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light of understanding with its openness to further situations. Conceptualization 
permits us—although always partially, never exhaustively—to grasp the actual 
significance of the historical situation, providing that we return to it through 
judgment and with a renewed sense of the analogous diversity of each situation, 
and provided that we remember that fully human knowledge is not purely intel-
lectual but takes its rise from and makes its return to just such situations. 

Conceptualization so understood can accommodate the "turn to history," but 
not in the sense in which it is usually meant today. For among contemporary 
authors the term usually carries with it the presupposition that the situatedness 
of human historical experience is simply ultimate and decisive, the present 
vantage-point from which and within which all knowledge is to be resolved. But 
that, of course, is precisely what is at issue in my claim that, by virtue of its 
relative transcendence, conceptualization calls for a reversal of horizons and the 
re-situating of any historical situation within the larger horizon of the community 
of beings.43 Another way of putting the issue is to challenge a certain understand-
ing of presence. Is presence confined to the temporal present, or does it include 
that present within a broader, deeper and higher sense of presenceT44 

This liberation from the purely temporal present does not rob us of our free-
dom, for the use to which we put this liberating return to reality is itself a mark 
of our freedom. For human freedom is not an absolute freedom from the situation 
in which it is. Nevertheless, it is more than a freedom within that situation; it is 
more even than a fusion of horizons, it is a reversal of them. And so I was 
tempted to entitle this present essay, "St. Thomas and the Reversal of Horizons." 
Once conceptualization has reversed the order of horizons, then experience is 
once again called into play, and the modern historical-critical strategies unfold 
on a new foundation. But, in receiving a new grounding, these strategies—the 

It is not possible here adequately to discuss what in various conceptual formulations 
is vulnerable to time and relative to a specific culture. Nor is there need to do so here. 
It is enough to indicate that there is a sort of "vertical" transcendence within our grasp 
of situations and not only a horizontal passage from one to another. The issues of what 
is culture-conditioned and time-bound are part of the ongoing discussion, and while such 
issues may never be definitively settled, what is at issue here is the means that are 
available to us for even a partial resolution of such a question; whether, for example, we 
must turn to a "fusion of horizons" or to "ideology-critique" as the fundamental and 
exclusive hermeneutical strategy. It is my contention that a fresh reading of Thomas on 
this point casts a pre-modem light that contributes to such a resolution without a reliance 
upon these methods as the only fundamental ones available. They retain their tactical 
value. Conceptualization does not put an end to hermeneutics; properly understood it 
rescues it from historical relativism. 

"By "temporal present" I do not only mean an atomic, isolated present, but also the 
Husserlian complex which includes the immediate past (retention) and immediate future 
(protention) within the constitution of the Now, as well as Heidegger's Anwesenheit. 
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phenomenology of experience, the hermeneutic of situation, the dialectic of oppo-
sition, and ideology-critique—will also have been relativized. They will no longer 
have the last decisive word. And reason is freed to remember once again its 
created status in the midst of the community of beings. It is through this concep-
tual liberation that a thorough yet relative human transcendence of time and place 
takes its origin and takes it as part of our human constitution. For in this imma-
nently human trans-particularity and trans-temporality, a new order of meaning, 
appreciation and evaluation comes into play, and a new orientation becomes 
possible towards the mystery that outstrips us on all sides. 

On the other hand, if our human reach is understood to be so overwhelming-
ly confined within a horizon defined by a particular historical time and cultural 
place that we have no exit from it, then—to borrow a saying from Heidegger—it 
is doubtful if even a God can save us, at least not without some violent act 
perpetrated against our human structure.''5 At most we might reach a limit-
situation that throws us back upon our confined time-space context. It is just this 
strategy to which most versions of contemporary dialectic appeal, in order to 
build up meaning from within a purportedly temporal-spatial horizon, by means 
of "conflict oppositions," "contrast experiences" and similar strategies. If the 
strategy discovers anything beyond the confines of human experience, it is at best 
a putative presence that is at most wholly Other, entirely negative and conceptu-
ally indeterminate. In so doing we do not yet quite escape our modern Cartesian 
origins. We see things from within a circle, and we build up a world to support 
the exceedingly opaque membrane that encloses it. 4 6 

