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PREFACE 

This thesis makes an original contribution to know­

ledge in the sense that it provides information about a 

philosopher who is virtually unknown in the English-speak­

ing world. (In fact the only translation of his work in 

English is a small collection entitled What is Phenomenol­

~? Editor James Edie, Quadrangle Books, Chicago, 1962) 

Whether or not this is a valuable contribution will depend 

on the view of the reader; but the thesis aims to show its 

value by bringing into focus the originality of this thought 

and the contribution it makes to the controversial question 

of the relationship between faith and reason, philosophy 

and theology. The interpretation of Thévenaz is largely 

MY own owing to the fact that very little work has been 

done on him. This however contributes to the originality 

of the thesis. 

l am grateful to Professor Joseph McLelland for suggest­

ing Thévenaz as a subject for study, and for his encourage-. 

ment and advice throughout the writing of the thesis. l am 

also grateful for the help given me by Professors J.L. Leuba 

and F. Brunner of the University of Neuchatel; and l am es­

pecially indebted to Mme. Pierre Thévenaz for her courtesy 

and willingness to talk with me about her late husband. And 

lastly, MY thanks go to MY mother, MY wife, and Miss Karin B • 

Haus·chl1d, who helped ~1 th. the typing, proofreading, etc. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The question of the re1ationship of philosoI~'1y and 

theo10gy, says Paul Tillich, is the question of the nature 

of theo10gy itself. That is why, he ~ays, as long as theo-

10gy exists every generation must search for new solutions 

to this prob1em. l This is the purpose of this thesis: to 

further the quest for new solutions. Hopefu11y then the 

discussion will throw 1ight on the prob1em and c1arify not 

only the specificity of theo10gy,2 but a1so the spec1ficity 

of philosophy. 

These comments justify the choice of "Philosophy and 

Christian Experience Il a's the topic for this thesis. They 

also explain the choice of Pierre Thévenaz because, as we 

sha11 see, his entire philosophy constitutes an effort to 

estab1ish an authentic relationship between faith and rea-

son. Of course we might have chosen from among the many 

phi10sophers or theo10gians who have made faith and reason 

their special concern, but Thévenaz was preferred to any of 

1p • Tillich, The Protestant Era (abridged edition) transe 
J.L. Adams, (Universit y of Chicago Press, 1957), p. 83 

2In English the word "specificityll is genera11y confined 
to the vocabu1ary of Medicine and patho10gy, but in its 
French form (spéCificité) it is often used in the sense of 
IIqua1ityll, IInaturell, etc. There are nuances in spécificité 
however which are absent in these other wordsj thus when 
l ta1k for examp1e of the spécificité of theo1ogy l am 
referring not only to the nature of theo10gy but also to 
those characteristics in it which make it distinctive and 
un1ike any other discipline. This is the sense l wish to 
convey whenever l use the Eng1ish form, IIspecificityll, in 
reference to theo10gy and phi10sophy. 
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them, pr1mar11y because of the 1nterest he provoked, talk-

1ng of Protestant ph11osophy, a ph11osophy hav1ng as 1ts 

po1nt de déEart the theology of Karl Barth! But Et1enne 

G11son had sa1d tha~h110soPhy was 1mposs1ble with1n 
l 

Protestant1sm, and poss1ble only w1th1n a Catho11c perspect1ve. 

An analys1s of Thévenaz, 1t was hoped, would clar1fy the 

1ssue, and, as 1t turred out, Thévenaz was v1ndicated. In 

fact th1s 1s the major conclus1on of th1s thes1s: that 

Protestant philosophy, a ph1losophy 1n a Barth1an perspect-

1ve, 1s a va11d concept. Another reason for study1ng Thé­

venaz's thought 1s that 1t teaches us someth1ng about ph1lo-

sophy in Europe today. It shows us new hor1zons and sets us 

free from any exclusive preoccupat1on with the kinds of ph11o­

sophy that we f1nd on th1s s1de of the Atlantic or in~he 

English-speak1ng world in general. 

Thévenaz was a Swiss who 11ved Most of his 11fe in Su1sse 

romande and d1ed there in 1955 at the age of forty-two. At the 

time of his death he was Professor of Ph11osophy at the Un1ver­

sity of Lausanne, but before com1ng to Lausanne he had been at 

the Ecole POlytechnique Fédérale and also at the University of 

Neuchatel. During these years as a teacher of ph11osophy, he 

had managed to wr1te rather extensively, though it is 1n 

essay form rather than book form that he developed h1s ideas. 

lE. Gilson, Chr1stian1sme et Ph1losoEh1e, (L1brair1e 
Philosophique J. Vr1n, 1949), p. 41 



1 

1 

vii 

He worked on only one book, but his premature death pre­

vented him from finishing it; fortunately however the 

unfinished manuscript was taken and published under the 

title, La Condition de la Raison Ph1l0sophigue. l The 

obvious importance of his philosophy made it essential to 

put his writings into a form which would make them more 

readily available to the general public. Consequently a' 

publishing committee gathered from here and there articles, 

addresses, etc., and published them in two volumes which 

they called L'Homme et sa Raison. 2 Later another collec­

tion was made, entitled, De Husserl à Merleau-Ponty. Many 

of his writings still remain in the forro of contributions 

to collective works, journal articles, etc. A complete 

li st of these can be found at the end of L'Homme et sa 

Raison, Vol. II. 

One would have thought that French Switzerland would 

have been most influenced by the French philosophical tra­

dition, but in fact, says André de Muralt, its llmattres à 

penser ll , whether in theology or philosophy, are German. In 

this connection de Muralt mentions Luther, Kant, Husserl, 

Barth. All these thinkers have made their mark on Thévenaz. 

lThis title was the choice, not of Thévenaz, but of 
those who edited the book. 

2paul Ricoeur 
Raison that he was 
articles that make 
the fact that they 

states in his preface to L'Homme et sa 
impressed by the extreme coherence of the 
up this collection, es~ecially considering 
were chosen lIau ha.ard ' • 

s 



1 

1 

viii 

We see echoes of Kant for example when, in his discussion 

of the August1n1an synthes1s, Thévenaz says: 1t is not 

our purpose to descr1be the structure and deta11 of this 

synthes1sj what 1s of importance 1s to make clear "its 

conditions of posSib111ty.,,1 Husserl's influence 1s re­

flected in Thévenaz's use of the phenomenolog1cal epoché. 2 

Lutherls influence 1s not direct, as w1th Kant and Husserl, 

but med1ated through Barth. The influence of Barth of 

course 1s paramountj 1t is h1s theology in fact wh1ch con­

st1tutes the start1ng point of Thévenaz's ph11osophy. De 

Muralt thus talks of the "particularly str1king manner" in 

wh1ch the work of Thévenaz exh1b1ts the "point de rencontre 

de la théologie barthienne et de la réflexion autonome."3 

Thus when Thévenaz envisaged dialogue between philosophy 

and theology it was always the theology of Barth, the "new 

theology" as he once called 1t, that he had in mind. This 

fact made it necessary to deal w1th Barth at great length; 

the whole of Chapter One 1s therefore an elaborat1on of h1s 

theological position. 

The French tradition was not without effect however, 

desp1te the more widespread influence of German thought. 

Ip. Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, 
conni~re, Neuchatel, 1956) Vol. l and II. 
detail concerning the Kantian influence in 
Chapter Two, Part III. 

2 See Chapter Two, II, 3. 

p. 280. (ra Ba­
For further 

Thévenaz see 

3André de Muralt, Philosophes en Suisse Française, (La 
Baconni~re, Neuchatel, 1966), p. 13 
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This is particularly true in the case of Thévenaz. Des-
l cartes above all contributed to the direction of his thought, 

both directly and through the tradition which he inspired, viz. 

"reflexive analysis" (sometimes referred to as Spiritualisme 

français). Ricoeur talks of reflexive ana1ysis, rather than 

phenomeno10gy, as the "chemin ", the path,of Thévenaz's phi10-

sophyj he is correct in saying this, because Thévenaz is 

quite emphatic that reflection, in the sense of "retour à. 

SOi", is onto10gical1y, even if not chrono10gica11y, prior 

to phenomeno10gica1 intentiona1ity: attention (Descartes) 

rather than intention (Husserl) is therefore the fundamenta1 

structure of consciousness. Having said this however, Thé-

venaz points out that phenomeno10gy and ref1exive ana1ysis 

need to cooperate so as to trace "un chemin nouveau à. la 

pensée phi10sophique". 2 In addition to these currents of 

thought, mention must a1so be made of existentia1ism, that 

of Sartre and Camus, that of Marcel and certain1y that of 

Kierkegaard. A11 these thinkers have profound1y inf1uenced 

the thought and style of Thévenaz's work. 

One final word must be said on the influences surround-

ing Thévenaz's thought. Arnold Reymond, in his Philosophie 

Spiritua1iste3 ta1ks of the tradition in Suisse romande of 

1See Chapter Two, Part III 

2Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison 1, p. 120 

3A. Reymond, Philosophie Spiritualiste, (F. Rouge et Cie, 
Lausanne, 1942) 
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encouraging the close st rapport between philosophical 

and theological reflection. Thévenaz talked of the 

lI authentic value of this tradltion ll and demonstrated his 

own acceptance of it by directing his efforts towards the 

construction of a Protestant philosophy. 

The first chapter of this thesis is an analysis of 

Barthls understanding of the specificity of theology. The 

main points in it are Barthls polemic against natural theo­

logy and his doctrine of the knowledge of God. These as­

pects of his thought were selected. because of their rele­

vance to philosophy in general and to Thévenazls thought 

in particular. The conclusion of this chapter is that a 

theology of grace doe~ot exclude philosophy as such, but 

only excludes it insofar as it tends to become a theologia 

glorlae. Chapter Two deals with Thévenazls philosophy in­

sofar as it develops out of confrontation with the Word of 

God. It describes the IIconversion of reason", showing that 

such conversion is not incompatible with the autonomy of 

reason. In the final chapter, "Towards a Protestant Philo­

SOphyll, the discussion moves away from an analysis of Thé­

venazls thought as such to a consideration and critique of 

the various ways of conceiving the relationship between 

faith and reason, philosophy and theology. This chapter 

culminates in an evaluation of the synthesis proposed by 
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Thévenaz and concludes that Protestant philosophy goes 

beyond Barth (without betraying his fundamental inten­

tion) and remains valid only as long as it persists in 

being a "philosophy wlthout Absolute". 
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THE SPECIFICITY OF THEOLOGY 
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CHAPTBR ONB 

THE SPECIPICITY OF THEOLOGY 

The flrst step ln our enqulry lnto the specltlclty of 

theology, as Barth concelves lt, wlll be an exam1natlon of 

what he conslders pseudo-theology, that ls to say, natural 

theology. Thls comes under the headlng "Natural Knowledge 

ot God". The next step ls to detlne hls und~~rstandlng of 

the verltable knowledge of God. Fo~lowlng thls, comes the 

crltlque, whlch deals tlrst wlth the mlnor and then the ma-

jor critlclsms. 

I. "NATURAL" 1Of0WLEDGE OF GOD 

A. The Theologlcal Veto 

Some crltlcs of natural theology have attempted to de-

tend thelr posltlon from the phllosophlcal standpolnt. H. 

Mansel for example, ln hlg Limlts of Rellg10us Thoughtl , 

argued along the llnes that any attempt to concelve of or 

even deny the Absolute necessarlly lnvolves self-contradlc­

tlon. 2 Argulng l1kewlse from a phllosophlcal perspectlve, 

W. Hordern3 afflrms that Barth's kerygmatlc theology "seems 

to have a polnt" ln vlew or the fact that the natural theo-

1 BCtMptol'\, 

H. Mansel, Llmlts of Rellg1ou8 Thought, GRFePd Lectures, 

1858. (Gould & Llncoln, Boston, 1870) 

2 Ibld, p. 27, 110 

3w. Hordern, Speaking of God, (MacMlllan, N.Y., 1964) 
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log1an "has to detend convictions that are crucial to the 

rational proot but not to Christ1an faith".l Why not then, 

Hordern suggests, abandon these ph110soph1cal presuppos1tions, 

wh1ch anyway are not even shared by aIl natural theolog1ans, 

and speak from the "convict1onal bas1s" of the Christ1an taith 

alone? It goes w1thout saying that such arguments are not 

exactly 1nvulnerable. J.S. Mil12 brings to 11ght the grave 

problems 1nherent 1n Mansel1s approach. What Mill d1s11kes 

the MoSt 1s Mansel1s equ1vocal use of the term "Absolute": 

Mansel had sa1d that any concept1on of the Absolute involved 

contrad1ct10n, but nevertheless the const1tution of our minds 

compelled us to be11eve 1n the ex1stence of an Absolute Being. 

If both these aff1rmat1ons are to have any ~~ûning; 80 M111 l s 

argument 1mp11es, 1t 1s clear that the self-contrad1ctory 

Absolute, the thought of wh1ch just leads to a "web of contra­

dict1ons"' cannot correspond 1n any way to the Absolute, wh1ch 

1s the object of fa1th. 4 As for Hordernls argument, aIl we 

need say 1s that lack of agreement over philosoph1cal prin-

lIb1d, p. 189 

2 J.S. Mill, An Examinat10n of S1r Wil11am Hamiltonls 
Ph11osophy, Vol. I. (W. Spencer, Boston, 1865) Chapter VII 

'Mansel, Op. Cit., p. 81 

4The quest10n of equivocal pred1cat1on 1s d1scu8sed 
further 1n Part III. 



e1p1es 1s searce1y an adequate bas1s tor abandon1ng the 

ph11osoph1ea1 endeavour to aeh1eve a natura1 know1edge ot 

God. 

On much tirmer ground than e1ther Manse1 or Bordem, 

Barth opposes the cla1ms ot natura1 theo1ogy on the basis, 

not ot some d1sputab1e ph110soph~ but ot b1b11ca1 reve1a-

1 t1on. And the B1b1e, accord1ng to the Retormat1on v1ew 

wh1eh Barth aceepts, teaches the rad1ca1 corrupt10n ot man, 

wh1ch ot course makes 1mposs1b1e any natura1 know1edge ot 

God. 

Man, says Barth, 1s ent1re1y c10sed to the ·read1ness" 

ot Godj2 he 1s host11e to gracej 1n tact, the strugg1e a­

ga1nS~race 1s "manls own deepest and 1nnermost rea11ty"~ 

The cruc1tixion ot Chr1st proves th1s beyond doubt.4 Th1s 

portra1t ot man app11es not mere1y to the unbe11ever, but 

1 H. Bou111ard thus d1st1ngu1shes Barthls teacb1ng trom 
the "r1de1st· doctr1nes or men such as Lammena1s, wb1ch were 
condemned by the Catho11c Church. These doctr1nes were 
based pr1mar11y, he says, on certa1n ph11osophica1 theor1es 
ot know1edge. (See H. Bou111ard, ·A D1alogue w1th Barth -
the Prob1em ot Natura1 Theo1ogy·, ~PP. 20,-226~ 1n Cross 
Currents, Vol. XVIII, 2, Spr1ng, 1968, p. 212) 

2K·• Barth, Chureh Dogmat1cs II, 1 (T. 1= T. Clark, 
Ed1nburgh, 1957), p. l". (In tuture reterences where Church 
Dogmat1cs 1s ment10ned, th1s Vol., 1.e., II, 1, 1s 1ntended.) 

'lli5!, p. 142 

4Ib1d, p. 152 
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l1kew1se to the be11ever, the one en11ghtened by the Word 

of God~ Barth thus adheres to the Reformat10n doctr1ne wh1ch 

asserts that the be11ever 1s not only a sa1nt but a s1nner. 2 

The "new creature" or Ka1ne Kt1s1s3 has theretore a 

totally d1tterent connotat10n tor Barth than tor Catho11c1sm. 

The Catho11c E. G1lson, for example, 1nterprets th1s doctrine 

1n the sense that man as such 1s restored, healed, by grace; 

to say that a man has become "new" 1s to make a statement 

about man as he now ex1sts 1n h1story. To be sure, G1lson 

does not deny the damage done by s1n to natural man, but th1s 

damage cao be "repa1red" by d1v1ne 1ntervent10n.4 It 1s from 

th1s p01nt of v1ew that G11son crit1cises the Reformers tor 

their "concept10n of a grace that saves a man w1thout chang-

ing him, ot a Just1ce that redeems corrupted nature w1thout 

restor1ng it, ot a Chr1st who pardons the s1nner tor selt­

inf11cted wounds but does not heal them."5 R. Mehl, however, 

lIb1d, p. 134 

~see tor example Lutherls letter ot lst August, 1521 to 
Melan~thon: Lutherls Works, Vol. 48, ed. & transe G.G. 
Krodel, (Fortress Press, Philadelph1a, 1963), p. 282 

311 Cor. 5:17 

4E• G1lson, Christ1anisme et Philosoph1e. (J. Vr1n, Par1s, 
1949) p. Illt 

5E. G1lson, The Spir1t ot Medieval Ph1loBophy, Gifford 
Lectures, 1931/32; transe A. Downes, (Sheed & Ward, London, 
1936) p. 421 
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detends the Protestant v1ew: 1n a sense, he wr1tes "nous 

sommes ressusc1tés avec Chr1st (Col. 3:1), ma1s notre v1e 

nouvelle ••• n'est pas une v1e qu1 nous appart1enne déjà: 

'elle est cachée avec Chr1st en D1eu' (Col.3:8). La v1e 

nouvelle de l'@tre guér1 par la grftce n'est donc pas une 

réa11té anthropollg1que."1 G11son's m1stake, argues Kehl, 

1s to regard the Ka1ne Kt1s1s from a non-eschatological per­

spect1vej2 turthermore, he 1s m1staken 1n conce1v1ng th1s 

quest10n 1n terms ot "restorat10n", of parad1se rega1ned.' 

God's prom1se, says Mehl, has to do w1th a D!! creat10n: 

resurrect1on, not Eden, 1s our hope.3 Our th1nk1ng there-

fore about the new creature must be determined by the pro-

m1se and the hope ot what man w1l1 becomej as Barth says: 

"Man bestowed w1th eternal 11te 1s future manj he 1s the 

object ot God's promise and of our hope".4 Ot course, the 

foundat10n of th1s hope, the rock on wh1ch we stand, 1s the 

revelat10n 1n Chr1st. Does th1s revelat10n mean that man as 

lR. Mehl, La Cond1t1on du Ch110sophe Chrét1en, (Dela­

chaux & N1estlé S.A., Reuchfttel, 1947) p. 148 

~ehl g1ves an 1nterest1ng example ot the tendenc~ al­

ready early 1n the history ot the Church, to depart trom the 

eschatolog1cal perspective. He p01nts to the tact that the 

Ep1stle ot Barnabas (16,8) has allowed "actual1st" language 

to domina te the concept of the ·new man". (~, p. 154) 

3Ibid, p. 149t 

~. Barth, The Human1t:r ot Gad, (John Knox Press, 

Richmond, Va., 1963) p. 82 
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he 1s in h1mself undergoes some sort of magical transforma­

tion, a sort of div1nization? Not so, says Barth; "The be-

ing and nature of man in and for themselves as inde pendent 

bearers of an independent predicate, have, by the revelation 

of Jesus Christ, become an abstraction wh1ch can be dest1ned 

only to disappear. nl Any doctrine therefore of d1vin1zat1on 

or perfect10nism is excluded. Perfect1on1sm, says Kehl, Mnous 

empêcherait de prendre vraiment au sér1eu~· la Parousie du 

Seigneur et la crise finale qui y est attachée: il signifie 

que le temps débouche normalement dans l'éternité et qU'il 

s'y perd."2 

In br1ef, what Barth and Mehl are saying is that the new 

creature must be viewed from the standpo1nt of Chr1st's Re-

surrection and Second Coming: this 1s the Chr1stological 

perspective and 1t is simply making the point that the Ka1ne 

Ktis1s or II Cor. 5:17 cannot be considered apart rrom the ~ 

Christo. Is this a pess1mistic appra1sal of man? Is this 

anyth1ng more than unqualif1ed negation? This 18 certa1nly 

the impression g1ven by Barth's early wr1tings, and in h1s 

lecture "The Humanity of GodA (1956) he confesses to a def-

lBarth, Church Dogmatics, p. 149 

2 Mehl, Op. Cit., p. 157 
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1n1te ones1dedness 1n h1s early theology, acknowledglng the 

need for a change 1n emphas1s.1 He thus goes to the extent 

of talldng of the "dlst1nct10n" of man2 and of h1s cUlture.' 

There 18 even ment10n ln thls lecture of the human splr1t 

as "naturally Chr.1st1an".4 Does th1s mean that Barth has 

1n a sense returned to the v1ewp01nt of natural theology?5 

Has he rehab111tated man as such? l th1nk note It ls really 

only on the bas1s of the "humanlsm of God"6 that man should 

be cons1dered and taken serlously.7 All Barth 1s dolng 1n 

th1s lecture 1s focuss1ng attent10n on man, not as he ls 1n 

h1mse1f, but as he ls 1n Gad, or 1n Chr1st. Earller he had 

concentrated on revelat10n l s negatlon of man-1n-hlmself; now 

he concentrates on man-1n-the-llght-of-revelat10n. Ear11er 

1t was God aga1nst the human (1n 1tself); now 1t 1s God for 

lBarth, The Huma.n1t,. of God, pp. '1,4"lf 

2Ib1d, p. 52 

'Ib1d, p. 54 

4 ~, p. 60. Th1s sounds not unllke the afflrmatlon of 

Joseph Pleper that lt ls natural for man to belleve: unbe­

llef, he says, "contradlcts what man ls by nature." 

(J. Pleper, Bellet and Pa1th, N.Y., 196" p. 62) 

5Jo~acqUarrle comes close to saying just that ln hls 

The Sco e of Dem holo lzln , (Harper, N.Y., 1966. Flrst 

pub11shed ln 1960 p. 52 

6Barth, Op. Clt., p. 60 

1Ib1d , p. 54 
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the human (insofar as 1t 1s 1n Gad). Barth 1s right there-

fore 1n deny1ng any change ot d1rection 1n h1s thought; the 

only change 1s 1n emphas1s. 

S1n, therefore, 1s the pivotal factor 1n Barth's assess-

ment of natural theo10gy. It is because he 1s an 1ncorr1g1b1e 

s1nner that man must ever be thwarted 1n h1s eftorts to "lay 

h1s hands" on God. If h1s language 1s 1nadequate, 1t 1s not 

due s1mply to soma techn1cal def1c1ency, 1t 1s due rather to 

th~ fact that he 1s weak and s1ntul.1 To as sert the poss1-

b111ty ot natural theo1ogy therefore 1s to make of s1n an 

abstract1on; 1t 1s to 1mply "que quelque chose en nous a 

échappé à l'act10n du péché, qu'une faculté est restée 1ntègr~ 

que l'homme gr§ce à cette faculté demeure ordonné d1rectement 

, "2 a D1eu... But s1n 1s 1rreduc1ble and rad1cal, says Barth, 

and tor that reason all natural theology 1s a l1e. 

B. The End ot Matura1 Theology 

What prec1sely does Barth understand by the term "natural 

theology?" One ot the best def1n1t1ons he gives occurs 1n 

h1s Dogmat1cs: "Natura1 theology 1s the doctrine ot a un10n 

ot man w1th Gad ex1st1ng outs1de God's revelat10n 1n Jesus 

lBarth, Church Dogmat1cs, p. 221 

2Mehl , Op. C1t., pp. 88, 86 
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Chrlst. Hl Of course, there are manlfold nuances in natural 

theology, but the deflnltlon clted makes clear lts funda­

mental orlentatlon, vlz. man asplrlng to God lndependently 

of Chrlst. It ls such an enterprlse that Barth condemns, 

and as he sees lt, to call theology nnatural- ls llke call­

lng a parallelogram clrcular: lt ls utter nonsense. 

