for the preservation of the most precious capital of higher
communal life” (237), i.e., the dignity of its members. As Jonas put it:

Our descendants have a right to be left an unplundered planet; they do not have
a right to new miracle cures. We have sinned against them if by our doing we
have destroyed their inheritance—which we are doing at full blast; we have not
sinned against them if by the time they come around arthritis has not yet been
conquered (unless by sheer neglect). (230–31)

With respect to Beecher’s proposal to redefine death, Jonas felt compelled to emphatically
reject both the proposal and the reasons behind it, for it would authorize physicians to keep a
patient on a respirator, “thereby maintain[ing] the body in a state of what would have been
‘life’ by the older definition (but is only a ‘simulacrum’ of life by the new)—so as to get at his
organs and tissues under the ideal conditions of what would previously have been
‘vivisection’” (243–44). In the eyes of progress, the unconscious patient constituted a prime
subject for experimentation. Indeed, Jonas noted how transplantation interests foisted an
urgency upon the matter of delineating the boundary between life and death so as to capitalize
on it—knowledge which may however be impossible to attain with certainty (244). Moreover,
he reproached the medical profession for its “tempting sophistry” in viewing “the hopeless
case [as] expendable (because in prospect already expended) and therefore especially usable”
(240). “[P]rogress or not,” wrote Jonas, the unconscious patient “must never be used, on the
inflexible principle that utter helplessness demands utter protection” (240). At its best, human
experimentation held the potential to benefit society and help the individual persons involved.
But at its worst, human experimentation operated with complete and utter disregard for the
dignity of the human subject, particularly where the human being was tacitly viewed as mere
material to be used or acted upon.

The view that the human body was a useful societal resource once personhood was putatively
absent or lost was deeply problematic for Jonas both ontologically and ethically. Apart from
“obvious pragmatic motivation,” Jonas noted how Beecher’s logic contained a “curious
revenant of the old soul-body dualism” in the form of a body-brain dualism: personhood
equated with a functioning brain, and the body merely a subservient and eventually
dispensable tool.

[17]

 This neuro-centric logic has easily pervaded the twenty-first century too,
evident not only in considerations of the severely comatose patient, but also embryonic and
fetal life, those who are dying or near death, and persons with dementia or other disorders of
consciousness—instances where personhood is reduced to brain function and therefore no
longer present.

[18]

Yet Jonas argued that the fragmentation of the living human being into brain/personhood on
the one hand and physical body on the other betrayed a dualism blind to the reality of
organismal unity and wholeness. For Jonas, the human body, even if “extracerebral” or absent
a functioning mind, still belonged to the identity of the personal individual qua whole
organism.

[19]

 Jonas argued that as long as the human body is a living body, it is inseparably
bound with a self, an irreducible internal identity that demarcates the living being as unique,
unified, and whole. There is no separation between a human being’s body and his self, his
subject-hood or personhood—even if higher cognitive functions are underdeveloped or
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damaged. The category of self-hood, intrinsic to living beings, is why human beings are not
things—inanimate objects or mute material to be used. For Jonas, even living “things” such as
animals, plants, or bacteria bear a self-hood analogous to that of human beings, simply by
virtue of their aliveness. In order to protect human beings and the human body from being
devalued and treated according to the category of “thinghood,” a more adequate theoretical
understanding of embodiment, wholeness, and organismal identity was needed. One’s body,
regardless of its developmental stage, ability, or level of consciousness, remained coextensive
with one’s self-hood, which “nobody—neither society, nor fellow man, nor posterity—is
entitled to” (230).

Julia Palmieri recently graduated from the Ph.D. Program at the Pontifical John Paul II Institute
for Studies in Marriage and Family, and now teaches bioethics at St. Augustine’s Seminary in
Toronto, Ontario. Her dissertation applied the thought of Hans Jonas in a critique of theoretical
foundational premises of bioethics in America.
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Bearers of Communion: Reality Remembered in the Home
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1. The Home as Embodied Intimacy
The vase on the dining table keeps a bouquet of irises and peonies cut from the garden in full
bloom, for a brief time to touch the room with congenial fragrance and pigment. While still at
their most vivid, these flowers can embellish, and in embellishing really symbolize, the life of
the household. For the bouquet’s reality carries remembrance of the patient nurturing of the
plants whence it comes, of the care to adorn the home pleasantly that moved the gardener to
prefer these stems, of the love for spouse and children expressed in hands that arranged the
ensemble. It ties the family anew to the land on which its house stands, and to the passing
season that marks this moment, together with all the promise of Mays to come. Perhaps one
among its flowers commemorates an anniversary—of a wedding, say, or the death of a beloved
relative—associated with its first unfurling. Being wholly itself, the rose is ever-more than
itself:

And the unseen eyebeam crossed, for the roses

Had the look of flowers that are looked at.

In these lines from the beginning of T.S. Eliot’s Four Quartets, the speaker addresses a beloved
with whom he shared a saturated experience in the garden of a ruined house, where these two
discerned the glittering presence of the dead who dwelled there once.[1] The first line alludes
to a poem by Donne in which a lover reminisces on a rendezvous with his darling:

Our eye-beams twisted, and did thread

Our eyes, upon one double string.[2]

Eliot transforms Donne's image so that the intimate exchange-of-looks between two lovers is
carried-over (meta-phorein) through the look of a thing. Lovers gaze at one another even and
especially when they together gaze away towards a different third—the roses, for instance, or
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the invisible community of departed souls who have looked upon these roses, or a hint of
childlike laughter in the leaves (“Go, said the bird, for the leaves were full of children/Hidden
excitedly, containing laughter”[3]), or a wish for children that this laughter evokes, or a
homesickness for the lost lord-and-ladyship of the Garden and a foretaste of its restoration.
The common attention of lovers to the third is a mode of contact with one another, and such
mediated attention is the pattern for all interpersonal relationships.

[C]aring for the goods of the home both turns us to and flows from owning
(confessing and embracing) God as beyond all possession. Poverty underlies
ownership insofar as things are dwelled with first and foremost as gifts worthy of
delight.

This brings us to the heart of this reflection: while it may seem that we uphold the “thushood”
of things by isolating them from man’s esteem from them, I submit that we best appreciate the
thing’s substantial volume (its proper “inscape”) when we situate it relative to our life in
common. Since the human soul is present in and shares its being with the body that it
formatively animates, the living flesh mediates the person’s spiritual presence to other bodies
it perceives, so the bond with the flesh one has and is both exemplifies and serves as
instrument of one’s ownership of things.[4] This stands behind man’s common experience that
his own life becomes intertwined with and is returned to him by the integrity of his most
cherished goods. And like his very flesh, things return to man his relationship not only to
himself, but also to those other things and persons to which his affections, knowledge, and love
address and attach him. We see this especially in that human society that St. Augustine calls
most natural, the family, where each member’s ownership is inflected by those with whom he
shares or from whom he receives this responsibility.[5] The things of the home, and the thing
the house itself is, symbolically concretize and are thus a second embodiment of the family’s
intimacy.[6] The house bears and conveys the family’s own memory and mission (even to its
visitors), and this is what converts its mere shelter into a hospitable dwelling. It materially
represents the convergence of, and the excessive setting for, the self-expropriation of all who
rest within it. We turn to the home, then, as the privileged possession that discloses par
excellence how things are given their due when regarded from within human membership.

