


127 A Survey of the Theology of Sacramental Grace 

be preached in a season and out of season: conveying a right to special 
actual graces, sacramental grace guarantees to us God's unfailing 
assistance proportioned to the sacramental end to be attained. Or, 
as Pope Pius XII put it in "II meno," the sacraments give us not 
only "newness of life" but also the power to act in conformity with 
that life; which is to say, with St. Thomas Aquinas: "Deus perfecte 
in sacramentis homini providet."177 
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DIGEST OF DISCUSSION ON THE THEOLOGY OF SACRAMENTAL GRACE: 

Father Francis Connell, C.SS.R., of Holy Redeemer College, 
Washington, D. C., asked a series of questions as to the possible 
influence of Peter Lombard's theory about Matrimony on medieval 
notions of sacramental grace. 

In replying to these queries, Father Shea pointed out that the 
problem as to the nature of sacramental grace emerged only after 
clarity had been gained—around the beginning of the thirteenth 
century, and therefore subsequent to Peter Lombard—about the 
nature of habitual grace, involving sanctifying grace as something 
perfecting the essence of the soul and distinct from the infused vir-
tues and gifts. 

The speaker agreed with Father Connell that Peter Lombard, for 
one, believed that Matrimony did not confer grace, that it is exclu-
sively a remedy for sin (cf. 4 Sent., d. 2). He remarked, however, 
that Peter Lombard extended the idea of remedies for sin to all seven 
sacraments, viewing them as the means used by the divine Good 
Samaritan to bind up the wounds of sin. Father Shea added that one 
finds a similar approach in practically all theologians of the twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries (for some exceptions, cf. footnote 25), in-
cluding St. Thomas, especially in his Commentary on the Sentences 
(cf., e.g., his Prologue to the Fourth Book). 

Continuing his remarks on this occasion, the speaker recalled 
that the idea of sacraments as remedies for wounds caused by sin 

1 " In 4 Sent., d. 4, q. 1, a. 1, ad 5. 
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goes back beyond Peter Lombard, and Hugh of St. Victor, to St. 
Augustine especially. St. Thomas inherited this idea, and it comes to 
light when, e.g., he says in the Commentary on the Sentences: if 
something is not necessary in the very nature of things to produce 
a certain effect, and yet is used to produce that effect, this is a sign 
that there must be some defect in the subject destined to receive the 
effect in question; now sacraments are not necessary in the very 
nature of things in order that grace be produced in us, and yet God 
uses them for that purpose; this, therefore, is a sign that there are 
defects in man—defects, wounds caused by sin (cf. In 4 Sent., d. 2, 
q. 1, a. 1, sol. 1). Father Shea was of the opinion that one ought 
to investigate thoroughly the nature of these defects as understood 
by St. Thomas; his theories on the "pathology" of sin served as 
premises for his theology of sacramental grace. 

Father Edward Hanahoe, S.A., of Graymoor, Garrison, N. Y., 
asked whether validly and sacramentally married non-Catholics can 
receive the sacramental grace peculiar to Matrimony. Father Shea 
answered that he could think of no reason why such non-Catholics, 
if they received the sacrament validly and fruitfully, could not ob-
tain the sacramental graces proper to the sacrament. He added, 
however, that he could see problems with regard to some other sacra-
ments, e.g., Confirmation. 

Father John Baptist, C.P., of St. Joseph's Monastery, Baltimore, 
proposed this question: Is there a distinction between the grace of 
the virtues and the grace of the sacraments? This distinction might 
help to show what sacramental grace is. The grace of the virtues is 
opposed to sin inasmuch as sin is an inordinate act. The grace of 
the sacrament is opposed to sin in a different way. 