A vast tradltlon ln the church however has alleged that 

there ls much of value ln natural theology and one of the 

malnstays of thls polnt of vlew has been lts apparent vln­

dlcatlon ln the Scrlptures, partlcularly such passages as 

Rom. 1:19-20. Gllson says ot thls passage that lt nafflrms 

by lmpllcatlon the posslblllty of a purely ratlonal know­

ledge ot God ln the Oreeks, and at the same tlme lays the 

foundatlon of all the natural theologles whlch wlll later 

arlse ln the bosom of Chrlstlanlty.n2 Barth recognlzes the 

problem posed by such verses and admits that there ls wlth­

out doubt lia whole strand runnlng through Scrlpture n whlch 

seems to Justlfy natural theology3. But thls strand, he 

argues ls only secondary; "the leadlng and declslve strand 

ln the blbllcal Gospel goes back to the knowablllty of God 

lBarth, Church Dogmatlcs, p. 168 

201lson, Op. Clt., p. 26 

3Barth, Op. Clt., pp. 99ft, 103ff, 107ff, 119ft 
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in His revelation."l And it is only from the perspective 

of this main line of thought that meaning can be given to 

this other, secondary line. In other words, the latter is 

to be conceived only in subordinationto the former. Thus, 

to give a specifie example: given the essential message of 

Rom. l-} (which Barth shows to be: man's sinfulness, Gad's 

judgment and His grace), it is impossible for Rom. 1:19ff, 

and Rom. 2:12ff to be used in the interests of natural 

theology.2 Those passages consequently that speak of "man 

in the cosmos" as knowing Gad are not to be dismissed as 

worthless, since in fact (as not only Brunner, but also 

Barth admits}) they affirm the existence in created nature 

of an objective possibility of knowing God. Hevertheless, 

sin has made such knowledge subJectively impossible; it 

would have been otherwise only "si integer stetisset Adamn4 

In a sense then, natural theology is legitimate, but this 

can only be so as long as it is viewed from the standpoint 

of revelation - outside this standpoint it is totally with-

out value. Barth therefore concludes his analysis: "Holy 

lIbid, p. 102 

2Ibid, pp. 104,119 

~ehl, Op. Cit., p. 89 
4 ç~o~ 
Ibid. (quoted ta. Calvin's Institutes l, 2,1) 
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Scripture neither imposes the necessity nor even oifers 

the possib11ity of reckoning with a knowledge of the Gad 

of the prophets and apostles wh1ch is not g1ven in and with 

His reve1ation, or bound to it."l 

Desp1te the veto of Scripture however natural theo1ogy 

has enjoyed outstand1ng success throughout the Church's 

history. The Fathers ot the Church, such as Origen, appear 

to have drawn considerable inspiration trom it. 2 Sim11ar1y, 

trom Augustine through medieval times (after the rediscovery 

of Aristot1e) r1ght up to the formu1ae of the Vatican Coun-

cil, the Church has encouraged its deve1opment. Even the 

normal1y sharp eyes of the Reformers fai1ed to perceive 1ts 

presence in their very own thought.3 And among the1r imme-

diate successors it came to be regarded as "the indispens­

able prolegomena of theo10gy."4 The 18th Century, Barth 

says, saw the undisgu1sed assertion of the method of natural 

theology. This same method, whose or1entation 1s from man 

IBarth, Church Dogmatics, p. 125 

2Ib1d, p. 200 

3Bouillard, Op. Cit., In h1s article Bou11lard wr1tes 

that the Reformers "attacked and persecuted the 'justifica­

tion by works' 1n the moral doma1n"j however, they "fa11ed 

to declare that the scriptural princ1p1e of just1f1cat1on 

by fa1th a10ne excluded aIl natura1 theo1ogy. For Barth, 

th1s 1s an 1ncons1stency ••• " (P. 213) 

4aarth, Op. C1t., p. 127. For a cr.1t1c1sm of Protestant 

Orthodoxy, as exh1b1ted 1n the work of the Lutheran A. Quenstedt, 

see Church Dogmat1cs, II, l p. 237ff 
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to Ood rather than Gad to man, preva1led too 1n 19th Cen-

tury l1beral Protestant1sm., In th1s per1od, says Barth, 

theology was st1ll under the spell ot "the Rena1ssance d1s-

covery that man was the measure ot aIl th1ngs, 1nclud1ng 

Chr1st1an things"l; 1t theretore tocussed 1ts attent10n on 

"man's supposedly 1nnate and essent1al capac1ty to 'sense 

and taste the 1nt1n1te' as Schle1ermacher sa1d, or the 're­

l1g10us a pr10r1' as later att1rmed by Troeltsch. 1t2 

We could p01nt to Many more 1nstances ot natural theo-

logy's presence w1th1n the Church, but enough has been sa1d 

to demonstrate 1ts amaz1ng v1ta11ty. What can we make of 

th1s élan? Barth's answer 1s that natural theology sur-

v1ves because 1t 1s natural, that 1s, 1t corresponds to hu­

man nature.3 "The v1ta11ty of natural theology 1s the v1ta-

l1ty of man as such ••• tor th1s reason natural theology can 

recommend so impress1vely, and so powertully 1ntrude, a 

consideration wh1ch 1s ser10usly addressed to the sphere ot 

man"4. To deny natural theology theretore is to deny oneself. 

lBarth, The Human1ty ot God, p. ~6 

2Ib1d -, p. 21 

3Ib1d, p. 142 

4Ib1d, p. 165 



ConseqJently its survival within the Church is simply ev1-

dence of human1tyl s Irrepressible self-assertiveness and 

refusal to subm1t to grace. Barth therefore says not to 

natural theolog,y despite its long and prestlglous h1story 

among the trad1tlons of the Church. 

Its defenders however, remaln unconvinced and clalm 

Justification for thelr polnt of view on the basls of the 

princlple of the analogia entis which, theyargue, is based 

on the blblical doctrine of creatlon. l Barthls complalnt) 

however, against the analogia entls ls that It assumes that 

there exlsts between Gad and man a common denominator, vlz. 

the Idea of belng. 2 If thls be so, then Gad can be known 

apart fromrevelation. But ls there such a common denomina-

tor? asks Barth. That hls answer 1s Hot is clear when he 

asks: "where then ls the comparability between Hls C,reator-

belng and our creature-belng, between His holy being and our 

sinful being, between His eternal belng and our temporal 

lJames F. Anderson, The Bond of Belng, (B. Herder Book 
Co., St. Louis, Mo. 1949), p. 309. Anderson talks of "the 
relatlon of the worlœ to God establlshed by creat10n" as 
"the slngle, positive basis of the anal ogy between the world 
and Him." And ln the same perspectlve, Bouillard says that 
the "natural power of knowlng God comes to man from that fact 
that God creates hlmunto His own image." (Boulllard, Op. Cit., 
p. 219) 

2 Bar th, Church Dogmatlcs, p. 81 
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be1ng?"l It then there be any analogy between Gad and man, 

it can only be that wh1ch God Himself establ1shes and creates 

by His work and by His action. And s1nce ta1th alone can re-

eogn1ze th1s action, the only possible analogy between God 

and man 18 that ot fa1th, the analog1a f1de1. 2 

If Barthls critique ot the analog1a entis is valid, 1t 

means that natural theology has once again tailed to justify 

its existence. Neither Scripture nor theologieal tradition 

(insofar as it keeps to the Scripture) can support it, and 

now even the analog1a ent1s has collapsed under the Barth1an 

polemic. Can any reason rema1n for reta1n1ng it as a method 

of Christian theology? If it is claimed that 1t can serve, 

from the pedagogie al point ot v1ew, as a propaedautic to re-

velat1on, it can be argued that 1t is at wors~ d1shonest, at 

l~, p. 83. Notice h1s emphas1s in this quotation on 

man the sinner. Here again we see how his doctrine ot radical 

human corruption aets as the cr1terion of his critique of 

natural theology. 

2Pierre Barthel, in h1s Interprétation du Langage 

M~hique et Théologie Biblique, (Brill, Leiden, 1963), pp.14ln, 

51, br1efly outl1nes the salient pOints of E. Brunnerls opposi­

tion to Barth over th1s issue. Further useful comments on th1s 

whole question cao be round in the New Catholic Encyclopedia, 

(McGraw-Hill .~ok Co., N.Y., 1967) under the head1ngs: Ana­

logy, Theolog1eal Use of, (Analogy in Protestant Theology), 

and Analogy ot Paith. The last part ot th1s chapter (i.e., 

III B3) will have more to sayon th1s question ot analogy. 
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best condescend1ng to use 1t thus. 1 As tor 1ts ro1e as a 

propaedeut1c, accord1ng to Barth, th1s amounts to p1ac1ng 

the apo1oget1c enterpr1se on the same 1eve1 as that ot the 

wor1d, wh1ch 1s the 1eve1 or unbe11et. On1y a "taith atraid 

to say 1ts name" will act in such a manner: trom the pure1y 

pract1ca1 viewpo1nt ot apo1ogetics, such an approach has 

1itt1e chance of success and is more 11ke1y to do harm than 

gOOdj2 bes1des, to take such an approach ser1ous1y 1s to 

1eave out ot account "that the rea1 Gad, where He 1s known, 

ki11s the natural man with a11 h1s poss1b111ties, 1n order 

to make him a1ive aga1n. n3 

From every po1nt ot v1ew, 1nc1uding the apo1oget1c or 

pedagog1ca1, natura1 theo1ogy 1s tound want1ng. 4 Is it 

lBarth, Church Dogmatics, p. 88. Any interest, says 
Barth, in what natura1 man does to reso1ve the en1gma ot 
the wor1d and ot h1s own existence can on1y be te1gned, 
since it was a pedagog1c object1ve wh1ch 1nsp1red th1s 
interest 1n the f1rst place. 

2Ibid, p. 93t 

3!B.!s!, p. 90 

4'.1'1111ch critic1zes Barth tor conce1v1ng evange1izat1on 
in terrils ot throw1ng a stone at "those 1n the situation". 
(Paul Ti111ch, Slstemat1c Theo1ogy l, University ot Ch1cago 
Press, Chicago, 1951, p. 7) In T111ich l s eyes, th1s is to 
ignore the "situat1on" which, as he detines 1t, is manls 
"creat1ve se1t-1nterpretationn • (~, p. 4) Barth might 
seem to be acknow1edging the va11d1ty ot such a crit1c1sm 
when he says, in reterence to what he terms the Htheo1og1ca1 
ex1stent1a1ism" ot Bultmann (though these remarks m1ght Just 
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therefore to be treated as a virulent poison, to be el1m1n-

ated at all costs? Barthls answer to th1s eeems amb1guous. 

On the one hand he talks of natural theology as void of re­

l al1ty and therefore not to be taken ser1ously. We are not 

to come to gr1ps w1th 1t as tnough 1t were a real adversary, 

for 1t 1s someth1ng "beh1nd" and 1ts el1m1nat1on 1s not our 

affa1r. 2 However, on the other hand, he somet1mes speaks of 

natural theology as though 1t were a real danger, warn1ng 

that 1ts a1ms are the exclusive, total1tar1an control of the 

field of theology: secretly 1t nurtures the pretention that 

1t 18 in fact "the only possible, r1ght and val1d the010gyn.3 

as well apply to Tillich): "ex1stent1al1sm May have reminded us 
once aga1n of the elements of truth in the old school by 1ntro­
duc1ng once more the thought that one cannot spaak of God w1th­
out speak1ng of man"; but in fact he 1s conced1ng very 11ttle, 
for the only speak1n~ of man that Barth envisages 1s a speak-
1ng w1th1n the conte.t of the Chr1st-revelat1on. Any speak-
1ng of man in terms of h1s own self-understand1ng 1s 1rrelevant 
to Barth, for the def1n1t1ve word about man has been spokane 
That 1s why Barth continues the above quotat1on: "It 1s hoped 
that 1t (ex1stent1al1sm) will not lead us back 1nto the old 
error that one can speak of man w1thout f1rst, and very concrete­
ly, hav1ng spoken of the living God." (The Human1ty of God, p.56) 

lBarth, Church Dogmat1cs, p. 166 

2Ib1d, p. 170 

3Ib1d, p. 137 
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It therefore const1tutes a challenge to the very sovere1gnty 

of Jesus Chr1stl and is hence prof1table only to "the theo­

logy and the church of the antichr1st.,,2 Can such remarks 

be reconciled with Barth's 1ns1stence that natural theology 

is unreal and that there can be no quest10n of a real ~-

f11ct with 1t? The answer 1a yea, aa long as we grasp the 

dialect1cal quality of h1s theology. From the perspective 

of the resurrect10n, that 1a, from the eschatological point 

of v1ew, natural theology 1s "beh1nd" - but so 1s s1ckness 

and suffering, and death! But Binee we live "between the 

times", these afflict10ns are still "w1th us" and l1kewiae 

natural theology. From th1s standpoint 1t has rea11ty, but 

a rea11ty that, along with man as he is 1n h1mself, is des-

t1ned to pass away. It 1s this transience of natural theo-

logy, 1ts fa1lure to prov1de ult1mate assurance, that causes 

Barth to be so impatient with those who try to uphold 1t. 

The reason for its feebleness 1s that 1t 1s caught within 

the bounds of man's immanent poss1bi11t1es and, as Barth 

puts 1t, the domain proper to man ofters 1n 1tself no security.3 

lIb1d, p. 163 

2K. Barth, t1Ne1n\ Answer to Emil Brunner", 1n Natural 
Theolosy,(The Centenary Press, London, 1946,) p. 128. It 
should be noted that the controversy w1th Brunner developed 
in the context of the "German Chr1stian" appeal to natural 
theology as a just1f1cat10n for their support of the Hitler 
reg1mej cf the "Barmen Declaration" made by the Confess1ng 
Church in 1934. 

3Barth, Church Dogmat1c8, p. 165 
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The consolat1on theretore ot natural theology 1s "capt1ous, 
l blCief/~ 

untenable, talsf;t,pern1c1ous" ; in a "epd, 1t 1s sink1ng sand. 

We are now 1n a better pos1t1on to understand Barth's 

att1tude to ph11osophy.2 Insotar as ph1losophy purports to 

atta1n to a knowledge ot Gad, 1t falls under the same str1e-

tures as does natural theology. Thévenaz was r1ght on target 

when he sa1d: "S1 la ph1losophie ne trouve pas gr§ce aux 

yeux de Barth, e'est préc1sément dans la mesure où elle 

n'est qu'un cas part1cu11er de la théologie naturelle."3 

Barth's"refusal of ph1loaophy" (Thévenaz) 1s therefore 1n-

t1mately bound up w1th h1s refusaI of natural theology: he 

w1ll allow ne1ther the theolog1an nor the ph1losopher to get 

away w1th any pretent10n to a natural knowledge of Gad. There 

1s no such th1ng as a theologia glor1ae, says Barth, the know-

ledge of Gad can never be natural. Its bas1s therefore 1s not 

man but revelat1on. Consequently only revelat10n can det1ne 

a ver1table knowledge of Gad. 

l!Q!g, p. 169 

2The quest10n of Barth's v1ew of ph1losophy w11l be 
more fully developed 1n Chapter Two. 

3p. Thévenaz, "Théolog1e Barthienne et Ph11osoph1e",pp.8l-92 
1n In Extrem1s, (Bale, May, 1942) p. 81 
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II. VERITABLE KNOWLEDGE OF GOD 
\ 

A. The Dlvlne Incognlto 

Beglnnlng wlth the tact that God ls known, but denying 

to natural theology the posslblllty ot attalnlng such know-

ledge, Barth concludes that there ls only one basla for the 

knowledge of God, vlz. revelatlon. "Can God be known?" he 

aaks; "Yes, God ~ be known, but God can only be known 

through Himself, through Hls revelatlon ••• ln tuo lumine vide-

bimus lumen - ln thy light we shall see light. (Ps. 36:9) 

That is the first and the final word ot Reformed teaching on 

the knowledge of God."l In other worda, in the event of the 

2 knowledge of God, it ia God who takes the initiatlve, who 

even "intrudes" Himself into our world of cognition.3 But 

why this "intrusion" (Uebergrift)? The only "explanation", 

saya Barth, is God's "good-pleasure". Revelatlon therefore 

can be defined as the "good-pleasure" of God that "breaks 

through the emptiness of the movement of thought which we 

call our knowledge ot God.,,4 

lK. Barth, The Knowledge of God and the Service ot God, 
Gifford Lectures, 1937/1938, (Hodder and Stoughton, London, 
1938) transe J.L.M. Haire and Ian Henderaon, p. 109 

2Barth, Church Dosmatica, p. 23 

3Ibid, pp. 67 

4,!2!g, p. 74 
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God once hav1ng taken the 1n1t1at1ve 1n th1s matter, 

1t does not tOllow, 1n Barthls v1ew, that man then becomes 

the subject 1n the ep1stemolog1cal relat10n 1n the way that 

he becomes subject 1n h1s knowledge of th1s or that object 1n 

the world; on the contrary, 1t 1s God, and He alone, who 1s 

1nd1ssolubly Subject: God alone knows God, says Barth. l 

Manls knowledge of God therefore 1s not God as He 1s to Him-

self, but as He reveals H1mself to man: "Inven1 te et cog-

nov1 te guon1am 1llum1nast1 me", says August1ne. "Sed qua-

l1ter cognov1 te? Cognov1 te 1n te. Cognov1 te non s1cut 

t1b1 es. sed cognov1 te s1cut mih1 es."2 

W1thout doubt such a concept1on overthrows the v1ew of 

revelat10n as the commun1cat1on of sorne prev10usly unknown 

1nformat10n; 1t d1scred1ts altogether any not1on of propos1-

t10nal revelat10n. The knowledge Barth 1s speak1ng of 1s a 

knowledge that 1s 1nseparab1e trom Godls w1ll1ng and act1ng. 

And as such 1t escapes every cr1ter1on external to the Word 

of God.3 If God 1s that Object who, by His grac10us 1nter-

lIb1d, p. 233. James Brown, 1n h1s K1erkegaard, 
He1degger. Buber and Barth, (Th1s book 1n1t1ally bore the t1tle 
Sub ect and Ob ect 1n Modern Theolo ), Croall Lectures, Ed1n­
burgh, 1953; Col11er, N.Y., 1962 1n the chapter on "God, In­
d1ssolubly Subject" makes sorne very useful comments on th1s 
quest10n ot "the Subject who 1s never Object." 

2Contess10ns, l 4,4. Quoted 1n Church Dogmat1cs, p. 197 

3Barth, Ch\~l··~h Dogmat1cs, p. 4 
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vention, creates the knowing SUbject,lthen such an Object 

must be unique; it cannot be conceived as object among others 

and thus along with them subject to various philosophical 

criteria.2 The knowledge of Gad is not in question, says 

Barth, for if it were then it would not ce the knowledge of 

God. One does not ask the question: "Is God knowable?n be-

cause such a question would imply the existence of an exter-

nal criterion. The problem is not to be posed thus, in ab-

stracto, a priori, but in concreto, a posteriori. The start-

ing point then is not: "Is this possible?" but rather: nIt 

is rea1, hence possible ••• n3 This is why Barth insists that 

his method is essentia11y the same as that of Anselm, viz. 

Fides Quaerens inte11ectum.4 Such an orientation makes it im-

possible for the existence of God to be a matter of doubt or 

speculation, for this again wou1d mean reducing God to the 

status of one object among others. God's existence therefore 

can be open neither to verification nor falsification. For 

1Ibid, p. 21,22 

2So free is Gad of philosophical criteria, says Barth, 

that he cannot even be brought within the philosophical con­

ception of unity. "Aquinas' sentence that 'Deus non est in 

a1iguo genere' (Sum. Theol. l, Question 3, Art. 5) must be 

rigorous1y applied to the genus '~nity' or 'uniqueness' (one­

and-onlyness) also. n (Barth, Knowledge of Gad and the Service 

of God, p. 21) 

3Barth, Church Dogmatics, pp.5, 63 

4Ibid, p. 4 
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this reason Barth would totally reject the following asser-

tion made by the Swiss philosopher Arnold Reymond: "la théo-

10g1e ••• d1sparaftra1t du jour où 11 sera1t r1goureusement 

démontré que l'objet des croyances re11gieuses n'existe pas 

et qu'1l a été faqonné dans la consc1ence huma1ne par un jeu 

d'1l1us10ns fac11e à déce1er."1 For Barth, God 1s beyond 

such d1sproof (or proof)j His uniqueness lies 1n the fact 

that He can never be subsumed w1th1n the genera1 categor1es 

of our thought. 

But God 1s a1eo un1que in that our knowledge of H1m, 

wh!le be1ng "clear" and "certa1n", yet rema1ns a "mystery".2 

But th1s fol10ws 1nev1tably trom the tact that He is the sub-

ject of th1s knowledge. If man were the subject, then there 

would be no mystery s1nce, as Husserl shows,3 1mmanent know-

1edge, that 1s to say, knowledge const1tuted by consc1ous-

ness, 1s apodict1c or "absolute": 1n such lmowledge, - the 

only scient1f1c knowledge according to Husserl - there 1s no 

lA. Reymond, Ph1losophie Spiritualiste, (F. Rouge & Cie., 
Lausanne, 1942) p. 231 

2Barth, Church Dogmat1cs, p. 38 

3E. Husserl, Phenomeno10gy and the Crisis of Ph1losophy, 
(Harper, 1965) transe Q. Lauer. See his essay, "Ph1losophy 
as Rigorous Sc1ence." 
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room for mystery. That 1s .hy Gad has absolute knowledge 

of Himself, whereas to man He 1s revealed, but also h1dden. l 

Dawn through the ages, the Church has recogn1zed th1s h1dden-

ness, this 1ncogn1to, th1s akataleps1a, that d1st1ngu1shes 

the Object of theology. The problem though, says Barth, 1s 

that the Church, 1n 1ts entanglement w1th ph110sophy, has 

nOt grounded th1s truth so11dly enough 1n Scr1pture (for ex­

~mple, Ps. 1'9, St. Paul) but has str1ven rather to just1fy 

1t 1n terms of some ph1losophical doctr1ne. 2 Barth 1ns1sts 

however that Godls 1ncogn1to 1s not a ph1losop~al not10n 

but a truth demanded by revelat10ni 1t 1s an art1cle of fa1th.3 

In other words, the not10n of revelat10n 1s d1alect1cal, that 

lBarth, Church Dogmat1cs, p. 188. nIt 1s because the 

fellowsh1p between Gad and us 1s estab11shed and cont1nues 

by Godls grace that Gad 1s h1dden fram us." 

2Ib1d, p. l85f. It 1s 1nterest1ng to note tOo that 

Henry Mansel 1n h1s teach1ng on the unknowab1l1ty of God puts 

most emphas1s on ph1losoph1cal argumentat10n. His ma1n p01nt 

1s that reason 1s l1m1ted and that any attempt tO conce1ve of 

the Absolute leads necessar1ly to self-contrad1ction. We are 

thua lert with no alternat1ve but to be11eve in that which we 

cannot conceive. (Mansel, Op. Cit., p. 110) In fairness to 

Mansel, though , it must be added that he does state else-

where that the teaching of St. Paul is the foundation or the 

conception of reasonls limite (Ib1d, p. 65, where he contrasts 

Hegel with Paul) Barthls critique however would still hold good 

in regard to him 1n view of the fact that he has allowed philo­

sophica1 concepts such as the nAbs01ute" to play such a lœy 

role in his reflection. 
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1s, God reveals Himselt, but at the same time He conceals 

Himself'. We do not possess God thereforej we do not circum-

scr1be H1m, so to speak, when we know H1m. His 1ncognito 

e11m1nates such a poss1b111ty. A the010gy which cla1ms to 

know God "natura11 humanae ration1s lumine" (Vat1can Counc11, 

1870), 1s theref'ore 19nor1ng not on1y humanityls "gu11ty 

blindness" but a1so Godls incogn1to; 1t has forgotten that 

"a Gad who cou1d be known, were no God at al1".1 

Are we 1ett then w1th noth1ng but Gadls incognito? Does 

the knowledge of Gad f1na11y e1ude us? No, says Barth, for 

1n accordance w1th the d1alect1cal nature of' reve1at10n, God 

1s not on1y h1dden but also revea1ed. Paul 1s say1ng pre-

c1se1y this when he wr1tes that "what no eye has seen, nor 

ear heard, nor the heart of man conceived ••• God has revea1ed 

to us through the Sp1r1t." (I Cor. 2:9-10) God theretore 

reveals Himse1t "through the Sp1r1t", that 1s to say, "to 

) ~ 2 
fa1th" ( ~I oS TTltTT' Y ), and our task now must be to 

eluc1date, 1f' we can, the mean1ng of' a know1edge known alto 

fa1th. " 

B. The Knowledge of' Fa1th 

The know1edge of God, says Barth, is the know1edge of 

IJacob1, quoted in Manse1, Op. C1t., p. 293 

2Rom • 1:17 
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taith: "everything that is to be said ot the nature ot taith 

in general will also have to be said ot the knowledge ot Ood 

as the lmowledge ot ta1th."l Barth's intention in detining 

taith as a knowledge is to make 1t clear that taith reters 

to God as to an object. 2 But th1s relat10n to the object 

"God" is an existential relation" which means that the know-

ledge in question 1s never irrelevant to the existence ot 

the knower.3 The knowledge ot taith theretore is 1nseparable 

lBarth" Church Dogmat1cs" p. 12 

2Ib1d, p. 13 

3~" p. 226. Barth det1nes lmowledg-,lmowledge 1n 
general) as tollows: "that confirmat10n ot human acquaint­
ance with an object whereby 1ts trueness beeomes a determin­
ing tactor in the ex1stence ot one who knows. R W. Hordern 
argues that this det1nition 1s justitied" s1nee "'analytieal 
philosophers have made elear' that 'it we restr1et our use ot 
"1cn~w"to situations where there is no possibility ot being in 
error, we shall never be able to use the term.' " (J.A. Martin" 
Jr., The îlew D1alogue between Philosophl and Theolog:v, Seabury 
Press, N.Y., 1966, p. 162) Barth's det1nit10n theretore is 
acceptable even though 1t tails to spec1ty the eond1tions ot 
certainty. Furthermore, Hordern sees J.L. Aust1n as support-
1ng Barth's pos1tion: Austin sees 'know' as a pertormat1ve 
verb: nWhen l say 'I know' , l give others my word; l give 
others my authority tor saying that 's 1s p'"(quoted trom 
Aust1n, Mart1n" The New Dialogue between Ph1losophy and Theo­
lQgy, p. 162). These tew remarks show that it is possible to 
argue tor the va11d1ty ot Barth's pos1t1on trom a purely 
ph1losoph1cal p01nt ot v1ew. But Scr1pture too would seem to 
support 1t" as Mehl. tor example so convinc1ngly shows. (Mehl" 
Op. C1t., p. l70t) In add1t10n to the Ser1ptural ev1denee" 
howe7er, Mehl also develops the ph1losoph1eal argument that 
thought and knowledge are 1nseparable trom en a ement. In 
contorm1ty though to h1s "Chr1st1an philosophy" we shall be 
returning to Mehl's v1ews on th1s matter 1n Chapter Three) 
what counts dec1sively 1n h1s argumentat10n is the Scrlptural 
rather than the ph1losoph1eal cons1derat10ns. 
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trom obedience and decision. l Furthermore, this knowledge 

is not possessed once and tor aIl, but must be appropriated 

moment by moment, since it is in time and not in eternity 

that we lay hold on truth, or rather, that truth lays hold 

on us. 2 This existential emphasis is similarly manitest in 

Barthls so-called "Christological concentration." The mean-

ing ot this phrase is not so much the application ot a method 

to theology, the subordination ot all theological doctrines 

to Christology - though it does include this - as the enter­

ing into a vital existential relationship to Christ.3 Christ-

ology theretore is practical or existential rather than theo-

retical. This is what Jacques de Senarclens is driving at 

when he talks ot the "sens large Il ot Christolcg Yi it is more 

lIbid, p. 36tt. On this question Barth is unmistakably 

a tollower ot Calvin who maintained that, Omnis recta coSni~io 

Dei ab oboedientia nascitur (quoted in Barth, Evangelical 

Theologl,_ (Anchor, N. Y. 1964) trans. G. Foley} p. 14. Such a 

doctrine, says J. McLelland, implies the "unit y ot epistemology 

with soteriology" .(J. McLelland, "Calvin and Philosophy", 

Canadian Journal ot Theology, Vol. XI, 1965, No. l, p. 51) a 

tormula that succinctly sums up Barthls own position. 

2Ibid , p. 61t. See also Barth, The H1.I1lanity ot Gad, p. 90 

where he talks ot the act ot obedience as calling tor contin­

uous repetition. 

3"We are not reterr1ng to Christology. We are reterring
J 

Christologically speaking, to Jesus Christ Himselt." (Barth, 

Church Dogmatics, p. 251) 



than a methodology; 1t 1s an att1tude, spec1f1ca11y one ot 

thanktu1ness before "la grandeur, la pu1ssance et la parta1te 

sutt1sance de l'oeuvre de D1eu en Chr1st".1 L. Malevez 1s 

real1y making the sase p01nt when he reters to Barth's "Chr1st­

ocentr1sm" as not so much ont1c as noet1c. 2 Ve can conclude 

theretore that the Chr1sto1og1cal concentrat10n 1s above a11 

a re1at10nsh1p to Chr1st Himself, and the knowledge 1mp11ed 1n 

th1s relationsh1p is ex1stent1al, s1nce 1t 1s a knowledge that 

makes a concrete d1tterence to one's ex1stence. 