There is a similarity between the hydrangeas growing in the garden and the wood that has
seasoned beside the house so it can bloom in the woodstove or fireplace. The warmth of the
hearth colors and centers the family’s repose and is thereby a source of leisure. Watching its
bounded and cultivated game, the family naturally drifts into conversation and reverie. The
house protects the fire’s thriving, but the fire in turn reflects and invigorates the fellowship of
gatherings before it. Through and behind this flame, the family makes contact with
immemorial practices—comradery over mortal perils, convivial levity, ceremonial offering.
Here common life is ruminated upon and cultural patrimony is digested. Hearing the legends
and sagas recited, the boy reads on the fire’s agile play his own heroic future, stirs to his
yearning to leave a legacy and peradventure a lineage on earth, and beyond this, to find final
glory in the divine Father’s countenance.[7]

Wallace Stevens, a master poet of “things,” writes of one meditating upon the reality of a
candleflame, which presents its singular wholeness to this figure all the more lucidly for being
situated in the peace of his home:
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It was here. This was the setting and the time

Of year. Here in his house and in his room,

In his chair, the most tranquil thought grew peaked

And the oldest and the warmest heart was cut

By gallant notions on the part of night—

Both late and alone, above the crickets’ chords,

Babbling, each one, the uniqueness of its sound.

There was no fury in transcendent forms.

But his actual candle blazed with artifice.[8]

2. Memoria Rerum
Socrates appeals to a lyre calling to a lover’s mind the image of the real boy who plays it to
illustrate the relation between our perception of finite wholes and our insight into the
intelligible forms of which they are the material epiphany.[9] Like the boy’s lyre for his lover,
all things of the world charm our soul’s affectionate longing for and belonging to the divine
realities they betoken. And just as the familiarity of the absent boy, coupled with the prospect
of reunion with him, endears the lyre itself to its beholder, so the goodness proper to things is
more a boon for us the more we love the universal Good they signify. I mention this not so
much to establish how things mediate our anamnesis of God as to remind of the more
terrestrial point that they relay the presence of and serve our communion with the rest of the
world. The portrait or photograph manifestly participates in and so transmits the one it depicts
to its observer, but the many things of the home do the same, each in its own right.

The inherited violin hanging on the wall makes us think of forebears who played it first. In the
wear and sheen of its wood, and in the strains the bow-strokes draw from it, the instrument
holds its player’s yearslong diligence in conforming herself to and so executing its real
possibilities. Even at rest it resounds with the gatherings in this room where player, singers,
and audience have joined in hilarious celebration. Its presence invites other like experiences,
and even a time when such corporate happenings will only be remembered. Because the violin
bears all this materially, we can trace our own lifetime against it, as we do with books on the
shelf or clothes in the closet.

To be sure, the thing’s mediating precedes and exceeds our own story. While it is crucial that
there be a threshold between the home’s inner society and society without, a threshold is not
an impermeable boundary only beyond which one discovers other lives. As we glimpsed with
the hearth-fire, the culture beyond already forms the home from within, as its things incarnate
local customs, national folkways, worldviews, and achievements of universal significance. The
violin holds the history of stylistic developments that led to its being crafted in this fashion, as
well as sources and intermediaries that have left this music to be played on it now. Through
things precious to us we become reacquainted with the narrative unity of our own
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lives—where our freedom is realized bodily in commerce with others—, doing so while
rediscovering how our lifetime is situated within the network of stories that are themselves
enfolded in the largest tradition of which we all are beneficiaries and co-heirs.

We are the sorts of things that, by virtue of our intelligent and feeling bodies that let us live
beyond ourselves in the real world, can rightly adhere to, be present in, nondestructively
interiorize, and so meet ourselves and one another anew in and through our belongings. And
we love things most deeply because, like the lyre to which Socrates refers, they connect us to
what we love; so binding us, they co-define our very lives. But they are able to tie us to our
beloveds first because (and in the measure that) they are themselves loveworthy. The things
that occupy our homes foster and form us because they are already commodious with
meaning, and only thus for meaning. Each creature has “the look of being looked at” because
the relation God bears toward it is at bottom inscrutable to us, which means that the being of
each rose is meaningful past finite utterance.[10]

Since they have this ontological depth, things can be more themselves for holding within their
own depth more than themselves, especially the coexistence of persons. This is true both of
natural and of artificial things, the latter of which are born from and marked by their artist’s
spirit through his bodily craft, so that the well-made thing has a person-like capacity and is
positively available to be a locus of our “inter-presencing.” Each is so to the degree that it
means to us more than the use we make of it, even as its proper use points the way to the
meaning it can have for us. So the violin best mediates persons for persons when its prior
worthiness is appreciated in being played well. Our common enjoyment holds us together in
holding us before the goods that move us. And the mediating third’s nobility shines forth all
the more as it lends its character to friends whose presence to one another rests upon it and
passes through it.

The beautiful thing thus has a twofold pedagogical significance in the seedbed of the home: it
initiates us at once into receiving beauty on its own terms and into joining in beautiful
fellowship around this beauty. This is the reason why Socrates remarks that skilled artisans
have a vital part in the task of cultivating justice in the consummate city:

Mustn’t we, rather, look for those craftsmen whose good natural endowments
make them able to track down the nature of what is fine and graceful, so that
the young, dwelling as it were in a healthy place, will be benefitted by
everything; and from that place something of the fine works will strike their
vision or their hearing, like a breeze bringing health from good places; and
beginning in childhood, it will, without their awareness, with the fair speech
lead them to likeness and friendship as well as accord?[11]

3. Personal Effects
Integral goods are traversed by our exchanges with others, and as our affections for others
abide and are augmented through our memory’s thingly embodiment, these are also, if it be
permitted to say, genuinely social media. The communication whole things convey is indirect,
unlike that of the cybernetic device, and such goods are suited for this mediation not because
of a discreet function they can indifferently host or because we have conventionally assigned
them a meaning they have not of themselves. They bind us to others because, having dwelled
with them, we have been conformed to their real givenness and, by love’s extroversion, have
so “incorporated” them into our personal relationships that their appearing integrity is
inseparable for us from the events and people that matter to us and that we therefore re-
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encounter by way of these goods. Not devices but wholes present a true “interface,” for we also
direct ourselves to one another in countenancing for itself the profound superficiality of the
real thing between us.[12]

The less a thing is exhausted by our control of it the more it can mean something to us. Devices
ask only to be controlled and so to program our lives thereby. Technology’s presumption is to
surpass material thinghood and to disappear into a communication that, by a seeming
freedom from bodily mediation, mimics angelic illumination. The cybernetic order trains us
thereby into seeing real things as flat or merely decorative because they seem to be
insufficiently useful, as less than purely intellectual, even though they are in fact more
instrumental for personal becoming and belonging than any device. Virtual mediation
pretends to give presence, but replaces it with mere presentation that, even as it can yield
communication, nevertheless cannot make good on its offer. Good things (inanimate or
animate) accept real absence and by virtue of this acceptance let distance bring a secondary
presence that could not otherwise be enjoyed, as we find for instance in the letter. Indeed,
devices only serve real exchanges to the extent that the unreality of their mediation is
acknowledged and endured.[13]

In response to the dehumanization suffered under totalitarian and technocratic regimes, many
have sought to clarify the sharp demarcation between persons and things, the Thou and the It.
This is a necessary distinction, but if we only define things as impersonal we inevitably
reinforce what Martin Heidegger called technology’s “enframing” of our experience of being,
since things here present themselves to us as manipulable and expendable at will. This is a
position that Kant’s defense of the person’s distinctiveness as (anti- rather than meta-
phenomenal) “end in itself” already encouraged. Man’s received dominion in the material
order is better honored if we maintain that the person is, as the most perfect among created
natures, also the metaphysical pattern for all other natures.[14] It is real depth, not vacuity,
that renders things fit for personalization, and even for personification. Virgil speaks of the
lacrimae rerum (both the tears things shed and the tears we shed for things) and Dante of un
riso de l’universo (a smile of the universe).[15] Personifying lets a truth come to the fore,
whether the grieflike loss things undergo by dint of human suffering and evil, or the joylike
exuberance of all things before God and before man, who for his part rejoices in God with and
for the sake of all that he beholds. So it is that the stars in their watches can declare in their
Maker’s presence (from within man’s God-inspired song, hence both for man and through
man): “Here we are!” (Bar 3:34).