4 5 I have in mind among current theologians the philosophical difficulties which, it 
seems to me, are encountered in the later work of Edward Schillebeeckx, despite his 
attempt to "save" a certain normativity for past dogmatic formulas. Leo Scheffczyk, 
"Christology in the Context of Experience: On the Interpretation of Christ by E. 
Schillebeeckx," The Thomist 48 (1984) 399, renders a severe judgment on the latter's 
particular use of hermeneutics: "According to Schillebeeckx, one could very well dismiss 
Jesus' Father-experience as an illusion; but what is decisive is to put one's trust in Jesus. 
And yet, in that case, one should draw the consequence that this trust is incapable of 
demonstration, that it is preceded by no plausibility or judgment of its believability 
whatever. It is not objectively based in Jesus himself, but rather in his reflection in human 
experience. It is a voluntaristic, at worst even an arbitrary, decision. This whole 
complicated hermeneutical manner of thought leads in the end to something very much 
like a merely arbitrary option." (Italics added.) For a more sympathetic but not uncritical 
view of the same, see Louis Dupre, "Experience and Interpretation: A Philosophical 
Reflection on Schillebeeckx's Jesus and Christ," in Theological Studies 43 (1989) 30-51 
See also the comprehensive and nuanced exposition of Schillebeeckx's development by 
Mary Catherine Hilkert, O.P., "Hermeneutics of History in the Theology of Edward 
Schillebeeckx," in The Thomist 51 (1987) 97-145. 

"In this sense, Edward Schillebeeckx's concept of reality as that which breaks down 
our constructions states the negative aspect of such a norm, but his insistence upon the 
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It is a question for philosophical and theological anthropology. If, on the one 
hand, there is a trans-historical movement and a trans-historical depth within the 
human person, then that transcendence will form the creaturely basis from which 
a passage is possible to a more determinate quasi-knowledge (and not simply an 
indeterminate negative apprehension) of what is both higher and deeper than us. 
If, on the other hand, we humans possess no such opening, if our historical 
situations are closed off from some positive appreciation of transcendent depth 
and breadth, or if all such transcendence must capitulate to human terms and be 
absorbed and refracted into the horizon of human immanence before it is 
acceptable, then however much stress is put upon phenomenological intentional-
ity, or noematic objectivity, or existential limit-situations, or indeterminate 
otherness, or contrast experiences, they will yield only a muted sense of trans-
human reality and a muffled transcendence. 

Now, the interiority of modern subjectivity is vastly different in character 
and motive from the ontological interiority that, as the metaphysics of Thomas 
insists, is resident in all being as the heritage of every created being. For the 
causes and principles that constitute created being provide that being with an 
ultimately inexhaustible depth and mysterious interiority that is partly its own but 
that also proceeds from and leads back to its creative Source. Conceptualization 
properly carried out does not banish that mystery, but it locates it differently than 

indeterminateness and negativity of that which resists us fails to ground any determinate 
and positive revelation and/or dogma, though he evidently would prefer to do so. He 
begins with a true proposition: that the mystery of God is beyond our expression, and 
finds some confirmation in allusions to Kant and Levinas. (One must be careful with such 
allusions, however, since they may become more a "confusion of horizons" than a fusion 
of them, hiding as they do strikingly incompatible presuppositions. This looseness of 
allusion contrasts with the careful treatment of Horizontverschmelzung given by Hans-
Georg Gadamer, Wahrheit und Methode, 2nd edition [Tübingen: Mohr, 1965] 289-290, 
which rejects the closedness of historical situations, without however conceding the 
reversal of horizons I think is needed.) Now, it seems to me that the inexpressibility of 
the mystery does not necessarily imply the negative indeterminacy of the mysterious 
Source in every respect, or even that we cannot say something determinate and true about 
it, even though it remains inexhaustibly beyond us. Inadequacy of expression does not 
convert into total inexpressibility. If I have understood his Christ: The Experience of 
Jesus as Lord (New York: Seabury/Crossroad, 1990), Schillebeeckx struggles to retain 
some determinacy (continually revisable under hermeneutical suspicion and ideology-
critique), but on grounds that all but undermine the possibility of any trans-historical truth 
in the historically conditioned formulations of Scripture and dogma. The critical-historical 
method as tactical hermeneutics has brought us many treasures, but if it is taken as 
fundamentally decisive and if human consciousness is taken as exclusively historical, a 
crisis arises that attempts desperate solutions. Conceptualization, on the other hand, it 
seems to me, offers a bridge between situations, insofar as it has the capacity to 
accommodate and even integrate all times within it. 
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does experience. For even if the initial Cartesian dichotomy between subjectivity 
and objectivity is overcome, the various post-Cartesian strategies have absorbed 
reality into the horizon of subjectivity, giving us at best a shadowy and 
indeterminate transcendence. While experience translates the mystery into 
feelings of reverence and awe, conceptualization releases that same mystery to 
new depths; and its intelligible determinacy, properly understood, discloses more 
than experience can. 