This examinat10n ot the ·existential sense ot the know-

ledge ot taith has been a philosophical or ep1stemolog1ca1 

enqu1rYj we must now go turther and exa.!ne the theo10s1ca1 

ramif1cat10ns ot his doctr1ne. Our pr1mary goal 1s st1ll to 

determine in what sense Barth conce1ves ot God as revea11ng 

or d1sclos1ng Himself to taith. 

In descr1b1ng fa1th Barth somet1mes uses the word 

"part1c1pation". The tact that Chr1st 1s "tor us" (tor a11 

etern1tyl) ensures that we genu1nely part1c1pate 1n what he 

1s and what he has done.' In other words, Christ 1s the 

toundat1on ot our part1c1pation 1n the knowledge ot God. 

1J • de Senarclens, "La Concentrat10n Chr1stolog1que", 
(pp. 190-207), 1n Antwort, (Evange11scher Verlag, Zoll1kon­
Zur1ch, 1956), p. 198 

2Barthel, Op. C1t., p. 1'5 n ,6b 

'Barth, Church Dogmat1cs, p. 156 
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Through Chrlst, man ls not lett outslde but ls lncluded wlth­

ln the clrcle of Godls self-knowledge. l Now ln uslng the 

word "partlclpatlon" to descrlbe thls relatlonshlp, Barth 

does not wlsh to lmply a partlclpatlon in an~ mystical sense; 

nothing could be farther from his intention. Repeatedly he 

insists that falth ls not to be confused wlth the mystical 

experlence. 2 His opposltion to mystlcism ls based on the 

fact that it clalms to enJoy an immedlate relatlonship to 

God.} But Barth denles the possiblllty of such a relation-

ship in vlew of the fact that man has been totally corrupted 

by the Fallj to as sert the posslbillty of the mystical ex-

perience would therefore Mean admittlng that some faculty in 

man remalns unlmpalred by sin. But, m we have seen in our 

discussion of natural theology, Barth will not allow any 

such dlvinizatlon of man: for Barth, as for Luther, man is 

saved but not divlnlzed by gracej he is slmul peccatar et 

Justus. Barth is theretore unlmpressed by such arguments as 

that offered by T. Corblshley in the New Cathollc Encyclope-

lIbld, p. 151 

2Ibid, pp. 10ff, 56f 

}See for example Augustinels account of his experience 

of God at the wlndow in Ostia (Confessions, IX, 10) and 

Barthls discussion of this. (Church Dogmatics, p. 10ff) 
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dia. l "There seems to be no reason in the nature of things, 

why, in some cases and for special reasons, Gad should not 

confer a grace that might restore a person temporarily to 

that condition of perfection that man enjoyed before the 

Fall. n Far from raising man to some "condition of Perfection", 

grace, in Barthls eyes, comes down to man where he iSj that 1s 

to say, God reveals Himself within our world in such a way 

that wh1le our knowledge May be of the world and its pheno­

mena, yet by grace th1s same world becomes a revelation of 

God. 2 In other words, it is the subject-object relat10n 

which def1nes the conditions 1n wh1ch revelat10n occurs among 

us.' Any alleged transcending of this relation is purely 

fanciful. The tragedy therefore of myst1cal theol~y is 

that finally 1t leaves man alone with himself.4 There is, 

consequently, point to what Corb1shley calls R.A. Vaughnls 

"unldnd def1n1t10n::" "Myst1c1sm 1s that form of error wh1ch 

mistakes for a divine manifestation operations of a merely 

human faculty."5 

lHis article "Myst1cism" 

2Barth, Church Dogmatics, p. 207 

'ills!, p. 57 

4ills!, p. 197 

5Corbishley, New Catho11c Encycloped1a 
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When Barth therefore talks of man partlclpatlng by falth 

ln the belng of God, he does not mean that there exlsts between 

man and God some dlrect 11ne of communlcatlon; he means that we 

know God wlthln the 11mlts set by Hls grace. To go outslde 

these 11mlts, the way that mystlclsm does, ls to turn onels 

back on grace, thereby forfeltlng any posslbl1lty of a verl-

table knowledge of God. To stay wlthln these 11mlts ls to re-

cognlze that our knowledge of God can never be anythlng more 

than lndlrect: "At bottom, knowledge of God ln falth ls always 

thls lndlrect knowledge of God, knowledge of God ln His works, 

and ln these partlcular works - ln the determlnlng and uslng of 

certaln creaturely realltles to bear wltness to the dlvlne ob-

jectlvlty. What dlstlngulshes falth from unbellef, erroneous 

falth and superstltlon ls that lt ls content wlth thls lndlrect 

knowledge of God. nl Thus not only reason, but falth too, must 

submlt to the 11mits lmposed by grace. Nelther one nor the 

other can break through lnto dlrect communlcatlon wlth the 

Divlne. 2 As far as language ls concerned, thls necessary 

lBarth, Church Dogmatlcs, p. 17 

2Mansel rlghtly crltlclzes Kant for seelng ln the Moral 
Reason lia source of absolu te and unchangeable realltles"j this, 
Mansel objects, ls to make "the law of human morallty ••• the 
measure and adequate representatlve of the moral nature of God." 
(Mansel, Op. Clt., p. 183) Humanlty consequently ls dlvlnlzed 
and the Moral Reason achleves dlrect access to God. If the 
Moral Reason, then why not the Speculatlve Reasontoo? Mans~ 
therefore concludes that Kant has been gul1ty of a serlous ln­
conslstency; the proper course would have been to apply the 
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'1nd1rectness 1n our relat10n to Gad means that here too there 

can be no cla1m to adequacy. We m1ght call th1s the "cr1s1s of 

theology". There 1s no spec1al k1nd of language whether esoter-

1c or s1mple and b1b11cal, wh1ch rema1ns untouched by this cr1-

s1s. l L1ke the sword of Damocles, God1s 1ncogn1to hangs menac-

1ngly above the words and 1deas that man uses 1n h1s attempt to 

2 
w1tness to God. Thus as regards eth1cs for example, the Most 

that 1t can hope to formulate are "cond1t10nal 1mperat1ves:" 

Evange11cal eth1cs, says Barth, "w1ll leave the pronouncement 

of uncond1t10nal 1mperat1ves to God.,,3 In br1ef, aIl language 

about Gad 1s d1alect1cal, so that any statement about H1m com­

pr1ses both a "Yes" and a "No".4 Pess1m1sm however 1s not the 

last word, for Barth talks of Godls v1ctory over the 1nadequacy 

of language. 5 Th1s does not Mean that language 1s made somehow 

adequatej rather 1n sp1te of 1ts 1nadequacy 1t 1s nevertheless 

true or 1n conformity to truth.6 R1ghtly understood, says 

Barth, the 1ncogn1to of God excludes aIl defeat1sm and des-

concept of l1m1t, not only to the Pure Reason, but l1kew1se to 

the Pract1cal Reason. 

lBarth, Church Dogmat1cs, p. 194r 

2Ib1d, p. 203 

3Barth, The Human1ty of God, p. 86 

4The d1alect1cal nature of theology w1ll rece1ve further 

elaborat10n 1n Sect10n III, B 3 

5Barth, Church Dogmat1cs, p. 220 

6llli, p. 202 
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pa1r1ng res1gnat1on. W1th1n the incognito 1s God's d1sclo­

sure to fa1th; that is why, in sp1te of his fundamental 1n­

capac1ty, man can really think the unth1nkable and say the 

unsayable. 

Thus the 1nd1rectness of our knowledge of Gad and the 

consequent 1ncongruence of human language as such do not 

Mean a lack of object1v1ty as regards th1s knowledge. Being 

indirect 1t might have to do w1th the nsecondary object1v1ty 

of God" (the "pr1mary" be1ng God's direct self-knowledge); 

yet such an object1v1ty n1s d1stingu1shed from the pr1mary 

object1v1ty, not by a lesser degree of truth, but by 1ts 

part1cular form su1table for us, the creature."l So 1ts 

genu1neness, 1ts truth, 1s not in question. "Indirect yet 

real": these words sum up Barth's position in the matter. 

"Human yet divine" would l1kew1se be an appropr1ate 

summary. Barth's refusaI therefore of a myst1cal 1nter­

pretat10n of faith is h1s way of assert1ng the "human1ty" 

of fa1th. But this does not Mean a reduct10n of fa1th to 

a Mere product of the hum an consciousness. "W1th fa1th 1t­

self" he says, "comes the conclusive 1nsight, that no one 

has the capacity for fa1th by h1s own effort ••• "2 Faith 

l!2,!g, p. 16 

2Barth, The Knowledge of God and the Service of God, p. 106 



therefore 1s a d1v1ne g1ft, a work of the Roly Sp1r1t; 1t 

1s God's m1raculous apprehens10n of man's ent1re be1ng.l 

Th1s 1s why, as Mehl p01nts out, 1n sp1te of the ab1l1ty of 

emp1r1cal psychology to trace the 1ntellectual and psycho-

10g1cal antecedents of fa1th, there can be no psycholog1st1c 

reduct10n of fa1th s1nce 1t 1s ltauss1 miraculeuse que la Ré­

vélat10n elle-m@me".2 Fa1th therefore can be called. Itthe 

temporal form of h1s (man's) eternal be1ng 1n Jesus Chr1st,"3 

or, as Barthel so well expresses 1t: "face anthropolog1que 

de l'ag1r de D1eu '1n Sp1r1tu Sancto' 'h1c et nunc,"4 

God's "ag1r lt "h1c et nunc" - th1s 1s the pr1maryem-

phas1s 1n th1s sect10n dea11ng w1th God's d1sclosure to 

faith. Man as such, fallen~ man, 1s barred forever from 

the tree of knowledgej but man en Chr1sto, the Ka1n1Kt1s1s, 

does rea11y know God: "we have to do w1th a know1edge wh1ch 

1s true, not on1y there and then (1.e., at the"1ast day"), 

but also here and now."5 Revelat10n therefore does take 

place; there 1s a ver1table knowledge of God. But the found-

lBarth, Church Dogmat1cs, p. 201 

2Mehl , Op. C1t., p. 126 

3Barth, Op. C1t., p. 158 

4Barthel, Op. C1t., pp. l36n, 37a 

5Barth, Op. C1t., p. 209 



ation of this knowledge, as we have shown) is God's revela-

tion alone; the only theology possible is a theology of re­
l­

velation. Against such a theology a Feuerbach is impotent. 

But turn aside from revelation and search for another founda-

tion for theology and the ghost of Feuerbach returns to haunt 

theologians with the secret fear that perhaps aIl their theo-

logizing is nothing more than talk about themselves, nothing 

more than a projection into infinity of man's own nature and 

being, a sterile reflection of h1s own glory.2 But a theo-

logy of revelat10n has no fear of Feuerbach, because it re-

frains from any absolutizing of the naturalj it even refrains 

from making any absolute claim to know God. There 1s no such 

thing as a "last word" says Barthj the question must constant-

ly arise: do we genuinely partic1pate in the veridical know­

ledge of God?3 It 1s such self-criticism finally that stops 

the mouths of critics such as Feuerbach and that convinces us 

that Barth's theology of revelation is one worth taking seri-

ously. 

l"Theology is anthropology," said Feuerbach, "i.e., in the 
object of religion which we calI in Greek Theos, in English God, 
there expresses itself nothing other than the deified nature of 
man." (Feuerbach, "Das Wesen der Religion", 1848, Lecture 3, 
quoted in Church Dogmatic8, p. 292) 

2Barth, Church Dogmat1cs, p. 71 

3Ib1d, p. 250 
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III CRITIQUE 

One can scarcely hope to do justice to a critique or 

Barth in the space of a rew pages. However, it will be 

worthwhile to mention some or the criticisms that have been 

made, some or which are relatively minor, while others, more 

incisive, touch the very nerve centre of the Barthian posi-

tion. The aim of this section is to bring into rocus the 

really significant critlque; in so doing l'le shall find our-

selves in a better position to understand the thought of 

Thévenaz. Seeing that he accepted the Barthian theology ~ 

~ as a point or departure for his philosophical reflection, 

it is 1nevitable that a critique of Barth will apply equally 

to Thévenaz. 

A. M1nor Criticisms 

What l'le can consider minor are the criticisms that accuse 

Barth of being a defeat1st,1 an existentialist,2 and an irra­

tionalist.' These allegations can be dealt with summarily. 

lJ.B. Pratt,accord1ng to an article by Brand B1anshard 

1n Faith and the Philosophers, ed. J. Rick, (MacM1l1an, 1964) 

p. 200 

2E•L• Masca1l in "Some Rerlections on Contemporary 

Ex1stentia1ism", pp. 1-11, in Re11gious Studies, 1966/1967, 

2, p. 6 

'B. Blanshard, Op. Cit., p. 197rt; a1so Ian Ramsey in 

"Contemporary Empiricism: its deve10pment and theologica1 

implications", pp. 174-184 1n The Christian Scho1ar, Vo1.XLIII, 

1960, p. 184 



As to the tlrst, aIl we can say is that lt ls dlftlcult to 

see why a theology whlch makes God and His revelation lts 

exclusive toundation can be termed "defeatlst". Of course, 

in a sense thls is deteatismj as far as man's powers and 

pretentlons are concerned it ls defeatlsm. But the point 
is ~eo.lI., 0,1:.; ... i5,.,..' To be 51.t~e.l th.~ 1tt!"~lo../;,o,,, of G"J.. 

of Barth's theology ls that su ch defeatism~ln Christ is 

judgment, but it is promise too and as such it ls good news, 

evangelion. "Triumphant" ls therefore more appropriate than 

1 
"defeatist" as a descrlption of this theology. As Barth 

hlmself says: theology ls a happy science. 2 As tor Barth's 

being an exlstentiallst, we might reply as follows. First 

of aIl, Mascall's use ot the term "exlstentialist" in rela-

tion to Barth hardly seems justitied, especially wher he 

lists "anthropocentrlsm" as one ot the three baslc character-

istics ot existentlalism. In the llght ot our study ot Barth's 

theology, wlth its expllcit rejectlon ot the anthropocentric 

view, we must simply conclude that Mascall ls mlstaken, at 

10.C. Berkouwer, in his The Trlumph ot Orace in the 

Theology ot Karl Barth, (Wm. Eerdmans Publ18hing Co., Orand 

Rapids, Michigan, 1956) convlnclngly shows the triumphant 

quality of this theology. On more than one occasion, he 

says, Barth has accused Chrlstianity ot being "too little a 

pronouncedly triumphant rellgion and ot givlng too llttle 

evidence that it is really tree from anxlety and tear" (p.355) 

Clearly .. therefore, Berkouwer concludes, "the triumpp. of grace 

i8 the centre of Barth's theology." (p. 381) 

2K. Barth, Evangelical Theology, p. 10 
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1east 1nsofar as Barth 1s looked upon as anthropocentr1c. Of 

course, h1s 1ndebtedness to the ex1stent1a11sm of Kierke-

gaard 1s we11-known. But equa11y we11-known 1s h1s deve1op-

ment away from an ex1stent1a11st to a Chr1sto1og1ca1 or1enta-

1 
t1on. Furthermore, many statements that he makes show that 

he 1s opposed to some of the bas1c tenets of ex1stent1a11sm. 

Thus when he says:. man 1n the cosmos, confronted by God's 

reve1at1on, becomes obJect1ve1y another man, and that long 

before he knows 1t, pr10r to any dec1s1on on his part2 - he 

is taking up a position in direct contradiction to the view, 

expressed ~or examp1e by Sartre, that man determines his own 

being.' In other words, what man is is entire1y the resu1t 

of h!! decision, hi! "choix originel"; in this view there 

can be no question of man's becoming anything "prior to any 

decision on his part".Simi1ar1y Barth's understanding of 

freedom can be shown to be radica11y different from that of 

Sartre or Camus. Thus, even though we must concede that 

there are points of contact between Barth and ex1stentia1ism 

1See Boui11ard, Op. Cit., p. 206, where he discusses 

Barth's relation to existentia1ism. 

2Barth, Church Dogmatics, p. 110 

'See for examp1e "Existentia1ism is a Humanism", in 

Existentia1ism from Dostoevs to Sartre, ed. W. Kaufmann, 

(Meridian, N.Y. 1956 p. 298 



(1n h1s ex1stent1al concept10n ot knowledge, 1n h1s emphas1s 

on personal encounter, etc.) we must reJect any allegat10n 

that he 1s an existent1a11st. His or1entat10n 1s qu1te other­

w1se. Closely al11ed to the "existent1al1st" charge 1s the 

one accusing him ot irrat10nalism. Blanshard thus charges 

him on the one hand w1th advocat1ng the surrender of reasonl 

and on the other hand with not putting this into practice 

h1mselt. 2 As for the first point, 1t 1s clear that Blanshard 

has mistaken Barthls polemic aga1nst a human dependence on 

reason when the knowledge ot Ood 1s at stake, tor a total 

negat10n of reason. In other words, to make use ot a dis­

t1nction ot T1l11Ch l s,3 he m1stakes Barthls oppos1tion to 

"ontolog1cal" reason tor a reJect10n ot "technical" reason. 

However, this is certainly not Barthls purpose, as h1s con­

demnation ot the sacr1ficium 1ntellectus (or even the "1eap 

ot ta1th") so clearly demonstrates.4 Regarding his alleged 

incons1stency Linwood Urban 1n h1s d1scussion "Barthls 

Epistemology"5 remarks that "in matters ot the content of 

IHiCk, ed., Op. Cit., p. 174-175 

2Ibid, p. 176 

3Tillich, Op. Cit., p. 72tt 

4Barth, Church Dogmatics, p. 8 

5H1ck, ed., Op. Cit., p. 222 
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the rai th, Barth cannot be accused or inconsistency in his 

use or rational argument as long as he does not claim that 

" 
we should believe his theology because or the arguments. 

w. Hordern sums up the matter quite well when he writes: 

"kerygmatic theology is no enemy or reasonj what it denies 

is that reason by itselr can establish convictions. But, 

given its convictional basis, kerygmatic theology strives 

to show the meaning, that is, the reasonableness, or the 

message that comes rrom God."l 

B. Ma.lor Cri ticisms 

or more signiricance are the rOllowlng criticisms: 

1. Barthls theology is unduly inrluenced 
by philosophical presuppositions 

2. It is rideist and thererore incapable 
or achieving a veritable knowledge or 
Gad 

3. It is untenable rrom the ethical point 
or view 

4. Its view that man ls totally passive ln 
his relation to Godls revelation is 
likewise untenable 

Let us take these criticisms one by one. 

1. Several critics2 have maintained Barthls indebted-

lHordern, Op. Cit., p. 108 

2Mehl , Op. Cit., p. 58, 63; George S. Hendry ln "On 

Barth, the Philosopher", in Hick, Op. Clt., p. 2l3r; C. van 

Til in Christianitx and Barthianism, (Baker Book House, Mich., 

1962) p. 408 
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ness, it not subordination, to Kantianism. Hendry there­

tore asserts that the "real inspiration ot the 'dialectic­

al theology' ••• was the transcendental dialectic ot the First 

Critigue~l Now we can hardly deny the presence ot Kantian 

philosophy in Barth, but this surely does not invalida te 

his theology; an anti-Kantian such as van Til might seem 

to think so, but then van Til could be charged with Judging 

Barth, not trom a theological, but trom a philosophieal 

standpoint. Barth admits that the theologian must tre­

quently utilize philosophical concepts but in doing so he 

must always "theologize" them, so to speak;2 in other words, 

the coherence ot theae concepts and tormulations must sub­

mit to "the coherence ot the divine revelation", not vice 

versa. 3 In principle theretore Barth reJects the subordina­

tion ot theology to philosophy, though ot course trom this 

it does not tollow that he has not in tact allowed certain 

philosophical presuppositions to preponderate. However, in 

any attempt to de termine whether philosophy has influenced 

his theology or the reverse, there necessarily arises that 

insoluble "chicken-egg" problem. Henri Miéville tor example 

lHick, ed., Op. Cit., p. 214 

2Barth, Church Dogmatics, p. 187, 188 

3Barth, The Humanity ot God, p. 93 
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holds that Barthls theology rests upon the philosophical 

presuppos1tion which too summar11y conceives of man and 

God as separate ent1t1es "sans communauté dl€tre"~ How-

ever, aga1nst this v1ew we can maintain that Barthls re-

jection of any community of being between man and God 1s 

1tself determined by the Reformation doctr1ne of the Fall. 

If this is so, then Miévillels criticism is invalidated. 

Whatever conclus1on we arrive at however, it is obvious 

that external arbitration is impossible; such an issue can 

only be approached from w1thin, that is, in terms of Barthls 

theolog1cal position. Our conclusion therefore must be that, 

while philosophical notions might enter into his ·theology, 

their role is subordinate; and this conclus1on remains valid 

even if it were possible to show beyond any doubt that in 

Barthls own history certain ph1losophical ideas preceded 

paralle1 theo10g1cal doctrines. 

2. Another charge against the Barthian position is that 

it 1s fideist. With Barth in mind, Bouillard writes: "If 

the God who reveals Himself is complete1r different from the 

God of our reason, then how could one escape the charge that 

1H• Miévi1le, Condition de lliomme.(Librairie Droz, 

Genève, 1959) p.221n2.", Miév1l1e is a Sw1ss philosopher 

whose cr1ticism of Th6venaz we shall later be discussing. 
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our faith in Him ls arbltrary?"l What Boulllard ls lmply-

lng ls that falth must be compatlble wlth reason so as to 

avold arbltrarlness. But ls such a falth the true talth? 

Can reason be the measure of faith? Barth says "no"" prlm-

arily on the ground that man (hls reason lncluded) has been 

totally vltlated by the Fall. But thls does not entall a 

denial of the ratlonallty of falth, for if faith were irra-

tional through and through there could be no question of any 

intellectus fidei. Thus, when Barth talks of faith as ra-

tional, he does not Mean that it conforms to human ration­
but II.~!:J..«R ~At ;t;- f0!.'esSes ;l$ O""t\. R_tio""lit~, 

ality,~the true, the normative rationality. "The element 

of reason in the lmowledge of the object of faith," says 

Barth, "consists in recognltion of the rationality that is 

pecullar ~ the object of faith itself. Ontic ratlonallty 

2 precedes noetic." Such rationality, as we saw in our dis-

cussion of the lmowledge of God in Part 2, escapes aIl cri-

terla" and the theology which ls based on this dlvine ration-

ality can only be a theology that listens and responds; it 

can never take the lnitiatlve, for the Word is the initium. 

1 Bouillard, Op. Cit., p. 220 

2K• Barth, Anselm: Fldes Quaerens Intellectum" transe 
I.W. Robertson, (S.C.M., London" 1960) p. 50 
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The log1c of theology therefore, accord1ng to Barth, can only 

1 
be a human ana-logy to God's Word. 

Now, such a theology, s1nce 1t 1s noth1ng more than ~-

logous is not 1dent1cal to the divine rat1onal1tyj 1ts utter­

ances are not truth "fallen from heavenn~ We are not arb1-

trar1ly absolut1zing some human position, Barth says; "this 

bound knowledge of God ••• is a human thes1s l1ke any other, 

to which as such the question com1ng from w1thout seems to be 

not only permiss1ble but even necessary.n3 However, as for the 

"real1ty" and the "poss1bil1ty" of the knowledge of God, these 

of course cannot be called in question "from w1thout". This 

means that wh1le the actual, existent1al knowledge of God 1s 

incapable of be1ng called in question, the theoret1cal d1s-

cuss10n of th1s knowledge, the theolog1cal system as such, 1s 

certa1nly open to cr1t1c1sm and correction. Barth 1s not 

however conced1ng very much here, for obv1ously this cr1tic1sm 

cannot call in question the presupposition of this theology, 

v1z. the real1ty of God and hence the object1v1ty of fa1th. 

Cr1t1c1sm therefore can do no more than improve the 1nner 

lBarth, Evangel1cal Theology, p. 13 

2K• Barth, Philosophie et Théologie, transe F. Ryser, 

(Labor et Fides, Geneva, 1960), p. 11 

3Barth, Church Dogmat1cs, p. 30 



44 

coherence ot the system, show the need tor aore emphas1s at 

one polnt and less at another, etc. l But cr1tlc1s. cannot 

lnlt1ate a change in direction. Such a posit10n, Ian Ramsey 

complains, amounts to the "10g1cal segregation ot theologYi"2 

or, as John B1ck puts it, it 1s "autonom1st". Many have 

sought to detend the validity ot the autonoa1st pos1tion.3 

w. Hordern 1s ot part1cular 1nterest, especially with his 

concept ot the "conv1ct10nal" basis ot aIl "language games", 

1nclud1ng the theolog1calj4 J.A. Martin ho.ever accuses 

Hordern, and those who ahare his point ot view, ot tal1ing 

back too easi11 on an insistence on "conylctions·, "Ir 

there is a ditterence ot opin1on regard1ng what ls known, it 

1s suggested, the d1tterence rests tinal11 on 1rreduclble 

'conv1ct1ons' regard1ng what knowledge 1s."5 Martin 1s 

r1ght 1n po1nt1ng to the danger ot tal11ng back "too eas11y" 

lSee tor example Barth's own selt-cr1t1c1sm undertaken 

1n The Human1tl ot God. 