It is thanks to the home that we first glimpse how the morphology of anything prefigures, is
naturally related to, and is oriented to being elevated by persons.[16] The curtains, lamp, and
furniture of the children’s bedroom softens the night’s dangerous majesty into a gracious and
solicitous hospitality, thus allowing night to be most herself. Because they are together
sheltered, not only by the house but by the ministering presence of their parents to which even
the closed door of their room testifies, each sibling can be ushered into the dreams where he
touches those amorphous depths of his own emerging personality and of the collective
memory of mankind that is secretly carried in his flesh, and thereby return to that perennial
inward beginning when God even now affirms the goodness of his creation in granting it to be:

Nights follow each other and are linked together and for the child, nights

are continuous and form the very basis of his being.

He falls back on them. They are the very basis of his life.
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They are his being itself. Night is the place, night is the being where the child
bathes,

wherein he is nourished, wherein he is created, wherein he is made.

Wherein he makes his being.

…

Wherein he comes home. And leaves again refreshed. Night is my most
beautiful creation.

…

Night is what is continuous. Night is the fabric

Of time, the reservoir of being.[17]

The home concretely shelters the symbolic ontology that the whole universe really realizes all
the time. In the interplay between his dream and waking, the child finds and follows his life-
story within an abyssal tradition: “The heavens are telling the glory of God; and the firmament
proclaims his handiwork. / Day to day pours forth speech, and night to night declares
knowledge” (Ps 19:1–2). As the natural center of repose from which creation is first
encountered and reflected upon, the home’s figural embodiment delicately intimates universal
concord, and the divine blessing that holds us all intact.

4. Awaiting the Father’s Many Mansions
“The soul descends once more in bitter love/To accept the waking body.”[18] Walking through
town on a crisp morning, each house the ambler passes appears inwardly richer for the
woodsmoke emerging from its chimney against the chill. At the same moment, the
neighborhood shows itself more intimately one for the greater intimacy each house has within
itself. Indeed, it is by virtue of each family’s owning and abiding within their own respective
dwelling that all these homes together are turned toward one another in a common
neighborhood. What is proper to each family is significant for every other as neighbor, and so
as a familiar feature of the other’s own life. The home also places its participant so that he can
belong with the public things of the town in which he lives, and so orient himself in being
beholden to these realities, themselves intermediaries of every more englobing community. All
this attests that things best return man to himself in opening him beyond himself to the world
and to God.

In his reflections on das Ding, Heidegger draws on an older meaning of the German word for
thing, an assembly where men would meet to discuss matters that bore on their households,
their people, their place on earth. He finds that a trace of this meaning remains in the modern
word, in that things convene the world for man. His example is an earthenware jug, whose
thingness, he observes, consists in pouring out drink for man’s fellowship with man and
libation for man’s fellowship with and praise of the divine. The jug thus enables a meeting; it
“things.” The pouring jug holds together the sky from which rains fall to swell the grape, the
land from which the fruit is collected and the vessel itself is molded, the mortals who harvest
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and share in drink and worship, and the gods who are glorified by human festivity. When the
jug is permitted to act as the thing it is, it serves the exchange of these domains while
preserving the distance between them. For man in his enjoyment acknowledges his
dependence on the divine who provides the rain and earth joined in the grape from which
man brings forth his offering.[19] Among things, the domus has a primary place in expressing
and schooling into the order of the world before God.[20] In facilitating the meeting and co-
belonging of persons, household things help to integrate the world for man, for it is in human
fellowship that the fellowship of all creation is centered, and it is here that cosmic
interpresencing is rightly interpreted as praiseful.

Above all, caring for the goods of the home both turns us to and flows from owning (confessing
and embracing) God as beyond all possession. Poverty underlies ownership insofar as things
are dwelled with first and foremost as gifts worthy of delight. For these are best stewarded in
thankful reverence toward God, who provides all that we have and also communicates himself
by grace through the home’s crucifixes, Bibles, icons, holy water, and other liturgical
instruments and sacramentals. “Let him regard all the vessels of the monastery and all its
substance, as if they were sacred vessels of the altar.”[21] What St. Benedict said of the
monastery holds true for the domestic church, who is charged, from within the universal
Church, with “carrying the fire” that “was sent to burn at the heart of the world” in the hope of
the homeland to come.[22]

Erik van Versendaal received his PhD from the Pontifical John Paul II Institute (Washington,
D.C.) and is a Philosophy Tutor at Magdalen College of the Liberal Arts.
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creation. The phrase “carry the fire” comes from Cormac McCarthy’s The Road and concerns a
father’s imperiled labor of handing-on civilization (and the essential goodness of reality it
preserves when at its best) to his son. Both of these speak to the mission of the family, whose
remembrance of things is remembrance (and trans-mission) of the good.
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The relationship between nature and art is as old as humanity itself. Genesis places our
original parents in the midst of a garden—an artifact—which tells us (at least) two important
things about the relationship between nature, human nature, and artifice. First, the human
world is always in some sense the built world, the world touched and modified by human
hands, and this is leaving aside the artifact of human language and the many poetic creations
that we inhabit and that unconsciously guide our thought and action. From the original garden
we move to homes and to cities. Homo faber may not be the very essence of man created in the
imago dei but it is the inexorable consequence. The co-penetration of art and nature belongs to
our original, properly human condition, and this co-penetration has now advanced to such a
degree that their separation is unimaginable. Second, the image of the garden perhaps tells us
something about the archetypal relation between nature and art that illuminates the original
meaning of ‘dominion’ and provides something of a criterion for evaluating human technē,
even when human artifice involves a necessary and unavoidable element of violence. The
gardener stands in a relation to nature analogous to grace, not destroying it but completing it,
bringing it to realize internal possibilities, and indeed manifest a beauty, that it could not
achieve on its own.

If the relationship between nature and art is as old as humanity, reflection on their
inextricable relationship is as old as philosophy. Aristotle gave this reflection its canonical
form, in what would become something of a maxim for the subsequent tradition, when he said
that art imitates nature. There is both a positive and a negative sense to this maxim. As Robert
Spaemann saw, to say that art imitates nature is to say that we have conferred on artifacts a
kind of integrity analogous to self-hood. This is most obvious in those artifacts made to convey
beauty, which have an intrinsic worth. We think it shameful to disfigure the face of the Pieta.
But it is also true of artifacts built for utility. Think of the way a traditional craftsman cares for,
and thus honors, his tools. It would be similarly shameful to misuse them. This “borrowed self-
hood” is perhaps one reason why our artifacts so often act as a mirror in whose image we then
understand ourselves. Hans Jonas observed that it is a seemingly irresistible human
temptation to understand our artifacts in the image of the human functions they replace and
the replaced human functions in terms of the artifacts that supplant them. In the eighteenth
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century, it was the clock that provided the overarching image of ourselves and indeed the
universe. Today it is information technologies, as in the case of so-called ‘artificial intelligence,’
which rests on a reduced understanding of reason. First we imagine that computing is
thinking; then we reconceive thinking reductively as computing.

If natural things lack a given unity and integrity, if it is merely a historical process
of trial and error that accidentally produced the artifact that is us, then there is
nothing to prevent us from seizing hold of that process—through biotechnology and
medicine, for example to remake our own nature.