The questioner no doubt had in mind the teaching of St. Thomas 
that the grace of the virtues is opposed to sin in so far as it is an 
inordinate act, whereas sacramental grace is opposed to sin in so far 
as sin wounded the natural good of the potencies (cf. De veritate, q. 
27, a. S, ad 2, ad 3; S. Th. 3, q. 62, a. 2, ad 1, ad 2). Father Shea 
judged that the above question comes back, in the final analysis, to 
the matter which he said needs further exploration: What are those 
wounds caused in the faculties by sin; what is the nature of this 
injury done to the faculty. . . ? In this connection the speaker 
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adverted to the dispute between the Thomistic school and the Scotis-
tic school on the nature of the "remains of sin." The former looks 
upon the reliquiae peccati, which Extreme Unction is means to cor-
rect, as a kind of physical inhabilitas corporis et animae, an inhabili-
tas of the body for being moved by the soul, and of the soul for 
moving the body. With St. Bonaventure the Scotistic school regards 
the remains of sin not as some kind of preternatural physical infirm-
ity but as consisting in certain psychic acts or dispositions (cf. J. 
Umberg, in L. Lercher, Instit. Theol. Dogm., ed. 3, IV/2/2, Inns-
bruck, 1949, n. 659). 

Father Paul Palmer, S.J., of the Jesuit Seminary, Toronto, 
Canada, in the course of a series of questions and remarks, observed 
that the present discussion on the Scholastic tradition could be sup-
plemented by a study of the Fathers and of the liturgy—does the 
liturgy of the sacraments portray the grace peculiar to each? Also, 
he felt that there had been a tendency in the treatment of sacra-
mental grace to diminish the part played by the sacramental charac-
ter, which distinguishes three sacraments. 

Father Shea assured Father Palmer that there had been no 
intention of discounting the importance of the sacramental character 
in sacramental theology. He explained that, in talking about sacra-
mental grace, theologians have in mind, not all the effects of sacra-
ments, but rather an effect within the sphere of the res tantum. Nor, 
it would seem, is that effect the ultimate effect, the res tantum itself, 
but rather something underlying the res tantum. The whole question 
as to the nature of sacramental grace has been this: What is the 
ontological nature of that thing which produces those effects neces-
sary in the Christian life? For example, St. Thomas, in S. Th. 3, 
q. 62, a. 2, speaks of sacramental grace as a certain divine aid ad 
consequendum finem sacramenti; that finis of which he speaks would 
be those effects which he says, in the same article, are necessary in 
the Christian life. According to his way of putting it, those effects 
are not the sacramental grace but rather the result of that sacra-
mental grace. The sacramental grace itself is the auxilium; that 
auxilium is given to achieve the effects which are necessary in the 
Christian life. What is the ontological nature of that auxilium, con-
sidered in communi: this has been the problem before the minds of 
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those who discuss sacramental grace. They ask, for instance: Can 
we always think of sacramental grace, considered in communi, as a 
thing to be found in certain modal perfections in the sanctifying 
grace of Baptism, of Confirmation, etc.? In conclusion, Father Shea 
agreed with Father Palmer that a careful study of Tradition would 
be useful and necessary, in order to evaluate the premises of the 
sacramental theology of the Middle Ages; the importance of such a 
study is emphasized in the conclusion of the paper which was read. 

Father Gerard Owens, C.SS.R., of St. Alphonsus Seminary, Wood-
stock, Canada, asked: Have you any clear demonstration how the 
mode may be distinct from the habit? These two theories seem very 
similar. Perhaps some of the theologians who upheld the theory of 
mode were unwilling to assign any habit and hence too this way out. 

In reply, Father Shea observed that there is a great practical 
difference between the two theories. If sacramental grace is a modal-
ity of sanctifying grace, then it cannot exist without sanctifying 
grace. But if it be a habit, Leeming and some others say that this 
habit can survive the loss of sanctifying grace, and thus the sacra-
mentally married can have the benefit of the sacramental grace 
peculiar to Matrimony even if they be in the state of sin. 

Father Shea acknowledged that some authors do not seem to see 
much difference between the modality theory and the habit theory; 
e.g., Hervé associates Billot's view with the modality theory. Simi-
larly, Pègues, in his Commentary on the Third Part of the Summa 
Theologica; on one page this author says that St. Thomas held 
sacramental grace to be a modal perfection of sanctifying grace; some 
pages later, the same author adopts Billot's presentation of sacra-
mental grace—presumably, as concordant with the teaching of St. 
Thomas. As to his own opinion, Father Shea believed that one should 
differentiate sharply between the theory that sacramental grace is a 
modality of sanctifying grace, and the theory that it is a distinct 
habit or disposition; the difficulties involved in more or less identi-
fying the two theories could be gathered from a study of the sharp 
clash between Father Brazzarola and Father Crowley, in their re-
spective dissertations on the nature of sacramental grace according 
to the mind of St. Thomas. 