2aamsey, ·Contemporary Emp1r1cism: its development and 

theo1ogical 1mplicat1ons", 1n The Christian Scholar, p. 181 

3por example, A. Plant1nga, C.C. Richardson, Dennis 0'Er1en 

(See H1ck, ed. Paith and the Philosophers) H1ck too detends 1t, 

but not betore subJecting 1t to some 1nc1s1ve criticism. p.239tr 

4uordern, Op. C1t., pp. 68tt, l02t 

~art1n, Op. Cit., p. 163 
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on such a pos1t10n although there 1s no doubt that the auto­

nom1st pos1t1on conta1ns much truth. Blck puts 1t weIl when 

he says that the "autonomy ot re11g1ous language" theory 1s 

"1mportantly r1ght ••• in recogn1z1ng a toundat10nal s1tuat1on 

beneath wh1ch one cannot d1g w1th rat10c1nat1ve tools -

namely, the tact ot re11g10us fa1th, w1th re11g10us language 

as 1ts express10n."l And of course a s1m11ar conv1ct10nal 

bas1s 1s d1scern1ble also 1n ph1losophy: Q. Lauer thus 

wr1tes: "rat10na11ty 1tselt ••• has a non-rat10nal foundation, 

in the sense that it must beg1n with an act ot taith in rea­

son (for which there is no reason)".2 Nevertheless, despite 

t~ts apparent defensib1l1ty ot the autonom1st pos1tion, the 

fact rema1ns, as Thévenaz has p01nted out when d1scussing 

Barthls Dogmat1cs, that th1s position is the great stumbling 

blOC~ since it does not solve the problem of how we are to 

distinguish the arbitrary, the subJective, the pathologie al 

from the authentic and the obJective.4 And it is precisely 

the apparent arbitrariness ot this position to which Bouillard, 

as we noted earlier, takes exception. In the light of our d1s-

cussion, our conclusion theretore must be that we have no choice 

l H1ck, ed. OQ. Cit., p. 241 

2Q• Lauer, OQ. Cit., p. ~ 

3Thévenaz, OQ. Cit., p. 87 

4~, p. 88 
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on such a posltlon although there ls no doubt that the auto-

nomlst posltlon contalns much truth. Hick puts It weIl when 

he says that the "autonomy ot rellglous language" theory ls 

"lmportantly rlght ••. ~n recognlzlng a foundatlonal sltuatlon 

beneath whlch one cannot dlg wlth ratloclnatlve tools -

namely, the fact of rellglous talth, wlth rellglous language 

as Its expresslon."l And ot course a slmilar convictlonal 

basls ls dlscernlble also ln philosophy: Q. Lauer thus 

writes: tlratlonality Itself ••• has a non-ratlonal foundatlon, 

ln the sense that It must begin with an act or talth ln rea-

son (for whlch there ls no reason)".2 Nevertheless, desplte 

thls apparent defenslblllty ot the autonomlst posltion, the 

tact remalns, as Thévenaz has polnted out when dlscusslng 

Barthls Dogmatics, that thls posltlon ls the great stumbllng 

bIOC~ slnce It does not solve the problem ot how we are to 

distlngulsh the arbl trary, the subjectl ve , the pathologlcal 

from the authentlc and the Objectlve.4 And It ls preclsely 

the apparent arbltrarlness ot thls posltion to whlch Boulllard, 

as we noted earller, takes exceptlon. In the 11ght or our dls-

cusslon, our concluslon theretore must be that we have no cholce 

l Rick, ed. °12· Clt. , p. 241 

2Q. Lauer, °12· Clt., p. 26 

3Thévenaz, °e· Cit. , p. 87 

4Ib1d , p. 88 
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but to reconcile ourselves to this"apparent arbitrariness", 

but we must insist on retaining the word "apparent", for to 

agree to the predicate "arbitrary" would amount to denying 

the reality of the knowledge of God. 

3. This difficulty of apparent arbitrariness is espec-

ially acute in the domain of ethics. The philosopher J.S. 

Mill was particularly distur.bed by the implications of a 

theology that did not possees a univocal knowledge of God. 

Mill understood Mansel to be using language about God equi-

1 vocally. Mill argued for univocal predication, nt merely 

in a logical sense (as with OCkham), but in an ontological 

sense. "Language," said Mill, "has no meaning for the words 

Just, Merciful, Benevolent, save that in which we predicate 

them of our fellow-creatures ••• lf in affirming them of Gad 

we do not Mean to affirm these very qualities, difrer.Lng 

only as greater in degree, we are neither philosophically nor 

morally entitled to affirm them at all. n2 Would M1ll's cri-

tique apply equally to Barth? Before replying, let us brief-

ly examine Barthls position. 

Certainly Barth does defend the use of analogy as a "mean" 

lMill, Op. Cit., pp.127,128 

2Ibid, p. 129 
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between un1voc1ty and equ1Voc1ty,1 but 1t must be remem-

bered that he extracts 1t ent1rely from the context of na-

tural theology and thus 1ts va11d1ty stems, not from the 

power of ph1losoph1cal reason1ng, but from God's 1nterven-

t10n or revelat10n. Prov1ded God has thus acted, our words 

become an analogy of the Creator, though w1thout los1ng the1r 

2 
creaturely character. In other words, there 1s a pos1t1ve 

content 1n our analog1cal pred1cat10n only to the extent 

that God so to speak "awakf!ns" our not10ns and words, wh1ch 

however 1n themselves are "wholly and utterly 1nsuff1c1ent 

to des1gnate God."3 Barth's pos1t10n therefore can be de-

scr1bed as follows: 1n 1tself language about God 1s equ1-

vocal. Revelat10n nevertheless overcomes th1s equ1voc1ty, 

thereby g1v1ng to language a pos1t1ve content. Such a pos1-

4 
t10n 1s therefore "d1alect1cal", rather than equ1vocal. 

M1ll's crit1que therefore 1s 1napp11cable to Barth; on 

the contrary, M1ll's own pos1t1on 1s open to some grave ob-

ject10ns, espec1ally 1n v1ew of the fact that 1t 1mp11es no 

lBarth, Church Dogmat1cs, p. 224ff 

2Ib1d , p. 231 

'.IB!!!, p. 235 

4Mehl clar1f1es th1s sense of d1alect1c when he wr1tes: 

"la vérIté révélée ne peut pas €tre sa1s1e dans un acte un1que 

de la pensée huma1ne, ma1s b1en'dans deux actes qu1 s'opposent 

et entre lesquels l'espr1t est alors ob11gé de rétab11r non 

pas un lien synthéthique, mais une tens1on." (Mehl, Op. C1t., 

pp.138,139 
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discontinuity between God and man: Mill smugly assumes that 

he knows the meaning of "goodness": "I will call no being 

good," he says, "who is not what l Mean when l apply that 

epithet to my fellow creatures"; then, someWhat unnecessarily, 

he adds: "and if such a being can sentence me to hell for not 

so calling him, to hell l will go.ttl Mill is right however in 

describing as "morally pernicious,,2a doctrine that maintains 

the absolute equivocation of our words about God. Mansells 

problem was his effort to defend a theology of revelation 

philosophically, when its only possi~le defence is from a pos-

ition within the experience of revelation. 

Barthls theology therefore survives the ethical criticism, 

though without effacing the apparent arbitrariness that we 

talked of earlier. This is no Achilles heel, however, al-

though it might seem to be to those who insist on ironclad 

assurances. There is certainty, says Barth, in our knowledge 

of God, but it is a certainty dependent on Godls "good­

pleasure."3 And it is precisely this dependence that must 

be stressed, for outside of this relation there is no certi-

tude whatever. In other words, one cannot "lay onels hands" 

1 Mill, Op. Cit., p. 313 

2Ibid , p. 115 

3~, p. 74 
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on certa1nty or, as Kierkegaard put 1t: nIf l w1sh to pre-

serve myself 1n ta1th l must constantly be 1ntent upon hold-

1ng tast the obJect1ve uncerta1nty ••• nl Our lot theretore, 

Barth aff1rms, 1s to have to rema1n w1th1n the nd1alect1c of 

certa1nty and uncerta1nty", even though, as far as God 18 

concerned, th1s d1alect1c 1s surpassed and overcame. 2 

4. Barthls d1sm1ssal ot natural theo10gy 88 11leg1t1-

mate and useless has led h1m to deny that there 1s any ·p01nt 

of contact" (AnkDueptungspunkt), any "quest10ning after God", 

natural to man, which might render poss1b1e the communicat10n 

of the d1v1ne message to man.' "The Holy Ghost, who proceeds 

trom the Father and the Son and 1s therefore revealed and be-

l1eved to be Gad, doe~ot stand 1n need ot any p01nt ot con­

tact but that which he h1mself creates."4 The ep1stemolog1cal 

quest10n theretore is not "How 1s human knowledge ot reve1a­

tion poss1ble?" but "What 1s manls !!!l know1edge ot div1ne 

reve1at1on?"5 Such a pos1t1on has however been challenged on 

the ground that 1t reduces man to the level of "stocks and 

1S• Kierkegaard, Conc1ud1ng Unsc1entit1c Postscript, 

transe D. Swenson and W. Lowrie, (Princeton University Press, 

1941), p. 182 

2Barth, Church Dogmat1cs, p. 75 

3Barth, Church Dogmatics l, l, p. 29 

4Barth, "Me1n\" Op. C1t., p. 121 

5Barth, Church Dogmat1cs l, l, p. 30 
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stones; III 1t does so, 1t 1s argued, because 1t forgets that 

2 recreat10n occurs through grace and not through omnipotence. 

Furthermore, the demand made upon man 1s not strange to h1s 

nature, says Tillich, for otherw1se 1t would not concern h1m.3 

Consequently there must be some Anknuepfungspunkt if revela-

t10n 1s really to take place; or, as recent cr1t1c1sm has put 

1t, there must be sorne Vorverstaendn1s. One of the most 1m-

portant advocates of th1s critique 1s R. Bultmann. His basic 

l1ne of argument 1s that th1s pre-understand1ng 1mpl1ed by 

our understand1ng of revelat10n 1s an understand1ng of our 

existence. Other cr1t1cs too, such as H. Bou1l1ard and L. 

Malevez, have 11kew1se asserted the existence of some pre-

understand1ng or antecedent ph1losophy, though w1thout accept-

1ng the Bultmann1an anthropology. What we must focus our 

attention on therefore 1s not any part1cular anthropology, 

but th1s 1dea of pre-understand1ng. The dec1s1ve error of 

Bultmann, accord1ng to Barth, 1s not so much h1s ex1stent1al 

analYt1c of Dase1n as h1s subordination of the Christian 

ITh1s 1s a phrase Brunner uses in h1s argument w1th Barth. 
(Natural Theology, p. 31) 

2See J. Baillie, Our KnOWled~e of God, (Oxford University 
Press, 1963; f1rst publ1shed 1939 p. 24 

3Ib1d , p. 26 
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message to a normative philosophy.l 

In general aIl these cri tics of Barth arrIve at their 

positIon wlth the help of some form of the transcendental 

methodj that Is to say, they direct thelr enqulry, not to 

the question of the reallty of the knowledge of God, but to 

the condItIons of its poSSibility.2 Joseph Pleper therefore 

reaches the conclusion that the revelatory pronouncements of 

God must be "human", "at least to the extent that the believer 

can grasp out of his own knowledge what they are about. lI
:; In 

dlfferent words, but in the same spirIt, Bouillard argues that 

the knowledge of falth "presupposes a rational moment of na-

4 
tural knowledge. n Apart from such a knowledge (as Impllclt 

as It May be) IInothing would authorize us to affirm that the 

God of the BIble Is really our God. n5 A natural knowledge of 

IL. Ma1evez, The ChristIan Message and My th, transe O. 

Wyon, (S.C.M., 1958; publ1shed ln French in 1954) pp. 200-201 

2Kant writes: nI call every knowledge transcendental, 

whlch occuples Itself not so much with objects, but rather 

with our way of knowlng objects, insofar as this Is to be 

possible a prIori." (Quoted by E. Coreth, Metaphyslcs, transe 

J. Donceel, N.Y.: Herder & Hèrder, p. :;5) See also p. :;6f 

where Coreth discusses various anticipations of the trans­

cendental method ln the thought of such men as Plato, Augus­

tIne and Aqulnas. 

:; Pleper, Op. Cit., p. Il 

ijBouil1ard, Op. Cit., p. 217 

5Ibid , p. 218 
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God is consequently the "transcendental condition" for the 

occurrence of revelation. In the light therefore of Maré­

chal's identification of the cognitio naturalis with Kant's 

a priori knowledge, Bouillard affirms that "we understand by 

natural knowledge of Gad, a knowledge a priori, not thet1c, 

wh1ch comes 1nto play when presented w1th the data of the 

Bible. "1 

What the transcendental critique claims to show is that 

revelation is possible only if preceded by a knowledge de­

rived, not from revelation, but from our own resources. Only 

then is it possible to conceive of God as ~ God; only then 

1s it possible for God really to confront us in His revelation. 

To deny that the "points of contact" are natural, to say that 

the Holy Ghost creates them, is in fact to deny that revela­

tion takes place. Such a critique despite its debt to modern 

philosophy, is in principle the same as that of Aquinas, who 

maintained that cognitio fidei praesupponit cognitionem natur­

~.2 Both approaches ask what is presupposed by our know­

ledge of God, and both conclude that what is presupposed is 

knowledge that is our own, "natural" knowledge. 

The restatement of the problem in transcendental tar..8 

lIbid, p. 219 

2Quoted in Pieper, Op. Cit., p. 41 
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however, does little to allay Barthls suspicion of natural 

theology, for in his eyes God is no less subject to the 

norms of human reason in post-Kantian than in pre-Kantian 

natural theology. And Barth will never allow any conception 

of Gad which subordinates Him in any way to man. 

J.L. Leuba however argues that Barth has accepted too 

uncritically the Kantian notion of reason according to which 

reason determines a priori our possibilities of knowledge. If 

such a conception is correct, then Barth is right: revelationls 

acceptance of the conditions of intelligibility would mean the 

subordination of revelation to man. Leuba however argues that 

we are by no means committed to such a view of reason. Why 

should the reason necessarily de termine its object? IIElle 

peut être réceptrice sans être nécessairement créatrice. Elle 

peut déterminer des coordonnées de connaissance sans nécess-

airement que ces coordonnées créent ipso facto l'objet qui 

viendra s'y inscrire. lIl This passive role that man plays in 

t~e event of reve~tion is further illuetrated by Bultmann's 

distinction between the existential structure of man and the 

existent~el event of revelation. 2 The existential structure, 

lA private letter dated 14 April, 1969. J.L. Leuba is 

Professor of Theology at the Université de NeuchStel. 

2R• Marlé, Bultmann et la Foi Chrétienne, (Aubier, Editions 

Montaigne, 1967) pp. 62ff MarIé explains this distinction as 

follows: IIL'ordre existential se référe à un point de vue 

purement formel ou structurel; l'ordre existentiel, au con­

traire, est celui de la réalisation effective, concrète." p. 63 



54 

says Leuba, cannot by any means elicit the existentiel event. 

But it is the system of anthropological coordinates in which 

the existentiel event comes to take its place, a place in-

telligible to man. The point of such arguing is to show 

that pre-understanding, when understood in terms of recep-

tivity, in no way detracts from Godls primacy in the event 

known as the knowledge of God. Barth of course long ago re-

jected the notion of receptivity or capacity for revelation 

1 as understood by Brunner. But his reason for doing so was 

that Brunner, according to Barthls analysis, had in fact 

added "something very material" to what was supposed to have 

2 been manls merely formaI capacity for revelation, thereby 

contradicting his own "unconditional acceptance of the Re­

formersl principle of sola scriptura - sola gratia".' This 

means that if we are to attempt to reconcile any notion of 

receptivity with Barthls theology, we shall have to define 

our terms with extreme care. Is such a reconciliation poss-

ible? The following discussion should cast some light on 

this question. 

IBarth, ttNein~1t Op. Cit., p. 78ff 

2Ibid, p. 82 

'Ibid, p. 80 
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In h1s comments on justification in 1ts relation to 

natural power, Aqu1nas quotes Augustine: "to be capable 

of hav1ng fa1th ••• belongs to manls nature; but to have faith ••• 

belongs to the grace of the fa1thful."l In other words, man 

can rece1ve fa1th (or as Aqu1nas says, natural1ter anima est 

grat1ae capax) but he cannot lay hold on 1t or ~ 1t h1m-

self. Faith or grace 1s therefore l1ke a g1ft wh1ch one can 

rece1ve but not ~; if taken 1t can no longer be called a 

ng1ft" • But Augustine asserts that "to have fa1 th ••• belongs 

t " o ••• grace. The existent1al real1ty, hav1ng fa1th, depends 

therefore on grace: th1s 1s not in manls power. AlI that 

1s in h1s power 1s the capac1ty to rece1ve th1s fa1th that 

God g1vesj that 1s to say, there exists in man a recept1v1ty 

wh1ch responds to grace. But th1s recept1v1ty cannot be con-

ce1ved of as an autonomous power in man, for to become actual 

1t 1s totally dependent on Godls gracej the act of rece1v1ng 

depends on grace. Apart from His grace therefore, in 1tself, 

1t 1s noth1ng. 2 Recept1v1ty 1s therefore not a natural poss-

1b1l1ty; 1t 1s a poss1. b1l1ty of grace. Barthls host1l1ty 

lAqu1nas, Summa Theolog1ca II, l, Qu. 113, Art. 10 

2At Vatican l 1t was argued that a potency wh1ch 1s 

never actual1zed 1s absolutely non-existent. (Bou1llard, 

OP. C1t., p. 228n1l ). A potency wh1ch 1s dependent on 

someth1ng else for 1ts actual1zat1on 1s l1kew1se non-exist­

ent, at least 1nsofar as 1t 18 cons1dered in 1tself. 



consequently to the notion of receptivity seems un justifie d, 

for in no way does it surrender to the outlook of natural 

theology. Thus if pre-understanding is described in such 

terms, that is in terms of an existential notion of recep­

tivity, there ia no concession whatsoever to natural theology. 

The 1dea of "existential receptivity" therefore belongs w1th1n 

the framework of grace and is perfectly compatible w1th a theo­

logy of revelat1on. 

Such compatib1lity however cannot be ma1ntained when we 

conce1ve of man as "ask1ng the question of God". In refer­

ence to Bultmann, Malevez wr1tes that "there 1s in Dasein 

as such an existential knowledge of God which is experienced 

and exerc1sed in the question of happineas, of salvation, of 

the mean1ng of the world and of history, of the authenticity 

of the human being."l "Natural" knowledge of God is thus 

conce1ved as a quest1on1ng. Now Coreth has shown that the 

act of question1ng 1mplies some knowledge of that which 1s 

be1ng quest1oned. This he calls the"pre-knowledge" of the 

question. Included in th1s pre-knowledge 1s what he terms 

an "anticipation" (Vorgr1ff) of the as yet unknown; this 18 

a "pure" pre-knowledge which, "as the moment of pure sur-

lMalevez, Op. C1t., p. 176 
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passing and pure anticipation, is the constitutive cond1t10n 

ot the poas1b1Iitx ot !DY IJeat1oDwhatever. w1 Tbus a quea­

tion1ng about Gad 1apI1es a ·pre-ka .. le ... ·ot Bim. Bence, 

to talk or man's role as merely wquest10n1ngW is still to 

subscribe to the bas1c tenet or natural theology, wh1ch 1s 

that man can know Gad lndependently ot revelatlon. 

It 1s clear then that the concept ot pre-understanding 

1s one vh1ch has to De very carerully det1ned, 1t 1t 1s to 

avoid Deco~ng s1mply another tora ot natural theology. !bis 

does not mean that 1t should be ent1rely d1spensed w1tA, tor 

otherwlse there would result a rad1cal d1scontinu1t7 between 

man and Gad, and then, as Macquarrie argues, even the .ed1a-

t10n ot the Boly Sp1r1t would not prevent our knowledge ot 

2 
Gad trom beins the response ot a puppet. Some notion ot 

pre-understand1ng must theretore be retained (and lt 1s the 

aer1t ot the transcendental cr1tique to have shown this need) 

but, as our anal7s1s has shown, 1t must be det1ned 1n teras 

ot existentiel' recept1v1ty 1t 1t 1s to avo1d the p1ttall ot 

natural theology. Tberetore, even wbile agree1ng with Barth's 

cr1t1cs that there must he ao.e pre-understand1ng as a trans-

cendental cond1t10n tor the occurrence ot revelat10n, ve 

lCoreth, Op, Cit., pp. 56,57 

2Macquarrie, Op. Cit., p. 50r 

'Wh1ch 1a perhaps more accurate than wexistent1al w• See 

above the quotation trom R •• arl~. 
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neverthe1ess be11eve that we are not be1ng unta1thtu1 to }ds 

essent1a1 1ns1ght that theo10gy l 8 on17 toundat1on 1s grace. 

Thus, v1th1n the tramework ot grace, that 1s, v1thin the 

per8pect1ve ot a theo10SJ based 801e17 on 0041 8 grace, 1t 

beco.e8 poss1b1e to deve10p a ph110sophy. Such a ph110sophJ 

v.111 not ot course be der1 ved tro. grace a8 tro. a bas1c 

pr1nc1p1e, deduct1ve1y, but v111 depend on grace, ex1sten­

t1a11J. It w111 be a pass1ve ph110sophJ, though pass1ve 

on1y in the 8ense that 1t w111 depend on God. And desp1te 

th1s dependence (or because ot 1t\) 1t w111 be an autono­

.ous ph110sophy. Just how th1s 1s poss1b1e we shal1 see 

as ve turn to examine the -Prote8tant ph11osophy" ot Pierre 

'l'htSvenaz. 



CHAPTER 'NO 

THE SPECIFICITY OF PHILOSOPHY 



CHAPTER TWO 

THE SPECIFICITY OF PHILOSOPHY 

With Karl Barth, says Thévenaz, "la théologie ••• a pris 

mieux que jamais conscience de sa spécificité."l This chapter 

will attempt to show that philosophy, thanks to Thévenaz, has 

become more than ever aware of its specificity. Sorne, as we 

shall later see, seriously question this. Nevertheless, it 

seems clear that in combining the most recent philosophical 

insights with inspiration drawn, not only from the most an-

cient wisdom, but also from the Christian faith, he has suc-

ceeded in grasping the true nature of philosophy and in pro-

ducing a philosophy of the most striking originality. André 

de MuraIt attests to this originality when he makes the comment 

that Thévenaz's treatment of faith and reason is something 

unique in the philosophical thought of French Switzerland. 2 

It is Thévenaz's opinion that originality is possible 

only when there is openness to experience.3 Such openness 

IPierre Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison, ~ ~JI (La 

Baconnière, Neuch§tel, 1956) Vol. l, p. 54 

2André de MuraIt, Philosophes en Suisse Française, (La 

Baconnière, Neuch§tel, 1966), p. 81 

3Under the impact of experience, says Thévenaz, "la 

raison répond par une situation différente de la raison dans 

le monde, c'est-à-dire par une philosophie originale." 

("Situation de la raison: essai de philosophie protestante," 

in Hommage et Reconnaissance, (Festschrift for K. Barth's 

60th birthday, Neuch§tel, 1946) p. 121 
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was part1eularly character1st1c of Thévenaz h1mself, and 

that is why the concept of "l'expérience-choe" 1s of such 

1mportance in his thought. He always ph11osophized 1n the 

light of exper1ence. l We shall therefore begin our study of 

his philosophy by examining this notion of "expérience-choc". 

It is Thévenaz's contention that Chr1stianity, the "expérience­

choc" par excellence, has profoundly influenced the course of 

philosophy. We shall however discuss the historical aspect of 

the "conversion" of philosophy in the context of Part III, 

"The Crisis of Philosophy", and in Part II, we shall see how 

the philosophieal reason, thanks to the "shock" 1nduced by 

the Word of God, becomes more deeply aware of its specificity. 

1. L'EXPERIENCE-CHOC 

When Thévenaz talks of the shock of experienee, he 1s 

talking as a realist. That 1s to say, he 1s 1nsisting that 

philosophy doe~ke contact with the real, that it feels the 

"bite" of experience. That is why he often quotes, with evi­

dent approval, Marcel's phrase "1a morsure du réel",2 as weIl 

IMme. P. Thévenaz, now living in Lausanne, informed me 

that shortly before her husband's death, when he was still 

hoping to recover from the cancer wh1ch had suddenly afflicted 

h1m, he was preparing to give a course in the University of 

Lausanne on the "problem of pain"! 

2For example, Thévenaz, "Métaphysique et Destinée Hu­

maine", (PP. 31-51) in L'Homme: Méta}hYsi9Ue et Transcend­

~, (La Baconnière, Neuchatel, 1943 , p. 51 
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as Rimbaud's "réalité rugueuse. ,,1 The progress of philosophy, 

he says, is possible only as long as the reason remains open 

2 
to experience, as long as it does not shut out the possibil-

ityof "wonder" (étonnement}3. Philosophy's primary concern 

therefore, before any effort at critical philosophical inter-

pretation, is to let speak facts, events, experience ••• ln 

this way it comes face to face with what Thévenaz terms tre 

"valeur de choc de l'événement".4 

The shock of experience, as Thévenaz points out, has 

profoundly affected the c?urse of philosophy. Many examples 

come to mind. The death of Socrates came as a "choc terrible" 

to Plato, forcing him "à reprendre tout à neuf le prOblème 

de la ci té, de la jœ tice", and also "à rompre carrément 

avec la sOPhistique."5 The sceptics, shaken by the contra-

lIbid 

2p . Thévenaz, La Condition de la Raison Philosophique, 

(La Baconnière, Neuch~tel, 1960), p. 20 

3Thévenaz contends that the "wonder" in question is that 

of Plato rather than that of Aristotle. An excellent example 

of Plato's conception occurs in The Symposium where Alcibiades 

is deeply wounded by "la Vipère socratique" (Thévenaz, L'Homme 

et sa Raison, l, p. 181). "L'étonnement d'Aristote," says 

Thévenaz, "c'est celui de la raison critique ••• Celui de Platon, 

c'est la crise de tout notre €tre ••• " (Ibid, p. 182) 

4Thévenaz, "Noël", (PP. 249-252) in Revue de Théologie 

et de Philosophie, (Tome VI, Lausanne, 1956) p. 252. See also 

Thévenaz's article "Evénement et Historicité", (L'Homme et sa 

Raison. II, p. 121-138) where he emphasizes the contingent 

nature of the "event". It is precisely this contingency that 

constitutes its quality of "shock" or "scandal". 

5Thévenaz, La Condition de la Raison Philosophique, p. 14 
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dictions of the great phi1osophica1 systems, tried to be 

faithfu1 to their experience and thereby ca11ed in question 

the philosophica1 enterprise as such. To take one more ex-

ample: there was Kant who had the troub11ng experience of 

the contrast between Newtonian science and the critique of 

Hume. The result of this "expérience-choc" was his awaken-

ing from a "dogmatic slumber", and the inauguration of a 

1 
"Copernican revo1ution" in phi1osophy. Such experience-

shocks i11ustrate what Thévenaz means by this term, but none 

of them expresses it with total adequacy. They are aIl re-

lative; the Chr1stian experience a10ne 1s rad1cal. Thévenaz 

therefore descr1bea. 1t as "1 I expér1ence-choc par excel1ence".2 

As far as ph11osophy is concerned, what 1t f1nds most 

shocking in Christianity are the words of Paul especially in 

l Cor. 1:193 and l Cor. 3:194 But do these words Mean what 

they seem to Mean? Are they as "shocking" as they appear? 

lIbid, p. l4ff 

2 Ibid, p. 29. In future, when the Christian experience is 

specifica11y meant, "expér1ence-choc" will be capitalized thus: 

Expérience-choc. 