The notion of a “borrowed” self-hood already points to the negative sense of the maxim. To say
that art imitates nature is to say that a thing existing by nature has something that an artifact
lacks—or better, is something that an artifact is not. Aristotle characterized this difference by
the presence of entelechia, having or being one’s own end or project. A natural thing,
exemplified most fully for Aristotle by living things, has its own source of movement and
growth within itself. It subsists and maintains itself in being by receiving and metabolically
assimilating its world to itself. It generates another like itself. And, of course, it is born rather
than made, a fact reflected etymologically in the Latin, natura and one far too little reflected
upon. It means, among other things, that the “project” which living things are is not something
they themselves create, but something received. Artifacts do none of these things, a sign that
the artifact stands in a different relation to its own being and “whatness” and exhibits a
different kind of unity than a thing existing by nature. The unity and the “whatness” of a
natural thing—a human being or a tree, for example—ontologically precedes its historical
development as its cause and source. It is the “sake” in light of which its sequential, ordered
development is intelligible. But the unity of an artifact does not precede its development, but
only comes about as the end result of its piece-by-piece assembly. This is because an artifact is
not its own project, but its maker’s. Its being does not properly belong to it. As Aquinas and
Aristotle observed, we are the final end of artificial things.

All of this shows that the distinction between nature and art is a distinction between two
different ways of being a thing. Yet the indivisible unity and interior horizon made intelligible
through this distinction has largely been lost to view, with the result that the very notion of
entity or “thinghood” is now as risk of being dissolved into the flux of “liquid modernity.”
There are a number of factors, both philosophical and political, that contribute to this
dissolution, but two deserve mention for their foundational importance to all the others. The
first is the seventeenth- century conflation of this distinction, through which nature,
reconceived in terms of the new mechanical physics, comes to be conceived as artifice. The
second is rooted in the Romantic reaction of the nineteenth century, which arguably served to
make the presuppositions of the mechanistic turn more explicit. The nineteenth century
shifted the emphasis from natura naturata, nature as entity or substance, to natura naturans,
nature as creative process. In light of this shift, one can still say that human artifacts like
digital information systems, which are themselves non-linear dynamic processes, still imitate
nature, albeit in this mode. But the danger that is now upon us is that the triumph of process
has led to the reconceiving of things, ourselves included, as assemblages of processes, a
conception which invites and even necessitates their conquest by technical means that would
allow us to manipulate and control them. If natural things lack a given unity and integrity, if it
is merely a historical process of trial and error that accidentally produced the artifact that is
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us, then there is nothing to prevent us from seizing hold of that process—through
biotechnology and medicine, for example to remake our own nature. This is already occurring
at a rapid pace, and on a social scale, in the transgender movement, but long before anyone
foresaw this ideology on the horizon thinkers like Jonas and Leon Kass were warning of the
dangers that followed from the combination of assisted reproductive technologies, genetic
diagnosis and manipulation, and powerful pharmaceuticals, all of which threaten to erase the
already thin line between medical ‘restoration’ (health) and ‘transformation.’ Were this line to
be erased and were nature as substance to be replaced entirely by nature as process—and
therefore as artifact—the inevitable result would be both posthuman and subhuman. Avoiding
this fate will require us to rediscover the distinction between nature and art and to think anew
about the very nature of things.

Michael Hanby is the Associate Professor of Religion and Philosophy of Science at the John Paul II
Institute at the Catholic University of America. He is the author of Augustine and Modernity and
No God, No Science? Theology, Cosmology, Biology, as well as numerous articles.
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Royal Priests and the Integrity of Things
ANDREW T. J. KAETHLER

“What is man that thou art mindful of him?” Following the Psalmist’s query, the corollary
question is, “What are things that man is mindful of them?” If we recognize that the human
person is a being in relation, the answer to the first question provides the answer to the
second. The difference between ‘someone’ and ‘something’ is a matter of relations.

The human person is not a closed monad who lives and has his being within himself. Rather,
his existence is found outside of himself. The human person is born out of love, brought into
existence as a gift by his parents. A moment’s reflection reveals that I did not choose to be
born. Luigi Giussani writes, “This perception of our original dependence that is essential to
reason, this dependence that, translated into human language, is made true, truly human,
should translate itself into the words ‘being wanted,’ being made—because we are wanted, we
are made.”[1] Likewise, I do not hold myself into existence. While I can end my own life, I
cannot destroy my corpse, nor can I erase my relational footprints. My being is held into
existence by the love of God; in short, I exist because of others. Furthermore, human existence
is a type of exodus. That is, personhood not only comes to be through relations but it grows
and develops through them. As Joseph Ratzinger explains, “In this movement of ex-sistere,
faith and love are ultimately united—the deepest significance of each is that Exi, that call to
transcend and sacrifice the I that is the basic law of the history of God’s covenant with man
and, ipso facto, the truly basic law of all human existence.”[2] Human existence, not to
mention personal identity, argues Ratzinger, is found “in going-out-from itself.”

The human person is a relational being that is himself in transcending himself. Primarily this
concerns our relations with other persons, divine or otherwise. Nevertheless, we are not
disembodied spirits but incarnate creatures. As such, my relations involve space and time. We
will skip over the complexities of time and look at space. By space, what I really mean is place
and, in particular, the things that surround us in the places of our lives—we can leave outer
space to the astronomers. The Bedouins are shaped by the heat, aridity, and sand of the desert.
The British are shaped by the rain-soaked hills, humidity, and seas that surround them.
Dishwashers, desktop computers, cars, couches, mobile phones, and microphones, to name a
few things, have transformed and continue to transform the ways in which we live, the ways
in which we relate. Places and things mediate life to us and we mediate our own lives through
them. Showing familial responsibility, I text my wife asking if I should pick up something from
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the grocery store on my way home from work. Demonstrating our love, my family sends
birthday video messages through our computer to my nephews and niece who live in Italy.
Revealing his appreciation for our friendship, my good friend, on returning home from
Poland, gives me a St. Nicholas pendant. Relationships are mediated through things and in the
context of place. If salvation history is about the reweaving of broken relations through an
exodus of the self, and if this relational gifting happens within the concrete world, things
matter.

Things are to glorify God, and, in accord with the integrity of things, we, as royal
priests, participate in this, elevating things by including them in our spiritual and
rational sacrifice of thanksgiving.

The Old Testament authors repeatedly write about the proper way to relate to things, ever
mindful of the temptation of idolatry. It is easy to think of the Old Testament prohibition of
idolatry as an outright rejection of material things; however, it is more complicated than this.
On the one hand, it is true that idols, material objects, rob God of something that belongs to
Him. On the other hand, it is also true that idolatry affects human flourishing. That is, we
become what we worship. Although in the first instance the emphasis is on God himself, we do
not know God apart from the world. This also works in the inverse, we cannot know the world
apart from God. By recognizing that only God is worthy of worship, we learn something about
the things that surround us. At the most basic level we see that things are not of ultimate value.
Have we not returned to the rejection of matter? Not at all. If we think about it, the human
person is, in one way, in a similar relation to God as things are, albeit in a different way. The
human person, like things, is not ultimate. The human person is not due worship.
Nevertheless, there is a dignity to man, a dignity that comes from his relation and similitude to
God. Disconnect man from God and we are left with a “trousered ape.” Man’s dignity is in
relation to God, so too is the ‘dignity’ of things. To put it differently, there is an integrity to
things just as there is an integrity to human persons. Integrity concerns relations. In this
manner, we can see that idolatry, a skewing of relations, is a form of violence committed
against things: treating things contrary to their nature.