As I have said, it is my own understanding of Thomas that his metaphysics 
of existential act calls for an ontological depth in all beings, a depth that might 
well be called "interiority." As metaphysical inferiority, it is the quite general 
causative condition of every created being, and it is this depth that sets the 
comprehensive horizon of all created being. And so, in contrasting Thomas' 
metaphysical subject of being with the modern subjectivity of consciousness, we 
must be careful not to overlook the metaphysical interiority intrinsic to each and 
every being, or to objectivize Thomas' pre-modern metaphysics by rendering it 
after the manner of an object that lacks interiority. For TTiomas' conceptualiza-
tion in no way excludes the interior dimension of reality; on the contrary, it 
broadens the scope of that interiority and situates human interiority with its 
historicity within that broader horizon. 

A last remark: I have up until now confined myself to Thomas' restricted 
sense of experience, since this is the primary and ordinary sense he attaches to 
the term. He does, however, sometimes speak of experience in wider terms, 
though in a special context in which he joins the ancient tradition of "integral 
Christian experience." For in speaking of the immediate knowledge of hidden 
graces, he speaks of "tasting" the divine goodness as a sort of experimental 
knowledge {quasi experimentalis).47 This special adjectival sense is neither 
simply the ordinary restricted sense I have treated as the primary sense in 
Thomas; nor is it the super-charged modern sense rooted in human subjectivity. 
Such an experience is the fruit of that prayerful interiority long known to 
Christians, an interiority that is neither simply metaphysical nor is it modern; it 
is the path that leads towards union with God.48 And here we meet in Thomas 

4 7See Sril-II, 97,2 ad 2; ST I,43,5 ad 2; I Sent. d. 14, q.2, a.2 sol., ad 2, ad 3. Also 
Hans Urs von Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord, I, Seeing the Form, 219-245. (See 
above, n. 2.) For a more general consideration, see the classical study by Jean Mouroux 
(1952), The Christian Experience: An Introduction to a Theology (New York: Sheed and 
Ward, 1954); also see Angelo Scola, "Esperienza Cristiana e Teologia," in Teologi in 
Rivolta: Ecclesia (Edizioni Logos) 7:5-20. 

w The impressive article by William J. Hoye, "Zur Problematik des Begriffs 
'Gotteserfahrung' bei Thomas von Aquin," in Theologie und Glaube 77 (1987) 407-42, 
repays study on the question of cognitio Dei experimentalis. The conclusions arrived at 
are strongly negative with respect to the immediate and adequate knowledge of God by 
experience (though not of all lesser yet determinate understanding based upon God's 



20 CTSA Proceedings 47 / 1992 

that pathway of interiority that is neither simply metaphysical understanding 
rooted in the interiority of created being; nor is it the modern path that finds a 
restless starting and transient stopping point in human subjectivity. It is the path 
of Christian prayer that opens out upon the uplands of the God who created man 
with the gift of that inner transcendence I have called conceptualization. 
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existence (an est) as distinct from His essence (quid est). Hoye closes with a telling text 
that sets knowledge in the ultimate context of love: Dilectio est cognitionis terminus; et 
ideo ubi desinit cognitio, scilicet in ipsa re, quae per aliam cognoscitur, ibi statim dilectio 
incipere potest. (ST II-II, 27, 4, ad 1. See also De ventate 10, 11, ad 6.) 