3"1 will destroy the wisdom of the wise and the cleverness 

of the clever l will thwart" 

4"For the wisdom of this wor1d is fOlly with God." Th~ 
French "folie" seems better than "fo11y" because it connotes 

both foo1ishness (fol1y) and insanity. Both meanings, it 

seems, are implied by the Greek moria. 



Gllson does not seem to thlnk so. In hls dlscusslon of these 

verses, there ls no sense whatever of shock, of "bouleverse-
1 

ment". There ls no questlon of the negatlon of human wls-

dom as such, for ln hls oplnlon Paul ls merely proclalm1ng 

the substltutlon of one wlsdom for another, a superlor wls-

dom for an lnferlor. Hls alm ls to show that the Gospel ls 

not only salvatlon but also wlsdom. But surely no specl& 

demonstratlon ls requlred to show that the dlvlne wlsdom ls 

dlvlne wlsdom\ What he ls saylng therefore ls that the dl-

vlne wlsdom ls wlsdom as we understand lt; only lt ls a wls-

dom far greater, far more subllme, than that of man. The 

dlfference ls quantltatlve not qualltatlve. It ls apparent 

that such a vlew must act as a shock-absorberj the words of 

Paul could never come to Gl1son as they do to Thévenaz, as 

"a clap of thunder ln a blue Sky".2 Once agaln, of course, 

we are touchlng upon one of the fundamental dlsagreements 

between Cathollclsm and Protestantlsm. For the former the 

Fall has produced ln human reason a wound grave et acerbum,3 

IG11son, The Splrlt of Medleval Phl10sophy, p. 22f 

2Thévenaz, La Condltlon de la Ralson Phllosophlque, p. 113 

3Plus IX, Ex Allocutlone ISlngularl guadam l , 9 Dec. 1854 
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but th1s wound 1s far from be1ng mort al for, as G1lson says, 

man "est demeuré plus capable de b1en penser que de b1en 

1 
fa1re." Protestant1sm however 1n no way spares the reasonj 

along w1th the will it too falls under the Judgment of the 

Cross. That is why Thévenaz, the Protestant philosopher, 

talks of the reason's "solidarité profonde avec le péché 

de l'homme".2 In his Interpretation th1s is the mean1ng 

that must be given to those words of Paul in the f1rst letter 

to the Corinth1ans. Only then will it be possible for the 

reason to experience "conversion". 

II. THE CONVERSION OF REASON 

The conversion of reason 1mplies a reason in need of 

conversion. We must therefore question the state of reason 

prior to its "conversion". Thévenaz provides the answer when, 

1nstead of talk1ng of "conversion", he talks of "désabsolut1sa-

tion" or "déd1vin1sation": these words 1mply that reason con-

sidera 1tself to be "absolute" and "divine", and that its con-

vers10n 1s a matter of itslosing this element of d1vin1ty. 

Before analyzing the nature ot th1s convers1on, we must tirst 

ask what Thévenaz means by "une raison divine". 

lGilson, Christianisme et Philosophie, p. 111 

2Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Ra1son, l, p. 261 
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A. Divine Reason 

The most str1k1ng example of the d1v1n1zat1on of reason, 

according to Thévenaz, occurs in Greek ph1losophy. Thus when 

the ancients definecynan as a "rational an1mal" they meant 

an animal raised above other animals by a divine spark, the 

logos, the reason. "La raison était une faculté divine, mise 

à la disposition de l'homme; elle était m€me conçue chez 

Platon, Aristote, Marc-Aurèle comme un h6te divin logé en cet 

animal humain, comme un étranger qui souffre de Heimweh et ne 

songe qu'à regagner sa patrie (plotin)"l This conception of 

a continuity between earth and heaven, between man and the 

divine, has its roots in Parmenides, the so-called "founder 

of ontology" (R. Kroner). According to him "bei ng and thought 

are identical". What this means according to H. Dooleweerd's 

Interpretation, is that for Parmenides the visible world is 

devoid of aIl true being. And only theoria leads to know-

ledge of divine physis because theorla ls identical wlth be­

ing. 2 Greek ontology, according te the Genevan Hellenlst 

René Schaerer, was thus "impregnée de sacré",' and by the 

lThévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison, II, p. 144 

2D.H. Freeman, A Comparative Study of the Relationship 

between Philosophy and Theology as Exemplified by Representa­

tives of Neo-Augustinlanism. Neo-Thomism, and Neo-Existentlal­

!!m, (Dissertation in Philosophy, Unlversity of Pennsylvania, 

1958), p. 81 

'R. Schaerer, "Pierre Thévenaz et Nous" (pp. 16'-184) in 

ReyU~ de Théologie et de Philosophie, (Tome VI, Lausanne, 1956) 

p. 1 9f 



66 

time of Plato the goal of philosophy was conceived in terms 

to 1 
of likeness el God. 

Thévenazls basic criticism of such a conception of phi-

losophy is that it spells the annihilation of man: "La part 

de llhomme siest tout simplement annulée par llassimilation 

c, e 'Y 2 
au divin {O,....Ol WD"'.5 E.t.jJ )0" Thévenaz develops this pOint 

somewhat in his article "LI Historicité de la Raison~3 Here 

he discusses the distinction made by the Greeks between men 

and animaIs. Unlike the animal, thanks to that divine spark 

within him, the reason, man had a divine destiny. To forget 

this destiny was to remain at the level of the animal; but 

to awaken to it was to rise above the animal to the clear 

light of the divine. Here man truly came to be, whereas in 

his previous state of unconscious animality he ~ not, strict-

ly speaking. True being therefore was proportionate to the 

degree of divinization. "LI Homme ~ désormais gr§ce à la 

raison, mais est-il homme?" asks Thévenaz. He answers with-

lHomoiosis to theo. lheatetus, 176b. Thévenaz makes fre­

quent reference to this passage, seeing it as a classic ex­

pression of the Greek outlook. See also The Republic VI,p484f, 

where Plato talks of the philosophical nature as characterized 

by a stretching forward in desire to the whole of reality, "both 

divine and human" (p. 485). Justin Martyr's study of Plato's 

philosophy convinced l.im that i ts aim was "to gaze upon God" 

(Dialogue with Trypho, Ch. II) 

2Thévenaz, LIHomme et sa Raison l, p. 190 

3Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison II, p. 159-176 
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l 
out hesitation: "Non, il est divin." In the Greek view 

therefore, according to Thévenaz, man was nothing but a 

"trait d'union entre l'animal et la raison, ou m€me le champ 

A 

de bataille où la raison divine s'efforce de triomph~de 

l'animalité, où l'éternité l'emporte sur Ilhlstoriclté.,,2 

Caught between contendlng forces, man as such becomes a "frail 

and fleeting shadow"j the priee he pays for dlvlnization is 

therefore the loss of hls humanity. 

René Schaerer however disagrees with Thévenaz's analy-

sis. He argues that in th~ight of the phrase following the 

homoiosls, viz. kata to dunaton, it Is clear that Plato "n~ 

songe nullement à s'ériger en absolu", but is think1ng rather 

of the possibilities open to man, of the "niveau supr€me de 

réalisatlon auquel 11 peut atteindre erfant qU'homme.,,3 Fur­

thermore, "en cherchant à se diviniser, le Grec s'efforçait 

molns de se faire Dieu que de rejoindre humalnement Dieu, qui 

demeure toujours au-delà.,,4 But how is it possible for man 

to maintain a distance from the divine as long as there is any 

lIbid, p. 161 

2Ibid 

3Schaerer, Op. Cit., p. 182 (My Italics) 

4Ibid (My Italics) 



68 

1 
question of "assimilation"? And even if th1s assimilation 

be only "partial" (as Schaerer maintains), then the human is 

still engulfed in part; besides, the aim is assimilation "as 

far as possible", which surely implies that total assimilation 

is the ultimate goal. Thus by admitting a "relative" diviniza-

tion, Schaerer leaves intact Thévenazls basic point, which is 

that the Greek reason was divine, and that by means of this 

reason man aspired to a divine destiny and in so doing for-

feited his humanity. 

ITo the Greeks to know something was to be assimilated 

to it. The basic principle of their epistemology was that 

"like knows like". Empedocles thus wrote: 

"For Itis by Earth we see Earth, 
by Water, Water, 
ay Ether, Ether divine, 
by Fire, destructi ve Fi.re, 
ay Love, Love, 
and Rate, by cruel Hate." 

(quoted by Aristotle in De Anima, l, 2, p. 404b). Rundreds 

of years later the same principle was echoed in the wr.ltings 

of the Neoplatonist, Plotinus: "To any vision must be brought 

an eye adapted to what is to be seen, and having some likeness 

to it. Never did eye see the sun unless it had first become 

sunlike, and never can the Soul have vision of the First Beau­

ty unless itself be beautiful." (Enneads, l, p. 6,9) In the 

light of such passages, it becomes clear why theoria cannot be 

understood to mean a detached, spectatorial view of things; on 

the contrary, theoria entails assimilation: "contempler" says 

Thévenaz, "c1est €tre." (Thévenaz, "Valeur de la Connaissance 

Philosophique", Leçon inaugurale donnée le 1er novembre, 1948 

à llUniversité de Lausanne, La Concorde, Lausanne, 1949, p. 

178) 



But not only does a divine reason entail the loss of 

humanitYi it also means the loss of the "historical". Thé-

venaz deals with this theme at some length in his article 

"Evénement et Historicité"l. The Greek reason" concerned 

to construct logical connections and necessary foundations" 

ls scanda11zed by the apparent contingency of the "event" 

2 
(événement). Unable to accept this" the philosopher seeks 

to ratlonalize the event; he forces "son apparente contingence 

dans un ordre nécessalre" dans une trame logique et intempor­

elle.,,3 By reacting thus, Greek philosophy eliminates any 

posslbillty of having a philosophy of history. For a Greek, 

says Thévenaz, "philosophie de l'hlstoire est une contradic-

d 
,,4 

t10n dans les termes, un carré ron •••• The historical ls 

the new, the unexpected, the disconcerting, the contingent, 

and only a philosophy which faces up to this can possibly 

hope to develop a philosophy of the historical. 

It is prec1sely such lack of openness to "events" that 

leads Thévenaz to r~fer to the divine reason of the Greeks 

as "autistic".5 The basic malaise of the autistic reason, 

lThévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison II, pp. 121-138 

2 1J2!9., p. 121 

3Ibid, p. 123 
4 Ibid, p. 102 

5Thévenaz defines autism, originally a psychological term, 

as an a11enation from oneself "parce que le soi s'est vraiment 

perdu en lUi-m§me, plongé dans une subjectivité sans référence 

objective externe." (La Condition de la Raison Philosophique, 

p. 51) 
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says Thévenaz, is its total 1ack of "conscience de sOi"l In 

the final ana1ysis this 1ack is due to the fact that there is 

no genuine "other" (autrui) and it is on1y in the presence of 

"another" that "conscience de soi" becomes possible. The 

history of philosophical discussion, says A. de Mura1t in 

his ana1ysis of Thévenaz, might seem to bear the marks of 

rea1 dialogue, but in fact what takes place is nothing but a 

monologue: in reason's monologue "'n'intervient aucun inter-

locuteur, aucun autrui " aucune autre raison capable de la 

mettre en question.,,2 Thus, even when faced with very serious 

objections, reason emerges unscathed, its autarchy (autarch~s) 

undisturbed, because, as both Kant and Marx sa1d, "la raison 

ne se pose jamais que des problèmes qU'elle peut résoudre.,,3 

But what about the se1f-critic1sm to which phi10sophy 

has subjected itse1f, not only s1nce Kant, but even since 

Socrates? ls there not ample evidence here that reason's 

condition is anyth1ng but one of autism? This does not nec-

lIn genera1, l shall leave this phrase untrans1ated, for 

neither "self-consciousness" nor even "self-awareness" trans­

late it adequately. "Conscience de s01" imp1ies not only 

"awareness" but a1so an "explicit consc10usness of"; that is 

why the English terms will not do. 

2 A. de MuraIt, Op. Cit. p. 39 

3Thévenaz, La Condition de la Raison Philosophique, p. 32 
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essarily follow, Thévenaz replies, for a critique of reason 

does not necessarily imply the overcoming of autisme As 

long as "critique" is understood in the sense of "judgment", 

the autistic attitude remains intact: the critical, the 

l 
Judging reason remains above all criais. It surveys aIl 

from its observatory, thus becoming what Thévenaz terms "une 

raison point de vue.,,2 Another tenn that Thévenaz uses for 

this reason that sees but is not seen is "la raison instru­

ment".3 This corresponds more or less to what Tillich calls 

the "technical reason".4 Such a reason, saya. Tillich, "how-

ever refined in logical and methodological respects, dehuman­

izes man if' it is separated from ontological reason."5 Thé-

venaz likewise contrasts it with ontological reason. Thus, 

in the case of Parmenides, for example, "Le penser n'est pas 

lSee L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. l68ff, where Thévenaz 

discusses the Greek origin of the word "critique", i.e., 

krisis, showing how not only "judgment", "decision", but also 

"crisis" are implied in the Greek word and its derivative 

"critique li • 

2Thévenaz, La Condition de la Raison Philosophique, p.94ff 

One can grasp the meaning of this description if one imagines 

a man looking out of a darkened room onto a lighted street; 

he can observe passersby without being sean himself. 

3Ibid, p. 91f. See also L'Homme et sa Raison, II, p. l43f 

4TilliCh, Op. Cit., p. 72f 

5Ibid, p. 73 
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en marge de ll@tre comme un point de vue sur lui pour le 

contempler du dehors, ni comme un instrument pour llappréhender 

ou 11 embrasser; nl on the contrary, "Le penser (YO 6,,) et ce 

en vue de quoi il y a pensée (YO~tL~ ) sont identiques, car 

sans ll@'tre ••• on ne trouvera pas le penser.,,2 Since Parmen-

ides howeve~ with philosophyls progressive "forgetting of 

Being" (Heidegger), and especially since the breakdown of 

German classical idealism in the wake of English empiricism, 

the instrumental or technical concept of reason has come to 

predominate, and one outcome of this development has been the 

elevation of epistemology above ontology.3 Thévenaz however 

reJects such a Position,4 and argues that the task of philo-

sophy today is the reintegration of knowledge (or reason) 

into being and into man. 5 The phrase "into man" shows that 

1 Valeur, Op. Cit., p. 175 

2Ibid, p. 176. (Quoted from Parmenides) 

3This was especially true of the early neo-Kantians who, 

in spite of their critique of positivism, accepted its central 

thesis, i.e., that physicomathematical science provides the 

paradigm of all valid forms of knowledge.(New Catholic EnCY­

clopedia, "Neo-Kantian~ "m") 

4valeur, Op. Cit., p. 173. Tillich agrees here with 

Thévenaz (Tillich, Op. Cit., p. 71), and likewise Jean Wahl. 

("Existence Humaine et Transcendance" in LIHomme: MétaphY­

sique et Transcendance, p. l56n 1 ) 

5valeur, Op. Cit., p. 184 
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Thévenaz is not an ontologist the way Tillich is for example, 

for while he emphasizes the need to conceive of knowledge as 

being, he also emphasizes that we must recognize its con-

tingency, i.e., its humanity. The Greek ontological reason 

is therefore not the answer, for such a reason, he says, ne­

ver finds itself "en condition",l i.e., "à hauteur d'homme". 

Such a reason consequently is as autistic and as lacking in 

"conscience de soi" as the "raison point de vue" or "raison 

instrument". Thévenaz distinguishes other terms, such as "la 

raison assimilatrice,,2 or "natural reason",3 to designate the 

various guises assumed by the' autistic reason, but aIl these 

forms of autism, he says, are simply so Many expressions, 
4 

evident or camouflaged, of the divine or contemplative reason. 

Thus not only the deified reason of Hegel, but also the tech-

nical reason of positivism, can rightly be termed "divine". 

It May be argued however that, while the epithet "divine" 

may be applicable to the reason of Plato, of Aristotle, of 

Marcus Aurelius, surely its usage today is somewhat archaicl 

Not so, says Thévenaz, for "dans la mesure où la raison est 

lThévenaz, La Condition de la Raison Philosophique, p. 144 

2Ibid, p. 98 

3Thévenaz, "Situation de la raison: essai de philosophie 

protestante", in Hommage et Reconnaissance. p. 120 

4Thévenaz, La Condition de la Raison Philosophique, p. 100 
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censée @tre comme un oeil qui ne se voit pas lUi-m@me, comme 

un point de vue d'arbitre, l'attitude de l'homme *1s-à-vis 

de sa raison est exactement la m@me que pour Platon ou Marc­

Aurè1e".1 In other words the problem of divine reason is a 

contemporary issue and not merely some archaeologica1 datum 

from the history of phi10sophy. A critique therefo~e is need­

ed, not on1y of ancient, but of modern phi10sophy, and this 

critique shou1d aim above a1l at the dedivinization, the 

conversion, of reason. But before examining the meaning of 

this "conversion", it milht be useful to summarize the argu­

ment so far. 

The basic contention of Thévenaz's critique of philosophy 

is that Greek reason is divine, and being divine, it is autis­

tic and c10sed to experience. Furthermore, this divinized 

reason has survived down through the centuries and will per­

sist as long as it remains untouched by the shock of confron­

tation with a genuine "other". Alone, however, it can never 

achieve liberation - "on ne se réveille Jamais tout seul d'un 

sommeil dogmatique,,2 - besides, "la raison n'aurait aucune 

raison de sort~r de son autisme p.':ir elle-m@me. ,,3 What is need-

1Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison, II. p. 144 

2Ibid , p. 171 

3Thévenaz, La Condition de la Raison Philosophique, p. 53 
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ful therefore is not "autocritique", which only reinforces 

autism's stranglehold, but "crise de SOi".l And this can 

only come about in the brutal encounter with the reality of 

contingency, the reality of an irreducible history, the shock 

of an "event". 2 

We have analyzed the concept of "expérience-choc" and 

we have described the autistic reason, the reason which has 

not felt "la morsure du réel". We must now examine the way 

in which the Christian experience brings about the conversion 

of reason and thUl' the transformation of philosophy. 

B. CONVERSION 

1. From Autism to Conscience de Soi 

As we remarked above (lIA), the fundamental weakness 

of the divine, autistic reason is its lack of "oonscience de 

soi". And the reason for its lack, as we have seen, is that 

there is no "other" in ita 'world. The 'Expérience-choc" how-

ever changes all this. For the first time, says Thévenaz, 

"la raison rencontre ••• un autrui, quelqu'un qui lui parle 

vraiment un autre langage. Le Logos qui l'accuse n'est pas 

le m@me que son propre logos à elle. C'est vraiment un autrui, 

son premier autrui.,,3 In this encounter reason's fundamental 

IThévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison, I. p. 172ff 

2 II, p. 171 Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison, 

3Thévenaz, La Congition ge la Raison Philoso~higue, pp.90,91 
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autism comes to lightj but this coming to light means the 

dawning of "conscience de soi", and since this is the very 

antithesis of autism, the latter disintegrates, 11ke the 

morning mists before the rising sun. 

In this new situation, naiveté is no longer possible; 

what reason is, what man is, no lalger "goes without saying". 

The question "what is man?" now arises with new intensity, 

something that always happens, says Thévenaz, "quand la vie nous 

bouscule ou nous brise, lorsque nous sommes arrachés à notre 

assiette stable par le choc des expériences individuelles, ou 

l des événements extérieurs." 

Philosophically this self-awareness, this question about 

oneself, expresses itself in the turning towards metaphysics, 

not a metaphysics of exteriority, but of interiority, of in-

wardnessj conversion takes place, says Thévenaz, ab exterior-

2 ibus ad interiora. Such an orientation is particularly oha-

racteristic of the French tradition of refIexive analYSis~ a 

l 
Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison, II, p. 146 

2Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison, l, p. 219 

}See Thévenaz1s article, "Réflexion €t Conscience de Soi", 
in L'Homme et sa Raison, l, pp. lO}-121, where he critici~es 
Husserlian intentionality, arguing that reflection is ontologi­
cally prior (p. 119); he thereby shows himself to be closer to 
reflexive analysis than phenomenology, as James Edie states in 
his introduction to Thévenaz1s What is PhenomenOlOSr? (ed., 
James Edie, Quadrangle Books, Chicago, 1962, p. l}f 
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philosophical tradition having its modern roots primarily in 

l 
Maine de Biran's "metaphysics of consciousness" (Wahl) , and 

continuing through such philosophers as Félix Rava1sson (181'-

1900), Henri BergSon (1859-1941), and Louis Lavel1e (188'-1951). 

The main signif1cance of such metaphys1cs, Thévenaz remarks, is 

that it const1tutes an effort on the part of reason to over-

come unconsciousness and self-ignorance and to establish a 

2 
relation to itse1f. Such a movement does not mean a f1ight 

towards subJectivism, a pre-occupat10n with oneself at the 

expense of the objective. On the contrary, says Thévenaz, 

only reason's relation to ltself, 1ts awareness of being at 

a distance from ltself, can "constltute" and "establlsh" it 

as reason, and thls means the possibllity of an obJectiv1ty 

less preoccupied with itself, a reconquest of the world of 

3 
the objecte In other words (and thls is inslsted upon by 

the French "spiritualistes" such as Biran) "conscience de soi" 

IBergson said of BirQn (whose dates are1776-l824): "On 

peut se demander si la voie que ce philosophe a ouverte n'est 

pas celle où la métaphysique devra marcher définitivement." 

(Quoted in Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison, l, p. 220) 

2Ibid, p. 2'5. J. Wahl comments in his Tablèau de la 

"Philosophie Française, (Gallimard, 1962) that the idea of 

relation"is one of the most fecund that one can find in French 

philosophy (p. 144). Relation too 'lias important for Kierke­

gaard who, 'Ile recall, defined the self as na relation which 

relates itself to its own self." (Kierkegaard, Fear and Tremb­

ling) 
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l 
is the prerequisite of a true, objective understanding -

which brings to mind Kierkegaard's affirmation that self-

understanding is an "absolu te condition of all other kinds of 

Ulderstanding.,,2 Furthermore, the reflection here in question 

must not be confused with introspection. Q. tauer, in a 

footnote to Husserl's essay "Philosophy as Rigorous Science", 

remarks that while "introspection" simply "observes" interior 

3 
states, "reflection tl grasps them vitally. This is what Des-

cartes intended when he talked of tll'acte d'attention intellec-

tuelle tl ; likewise Biran (tll'effort musculaire tl ) and Bergson 

rl'intuitio~). The purpose therefore of reflexlve analysis 

is "de faire s~rgir, synthéthiguement et immédiatement, la 

4 
conscience explicite de soi 9.2.n! l'acte réflexif lui-m~me." 

Reflection, consequently, is more a question of tlcreationtl 

than of "contemplation", of tlwilling" th an "seeing". It is 

clear then that when we talk of reflectlon in this metaphysical 

sense, we mean a reflection that tlengagestl the subject, a reflec-

tion in which he undergoes change or conversion. Metaphysics, 

lIbid, p. 120f 

2Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript, p. 276 

3 Lauer, Op. Cit., p,. 93 n 29 

4Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 112f 
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T.b~venaz theretore writes, "1apllea conversion"; in tact, he 

aâds, "il s'ag1~ moins d'une .'ta-physique que d'une m~tan01a, 

d'une convers10n sp1rituelle."1 As we remarked earlier however, 

such retlect10n arises where there 1s "conscience de s01", 

relat10n to selt, and this is only possible where there has 

been controntat10n w1th "another" in the shock ot experience. 

Ult1mately therefore 1t 1s thanks to the Mothern that con-

version occurs. But 1t the reason 1s thus dependent on "an-

other", can 1t retain 1ts autono~ Is the autono.y ot phil-

osophy st111 poss1ble 1n such a cantext? 

Ve might t1nd an answer to tb1s question it we cons1der 

for a moment the encounter between Socrates and Alcibiades 

as descr1bed in The S1!posiU!. In h1s d1scussion ot th1s 

question, T.h~venaz states that the Socrat1c encounter "a ét~ 

/.lI!. 

.. heurt décis1t, elle a produ1t un etfet de choc, elle a 

susc1té un ~branlement 1ntér1eur protond."2 But what prec1se-

11 has Alc1biades come Up aga1nst? What could have caused such 

an upheaval? Bas he been crushed as 1t were by the sheer 

we1ght ot Socrates' personal1tyt Ko, says Thévenaz, tor 

there 1s someth1ng strange and selt-ettac1ng about Socratesj 

"Sa f1gure s'estompe dans une aura de mystère."' 

IThévenaz, ~étaph1s1que et Dest1née Huma1ne", 1n L'Bo ... : 

M~taphlsigue et transcendance, p. ,8 

2Thévenaz, "Socrate et Alc1b1ade - ou la rencontre pb11i~ 

soph1que" (pp. le-24) in Rencontre (Lausanne, May, June, 1950) 

p. 19. See!h' §fIposium, ,. 215d, 2l8a. 

'n19., p. 20 
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The encounter with Socrates is therefore, in a sense, an 

encounter with "nothing" (néant); it is an encounter that 

one can sum up in the words: "He had escaped me\"l Alci-

biade~reaction to his meeting with Socrates is a feeling of 

being "possessed", reduced to a "slavish state", "ashamed". 2 

As regards his feeling of shame, Alcibiades imagines that it 

has been caused by his confession to Socrates that he ought 

to change his style of life, whereas in fact his confession 

has been more to himself than to Socrates; it has merely 

taken place before Socrates, that is, in his encounter with 

him. Alcibiades has therefore come face to face with himself 

and now, even if he does escape Socrates' presence, he cannot 

escape himself. Something new has arisen, says Thévenaz, 

"l'Alcibiade de la honte et de la conscience de soi ••• La 

morsure est inguérissable; la rencontre, ineffaçable.,,3 It is 

at this pmnt, says Thévenaz, that true philosophical reflec-

tion gets underway. 

We can see from this analysis that the shock leading to 
." 

the experience of "conscience de soi" was not of such a nature 

1 The Symposium, p. 2lge 

2Ibid , pp. 2l5d, 2l5e, 216 

3Thévenaz, "Socrate et Alcibiade - ou la rencontre philo­

sophique" (Rencontre) p. 24 
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as to take away Alclbiades' autonomy. The bite of the 

"Socratic viper" was merely the "occasion" for h1s awaken-

1ng, the 1mpetus for philoeophical reflection. 