As a skewing of relations—and don’t forget we are relational creatures—idolatry radically
undermines human flourishing. Alexander Schmemann provides a profound example of this
with his interpretation of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. In the garden of Eden,
God said to Adam and Eve, “Behold, I have given you every plant yielding seed which is upon
the face of all the earth, and every tree with seed in its fruit; you shall have them for food”
(Gen 1:29). Yet, there was one tree that God forbade them to eat of: “You may freely eat of
every tree of the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for
in the day that you eat of it you shall die” (Gen 2: 16–17). But why shouldn’t Adam and Eve eat
of this tree? One common and valid reading of the Genesis story suggests that this is an issue of
obedience. A modern example of this is C.S. Lewis’ wonderful cosmic thriller Perelandra, a
thought-provoking narrative on love and obedience. Biblically, we could highlight that
obedience, or more accurately, disobedience, is a recurring theme in the texts that touch on
idolatry. Certainly, this is one element of the story of the Golden Calf in the book of Exodus: the
Israelites disobeyed the prohibition against images. Related to obedience, Schmemann claims
that the problem set out in the second chapter of Genesis is that Adam and Eve chose
something that was an end in itself, that had no relation to God. He writes, “The fruit of that
one tree, whatever else it may signify, was unlike every other fruit in the Garden: it was not
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offered as a gift to man. Not given, not blessed by God, it was food whose eating was
condemned to be communion with itself alone, and not with God. It is the image of the world
loved for itself, and eating it is the image of life understood as an end in itself.”[3] Adam and
Eve consumed that which was disconnected from the relational integrity of created reality.
This disconnect has something to do with obedience, for it concerns relations, and the tree, in
some mysterious way, was an end in itself—non-relational, non-sacramental. In an existential
manner, Schmemann argues that there is no end other than God. Everything that is not related
to God is the opposite of life, of being. Thus, Adam and Eve chose non-being (the mystery of
iniquity), the very opposite of life, and this resulted in death. We continue to choose death
when we engage with things as ends in themselves. To put it in more liturgical terms, when we
worship things we move toward death for there is no life that things in and of themselves can
offer to us. By severing the sacramental ties, things lead to death.

When we worship things we give them that which does not belong to them, i.e., ultimacy, and
we invert the nature of reality, putting God below or within things. In so doing, the human
person is corrupted. Here we see a type of violence, or imposition, against God and, thereby,
the human person. Obviously, this is a central concern, but we must not forget about the
violence that is done to things themselves. I have already set out that things matter because
things are involved in human interactions; the things of this world should be ordered toward
relationship. Yet, things cannot order themselves, and this is why we are called to be kings (or
stewards) and priests, royal priests. In both offices, royal and liturgical, we are called to order
things as they should be. To fail in this endeavor is an injustice to the Creator and to his
creation, a failing to give what is due—a violation of the integrity of God and matter. David
Fagerberg puts this well:

If irrational creatures like stars and waters could reason, then they would put
their liturgy into intelligent form, but as they cannot, they glorify God by being,
being obedient to the laws of their nature, being instruments of theophany, and
directing man to their Creator. Ephrem said it was a suffering for the creatures
when men began worshiping them instead of the One to whom they were
trying to lead men. In their logoi, they bear witness to the Logos.[4]

Place and the particularity of things are the context that we are embedded within. Reality,
ultimately, is ordered to the glory of God. In Fagerberg’s terms, irrational creation (things) and
rational spirits (human persons) are for liturgy. Yet, things and persons each have their own
integrity. Things glorify God by being. Clearly, this can be seen in things such as trees,
waterfalls, and mangos, but this is more complicated with human artifacts. In order not to
overcomplicate this, we could simply say that human artifacts should glorify God by their
being. Persons glorify God by mediating, by being royal priests who freely “translate this
material glory into spiritual sacrifice,”[5] who weave “the praise of the visible cosmos with the
praise of the invisible cosmos.”[6] Things are to glorify God, and, in accord with the integrity of
things, we, as royal priests, participate in this, elevating things by including them in our
spiritual and rational sacrifice of thanksgiving. Schmemann notably claimed that the world
was meant to be an all-embracing eucharist. That is, as priests we were to offer the whole
world back to God in gratitude (Eucharist literally means ‘thanksgiving’). This eucharistic life,
this proper ordering of things, broke in the Fall. However, in Christ we can re-orient and re-
order our lives so that things and, along with things, ourselves can be in right relation.

To conclude, while there is a significant difference between ‘someone’ and ‘something,’ things
and persons are intimately related. Persons are relational creatures who live in a particular
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place and engage with the world around them through things. The difference between persons
and things is seen through the prism of relation. While we shape and sub-create things, how
we interact with them deeply affects us. As idolatry reveals, the way in which we relate to
things concerns how we relate to God, and the inverse is also true—reality is ordered toward
the divine. How are we to relate to things? How are we to perceive things? How do we respect
the integrity of things? In short, as royal priests, who, as mediators, order the world in grateful
praise.

Andrew T. J. Kaethler is Academic Dean and Assistant Professor of Theology at Catholic Pacific
College in Langley, British Columbia, Canada. He is author of the forthcoming book, The
Eschatological Person: Alexander Schmemann and Joseph Ratzinger in Dialogue (Cascade,
2022). He lives with his wife and six children in Aldergrove, British Columbia.
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[2] Joseph Ratzinger, Principles of Catholic Theology: Building Stones for a Fundamental
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Man has known, for as long as he has been, that the things of this world are symbolic. Things
express and communicate themselves to be sure—water reveals its nature to flow, the tree
reveals its nature to grow toward the light, a rock reveals its nature to fall down toward the
earth—but intrinsic to being any kind of self is also to point to a self-transcending reality. The
tree points to the previous generations in its line, the rock points to the geological structure of
which it was once a part, a particular stream points to its source. To be anything at all in this
world of relation and interconnection is simultaneously to point to the existence of something
else—that is, to be a symbol.

The symbolic character of things, however, does not stop at the level of immanent source;
rather, this intra-worldly level of symbolism itself points to the fact that things are given to
represent realities transcendent of this world. We have always known that everything means
more, signifies more, than just itself or its lineage.[1] The sun has never been understood to be
simply that thing in our sky that provides light and warmth, but rather a symbol of a reality
that transcends us, providing what we need in order to be. Water has never been seen as
merely what is necessary for most life, but rather representative of an invisible reality that,
like water itself, is both necessary and good, and also dangerous in great quantities—symbolic
of a reality which we cannot control and to which we must pay heed. Trees, animals,
mountains—the list could go on infinitely. The visible things of this world are themselves, yes,
but also always point us to the invisible realities of our world as well.

Things shine forth! They express themselves beyond their own boundaries—this is
how we know them. And in expressing themselves, they also express another.

That God creates the world ex nihilo, or out of nothing, is one of the central Christian beliefs.
Like the doctrine of the incarnation, the doctrine of creation ex nihilo grounds the Christian
understanding and interpretation of the world. God does not create the world out of some pre-
existent stuff, as so many ancient civilizations understood to be the case; he does not
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overpower or tame a chaos in order to form something intelligible out of it. Nor does God need
to create. There is no lack in God that he must fill by forming something lesser than himself; he
does not need to prove his power by taking pre-existent stuff and giving it order. Rather, God
creates out of nothing: as Romano Guardini writes, “God speaks, and it is.”[2] There is nothing
prior to creation other than God. He is the only source of everything that is.

Above we said that we have always known that things are symbolic. The revelation that God
creates the world ex nihilo does not negate this long-understood reality, but rather radically
deepens it, almost to the point of absurdity. But Christianity often takes us to edge of the
absurd (literally: that which is out of harmony with reason or propriety) only to reveal how
radically wonderful our reality is. In this case, the doctrine of creation ex nihilo helps us
understand that the things of this world are not just symbolic (this alone would be a gift: to
point to what is beyond one’s own boundaries, beyond oneself), but eucharistic.