It is Thévenaz's contention that the Christian experience 

acts likewise as an "occasion", thereby allowing the resulting 

reflection to be truly autonomous, i.e., philosophical. The 

dist1nctive aspect of the ''Bxpérience-choc'' though, that which 

makes aIl other "experience-shocks" merely relative, is that 

it calle in question the reason itself, accusing it of "folie". 

The disconcerting thing about such an accusation is that it ls 

so unexpected, so unlike any other. If it formally conteeted 

reason's pretentions, or its methods, or its errors, or its 

exaggerated self-confidence, if it invited reason to make 

various adjustments in its outlook, reason would somehow be 

able to cope; It might even implement the suggested changes, 

l 

prov1ded they WEre reasonable. But thist The reason cannot 

he1p but feel a void opening before itj the possibility of 

madness (folie, déra1son) rises up, demanding consiËration, 

demanding to be taken seriously. As A. de Mura1t points out, 

it is because the Christian experience is faith 1n a real 

lThévenaz, La Condition de la Raison Philosophique, p. 30 
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event, the Cross of Cal vary, that "elle ne laisse plus A 

l'homme la liberté de l'indifférence ou de la méconnaissance. 

De quelque manière que ce soit, il faut prendre parti, et ne 

pas prendre parti, est encore en l'occurrence prendre un 

1 
parti." If man, if reason, must therefore take some pos-

ition vis-A-vis this event, with its challenge to reason's 

sanity, what will this position be? What shou1d it be? 

The authentic response, according to Thévenaz, is to 

open onese1f to th1s experience,even though it will mean 

henceforth an ineradicable "thorn in the f1esh". Such a 

course, as far as Thévenaz is concerned, will give ri se to 

a new phi1osophy, not a divine phi1osophy, a phi1osophy of 

the Abso1ute, but a phi1osophy before God. Before such a 

course is taken however, the reason experiences two major 

temptations. On the one hand it fee1s tempted to rise up in 

2 
revo1t. This verdict of "folie" is obvious1y unjust\ But if 

it is urged, then sure1y the onus probandi rests with the 

accuser, not the one "unjust1y and bruta11y" compe11ed to 

defend himse1ft Besjdes, who is the accuser? God? But who 

can prove that 1t is rea11y God? Is it 1ike1y or reasonab1e 

1 de Mura1t, Op. Cit., p. 41 

2Thévenaz, La Condition de la Raison Philosophique, p. ,4ff 

See a1so p. 140. 
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to suppose that ~ would thus address the reason? Anyway, to 

accept such a verd1ct, to res1gn oneself to "non-sens", would 

surely amount to a betrayal of reason and all 1t stands fort 

The accusat10n of "fo11e" 1s therefore qu1te untenable; there 

1s no doubt whatever that reason's course 1s stra1ght and suret 

In thus revolting, the reason ls s1mply attest1ng to 1ts "un-

cond1t10nal devot10n to the truth". Re~ssured, the reason 

rega1ns its equilibI'ium; "rat10nal absolutism" again takes 

command. 

But does 1t really? Can a reason that would be true to 

1tself, so offhandedly d1smiss experlence? Is 1t not reason's 

MOst profound vocation "de rendre compte ou, à tout le m01ns, 

de ten1r compte de l'expérience, s1 choquante qU'elle pulsse 

l @tre?" As such reason1ng proceeds, the second temptatlon, to 

"abdicate", to surrender to the absurd, becanes more and more 

2 
appea11ng. What use 1s there 1n aIl this 1mmense effort of 

rational1ty, th1s passionate, obst1nate, consc1entlous search 

for truth, if f1nally the Way, the Truth and the Life, ar1ses 

for man in some totally d1fferent manner\ One must be insane 

not to subm1t to the evidence\ Sacr1flcium 1ntellectus then 

1t shall be\ Thévenaz grants the radical1sm of such a solu-

IIbid, p. 36 

2Ibid, pp. 37f, 141 
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tion, but calls it the "empty and vain radicalisa of suicide": 

abdication, he adds, has never been a philosophical solution. 

!h~venaz therefore says Dol to any facile extremis., 

whether it be revolt or abdication. Bis solution is to 

accept experience,even if it be the shattering worde ot 

w 
St. Paul; ·I Will destroy the wisdom ot the wise ••• • Thus, 

as A. de Kuralt puts it, ·Pierre Thévenaz les reçoit en plein 

coeur et elles inaugurent sa dé.arche Philosophique.·l 

2. The Autonomx ot Reason 

We must now ask how it is that these words ot Paul are able 

to inaugurate a pbilosophy. As Alcibiades was shocked into ·con-

science de soi": by bis encounter with Socrates, so the reason 

now is shaken out ot its unconsciousness and naiveté by the 

·derangiDg and shocking· message ot the Cross, and out ot this, 

80 Tbévenaz says, there develops a philosophy. But how can 

this be? The answer is quite simple. The reason accepts this 

"mise en question", this possibility of "non-sens·, as !!! 

2 
problem. What appeared betore as a heteronomous imposition, 

inviting either revolt or abdication, now is transtormed by 

reason's changed intentionality, and the ·Expérience-choc· 

lde Muralt, Op. Cit., p. 41 

2"La raison n'a pas supprimé 18 problème qui lui était 

brutalement posé de l'ext~rieur: elle en a tait !2B problème, 

le problème philosophique radical.· (Thévenaz, La Condition 

de la Raison Philosophiaue, p. 41) 
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becomes 1nstead an 1ncent1ve to ph1losoph1cal reflect10n, an 

occas10n for reason to str1ve towards a deeper self-under-

1 
stand1ng; it t1tcomes "a call to respons1ble init1at1ve". 

The ~ however, the assumpt10n of respons1bility, demands an 

earnest, determined effort ("ascèse", Thévenaz calls 1t); only 

aga1nst great odds can th1s goal be ach1eved. But, as Thévenaz 

often rem1nds us, d1ff1cult1es, obstacles, even ant1nom1es, are 

the cond1t10n of ph1losophical progressj that 1s why he can 
4-

talk of the Chr1st1an exper1ence as l1berat1ng, even exh1ltra-

t1ng. 2 It 1s w1th such an att1tude that the reason accepts 

the poss1b1l1ty of "folie" as 1ts own problem. 

Now the ab1l1ty thus to assume 1ts respons1b1l1t1es 1n 

the face of dec1s1ve, shak1ng experiences, 1s the true mean1ng, 

3 
says Thévenaz, of the autonomy of reason. "Autonomy" how-

ever 1s a term wh1ch 1s generally m1sunderstood and there 1s 

4 
need he says, for it to be redef1ned. The greatest source 

of error 1s 1ts confus10n w1th "autarchy"~ 
R _ 

But autareiles, 

1 Thévenaz, "S1tuation de la Ra1son: essa1 de ph1losoph1e 

protestante" (Hommage et Reconna1ssance,) p. 120 

2"Cette poss1b1l1té de non-sens!' he says, " ••• est vra1-

ment une l1bérat10nr (Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Ra1son, II, p. 113) 

the reason therefore emerges from the exper1ence, "pas mort1f1ée 

ma1s excitée, appelée à exercer d'autant plus v1vement sa ré­

flex10n." (~, P .• 174. See also La Cond1t10n de la Ra1son 

Ph1losoph1que, p. 46) 

3Thévenaz, "S1tuat10n de la Ra1son: essa1 de philosoph1e 

protestante", p. 120 

4Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Ra1son II, p. 173 

5Thévenaz, La Cond1t10n de la Ra1son Ph1losoph1que, p. 55 
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Thévenaz explains, the ambition of the wise men of old, is 

the will to be self-sufficient (in the pejorative sense of 

the term)j its attitude towards experience is one of master-

fuI domination. "Autonomy" on the other hand, while refusing 

Interference from external authorities, is nevertheless open 

l 
to experience and contestation. The autarchic attitude is 

therefore an "inauthentic autonomy" which necessarily lapses 

2 
into autism and "l'inconscience de soi". A veritable auto-

nomy however avoids this because it is essentially openj it 

is characterized, not by an attitude of "criticism", but by 

a situation of "crisis".' 

When thus distinguished"from autarchy, it becomes clear 

why for Thévenaz autonomy is not a question of pure initiative 

(or, pure proJect) the way it is for Sartre, for example. It 

is an initiative in some sense however, because this after aIl 

is what the word autonomy implies; the very fact that Tbévenaz 

uses it at aIl is evidence that he does not dismiss entire1y 

the idea of initiative. In fact he states quite unequivoca1ly: 

"La raison reste en l'homme une puissance d'initiative et 

d'autonomie.,,4 Such initiative must however be defined in terms 

IIbid, p. 155 

2Ibid , p. 156 

3Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 184. "La véritable 

autonomie de la raison se détache sur un fond de crise." 

4Thévenaz, La Condition de la Raison Philosophique, p. 160 
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of responsibility and vocation; 'Ihévenaz thus talks of "une 

initiative en condition".l W1shing to put special emphasis 

on the Christian intellectual's responsibility before God, a 

few years before wri ting La Condition de la Raison Philosophique .. 

Thévenaz had gone so far as to say: "Chez le chrétien, la res-

2 
ponsabilité n'est pas une initiative." His responsibility, 

Thévenaz went on to say, is response, obedience: "Elle est 

toujours seconde en ce sens que, toujours, Dieu a parlé avant 

nous, a déjà lancé son appel, en ce sens que tout a déjà été 

accompli sur la Croix"~ Thus whereas the non-Christian's atti-

tude of responsibility gravitates around autonomy, the Chris­

ian's attitude gravitates around obedience. 4 It is clear how-

ever that Thévenaz is not wishing to dispense with the notion 

of autonomy; he would only dispense with it where it is con-

ceived as an absolute initiative. This is evident, not only 

in the light of his comments in La Condition de la Raison 

Philosophique, but also in view of some remarks made later in 

the same article on Christian responsibility: he states that 

the proper meaning of the autonomy of reason is th1s "remark-

IIbid 

2Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison II, p. 256 

3IQ!.<1 

4Ibid , p. 257 
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able", if not"mysterious", fact that phi10sophy a10ne bears 

the responsibi1ity of determining its own value and the con­

fidence it should have in its own procedures. l C1ear1y he is 

not repudiating the autonomy of phi10sophy. Nevertheless, as 

he will insist in his 1ast work before his death, the initia-

tive tha.t is implied in autonomy "serait réponse et ne pourrait 

~tre 1ue responsabilité.,,2 

When autonomy is defined in such a manner, we can see why 

it is impossible to conceive of reason's relation to experience 

as reason somehow managing to hang on to its autonomy in spite 

2! the rude shocks that experience brings; the picture is rather 

reason discovering and exercising its autonomy thanks to ex-

perience. Thus, speaking of experience in general, Thévenaz 

remarks that it 1a always in re~ponse to its shocks that the 

autonomy of the intellect manifests itse1f.' However, in com-

parison with the "expérience-choc", the preaching of the Cross, 

aIl these shocks are merely relative; Thévenaz's very 1ast 

recorded words make this clear: "c'est l'expérience chrétienne 

qui rend possible enfin l'autonomie de la philosophie. ,,4 This 

means that, not merely does philosophy retain its identity 

lIbid, p. 264 

2Thévenaz, La Condition de la Raison Philosophique, p.160 

'Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 264 

4Thévenaz, La Condition de la Raison Philosophique, p. 171 

See also, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 285 
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under the impact of Paulls gospel, but it becomes more itselfj 

that is to say, it gains a greater awareness of its specificity. 

Thus, far from el1minating philosophy, as Barth imagines Christ-

1 
ianity to do, Christianity invests it with new life. But the 

Christianity that does this is the Christiani ty of Protestant':'" 

ism, or more specifically, the Christianity of Barth. Thus not 

only does Thévenaz contradict Gilson, who argues that Christian 

2 
philosophy is possible only in Catholicism, but he contradicts 

Barth himself, even though, paradoxically, it is his theology 

that Thévenaz regards as the inspiration, the "chiquenaude", 

of his philosophy. Whether or not Thévenaz has been faithful 

to Barth will become clearer as we proceed (and it is the con­

tention of this thesis that he has not betrayed Barth); for the 

moment though, the point we wish to make is that only within 

lIn his article"Philosophie et Théologie", Barth remarks 

that the philosophical enterprise has been definitively annulled 

in Jesus Christ. This is so, he insists,because whereas philo­

sophyls orientation is fr~ below to above (de bas en haut), "la 

voie de Jésus-Christ est ~ la moindre équivoque une voie qui 

descend pour remonter ensuite ••• "(p. 31) Barth therefore would 

like to have se en the end of philosophy. J.L. Leuba confirms 

this when he mentions (in a letter to me) that Barth had once 

said to Thévenaz: "Lion devrait une bonne fois célébrer les 

obsèques solennelles de la philosophie en tant que discipline." 

2 Gilson, Christianisme et Philosophie, p. 41. See also 

pp. 26, 35, 37, 62, 71n, 73 
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Protestantism is it possible for a genuinely autonomous philo-

1 
sophy to arise. 

Now of crucial importance in Thévenaz's conception of the 

autonomy of philosophy is that fact that man is not related 

2 
directly to God. Thévenaz might sometimes use such phrases 

as "God accuses the reason of foolishness (folie)"~ but such 

statements should not be taken literally, because in general 

he is quite explicit about the lndlrectness of the relation-

4 
shlp. However, if faith in God implied continuity with the 

divine, the way it does in mystical theology, then thls would 

Mean that man's relationship to God would no longer be indirect; 

reason's relation to faith would then constitute a direct 1ink 

with God. But this is the insidious temptation of faith: faith 

would entice the reason to see it as a form of superior know-

1edge, a knowledge "face to face".5 A. de MuraIt calls this, 

1Gabriel Widmer, theologian at the University of Lausanne, 

declares that Thévenaz's understanding of autonomy is superior 

to that of Heidegger, Sartre or Jaspers; indeed, he adds, the 

philosophy of Thévenaz is "the on1y phi10sophy that is authen­

tica1lyautonomous." "Un Essai de Philosophie Protestante", 

(PP. 93-106) in Revue de Théologie et de Philosophie, (Lausanne,) 

II, 1962, p. 101. 

2As we sa; in Chapter One, this is of major importance in 

Barth's thought. 

3Thévenaz, La Condition de la Raison Philosophique, p. 45 

4speaking of the philosophical reason, Thévenaz remarks 

that "sa condition propre, face à Dieu, est précisément de 

n'@tre qu'un rapport indirect." (1J2!9., p. 169; see a1so p. 145f) 

5Ibid , p. 164 
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Protestant1sm 1s 1t poss1ble for a genu1nely autonomous ph1lo-

1 
sophy to ar1se. 

Nowof cruc1al importance in Thévenaz's conception of the 

autonomy of ph1losophy 1s that fact that man 1s not related 

2 
d1rectly to God. Thévenaz m1ght somet1mes use such phrases 

as "God accuses the reason of foollshness (rOlle)"~ but such 

statements should not be taken literally, because ln general 

he 1s quite expllclt about the 1nd1rectness of the relatlon-

4 
shlp. However, if fa1th ln God 1mplled contlnu1ty w1th the 

d1v1ne, the way lt does 1n myst1cal theology, then thls would 

Mean that man's relatlonsh1p to God would no longer be lnd1rect; 

reason's relatlon to fa1th would then const1tute a d1rect 11nk 

with God. But this ls the ins1d10us temptat10n of fa1th: fa1th 

would ent1ce the reason to see it as a form of superlor know­

ledge, a knowledge "race to face".5 A. de MuraIt calls th1s, 

IGabr1el Wldmer, theolog1an at the Un1vers1ty of Lausanne, 

declares that Thévenaz's understanding of autonomy 1s super10r 

to that of Heldegger, Sartre or Jaspers; 1ndeed, he adds, the 

philosophy of Thévenaz is "the only ph110sophy that ls authen­

t1callyautonomous." "Un Essai de Ph1losoph1e Protestante", 

(PP. 93-106) ln Revue de Théolog1e et de Ph110soph1e, (Lausanne,) 

II, 1962, p. 101. 

2As we sa; 1n Chapter One, this ls of major 1mportance 1n 

Barth's thought. 

3Thévenaz, La Condit10n de la Raison Ph110soph1que, p. 45 

4speak1ng of the philosoph1cal reason, Thévenaz remarks 

that "sa condit10n propre, face à Dleu, est préc1sément de 

n'~tre qu'un rapport indirect." (Ib1d, p. 169; Bee also p. 1451') 

5Ib1d , p. 164 
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"l'idéal séduisant d'une 'vision en Dieu' ".1 Once succumb to 

this temptation (wh1ch is rea11y another form of the divine 

pretention of reason) and reason's on1y course wou1d be to 

capitu1ate to faith; its autonomy wou1d come to an end and 

"foi philoSophique" or "foi de la raison" wou1d prevai1, 1eav­

ing phi10sophy to die a natura1 death, (tlde sa belle morttl)~ 

The surviva1 of an autonomous phi10sophy therefore depends 

on manSbeing re1ated to God indirect1y. But this indirectness 

can be maintained on1y as long as faith is seen in a11 its 

humanity, its historicity; as G. Ebe1ing says: Faith is 

"quite definite1y" exposed to "the vu1nerabi1ity and ambiguity 

of the historica1.,,3 In a word, it is the humanity of faith 

that ensures that our re1ationship to God is not direct, which 

in turn ensures that reason remains autonomous. That is why, 

in the re1ationship between faith and reason, reason can enJoy 

1 de Mura1t, Op. Cit., p. 55 

2Thévenaz, La Condition de la Raison Philosophique, p. 168f 

The phrase "foi de l'intelligence" that Thévenaz uses in another 

place (L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 263), needs to be distinguished 

from "foi de la raison". Whereas the latter expression refers to 

a situation where faith has supp1anted reason, where, so to speak, 

the reason be1ieves instead nf understanding; the former refers 

to the inte11ectua1 demonstrating his faith by his will "de ré­

pondre à Dieu par une résistance intelligente aux tentations de 

la foi". See a1so L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 302ff where Thé­

venaz crit1cizes the concept of phi10sophica1 faith, seeing it 

as the common enemy of both phi1osophy and Christian1ty. 

30 • Ebe1ing, Word and Faith, transe J.W. Leitch, (S.C.M., 

1963) p. 56 
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the "illumination" (éclairage) of faith without being drawn 

l 
lnto its "orbit" (orbite). Faith, properly understood, is no 

threat to the autonomous reasonj philosophy therefore can pro-

ceed even under the shattering impact of the Christian experi-

ence. 

We have seen thus far that the reason accepts the bibli-

cal charge of "folie" as its problem, and that it can do so 

because it is autonomous, or rather, because it discovers its 

true autonomy in belng confronted with the Word of God. Further, 

we have seen that its autonomy can be maintalned only provided 

that falth ls not conceived as "a klnd of reason projected into 

2 
the suprarational", for then its relation to faith would be 

one of subordination, which would Mean the eclipse of autonomy. 

It is Just as important therefore to conceive of the "humanity" 

of faith as it is to concelve of the autonomy of reason: both 

make possible the development of a Christian PhilOSOPhY~ Our 

enquiry must however go a stage further. Havlng seen that 

l Thévenaz, La Condition de la Raison Philosophique, p. 149 

2 Ebeling, Op. Cit., p. 116 

3Thévenaz however insists that "Protestant philosophy" is 

preferable to "Christian philosophy". It would be artlficial, 

he says, to speak of a Christian philosophy in general. One 

must begln first with a Catholic or Protestant philosophy and 

only then go on to consider whether or not one can talk mean­

ingfully of a Christlan philosophy in general. (Thévenaz, 

L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 248) 
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philosophy 1s possible with1n the context of a Protestant con-

cept10n of fa1th, we must now ask how exactly th1s is ach1eved. 

Our question 1s one concern1ng method. 

3. Phenomenolog1cal Reduction and the Radical1zat1on 
of Ph110sophy 

It is at th1s point that Thévenaz shows his 1ndebtedness to 

phenomenology, for the method he uses to 1naugurate h1s philo-

- l sophy is the phenomenolog1cal epoche or reduct1on. Now the way 

that Thévenaz uses this method 1s that he puts in brackets the 

transcendent source of the "Expérience-choc"; that 1s to say, 

lIn Husserl's philosophy the epochë means the del1berate 
elim1nat1on or bracket1ng of the contingent and factual so that 
"the phenomenal res1due" m1ght be "rendered more and more empha­
tically present to consciousness". (Lauer, Op. C1t., p. 27). 
The epochë, or "putt1ng in parenthes1s", is therefore the nega­
tive procedure wh1ch paves the way for the positive procedure 
of reduct1on. The reason for aIl th1s 1s to atta1n a knowledge 
that is "scientific" or "apodictic". Such knowledge, wh1ch 
Husserl also calls "absolute", is not possible with regard to 
what exists, for what exists is contingent. But as far as 
Husserl is concerned only that which is necessary (i.e., it 
cannot not-bel can const1tute an object of philosophical thought; 
that is why in the epochë everything relating to the existential 
is stripped away, leaving only the essential. The aim of pheno­
menology therefore, as Thévenaz says, is to lay aside aIl question 
of objective reality or real content in order to focus attention 
"sur la réalité dans la conscience, sur les objets en tant qu'in­
tentionnés par et dans la conscience, bref sur ce que Husserl 
appelle les essences idéales." (Thévenaz, De Husserl à Merleau­
Pont y, "La Baconnière, Neuch§tel, 1966, p. 41) Phenomenology 
therefore is "a doctrine of essences in the framework of pure 
intuition," (Husserl, quoted in Lauer, Op. Cit., p. 93n28) and 
it is the function of the method of reduction to bring these 
essences to light. 
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l 
he puts God in brackets. This means that the reason refuses 

to accept the chargl3 of "folie" and instead accepts the possi-

bility, or rather the "impossibility of the impossibility"; 

this is another way of saying that the reason accepts the accu-

sation of "folie" as lli problem. Putting God in parenthesis 

i8 therefore equivalent to putting in parenthesis meaning (sens) 

itself, i.e., the meaning of the world, the meaning of reason. 
2 

Such an epochë, says Thévenaz, is the Most radical possible. 

Such radicalism results from the fact that ~eason now is left 

without essence; it is neither divine nor diabolical;3 it must 

therefore create its own essence. 4 When the phenomenological 

epoche strikes this deep, that it brackets the very meaning of 

the reason, it becomes clear, as Pierre Javet points out, that 

reduction is no longer merely a "methodological device" but a 

IThévenaz, La Condition de 
As he explains on p. 65 (Ibid), 
not Mean putting Him in doubt. 
argued, ~ould not be God. 

2Ibid , p. 59 

3Ibid , p. 121 

la Raison Philosophique, p. 41. 
putting God in parenthesis does 
A God "in doubt", as Barth has 

4Such a position explains why Thévenaz refuses a metaphy­

sical "essentialism" in favour of an "existentialism" of liberty. 

(See A. de Muralt, Op. Cit., p. 45nl) This epochë, says Thévenaz, 

"met en suspens cette soi-disant raison-nature et renvoie le sens 

du eSté de la liberté." (La Condition de la Raison Philosophique, 

p. 62. See also p. 48) 
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The"reduction of reason"is therefore the crucial outcome 

of the "Expérience-choc". However, in explicitating the "new" 

consciousness that results from this reduction, there are other 

reductions that must be made, if merely for the sake of "method-

2 
dical prudence." Firstly, everything that has to do with the 

experience of faith - God, His Word, the Bible, Christ, etc. -

is placed "hors circuit,,3; in the interests of the purity, the 

specificity, of philosophy an attitude of "methodical indiffer-

ence" must be preserved towards all religious dogma; though 

such indifference, Thévenaz adds, is only "provisional" and 

must never degenerate into an "indifférentisme systématique et 

définitif".4 Secondly, and on the philosophical level this 

time, "le monde des vérités et des évidences" is bracketed, 

not because it is in doubt, but on the contrary, because "il 

n'est pas en cause et qu'il est, pratiquement du moins, in­

contestable".5 The reason for such bracketing, Thévenaz ex-

1 P. Javet, "Raison Philosophique et Expérience Humaine dans 

la Pensée de P. Thévenaz", (pp. 153-157) in Studia Philosophica, 

(Basel) Vol. XX, 1960, p. 157 

2Thévenaz, La Condition de la Raison Philosophique, p. 84 

3Ibid, p. 85 

4Ibid , p. 86 

5lB!.9. 



pla1ns, 1s to wrench the reason tree trom the gr1p ot the 

selt-ev1dent, the "cela va de s01". Th1s 1s 'Ilhat Descartes 

ach1eved, says Thévenaz, when by means ot the hypothes1s ot 

the "ma11n gén1e" or "D1eu_trompeur", 1 he found the way to 

"mettre en doute l'év1dence sans douter de l'év1dence".2 In 

other words, wh1le conced1ng the va11d1ty of 'Ilhat 'lias self-

ev1dent, he nevertheless freed h1mself from 1ts dom1nat10n or 

"spell" (envoQtement)~ Th1rdly, the cr1ter1a and methods of 

procedure of convent10nal rat10nal cr1t1c1sm too must be 

placed 1n parenthes1s. It 'Ilhat 1s known through demonstrat10n 

and self-ev1dence 1s put 1n brackets, then the same must be 

done, Thévenaz argues, to the methods whereby such knowledge 

4 
1s ach1eved. And fourthly, the great ph1losoph1es of past 

and present must l1kew1se go 1nto parenthes1s. In general 

however, Thévenaz adm1ts, the h1story of ph110sophy 1s 1nvalu-

able to the ph1losopher, shatter1ng na1ve concept1ons and open-

1ng up new v1stas of reflect10n, but 1t is when sorne ph1lo-

lSee Descartes' Prem1ère Méd1tat10n. Perhaps, Descartes 

suggests, there 1s some all-powerful God who br1ngs 1t about 

"que je me trompe ••• toutes les f01s que je fa1s l'add1t10n de 

deux et de tr01s". 

2Quotation from Henri Gouhier in L'Homme et sa Ra1son l, 

p. 125 

3See Thévenaz's discuss10n of th1s subject, "L'Ev1dence et 

le Statut Métaphysique de la Vér1té (pp. 125-146) 1n L'Homme et 

sa Ra1son l, 

4Thévenaz, La Condition de la Raison Philosophique, p. 88 
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sophica1 system or other becomes overbearing, or when the 

history of phi1osophy as such exerts too great an authority, 

that bracketing must be app1ied to a11 "cette puissance in­

erte ll
•
1 

The preceding are the principal reductions wh1ch Thévenaz 

envisages. Their importance, he says, is that they 1eave the 

way c1ear for the explicitation or e1ucidation of the "con-

science de soi" that resu1ts from the "reduction of meaning ll
• 

Such a procedure, says Javet, constitutes a shift from pheno-

2 
meno1ogica1 reduction to ref1exive ana1ysis. The aim now is 

to achieve a subjective know1edge of the subjective, i.e., a 

know1edge of the self which does not entai1 "dédoublement"; in 

other words, the reason seeks to understand its experience of 

being "in condition", "exposed", not from without, but from 

within6 by participating fu11y in it. Such know1edge, says 

A. de Mura1t, "permet de connattre le sujet sans 'objectiver' 

-t 

sa subjectivité, c'est-à-dire, sans la détruire; il garanti. 

donc la fide1ité de la connaissance. 1I3 The starting point of 

1Ibid , p. 89 

2Javet, Op. Cit., p. 154. As we noted ear1ier, Thévenaz's 

affinities are with ref1exive ana1ysis rather th an with pheno­

meno1ogy (See p. 18) 

3de Mura1t, Op. Cit., p. 111 
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this se1f-know1edge is a consciousness of ignorance or an em-

bryonic se1f-awareness (conscience embryonnaire de soi), as 

Thévenaz ca1ls it. Such consciousness is initia11y implicit, 

but the task of phi10sophy (or more particu1ar1y, metaphysics) 

i6 to make it exp1icit. Bernard Lonergan ca11s this the "me-

diation of irnmediate know1edge": "immediate lmow1edge in its 

immediacy will not do," he says, "for simp1y to assert the evi-

dence of one l 6 fundamenta1 metaphysica1 views on1y provokes the 

answer, guod gratis asseritur. gratis negatur."l Mediation 

therefore, or explicitation, in the context of Thévenazls thought 

is the task of a consciousness that finds itse1f iqa state of 

aporia, i.e., perp1exity, induced by the charge of "folie". As 

the explicitation proceeds, more and more the aporia 10ses its 

character of "insoluble prob1em"j instead, says Thévenaz, the 

aporia becomes "condition": it is this transition from the 

"conscience d1aporie" to the "conscience de condition" that 

constitutes "la radicalisation de la phi10S0Phi~".2 Conscious-

ness of condition therefore becomes the criterion of phi10sophy; 

in fact, says Thévenaz, man on1y succeeds in defining phi10sophy 

lB. Lonergan, "Mêtaphysics as Horizon", (pp. 199-219), in 

Coreth, Op. Cit., p. 200. 

2Thévenaz, La Condition de la Raison Philosophique, p. 127 
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1 
to the degree that he becomes conscious of his condition. 

But can we define this condition more precise1y? 

As we have said, this condition is one of aporia; that is 
an. 

to say, the reason finds itself in ~ impasse. (a/poros-

without a passage or way) This gives rise to a sense of limit­

ation - a nove1 situation for a reason that once considered it­

self divine. This cbncept of 1imit is very important in Thé-

venaz, but as Ricoeur points out in his preface to L'Homme et 

sa Raison (p. 18), to appreciate Thévenaz's understanding of 

"limit" it is necessary to distinguish two possible meanings 

of the word. On the one hand, it could mean the frontier of 

sorne inaccessible kingdom, the barrier to sorne unknowab1e be-

yond: such is the view, says Ricoeur, behind the one of Neo­

p1atonism or the unknowab1e God of Herbert Spencer. This is 

not the view of Thévenaz. On the other hand, 1imit can a1so 

refer to the "confines of the hurnan", a position which cor-

responds to that of Kant who reduced a11 rea1ity to the pheno­

menal, thus situating it lion this side ll (dans l'en-deçà), 

i.e., on the side of the human rather than of the divine. The 

limitation of reason therefore simp1y means its reintegration 

into rnan;2 the reason now can on1y be hurnan;3 or even more 

1Ibid , p. 149 

2Thévenaz, La Condition de la Raison Phi10sophigue, p. 122 

3Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison II, p. 151 
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1 
simply,"llhomme est raison". In this perspective a "meta-

physics of the object" is out of the question because, says 

2 Thévenaz, it amounts to nothing more than sheer escapism. 

What must be developed therefore is a "metaphysics of the mind", 

a metaphysics "vers l'intérieur". Such a metaphysics, Thévenaz 

insists, no longer takes flight towards the beyond, but rather 

sharpens "notre conscience d'homme" and permits us "de prendre 

conscience plus nette et plus claire de notre condition hu­

maine".3 

What Thévenaz therefore basically means by the conversion 

of reason is that it experiences conversion from its autism, 

its divinity, to "consè:l:ence de soi", to a "conscience de la 

condition humaine". Of course, under the conditions of exist-

ence, there can be no question of absolute lucidity about one-

self, about one's condition; there always seems to be sorne 

pocket of resistance to a thoroughgoing radicalization of 

philosophy. As we shall see in Part 3, autism survives even 

in the most "enlightened" philosophies. That is why ph1losophy 

must be characterized by contestation and self-criticism, why 

IIbid, p. 175 

~évenaz, "Métaphysique et Destinée Humaine", in L'Homme: 
Métaphysique et Transcendance, pp. 37, 43 

3Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 237 
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for example philosophy cannot stop at being metaphysics but 

must become a "me taphysics of metaphysics".l Such a formula 

merely points to philosophy's need to become more radical, 

more true to experience, more true to itselfj but above aIl -

and this is the essential point in Thévenaz's concept of the 

deabsolutized reason - it points to the fact that philosophy 

(or metaphysics) has been cast out of heaven and now finds it-

self on earth "à hauteur d'homme". No longer dwelling in 

eternity "dans la bonne compagnie des' intelligibles .•• elle 

descend dans la rue, couche sous les ponts, elle redevient un 

peu l'Eros va-nu-pieds du Banguet".2 The conversion of reason 

is the humanization of reason. 

III. THE CRISIS OF PHILOSOPHY 

Thévenaz is of the opinion that the conversion of reason, 

its reduction "à hauteur d'homme", has taken place to a large 

extent in the history of philosophy. He deals with this theme 

throughout his writings, but gives it special prominence in 

l Kant, in a letter to Markus Herz. Thévenaz notes that 
other philosophers in similar fashion, have talked of "philo­
sophie de la philosophie" (Jéan Hyppoli te), "phénoménologie 
de la phénoménologie" (Merleau-Ponty), "dialectique de la dia­
lectique" (Jean Wahl). Such "redoublement" he says "n'est pas 
une '~lévation' à la puissance, mais cette 'descente aux enfers' 
de la connaissance de sOi-même". (Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison 
1, p. 231) 

2Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison, II, p. 115 
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such articles as "La Philosophie sans AbS01u .. l , "Dieu des 

Philosophes et Dieu des Chrétiens,,2, and, with the modern 

period in mind, in "Les Révolutions Philosophiques du XXe 

siècle".3 A detailed study of his analysis wou1d fil1 a 

book; we shall therefore concentrate on two pivotaI philo-

sophers, Descartes and Kant, to see to what extent the y re-

flect the conversion of reason. We shall make only occasion-

al references to others who, consciously or unconsciously, 

have allowed the Christian experience to influence their 

philosophy. 

We begin with Descartes, not only because he is chrono-

logically prior to Kant, but because of his importance, if 

not centrality, in the thought of Thévenaz. Thévenaz impli-

citly acknowledges this fact when he refers to Descartes as 

"Martre plus que jamais incontestable (bien que contesté) de 

la penséé moderne.,,4 This is not meref1ip service, for not 

only are his writings impregnated with reflections on Des-

cartes, but his own spirit is clear1y akin to that of Des-

cartes, especially in its relentless quest for a beginning in 

lThévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, pp. 187-206 

2Ibid , pp. 309-325 

3Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison II, pp. 99-120 

4Thévenaz, L'Homme: Métaphysique et Transcendance, 
Introduction, p. 8 
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philosophy, an absolute "point de départ". 

The origin of th1s philosophical radicalism in Thévenaz, 

as we have seen, is the "Expérience-choc" of Calvary. Now it 

is the contention of Thévenaz that it is the same "Expérience-

choc" that lies behind the radicalism of Descartes. In Des-

cartes' theology, God is the Creator of the eternal truths. 

But if this is so, "il peut en principe me tromper, et je ne 

suis plus assuré d'emblée même des évidences les plus cer­

l 
taines". Rence Descartes' "expérience métaphysique d'une 

absence éventuelle de toute certitude".2 This is Descartes' 

famous hypothesis of the "malin génie" (already noted), a 

hypothesis that expresses a doubt so radical that the reason 

itself enters a state of crisis. It is such radicalism that 

leads Thévenaz to assert that Descartes was the first in 1600 

years "à prendre au sérieux l'exigence chrétienne que l'Epttre 

aux Corinthiens formule à l'égard de la philosophie".3 

Now in thus exposing himself to the "morsure" of the 

Christian message, Descartes breaks away from the fateful legacy 

of Greek philosophy. The crisis of the "malin génie" would be 

l Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 319 

2M• Barthélémy-Madaude, Introduction (p. 36) to Descartes' 

Discours de la Méthode, (Librairie Armand Colin, Paris, 1959) 

3Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 297 
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something quite foreign to Greek reason, as our discussion 

above (See pp. 65ff) will have made clearj it could never 

occur to a reason that considers itself divine. That is why, 

Baya Thévenaz, to a Gree~ or to a Scholastic, it would have 

appeared "un blasphème ou une plaisanterie métaphysique."l 

To Descartes however it is no joke or simple "jeu de 

l'esprit" (as H. Miéville for example insists it is);2 how 

can it be, asks Thévenaz, when "la raison humaine est secouée 

jusque dans ses fondements par la radicale mise à l'épreuve 

qu'implique llintervention du malin génie,,?3 Of course, the 

flippant manner in which he presents this hypothesis (Letls 

pretend there is a great deceiver ••• ), the apparent casualness 

of this "invention", might seem to suggest a lack of serious-

ness, a mere "jeu d'esprit". But Descartes himself warns 

against such an interpretation ("non point par inconsidération 

ou légèreté ••• Il (Première Médi tation»)j besides, how could i t 

lack seriousness when, as Thévenaz points out, the whole Car-

tesian metaphysics depends on it, when the cogito itself pro­

ceeds directly out of it~4 No~ Baya Thévenaz, "sa feinte est 

lIbid, p. 297 

2"ce doute 'hyperbolique' auquel il s'essaie, n'est pas 
qu'un jeu de llesprit" (Condition de l'Homme, Librairie Droz, 
Genève, 1959, p. 218) 

3Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison,Ip. 164 

4Ibid , p. l27nl. See also Socrates l "ironical jesting" 
(Kierkegaard) after having been condemned by the Athenian court: 
"I certainly never thought that the majority against me would 
have been so narrow." (Apology, p. 36a). Such lightness of 
tone can hardly be taken for a lack of seriousness~ 
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sérleuse et sa métaphyslque aussi."l 

The "malln génle" ls therefore that phase of the Carteslen 

2 
doubt whlch ls "proprement métaphyslque". Now the "properly" 

metaphyslcal, or the "properly" phllosophlcal for Thévenaz 

occurs wherever there ls "consclence de sol" or "transcendance 

vers l'lntérleur": such knowledge can never be slmply a ques-

tlon of "seelng"; lt must also lnvolve "wllllng". That ls, 

Thévenaz lnslsts, why a genulne phllosophlcal reflection in-

volves both "dlscovery" and "creation" and why the ethical or 

practical attitude ls inseparable from contemplative or theo­

retical knoWledge. 3 Self-knowledge, in a word, is therefore 

the criterlon of metaphysics. Kant 1n fact made this very ob-

servation: "Metaphysik lat nicht Wissenachaft, nicht Gelehr-

4 samkeit, sondern bloss der sich selbst kennende Verstand." 

Now when the metaphysical is thus defined, it can be seen why, 

in moving from methodical to hyperbolic doubt, Descartes has 

moved the discussion on to a "new plane", the metaphysical. 5 

lIbido 

2Ibid , p. 154 

3Ibid, p. 47 

4Quoted Ibid, p. 146 

5This is the precise point, says Thévenaz, "où le mathé­
maticien-physiclen Descartes devient métaphysicien, où le doute 
méthodique du savant devient le doute hyperbolique du méta­
physicien." (P. Thévenaz, "Du Relativisme à la Métaphysique", 
leçon inaugurale à l'École Polytechnique Fédérale, Zurich, 
21 November, 1947, p. 10) 
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In the former doubt, what is sought is objectivity; the sub­

ject as such does not come into consideration at all. Reason 

here is an instrument, "un oeil braqué qui voit sans se voir 

lui-même, qui doute de tout sans douter de lui-même. ,,1 The 

aim is to establish a perfect adaeguatio rei et intellectus 

which, as Thévenaz puts it, amounts to a loss of self in the 

evidence (lise perdre dans l'évidence"). Where there is "hy­

perbolic doubt" however the evidence loses its "natural" cor-

respondence to reality; it still retains its quality of evi­

dence, Thévenaz insists, but now "il n'y a pas immédiatement 

réalité là où il y a évidence.,,2 In thus putting in question 

the evidence, though without doubting it, Descartes has, by 

a metaphysical "coup de force", deabsolutized the evidence, 

thereby assuring reason's liberty or autonomy in relation 

to it. 3 The question of truth now has to be posed in a 

quite different manner. Adaeguatio rei et intellectus will 

no longer do; instead, truth will have to be conceived as 

self-authenticating, index sui (Spinoza). What this means is 

that truth now cornes to share in man's condition of contingency, 

a fact which places the being or ontological value of knowledge 

l 
Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 132 

2Thévenaz, IlDu Relativisme à la Métaphysique", p. 11 

2Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p.133 
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on the same plane as the be1ng ot man. This 1s .hat 1s meant 

by the "cr1s1s ot truth· (·cr1se de la vérité·). Ratura1ly 1t 

1mp11es a ·cr1se de la conscience de soi·; and thus a ·new d1-

menS1on· opens up "w1th1n the reason·, a diMension ot relation 

to se1t.1 Thanks to the "extravagant· hypothes1s ot the ·ma11n 

génie·, there 1s no longer any ·metaphys1ca1 screen hid1ng the 

2 
reason tram 1tselti· There 1s no longer any a11enat1on ot the 

se1t;3 A genu1ne ·consc1ence de soi· at 1ast 1s born. 

In Descartes theretore, according to ~évenaz, there takes 

place a rea1 conversion ot the reason, thanks to Chr1st1an1ty\ 

In v1ew ot the tact that the onto10g1ca1 value ("valeur d'@tre") 

ot know1edge, 11ke that ot man, 1s now seen as contingent, and 

s1nce the ver1d1ca1 value (·va1eur de vérité·) ot know1edge de-

pends on 1ts onto10g1cal value, 1t tollows that human knowledge 

and hu.an reason become t1nally truly human. 4 Thus, in sp1te ot 

Descartes' resort1ng to the divine guarantee in order to estab-

11sh the ver1d1cal value ot the ev1dences ot h1s reaaon (a 

"philosoph1cal 1ncons1stency", according to ThévenazA? the essen-

t1al Cartes1an 1ns1ght re.a1ns unattected, viz. the reduct10n 

lIb1d, p. 134 

2Ib1d 

3Ib1d. p. 155 

4Thévenaz, -Valeur de la Connaissance Philosoph1que", 

in L'Homme: Métaphls1que et Transcendance, p. 182t 

5Ib1d , p. 182 
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of reason's ontolog1cal value "à hauteur d'homme": and, as 

we have seen, where there 1s "human1zat1on" of reason, there 

1s convers1on. 

Now as regards Kant, 1t 1s poss1ble to show a s1m11ar 

convers1on of the reason to the human and the cont1ngent. 

His style ot ph1losoph1z1ng 1s qu1te d1tterent from Descartes', 

more 1nvolved and 1ess dramat1c, yet. as far as the ded1vin1za-

t10n of reason 1s concerned 1t 1s Just as effective. Instead 

of fabr1cat1ng an al1-powerfu1 "ma11n gén1e" to challenge the 

ev1dences of reason, Kant deve10ps the transcendental method, 

whose tunct1on, Tbévenaz ma1ntains, 1s not unl1ke that of Des­

cartes' ngreat dece1ver": with Kant "il s'ag1t aussi d'une 

quest10n portant sur une évidence, de la mise en question 

d'une vérité pourtant 1ndubitab1e (la vér1té de la phys1que 

1 
newton1enne qu1 ne tait pas l'ombre d'un doute pour Kant)" 

Now what the transcendenta1 enqu1ry shows 1s that the possi­

b1l1ty ot sc1ent1t1c knowledge, ot rational necessity, derives, 

not trom the th1ng-1n-1tse1f, but trom the structure ot the 

knowing subject. The "D1ng-an-s1ch" therefore becomes a 

l1miting concept (Grenzbegr1tt) 1nstead ot an abso1ute rea1i­

ty, capable of be1ng known by metaphys1cal speculat1on. In 

tact, says W1ndelband, the concept1on ot the th1qg-1n-1tselt 

lThévenaz, L'Homme et sa Ra1son l, p. 135n3 
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"can no longer be the obJect ot pure17 rat1ona1 know1edge, 

1t can no longer be an 'objecte at a11".1 What has occurred 

here, Baya Thévenaz, 1s the deabso1ut1sat1on ot the object, 

tor no longer is there nun accord naturel et indiscuté entre 

la raison et l'etre en sOin;2 hencetorward there exists "an 

unbridgab1e gu1t" between human understanding and ultimate 

rea1ity.3 

There is a ditticulty however connected with ta1k1ng at 

a11 about u1timate rea1ity or the abso1ute, even as a "lim1t­

ing concept", in view ot the tact that in the Kantian perspec-

t1ve a11 rea11ty is seen as phenomenal; but, as Kant himse1f 

says, the nD1ng-an-sich n or the abso1ute 1s st111 capable of 

4 be1ng thought, even though it cannot be known. Kant's merit 

theretore, according to Thévenaz, is to have "derea11zed the 

abso1ute without suppressing it n ("déréaliser l'absolu sans 

le supprimern)5 To suppress 1t a1together wou1d be to 1apse 

1W• Winde1band, _A_H1-=_st_o_r~ __ ~~ __ ~~ 
J.H. Tutts, (Harper, New York, 

Vol. II, transe 

2Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Ra1son l, p. 222 

3p. Thévenaz, nLa Critique comme Métaphysique de la Méta­
physique n, (pp. 217-248) in Revue de Théologie et de Ph11osophie, 
(Tome VI, Lausanne, 1956). Traduction de trois 1eQons données 
en allemand au Cours d'été de la Fondation Lucerna, en 1950. 
Trad. L. Graz et P. Javet, p. 240 

4 Winde1band, Op. C1t., p. 548 

5Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 197 
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1nto relat1v1smj to reta1n 1t in the old rramework or class1c-
1 

al metaphys1cs would be to 1ncur al1enat1on; 1ts retent10n 

thererore can only be as a "Grenzbegr1fr", hence as a struc-

tural element or our knowledge. 

But does such deabsolut1zat1on or the object really escape 

relat1v1sm? Does 1t Mean the end or metaphys1cs? On the con-

trary, says Thévenaz, for out or Kant's "Copern1can revolut1on" 

there issues a metaphys1cs of the Subject, a metaphys1cs or 

1 ... 2 "th1s s1de" (.'en-deQa) rather than of the "beyond". Meta-

phys1cs 1s now t1ed to exper1ence, to phenomenaj the only meta-

phys1cs now possible 1s a "metaphys1cs or phenomena". (W1ndel­

band)~ Accord1ng to Thévenaz th1s 1s the direction or an au-

thent1c metaphys1cs. 

Metaphys1c1ans such as E. Coreth however d1sagree w1th 

Thévenaz's assessment of Kant. Coreth talks of Kant as en­

clos1ng th1nking in a "mere 'metaphys1cs of BUbjectivity,.3 j 

his error, Coreth continues, was to stop at the "fin1te sub-

ject" and not go beyond to the tlabsolute horizon of validity", 

l"S1 la chose en soi, ou Dieu, l'Etre supr@me, étaient 
considérés comme des ~tres absolus, ce seraient· eux qui 
aliéneraient l'hommej l'homme se perdrait en ces absolus qui 
sont faux dans la mesure où l'on croit pouvoir leur attribuer 
une réalité indépendante." (Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, 
p. 197) 

2Ibid, p. 222f 
3 Coreth, Op. Cit., p. 24 
4 . 
W,,,J~lb"f\~ 1 Ope.t.) f.St+b 
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the horizon of being: the result was that "he elim1nated all 

possibility of metaphysical knowledge."l Thévenaz however 

defends Kant on the grounds that his critique of reason arose 

2 against a background of crisis; it is this fact l says Thé-

venazl that makes of Kant a "great metaphysican"~3 his philo­

sophYI like that of Descartes l is "proprement métaphysique".4 

Metaphysics therefore for Thévenaz is not a question of a know-

ledge of Absolute Beingl as it is for Corethl but rather a 

question of a self-knowledge based on the crisis of reason. 

Where metaphysics is characterized by such crisis l there we 

have conversion or deabsolutization of reason. And that is 

whYI says Thévenazl the critical (or ratherl crisis) philo-

sophy of Kant affords us "un grand exemple de désabsolutisation".5 

1 Ibidl p. 37 

2Thévenaz shows this by quoting several phrases from Kantls 
preface to the first edition of his Critique of Pure Reasonl 
which clearly reflect a state of crisis. Kant talks for example 
of certain questions as "transcending all its (i.e. 1 the reasonls) 
powers" and of the resulting "perplexity". (E. Kant 1 Critique of 
Pure Reasonl transe N.K. Smithl Macmillanl Londonl 1961 1 p. 7) 
He also talks ~reason as being Hat variance with itself" and 
because of "misunderstanding" coming "into conflict with itself". 
(~I p. 10) All this l Thévenaz saysl "indique nettement la 
crise de la raison et non pas la splendide assurance de celui qui 
entreprend une autocritique de la raison." (Thévenazl LIHomme et 
sa Raison Il p. 176) 

3Ibid • p. 178 

4Ibidl p. 135nl 

5Thévenazl La Condition de la Raison Philosophique l p. 114 
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Fo110wing Descartes and Kant, modern phi10sophy has be-

come increasingly radical, in the sense that human knowledge 

has become more and more integrated into the human condition. 

The English empiricists or the 18th Century; Kierkegaard and 

Nietzsche in the 19th; Marcel, Jaspers, Heidegger, Sartre in 

the 20th - aIl have contributed to the dethronement or divine 

reason and to the discovery that phi10sophy's true patria is 

not eternity but time, that its proper perspective is not ~ 

specie aeternitatis but sub specie durationis. Another symp­

tom or this "revolution" is the vejection ot the system in 

favour or the method; consequent1y, "ce qui compte en phi10-

sophie, c'est le philosophari, la ~ér1ex1on en acte, p1ut8t 

que le système, la question plut6t que la réponse, l'ébranle-

ment plut8t que l'apaisement de l'esprit, l'entrée dans l'his-
1 

toire plut8t que l'éternité de la vérité." AlI this points 

to the fact that the emphasis in philosophy has shifted from 

the truth itselt to the search for truth; summarizing this 

new outlook is the declaration of Kierkegaard that "subjectivi­

ty is truth".2 

lThévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison II, p. 101 

2Some modern philosophers deplore this trend, such as the 
Swiss Fernand Brunner, who asserts that "la recherche de la 
vérité constitue ••• une séduction de l'intelligence, qui la 
détounne de la vérité." (F. Brunner, "De L'Unité de la Vérité", 
pp. 132-165, in Philosophie und Christliche Existenz, Festschrift 
tor H. Barth, Basel, 1960. p. 157. See also p. 162) In oppo­
sition to such a trend, Brunner would restore the Augustinian 
perspective which conceives or the divine itselt as the proper 
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Perhaps one or the MOst dramatlc evldences or the ra-

dlcallsm of modern philosophy ls Its Inslstence on the ndeath 

of God". Thévenaz however dlstlngulshes the "exlstentlal" 

athelsm of a Nletzsche or a Camus from the sober, ratlonalls-

tlc athelsm that asserts, abstractly, the non-exlstence or 

God. l The latter athelsm, says Thévenaz, ls much 11ke a ver-

dlct glven at the close ot a trlal; the former, on the con-

trary, ls a"drame vécu": It ls the experlence of a Frederlc 

Myers who wrote after hls meetlng at Cambrldge wlth George 

Ellot (once an Evangellcal bellever, but now wlthout falth): 

"and when we stood at length and parted, amid that columnar 

clrcult of the torest trees, beneath the la~t twillght ot the 

starless skies, l seemed to be gazlng like Titus at Jerusalem, 

object of thought; clearly, ln such a vlew, truth Itself ls 
known dlrectly. This does not entail the divinization ot rea­
son, Brunner insists; on the contrary, "ltintelligence humaine 
••• renonce à elle-même en s'élevant à l'idée de l'intelligence 
divine." (Ibid, p. 137. My italics) For Thévenaz, however, 
such self-effacement on the part of reason does not make it 
any less divine; that is why, as far as he ls concerned, Au­
gustine "reste bien un philosophe grec qui ne connart de raison 
que divine". (LtHomme et sa Raison l, p. 281) Thus ln spite 
of the man~ralseworthy elements in the Augustin1an synthe sis 
of philosophy and theology (~, p. 28off), it is basically 
unqualified to act as a criterion of the specificlty ot philo­
sophy. The guest for truth, rather than its possesslon, there­
fore remalns a valld expresslon of the deabsolutlzatlon of 
reason. 

Ip. Thévenaz, nLtAthélsm~ontemporain: Camus et Sartre", 
(pp. 337-356), in La Revue de L'Evangéllsatlon (Parls), 
Dec. 1952. 
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on ~acant seats and empty halls - on a sanctuary wlth no 
1 

Presence to ha110w lt, and heaven 1eft 10ne1y of a God." 

Myers' descrlptlon here of the "death of God" does, untor-

tunate1y, have a touch of Romantlclsm, of sentlmenta11ty, 

whlch ls c1ear1y absent trom Nletzsche's famous passage that 

ta1ks of the co1dness ot the encroachlng nlght and the de­

composltlon of God. 2 Thévenaz thus says of Nletzsche's "Dieu 

mort": "~i] exprlme et résume l'effort de tout un slèc1e de-

puls Kant pour dlssocler la 11alson sécu1alre de l'homme et de 

l'absolu et consommer la fln des 'arrlère-mondes". C'est blen 

l'acte de décès de l'absolu que Nletzsche rédlge en paroles de 

feu dans Le Gal Savolr. n3 What has happened therefore ln mo-

dern phl1osophy, Thévenaz maintalns, ls that lt has gone be­

yond even Descartes ln opt1ng for a thought wlthout guarantee,4 

a thought wlthout a nDleu-fondementn~ But thls ls no 1apse ln-

to subjectlvlsm and re1atlvlsm, Thévenaz lnslsts; lt ls slmp1y 

1Quoted by A. Edlnborough ln a revlew of the works of 
George E110t ln Saturday Nlght, Feb., 1969. 