Before the Christian doctrine of creation ex nihilo, most cultures understood the world to have
come to be out of some combination of the divine and chaos, some unintelligible, pre-existent
stuff. But the truly divine cannot come into contact with chaos—this would be against its
nature. And so there is a corollary that often comes with an understanding that the divine and
the pre-existent are eternally together: this is the demiurge. This is one way around the
transcendence question: God and the pre-existent are not on the same level—the most high
God barely notices the pre-existent, so to speak, let alone gets involved with it in order to form
it into something intelligible. And so a third appears, generally understood to have come from
the most high God in some way, but certainly not on his level of transcendence. This demiurge
(in the Greek: dēmiourgos—dēmi: common people, ergos: work—a worker for the people) is
what gives intelligibility to the pre-existent, not the most high God. According to Plato, this
demiurge is a force for the good, taking pity on the chôra, the chaos: he “desired that all be
good and as far as possible nothing be imperfect. He therefore took everything that was
visible, which was not at rest but moving discordantly and randomly, and he led it from
disorder to order.”[3] Other traditions, mostly gnostic, take a less exalted view of the demiurge:
he is an evil deity who traps bits of transcendence in this stuff we call matter, which seems to
be the source of all our ill.

These are two very different conceptions of the demiurge, but they share the belief that there
is a third thing between the most high God and the world that we know and inhabit. In both
views, God cannot be sullied by the world, or else he would not be God. Transcendence cannot
touch anything that even hints of disorder or imperfection, or else we could not “call this God,”
to use Thomas’s phrase.[4]

Where does this leave us though? Where does this leave the world we know, and it must be
said, love, despite all the trouble it may cause us? God—the actual God—can have nothing to
do with us or this world, or indeed anything in it. But this world and what is in it are all we
know, literally: it is only through coming to know, understand, and, indeed, love the things of
this world that we come to know, understand, and love anything at all. The visible realities of
this world are indeed what lead us to invisible realities. Homer can only call the sea “wine-
dark,” expressing the excitement and danger the sea holds, because he knows that wine can
both heighten and diminish our humanity. He can only express the perversion of humanity
that is the Cyclops because he has encountered people who both literally and figuratively have
no perspective. And he can only portray the double nature of the reality of marriage—both
natural and man-made—in the tree that is Odysseus and Penelope’s bed because he knows the
reality of a tree first. It is the things of and in this world that allow us to know and think
anything at all. But the existence of the demiurge—that third thing between God and the
world—ambiguates all of that knowledge. For what, ultimately, is its significance, if it in no
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way symbolizes what is eternally good and true? The symbolism of things can only reach so far
back, as it were—they can only communicate their maker, the demiurge, not the ultimate
ground of reality.

Our vision of reality radically transforms, however, if we understand the true depth and
radicality of the doctrine of creation. God creates ex nihilo, which means that God creates only
of himself.[5] Nothing—no-thing—is outside his purview. Nothing has come to be because of
some pre-existent other to God. This transforms our ambivalence into gratitude. There is no
other response. There can be no more “x is great, but.” There can be no partial negation within
our affirmation.[6] “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” (Gen. 1:1). In that
“and the earth” contains the foundation of our joy and gratitude for the world and everything
in it.

Notice another implication: there is no demiurge here. There is no need, so to speak. The
demiurge was a necessary figure, a third between the world and what is truly divine because
of the need to keep God transcendent and therefore unsullied by the pre-existent. The
demiurge mediates between the divine and the non-divine—whether malevolently or
benevolently—and this mediation necessarily implies that not everything in this world is good.
If it were, the truly transcendent would be able to come into contact with it. But if creation is
ex nihilo, entirely from the truly divine, then there is no need to posit this tertium quid to keep
God’s hands clean. God’s hands are always clean, and the world is their work.

More implications cascade thence: this world and everything in it are then not apart from God,
not separated from him. Even in our earlier ambivalence toward the things of this world, we
understood intuitively that they were symbolic. This is now radically deepened: in light of the
doctrine of creation, we now understand that to be anything means to be symbolic of—to
communicate something about—the transcendent reality, that is, of God himself. “My God, my
rock” (Ps. 18:2): how could such a comparison not be insulting—blasphemous even—if this
were not true? The things of this world are given to reveal the transcendent reality of God.
There is no mediator: God alone shines through. So writes Paul: “Ever since the creation of the
world his invisible nature . . . has been clearly perceived in the things that have been made”
(Rom. 1:20). Everything we know as finite is given to reveal the infinite goodness, beauty, and
truth that is God.

It is thus the things of this world—the lowly rock, the tree in the forest, the sea that is the
source of both life and danger—that reveal what it means to be at all. The world—our
world—mediates the divine to us, not some tertium quid. Thomas writes that “the measure of
the reality of the thing is the measure of its light.”[7] This small sentence holds volumes.
Things shine forth! They express themselves beyond their own boundaries—this is how we
know them. And in expressing themselves, they also express another. Intrinsic to the notion of
self—which, of course, we use analogically throughout the hierarchy of being—is to be able to
communicate the reality within. In the ancient view, this reality was some admixture of chaos
and light. But Christians know that this is not the case: the things of this world have only one
source, and this we call God. Their reality is wholly dependent, because founded upon, him.
This means then that their reality in some sense is God. They can only be seen in his light,
because they are made up by his light albeit as though refracted through a prism, each
reflecting some dimension not otherwise able to be seen by us. Josef Pieper writes:
“[B]rightness and radiance is infused into things from the creative mind of God . . . It is this
radiance, and this alone, that makes existing things perceptible to human knowledge.”[8]
God—the ultimate reality—is what allows any thing at all to be through creation ex nihilo. God
shines forth from every single thing.
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This does not mean that things aren’t given to be themselves—that is to say, the dignity of any
individual thing is not overshadowed by its communication and revelation of the ultimate
reality that is God himself. The sun does not cease to be an awesome reality in itself because it
is also one of the most powerfully evocative images of God’s nature. Rather, it is just the
opposite: the sun is the source of all life precisely because it reveals God as such. The things of
this world are not accidentally but constitutively symbolic: their “selves” are only insofar as
they are given to reveal an aspect of God.[9]

Notice too: this means that in a certain sense, all things are infinite. We must qualify carefully
here, for it would be incorrect and irresponsible to assert that the things of this world are
infinite the way God is. On the other hand, if we take a moment to think of any finite reality at
all, from a rock, to the sun, to a single drop of water, we start to notice that every thing has
garnered a seemingly infinite amount of human interest and thought. Think about what we
know about and can do with rocks. Think of how much more we understand about and can do
with water. Things, then, though not infinite in themselves, seem to have an infinite capacity
to receive inquiry and an infinite capacity to express intelligibility. How do we explain this?

Pieper writes that “[a]ccording to the doctrine of St. Thomas, it is part of the very nature of
things that their knowability cannot be wholly exhausted by any finite intellect because these
things are creatures, which means that the very element which makes them capable of being
known must necessarily be at the same time the reason why things are unfathomable.”[10] To
know something, anything, is also to know its infinite knowability, to glimpse its depths, and,
therefore, to know that it cannot ever be known completely. The things of this world are
infinitely expressive and infinitely capacious (the former because the latter, and vice versa).

This infinite capacity of things is only possible because of their source: God himself. Pieper
again: “[T]he structure of created reality . . . by definition has its origin from God and also from
nothing.”[11] To be a creature means to have as an origin, ultimately, nothing other than God
himself. God does not separate himself from his creation but is closer to it than it is to itself.
This is the dignity of things: to receive and express what is beyond their own selves. If this
world and everything in it were anything but the simple desire of God for an-other to himself
to be, if they were muddled by chaos, then they would not have the capacity to receive and
express the ultimate reality himself. But they do, and we see the climax of this infinite capacity
and expression in every sacrifice of the mass. “The fruit of the earth and the work of human
hands” can communicate the infinite because the infinite—and nothing else—created them.

Rachel M. Coleman is an Assistant Professor of Theology at Assumption University in Worcester,
MA.

[1] We should point out that since the Enlightenment, the symbolic sense of reality has been
attacked. Every ancient civilization, and certainly Christendom as well, has understood that
the realities we physically encounter in this world represent realities beyond our immediate
grasp. There are many factors contributing to the loss of this worldview, but not least is the
Enlightenment redefinition of what it means to know something, from understanding
something’s causes (in the Aristotelian sense) to knowing how something is made. The former
definition of knowledge necessarily points us beyond the thing in itself in order to know it,
while the latter does not. However, even though we have mostly lost our sense of the
intrinsically symbolic cosmos, it is still the case that if we consider what we intuitively think
about what it means to know something (rather than having a so-called “scientific”
understanding of something), we might begin to recover our sense of symbolism. After all,
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even a child implicitly wants to know where a thing comes from (its source!) when he asks a
question about it.

[2] “Created by God” trans. Rachel M. Coleman in Communio: International Catholic Review
42.4 (2015), 784.

[3] Timaeus, 30A.

[4] See ST I. 2. 3, co.

[5] This is not to say that Christians are pantheists. In fact, the Christian doctrine of creation ex
nihilo helps to explain why God and creation are radically different even as creation only
comes to be because God desires it. Most versions of pantheism hold that the world is
something like a faded version of the divine, like the very end of a path of a ray of light. In this
sense, then, the divine is neither totally transcendent—because the world is just a diluted
version thereof—nor totally immanent—because the original source of divinity is elsewhere.
In a certain sense, Christianity understands the exact opposite to be the case: God is and can be
entirely immanent to his creation because he is so other, or transcendent, to it.

[6] Nor can it be a partial affirmation within a negation, which one might do in the face of the
problem of evil. I do not mention evil in this essay, though, of course, a longer treatment of
creation and particularly creation ex nihilo would need to address the problem of evil. The
ancient explanation of most evil coming from the chaos in the beginning does in fact, as I
assert in the text, ambiguate the goodness and truth of the world and everything in it, but it
also relieves in its own way the problem of pain—at least trying to name a source. Just as
creation ex nihilo radicalizes our understanding of the symbolic cosmos (that things do not just
communicate something about God but indeed God himself), it also reintroduces and
radicalizes the problem of evil. Evil can no longer be blamed on the pre-existent chaos but
ultimately has man’s action as its source, thereby also radicalizing man’s place in the cosmos:
things do not happen to him; rather, he is entirely responsible for his actions.

[7] Commentary on 1 Tim., vi, 4.

[8] The Silence of St. Thomas, trans. John Murray, S.J., and Daniel O’Connor (South Bend: St.
Augustine’s Press, 1999), 56.

[9] See ST I. 47. 1, co. There Thomas explains that multiplicity and diversity in creation exist to
reflect the simple and infinite goodness of God, each creature manifesting this in its own
distinct way.

[10] The Silence of St. Thomas, 60.

[11] Ibid., 67.
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BOOK REVIEW

A (Friendly) Critique of Helen Joyce’s "Trans." Why Radical
Feminists Have to Go Further

MARGARET HARPER MCCARTHY

Helen Joyce, Trans: When Ideology Meets Reality (Oneworld Publications, 2022).

An earlier version of this review was published by Public Discourse and appears here with
permission.

The best thing about the latest battle in the culture war is that we are now talking about being.
We have moved from what we should do with sex (and its fruit), to which sex to do it with
(“orientation”), finally to what sex we are, if any at all.

With our being now thrown into question it is not surprising that some of the opponents to the
latest wave of the sexual revolution find themselves allied for the first time with opponents to
its previous waves. There is too much at stake, and no less so for radical feminists: when the
embodied category of “woman” has been exchanged for the professed one, there’s no time to
worry about being on the same side as the likes of Donald Trump and the Alliance Defending
Freedom. Too much energy was spent securing athletic opportunities for actual women and
attending to their unique vulnerabilities. But now, after all that, these women are to forfeit
their gold medals to men and live with them in their shelters and prisons (which, for the first
time, are experiencing influxes of “female” sex offenders).

Then there are those dreaded sex stereotypes feminists had fought so hard to put to rest. After
finally establishing that girls were people with female bodies who can do whatever they want,
now they must be “boys” if they like to wear cargo pants and climb trees. It is enough to put a
feminist in the fetal position!

Joyce does much to restore our collective sanity in her book. And she is merciless in
doing so. The predictable reference of trans apologists to clownfish who change sex
in order to reproduce is met with a swift rejoinder: we aren’t fish, and when we
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change sex, we become infertile.

These are the attitudes that describe the author of the recently-published best-seller on
transgender ideology, Trans: When Ideology Meets Reality. If you want to read one book on the
now near universally accepted view that “people should count as men or women according to
how they feel and what they declare, instead of their biology,” this is the one. Trans is a tour-
de-force, taking the reader through the recent history and current state of transgenderism:
from the first “sex changes” (the “Danish girl”), the sexologists who made them possible
(Hirschfeld, Benjamin, Money, et al.), to the development of gender ideology, the mechanisms
of its influence among staggering numbers of young people, especially girls, and its deleterious
effects on girls and women, especially in the sports arena and in prison (since no “transgender
men” are requesting membership on male teams, or transfers to male prisons). You will also be
brought up to date on the current legal landscape of “gender” in the UK and the US, up to Bell
v. Tavistock (2020) and Bostock v. Clayton County (2020), respectively.

The book’s author, Helen Joyce, is a “gender critical” feminist or, pejoratively, a “TERF” (trans-
exclusionary radical feminist). Joyce is more than this, though, and not only because she has a
PhD in mathematics and is an editor at The Economist. She is a mother, too, and genuinely
worried about the massive science experiment being carried out on the next generation (in
most cases irreversibly) by the medical and psychological establishments that appear to be in a
trance, captive to trans-activists. She is also a truth seeker and thinks that the worst thing—if
there can be anything worse than a society rolling its children up to the hospital to get their
healthy body parts replaced as though they were going to an auto body shop—is that society
has lost its mind, paying lip service to “magical” identities, against all evidence to the contrary.

Joyce does much to restore our collective sanity in her book. And she is merciless in doing so.
The predictable reference of trans apologists to clownfish who change sex in order to
reproduce is met with a swift rejoinder: we aren’t fish, and when we change sex, we become
infertile. As for the common appeal to disorders of sexual development (“inter-sex”) to “argue”
that the sexes for mammals are not two, distinct, and correlative, Joyce dismisses it with a
single stroke: anomalous development of reproductive organs in one person doesn’t change
the nature of the sex distinction any more than the absence of legs in one human being
changes the nature of the human being as an upright animal.

Ultimately, for Joyce, all of the ruinous wide-spread consequences of transgender ideology
stem from our deviation from biological facts, namely the appearance of sexual dimorphism
1.2 billion years ago—a phenomenon that is fixed in mammals (not in clownfish) and is the
only one by which mammals, and therefore humans, “survive.” Given the solidity of those
facts, Joyce argues, one might well feel like the other sex; but that doesn’t make one to be the
other sex.

Joyce is for being, not feeling, as she puts it. On the face of it that’s a good choice. But there’s a
problem and it’s not a minor one. For her, what we are—our being—means and demands very
little when it comes to what we do with ourselves. Much of Joyce’s objection to the current
gender ideology is that it is “sexist” and “homophobic,” committing us to “stereotypes,” at the
level of interests, habits of dress, etc. but also at the level of sexual inclination and
behavior—“heterosexuality,” which is now also a “stereotype.” Joyce shows us convincingly
that indeed a great number of women who think of themselves as men, are probably just
women with less conventional interests and that many of the men who now think of
themselves as women are probably just men with same-sex attraction (our word). Joyce is, of
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course, right to say that liking cargo pants doesn’t make a girl a boy nor does feeling attraction
for the same sex make one a member of the opposite sex. But it doesn’t follow that the two
sexes should be able to “behave however they damn well please” (as Joyce puts it).

What can she mean when she defines the being of the sexes as “classes of organisms defined by
the developmental pathways that evolved to produce gametes: eggs and sperm” and then
advocates for homosexuality, same-sex “marriage,” cheap contraception, abortion, and the
feminist “girl project,” all of which undermine the finality of those pathways: bringing men
and women together in the kind of union adequate to their potential as mothers and fathers?
In the end, Joyce’s argument for the being of the sex distinction is too thin. But then so is the
biology to which she is committed; however unwittingly; the biology which, as it happens, is
currently hard at work overcoming the need for the sex distinction for reproduction.

One might reasonably ask: if, sexual dimorphism is only a “biological fact”—however many
millions of years it has been so—a “fact” that can now be substituted by other means of
“survival,” and if the sexual ordering of man to woman and vice versa is not natural (but only
one of several, equally valid “orientations”) what is left to the being of a man and a woman?
Why is that so sacrosanct? In the end, to be for the being of the sexual distinction, one must see
that sex identifies something essential to human existence and affirm it in its entirety—in
being and action.

Fortunately, though, no one is entirely defined by his or her ideology, nor consistent with it,
especially when one is a truth seeker and invested in the future, as Joyce is. Thus,
notwithstanding her commitments, it is striking to read the following:

As embodied creatures, we are connected by ties that have deep evolutionary
significance. The categories of man and woman underpin those of father and
mother, and the relationship of each to their children. If such categories are to
become a matter of self-declaration, then those ties must be dissolved. Families
become meaningless and individuals create themselves.

If it was feminism’s hatred of the family, motherhood, fatherhood, and the dependency of
birth, that put us on the trajectory towards the elimination of the sex distinction, it seems right
that a mother from among its ranks, bring us back to those very things.

Margaret Harper McCarthy is an Assistant Professor of Theology at the John Paul II Institute and
the editor of Humanum. She is married and a mother of three.

Issue One / 2022
https://humanumreview.com/issues/the-substance-of-things 57

https://humanumreview.com/articles/the-girl-project
https://www.thepublicdiscourse.com/2022/06/82723/
https://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674984011#:~:text=Deeply%20informed%20by%20Greely's%20command,new%20era%20of%20human%20reproduction.
https://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674984011#:~:text=Deeply%20informed%20by%20Greely's%20command,new%20era%20of%20human%20reproduction.


Humanum
Issues in Family, Culture & Science

RE-SOURCE: CLASSIC
TEXT

Everything We Have and Are Comes From God
KENNETH L. SCHMITZ

Kenneth L. Schmitz (1922–2017) was a Canadian philosopher and metaphysician whose work,
always marked by its deeply thoughtful catholicity, sought to bring the thought of St. Thomas
Aquinas to bear on modern and contemporary philosophical questions. He served as president of
both the Metaphysical Society of America and the North American edition of Communio:
International Catholic Review. His friends and mentors included Etienne Gilson, Jacques
Maritain, and John Paul II.

What follows are excerpts from Schmitz’s The Gift: Creation, which he gave as the 1982 Aquinas
Lecture at Marquette University. Though relatively short, this work perhaps serves as both best
introduction to and summation of themes that run throughout all of Schmitz’s corpus: a deeply
metaphysical reflection on the world as a gift from God and the status of the creature in relation
to its creator. In dialogue with both Thomas Aquinas and the atheistic humanists of the 19th and
20th centuries, Schmitz demonstrates with great depth and clarity why “gift” is the most fitting
category by which to understand creation. In the selection below, Schmitz explains why the
reception of oneself (from both God and one’s community) is not a humiliation (contra the
atheistic humanists), but rather evidence of the radical generosity of the “most liberal giver” that
then also saturates the order of created being. The Gift: Creation remains one of the most
penetrating and insightful works ever to be written on what it means to be a creature—that is, to
come from nothing. Only in exploring the meaning of our origin can we understand ourselves,
for, as Schmitz writes, “Reflection upon creation leads us to the center of the world” (129).

How can a creature be absolutely dependent in its being and also have ontological integrity? Is
this a contradiction or is it not? That is a fair question. (72)

. . . within the creational context, the creatureliness of the creature,—its being-a-creature,—is
not a received condition which it has; nor, strictly speaking, is being-a-creature even a received
condition that it is; rather, the received condition itself is it. The dependence of the creature is
absolute because it is dependence upon that very generosity that in its turn is the original
condition of the creature’s very being. If the creature were humiliated by this, then its very
being would be in a totally deprived and absolutely abject state; so that the creature would be
nihil, rather than ex nihilo. . . [Earlier] I suggested that creation is the original gift, a giving of
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absolute privation. It follows that the creatureliness of the creature (the received condition) is
not a nullity, but is rather the ingress of the creature into being; so that, on the basis of that
ingress, can be seen the absolute nihil that was the creature’s ontological predecessor. The
creature is ex nihilo, that is, it stands outside of absolute privation by virtue of the creative
generosity. This creative generosity is the ground for the absolute inequality between creator
and creature, that very inequality that has raised the threat to the creature’s integrity. But that
same generosity is also the ground for the very being of the creature.

Giving and receiving are the radical conditions without which man could not be.
They are the foundation of his being, his own ontological good. All other goods are
subsequent to that.

Moreover, since the creative generosity does not extend simply to individuals singly, but in
creating them creates their world as well, the creature is in fact a member of the ultimate
plurality, the created universe.[1] More than that, it is by its very nature and being a member
for this plurality. It participates in the plurality, and the plurality in and through it. Now, no
member of a plurality can be humiliated by the primary condition that makes possible (1) the
plurality essential to the member, (2) its membership in the plurality, and (3) its own being as
well. Nor is it possible to isolate man, this “thinking reed,” and arrogate to him the foundations
of truth and value, in the manner recommended by atheistic humanism. For his
interdependence with the non-human as well as human being is so patent and indispensable
for his own being, worth and thought that it would be nothing short of impossible for him to
produce the intelligible and valuable out of radically anti-intelligible and valueless absurdity.
In the context of creation, there can be no plurality, no relation of membership, and no
members to be humiliated without the original founding endowment. Humiliation and
indignity are relative to that original presupposition . . . (73–5)

The condition for a dynamic plurality of beings to exist is that they receive from others. Since
man is a member of the ultimate dynamic plurality, giving and receiving are so pervasive and
radical that they constitute the very condition for being human. To protest against the
reception, saying that it is a humiliation, is to protest against the very conditions that make
human being and human dignity possible; and to protest against the very conditions that make
the protest possible. But this is to embrace contradiction and absurdity. Giving and receiving
are the radical conditions without which man could not be. They are the foundation of his
being, his own ontological good. All other goods are subsequent to that. The original
endowment of which creation ex nihilo speaks is the first and indispensable ontological good
without which other values and disvalues could not count because they would not be at all. All
further considerations are founded upon that original good. In the human order, the specific
objects which men hand one another are symbols of a deeper giving and receiving, for they
are signs that embody the generosity of their shared being as members of a dynamic plurality.
The gift, then, is a medium in and through which giver and recipient affirm their being-in-the-
world-together. It is the place of the celebration of their co-presence. (80–81)

Generosity is inseparable from all giving. It is the primal reality at the source of the breaking
forth accomplished in giving; for giving is a deed: it is done, something is given. Generosity
nourishes the reality of power that is fused with the intentionality of intelligence to form the
communication. In terms of creative causality, generosity expresses itself as the power that
brings creatures and their world ex nihilo into being. (87)
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This excerpt was selected and introduced by Rachel M. Coleman. Dr. Coleman is an Assistant
Professor of Theology at Assumption University in Worcester, MA.

[1] See John Wright, The Order of the Universe in St. Thomas.
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