2 Kaufman, ed., Exlstentla11sm trom Dostoevsky to Sartre, 
p. 105 

3Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Ralson l, p. 202 

4~, p. 298 

5~, p. 299 
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a recognit10n that the reason "est un acte purement huma1n 

et autonome par lequel 1 1 homme prend consc1ence, dans la 

cra1nte et le tremblement, qu l 11 a lu1-m€me à donner son 

fondement à sa pensée l en 1 1 absence de tout recours trans­

cendant. n1 The autonomy, the humanitYI of r~ason: th1s 1s 

the theme of modern ph110sophy (or at 1east or that branch 

of phi10sophy which asks 1tse1f the metaphys1cal quest10n 

concern1ng the onto10g1ca1 status of reason and of know1edge)j 

th1s 1s 1ts attestation to the convers10n of reason. 

Now 1 as we have sa1d before, the conversion of reason, 

as Thévenaz understands 1tl 1s the resu1t of the "Expér1ence-

choc" that Chr1st1an1ty br1ngs. In fact Thévenaz goes so far 

as to say that w1thout Chr1st1an1ty the West wou1d never have 

brought to matur1ty "this Socrat1c embryo of a proper1y hum an 

ph110S0Phy."2 It 1s doubtru1, he saya, "quand on voit qu'un 

Platon et un Ar1stote se sont hatés.de red1v1n1ser la phi10-

soph1e, chacun à leur manière, et que, m€me après des s1èc1es 

de chr1st1an1sme, cette tendance renatt sans cesse."3 The 

modern phenomenon of secu1ar1zat10n (and this 1nc1udes what 

Thévenaz ca11s the "laïc1sat10n de la ra1sonn4)1s therefore 

1Ib1d, p. 300 

2Ib1dl p. 284 

3Ib1d 

4Thévenaz, "LI Affrontement de la Philosophie et du 
Chr1st1an1sme" (pp. 129-137) 1u Verbum Caro (Neuchatel), 19501 

p. 132 
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the result of Chr1st1an1ty's presence 1n the world. Th1s 

1s Bonhoetfer's v1ew too, accord1ng to G. Ebe11ng: "the 

Chr1st1an fa1th has a causat1ve share 1n the modern process 

of secular1zat10n"; rad1cal secular1zat10n "was poss1ble 

only on Chr1st1an ground" and 1s 1n tact "the working out in 

h1story of what the Chr1st1an fa1th 1tself 1mp11es for our 

relation to the world, v1z. - the deDial of the world's d1-

v1n1ty."l Theoret1cally, the argument concern1ng the causal 

relationsh1p between Chr1st1an1ty and secular1zat10n 1s con­

v1ncing; but h1stor1cally, there 1s perhaps a l1ttle less 

certainty. W1dmer theretore asks: could it not be that the 

"sc1ent1f1c sp1r1t" has contr1buted historically to th1s pro­

cess? Or the "success1ve cr1ses of language·?2 No doubt there 

1s just1f1cat10n 1n these quest10ns, but .hat 1s 1mportant after 

all 1a that from a Protestant v1ewp01nt the secular1zat10n or 

ded1v1n1zat10n of the world, of man, of reason, 1s required 

not only 10g1cally but sp1r1tually. 

Thévenaz's cr1t1que of ph1losophy 1s therefore based on 

the cr1terion of ded1v1n1zat1on: his pra1se or blame of a 

ph1losophy 1s determined by the degree of 1ts f1de11ty to the 

deabsolut1z1ng 1mpact of Chr1st1an1ty. So far, we have men-

1 
Ebe11ng, Op. Cit., p. 135 

2W1dmer, Op. C1t., p. 104 
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tioned the philosophies of Descartes and Kant, and modern 

philosophy in general, and we have seen how in all of them 

there is evidence of the conversion of reason. Actually, 

Thévenaz expresses a genuine opt1mism as to the state of 

philosophy at the present time: nla conscience et la luci-

dité avec laquelle la raison se voit dans la philosophie 

contemporaine est infiniment supérieure à ce qU'elle était 

au temps de Descartes, de Saint Thomas ou de Platon. nl 

Nevertheless, despite such general approval of modern philo-

soph~zing, Thévenaz sees the need for an even greater radical-

ism. 

Descartes stopped short of a true radicalism by seeing 

in the veracity of God a guarantee of man's clear and distinct 

ideas. By thus introducing a deus ex machina, Thévenaz con-

tends, Descartes reverted to the Greek solution of a divinized 

knowledge. 2 Kant likewise failed to go far enough; in spite 

of everything, says Thévenaz, there is not a genuine deabso-

lutization of the subject in Kant, npuisque rien ne peut en-

tamer ou contester le sujet en tant que fondement de l'objet 

et de l'objectivité": the a priori forms are in other words 

l Thévenaz, La Condition de la Raison Philosophique, p. 20 

2Thévenaz, ~aleur de la Connaissance Philosophique", 
L'Homme: Métaphysique et Transcendance, p. 182. See also 
L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 136 
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1 a new abso1ute. Thus in the case ot both Descartes and 

Kant, the rationa11ty and the meaning ot the wor1d are not 

rea1ly 1n doubt or 1n Quest10n. 2 And with Husserl too there 

is a sim11ar absence ot real upheava1 (ébranlement). In 

sp1te ot his ta1k ot "cr1sis" (as tor examp1e 1n his Die 

Kr1s1s der Europaischen Wissenschaften. 1936·), there is no 

rea1 cris1s ot the reason as such in his phe~omeno10gy. The 

transcendenta1 consc10usness3 has no room tor "attention à 

s01"; it 1s a11 "intention vers l'objet"; its movement 1s 

"centr1tuga1" whereas, according to Cartesianis~, the con­

sc10usness is above a11 "concentrée et centr1pète".4 Husser1-

1an transcendenta11sm is theretore not so much a "pr1se de s01" 

as a "reprise du monde";5 it theretore ta11s to atta1n a gen­

uine radica11sm (s1nce for Thévenaz, as we have a1ready noted, 

1Thévenaz, La Condit10n de la Raison Phi10soph1que, pp. 115, 
117. 

2Ib1d, p. 48 

3The transcendenta1, Thévenaz exp1ains, 1s simp1y another 
name tor the const1tuting intentionality of consciousness (Q! 
Husserl à Merleau-Ponty, p. 47) According to this theory ot 
"1ntent1ona1 const1tution" or Sinngebung, being can be abso1ute 
(and thus an object ot "sc1ence") :only if it has been const1-
tuted by the reason; in other words, there is no other source 
ot apod1ctic g1venness than transcendenta1 subjectiv1ty. (See 
Lauer, Op. C1t., p. 30f) 

4 
Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 157. See a1so p. 107ft 

5 I,lli, p. 158 
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the radical is marked above a11 by "conscience de soi"): "le 

transcendantalisme trahit par essence ••• un défaut de radica1ité. 

Pour les transcendantlistes - on le voit chez Kant comme chez 

Husserl, mais on le voit également dans l'ontologie de Hei-

degger qui prétend pourtant corriger Husserl sur ce point -

la raison humaine éChappe toujours, malgré tout,à une réelle 
1 

et radicale mise en question." On this point at 1east, says 

Thévenaz, Descartes with his "malin génie", is far more radic-

al than Husser1\ In other modern phi10sophers as we11, such 

as Sartre (wlth his conception of absolute liberty) or Jaspers 

and Heidegger (with their tendency to divinize 1anguage),2 

Thévenaz assails a lack of radicalism, ot deabso1utization. 

Why this continua1 renaissance ot abso1utes? Thévenaz asks. 

Why is it that deabsolutization is never pushed through to the 

end? "C'est qu'il n'y a désabso1utisation véritable que si 

l'homme prend conscience de son humanité comme limitée et 

mise en question."3 A11 the contemporary "contestations" 

in philosophy are therefore nothing more than "demi-démarcheq •• 

1rbid , p. 164 

2Jaspers has said for examp1e, "Les paroles sont portées 
par la transcendance"; Heidegger has gone one better and said, 
"Le lang.age est la demeure de l'Etre." (R. Schaerer, Op. Cit., 
p. 174) 

3Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 204 
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1 
qui oublient de se mettre e11es-m@mes en question;" any 

"conversion"that might have taken place in phi1osophy has been 

1ess a convers1on ot reason than a conversion to reason. 2What 

is needed theretore is "contestation" that is contested even 

whi1e it contests\3 Anything 1ess is surrender to a divine 

reason, a "raison glorieuse" (Meh1)i but the condition ot 

reason, Thévenaz insists, is its humanity, or more specitica11y 

trom the Christian viewpoint, its sinfu1 humanity. In this 

direction, and this a1one, lies a genu1ne phi1osophica1 ra-

dica1ism. 

Severa1 cr1tics though have questioned the meaning and 

possibi1ity ot the kind of radica1ism Tbévenaz envisages. ls 

it rea11y possible, they ask, for the reason to be tota11y ex-

posed, radica11y "mise en question"? One of these critics, 

Henri Miévi11e, ta1ks quite b1unt1y of "l'impossible mise en 

1 é ' Tb venaz, De Husserl a Merleau-Ponty, Preface by Jean Brun, 
p. 10 

2 Tbévenaz, La Condition de la Raison Philosophique, p. 166 

3Thévenaz, De Husserl à Merleau-Ponty, p. 11. Thévenaz 
beautifu11y 111ustrates th1s "se1f-contest1ng contestation"jwhen 
in regard to his own quest for radical foundations, he wr1tes: 
"Peut-@tre m@me la recherche passionnée du fondement radical 
serait-elle liée à une raison inconsciente d'e11e-m@me, 
s'imaginant @tre un point de vue divin sur le monde ••• " (~ 
Condition de la Raison Philosophique, p. 128) 
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1 question de la raison par e11e-m@me". With the same po1e-

mica1 motive, he argues that the rea1 significance of Des­

cartes l "malin génie" is that it shows "l'impossibilité où 

nous sommes de mettre la raison hors circuit sans nous con­

damner ••• à ne plus penser.,,2 The "directive norms of reason" 

cannot therefore be conceived, as they arein Thévenazls 

philosophy, as contingent or subject to historicity, for the y 

have a character of "necessity", of "transcendence ll
, and there­

fore utter1y surpass ntout le phénoménal, tout le contingent. n3 

1H• Miévi11e, "Autour. de Pierre Thévenaz," (pp. 1-10), in 
Revue de Théologie et de Philosophie, Lausanne, 1962, l, p. 4. 
Miévil1e presented this paper at a symposium held by the Vau­
dois group of the Société Romande de Philosophie in May 1961. 
One of the speakers, Maurice Gex, stated quite flat1y: "La 
raison constituante ••• ne peut· jamais @'tre mise en question, 
pUisque el est elle qui met tCnites choses en question. Il (~, 
p. ln1) R. Schaerer is express1ng the same basic cr1ticisms 
as Miévi11e and Gex when he opposes Thévenazls interpretation 
of Tha1es l fall 1nto the wel1. Thévenaz saw this fa11 as 
symbo11zing the total fa1l of ph11osophYj such a fanwas the 
very cond1t1on of phi1osophy. For Schaerer however Tha1es' 
fal1 has s1gn~ance insofar as 1t refers to a norm wh1ch 
precedes 1t, both ontolog1ca11y and cbrono1ogica11y: "La 
chute nleQt rien produit ll

, says Schaerer, "s1 elle nl e6t été 
que chute ••• La chute n'est r1en sans la valeur qu l e11e pré­
suppose et le rel~vement qu le1le suscite." (Schaerer, Op.Cit. 
Po 181) Fer Thévenaz therefore 1 t is "Thalès chu", for 
Schaerer, "Thalès trébuchant". Schaererls v1ew, as we can 
see, is a c1ear challenge to Thévenazls conception of the 
"cr1sis" or radical "exposure" of reason. 

2Miévi11e, Op. Cit., p. 220 

3 Ibid, p. 221 
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In reply to such a critique, Thévenaz protests that 1t 

1s a nm1sunderstand1ng n to suppose that a reason in cr1s1s 

1 1s no longer able to pertorm 1ts cr1t1cal funct1on. What 

better examp1e of the cr1s1s of reason 1s there than Des-

cartes' exper1ence of metaphys1ca1 doubt? Here was a s1tua-

t10n where even such se1f-ev1dent truths as 2+2=4 were put 

in question. But far from putt1ng an end to al1 thought, 1t 

provoked Descartes 1nto search1ng ever more earnestly for the 

al1gu1d 1nconcussum, the unshakable foundat1onj 1t drove h1m 

1nto formu1at1ng the cogito ergo sum, Descartes' supreme mo-

del for the c1ear and distinct 1dea. In d1scover1ng the un-

certa1nty therefore of 1ts onto1og1cal foundat1on, the rea-

2 son, far trom los1ng heart, f1nds 1tself renewed, strengthened. 

Noth1ng encourages ph1losoph1z1ng more, says Thévenaz, than to 

1earn that the MOSt sol1d assurances are unfounded; in tact, 

he goes on to say, there 1s no need whatever ot assurance in 

order to ph1losoph1zet3 

M1év11le, 1nfluenced as he 1s by the rat1ona11st 1deal1st 

tradition (Kant, Fichte, Hegel) could hard1y be sympathet1c 

to such a position. Rather than a reason w1thout assurance, 

a ph1losophy w1thout absolute, he envisages "une vie de l'es-

lThévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 174 

2Ib1d , p. 180 

3Ib1d, p. 293 
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prit autonome dilatée aux a~mensions de la pensée univer-
1 selle." It is natural therefore that, from his panentheistic 

point of view,2he should consider Thévenaz1s position as lead­

ing inevitably to a "sceptical relativism".3 Miéville1s cri-

tique is a critique in th~ame of rationalisme Thévenaz how­

ever insists that his view of a reason "à découvert" is the 

basis for "un rationalisme plus vrai".4 His reason for say-

ing this is his obstinate conviction that the sine qua non of 

philosophy is "conscience de soi" l'hi ch, as we noted earlier. 

in our discussion on the divine reason, can only arise in the 

crisis of an encounter with "another". Philosophy therefore 

is inseparable fram crisis; in fact, says Thévenaz, philosophy 

11 crisis. 5 From this perspective, the enterprise of a Mié-

Ide MuraIt, Op. Cit., p. 79. See also pp. l7ff where he 
discusses Miévillels philosophy under the heading, "La Raison 
contre la Foi". 

2A• Reymond rightly describes Miévillels position as a 
"relig1ous panentheism". (Reymond, Op. Cit., p. 418) A. de 
MuraIt, on the other hand, prefers the description "spiritual 
rationalism" • 

~iéville, "Autour de Pierre Thévenaz",Revue de Théologie 
et de Philosophie 

4Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison II, p. 152 
5 "par nature, la philosophie est crise, question ouverte, 

question qu'aucune réponse ne tranche une fois pour toutes ••• " 
(Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 185.) See also p. 174 
where he l'rites that reflection becomes "properly philosophical" 
the moment that "la réflexion de la raison sur elle-m€me est 
poussée Jusqu'à la crise de la raison". See also pp. l70,179ff. 



124 

ville must be seen as another example ot a philosophy retusing 

to take seriously the Pauline charge ot "tolie"; what other 

conclusion can we come to when we are told that reason must 

be considered "la délégation d'un Pouvoir transcendant d'uni-

1 verselle médiation qui joue en l'esprit humain"? Against 

such a position we must assert the validity of a philosophy 

that finds its assurance, not in the autism of a divinized 

reason, but in the crisis of a reason hear1ng that "the wis-

dom of the world is 'folie' with God". The quest for certain-

ty where there is uncertainty, for assurance where there is 

unrest: th1s, Thévenaz asserts, is the condition to which 

philosophy is "condemned".2 

We must now briefly examine one more question before 

turning to Chapter Three. We know now that in order to be-

come 1tself philosophy must arise like a phoenix out ot the 

ashes of crisis. But where does it get the strength to make 

such a recovery? To be very specifie: how,after being most 

profoundly shocked by his encounter with the thought of Barth, 

does Thévenaz succeed 1n asserting his philosoph1cal autonomy? 

Leuba 1s of the opinion that in the final analysis Thévenaz 

does not succeed in show1ng posit1vely how the reason is able 

1 Il Il Miéville, Autour de Pierre Thévenaz, P. 7 

2Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison,1P. 303f. 
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to recover lts autonomy. It ls true that Thévenaz does not 

develop ln any detall the ~ of thls recoverYi he ls more 

concerned wlth assertlng ~ such a recovery does ln fact take 

place. The phenomenologlcal reductlon carrled out by the rea­

son does not really answer our questlon, for the epochë ls 

after all merely a method, a .devlcej what concerns us ls the 

act of reductlon, the ~ of recovery. How ls lt that even 

when standlng on the very brlnk of the "abyss of lnsanlty", 

the reason yet "garde son sangtro1d, reste sobre et ne connatt 

pas de vertlge"?l 

Thévenaz hlnted at an answer on several occaslons, es­

peclally ln hls references to the "promlse Il whlch ls lmplled 

ln the "Expérlence-choc n. All human values, he explaln's, are 

Judged by the Cross of Chrlstj but the Cross ls not only JUdg­

ment, but promlse too: that ls why these values (whlch of 

course lnclude the reason) whlch are nothlng ln themselves, 

"can at the same tlme become everythlng, ln hope", and why 

the reason can becom~the place of response and of responslblllty.2 

Agaln, ln hls dlscusslon of the Chrlstlan lntellectual's respon­

slblllty, he states expllcltl~ that lt ls "gr§ce à la promesse" 

lThévenaz, La Condltlon de la Ralson Phllosophlque, p. 60 

2Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Ralson l, p. 250 
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that the understanding can "par ses proprés torcesJ répondre J 
, 

C'est-à-dire prendre une nouvelle conf1ance en elle-m€me."l 

The possibility ot recovery theretore l1es in the tact that 

there is hope (tor where there is promise there is hope). How 

else can we explain the élanJ the vita11tYJ ot his philoso­

ph1z1ng? How else expla1n his "smile"?2 But this sm1le J th1s 

élan, this assurance J does not mean, as Schaerer suggests J that 

Thévenaz was on the way to developing a "metaphysics ot assur­

ance. 3 Such a development could only have been possible on 

the basis ot an incons1stency, a vOlte-tacej the Christian 

lIb1d, p. 265 

2René Schaerer Baya ot Thévenaz's smile: "Tel est peut­
€tre le problème central n \ Does a "philosopher ot 1nsecuritY"J 
Schaerer goes on to ask, have the right to present to the 
world a smile ot a Chr1stian when his philosophy postulates a 
radical separation ot the truths ot ta1th and the truths ot 
reason? Or inversely, has th1s philosopher the right to pos1t 
a radical separation ot taith and reason while presenting to 
the world a smile that reunites them and that transtigures the 
deteats ot the understanding into assurance and victory? 
(SchaererJ Op. Cit., p. l66) Schaerer misrepresents somewhat 
Thévenaz's position in talking ot a radical separat10n ot taith 
and reason, but tor the moment this is beside the pointj what 
is important 1s his remark that there is something curious and 
apparently inconsistent in the tact that a philosopher can 
smile even while promulgating what Thévenaz himselt calls a 
"metaphys1cs ot insecurity". We can understand this sm1le 
however 1t we see it as an neschatolog1cal smile", a smile ot 
hope. 

3schaerer, Op. Cit., p. 184 
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philosopheras "condition de créature pécheresse"l could 

never allow such a development. For Thévenaz, a "metaphysics 

of assurance" would be a theologia gloriae, i.e., a philosophy 

presuming to enJoy a vision ot God -ta.ce to face". Having 

said this however, we also have to recognize that Thévenaz's 

philosophy is a philosophy "before God", and we therefore 

have to ask with Ricoeur "si et comment le 'devant Dieu' tait 

encore partie de cette réflexion philosophique en tant que 

philosophique".2 Thévenaz showed that he was aware of this 

problem, as Ricoeur points out, when he talked of the need 

to go ieYOnd the Pascalian distinction between the god of 

philosophy and the Gad of the Bible; Protestantism cannot re-

main there, he says; indeed, "il n'est nullement exclu que 

dans le cadre de la toi chrétienne une philosophie soit poss· 

ible et même requise, et que comme toute philosophie elle ait 

à parler aussi de Dieu".3 But does this mean a "metaphysics 

ot assurance"? tlearly not, as his last recorded writings 

indicate. Near the end ot his La Condition de la Raison Philo· 

sophique he asks the question: is the deabsolutized reason 

inditterent to Gad? Not at all, he replies; nevertheless -

IThévenaz, "L'Athéisme Contemporain: Camus et Sartre", 
La Revue de L'Evangélisation, p. 349 

2Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, Preface, p. 23 

3~, p. 310 
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and this is what we must take special note of - "sa condition 

propre, face ~ Dieu est précisément de n'être qu'un rapport 
l 

indirect ll ! Indirect relation: this is Thévenaz's final 

word on the matter, proof that he never envisaged, nor was 

on the way to constructing, what Schaerer calls a "m~taphysique 

de l'assurance". Owing to the indirectness of the relation to 

God (an aspect of His jUdgment) the philosophy of a Christian 

believer is necessarily characterized by an iconoclastie atti­

tude towards all forms of "divine reason"j but because of the 

fact that there is a relation at all to God (an aspect of His 

promise) this philosophy will express hope and will therefore 

have a positive aspiration towards truth. If Thévenaz had not 

believed this he would not, as Ricoeur points out, have written 

those enigmatic lines about "l'éternité retrouvée" that come 

at the end of his article, "Révolutions philosophiques du 

xxe siècle": IIL'éternité est morte, vive l'éternité! Rimbaud 

l'a dit: 

Elle est retrouvée. 
Quoi? - L'~ternité. 
C'est la mer all~e 
Avec le soleil." 

IThévenaz, La Condition de la Raison Philosophique, p. 169 

2Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison, II, p. 120 



CHAPTER THREE 

TOWARDS A PROTESTANT PHlLOSOPHY 



CHAPTER THREE 

TOWARDS A PROTESTANT PHILœOPHY 

In Chapter Two we talked ~a philosophy that finds it-

self in a state of crisis thanks to its encounter with Christ­

ianity (in its Protestant form); such precisely is what Thé­

venaz means by "protestant philosophy". In this chapter, how­

ever, we shall be considering this philosophy, not so much as 

it is in itself, as regards its own particular structure, but 

in its relation to other possible ways of conceiving the rela­

tionship between faith and philosophy. In other words, we 

shall be examining Thévenaz's Protestant philosophy in the 

context of the debate concerning faith and reason, theology 

and philosophy. 

1. EXCLUSION 

We begin by asking whether exclusion is a tenable solu­

tion to our problem. Thévenaz thinks not and contends that 

Protestantism and philosophy are quite capable of being re­

conciled; "protestant philosophy", in his view, is far frorn 
l being a "round square Il • But what philosophy precisely does 

lcf. Gilson's argument for the validity of the concept 
of "Christian philosophy". (The Spirit of Medieval Philosophy, 
especially Chapters l and II; cf. Christianisme et Philosophie, 
especially Chapter IV, "Théologie et Philosophie".) Gilson's 
approach to the question is historical; i.e., he shows that 
the history of philosophy has been fundamentally rnodified by 
Christianity, and argues that there must consequently be sorne 
validity to the concept of philosophia christiana. (The Spirit 
of Medieval Philosophy, p. 18) His basic contention is that 
it is possible for revelation to assist the natural reason 
without making it any less "un exercice rationnel" and without 
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he have in view when he envisages a Protestant philosophy? 

If "compatibility" is to be asserted against lIexclusion", 

then surely it is important to have the answer to this ques­

tion! Such a question must inevitably arise, because it is 

obvious that Just as there are different forms of Christianity, 

so there are different kinds of philosophy. For example, if 

we glance at the history of thought we see the following sit­

uation: IlLes Pères Apologètes du Ile siècle entendaient par 

philosophie le vague syncrétisme 'philosophico' - religieux 

propre à la période hellénistique. Saint Augustin pensait 

à une philosophie fortement structurée: le néoplatonisme. 

Pierre Damien au XIe siècle entendait la 'dialectique', 

c'est-à-dire la logique formelle aristotélicienne. Saint 

Thomas pensait à Aristote physicien et métaphysicien. Luther 

à la scholastique du XVe siècle, Pascal à Descartes, Kierke­

gaard à l'hégélianisme. 1I1 In view of such diversity, Thé-

reducing philosophy to theology (Christianisme et Philosophie, 
p. 128) Gabriel Marcel too approaches this question historically. 
His conclusion is that philosophy must be Christian. Christian 
philosophy, he says, must deal with human existence and it must 
do so phenomenologically (i.e., in terms of human reaction to 
reality). Now since men today have been radica11y affected by 
2,000 years of Christian experience, lI if we are to describe real­
ity as the actual experience of men today, the description must 
be Christian."(L. Lynch, Christian Philosophy, C.B.C. publications, 
Toronto, 1963, p. 25) It is quite apparent however that Marcel 
and Gilson are using the term IIChristian philosophy" differently. 
As Tillich says, the term is ambig*ous and can Mean on the one 
hand lia philosophy whose existential basis is historical Christ­
ianity" (Systematic Theology l, p. 27): this clearly is the 
sense in which Marcel understands it. On the other hand, the 
term can Mean lia philosophy which is intentionally Christian" 
(Ibid, p. 28) Such, eVidently, is the way Gilson sees it. Thé­
venaz's understanding of Christian philosophy is closer to that 
of Gilson than that of Marcel but, as we shall see later, there 
are certain irreconcilable differences between Protestant and 
Catholic philosophy. 

~hévenaz,"L'Affrontement de la Philosophie et du Christianisme 
(Verbum Caro) Neuch!tel,.1950. (PP. 129-137), p. 131 n l 
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he have in view when he envisages a Protestant phi10sophy? 

If "compatibi1ity" is to be asserted against lexc1usion", 

then sure1y it is important to have the answer to this ques­

tion! Such a question must inevitab1y arise, because it is 

obvious that just as there are different forms of Christianity, 

so there are different kinds of phi10sophy. For examp1e, if 

we glance at the history of thought we see the fo110wing sit­

uation: "Les Pères Apo10gètes du Ile siècle entendaient par 

philosophie le vague syncrétisme 'phi10sophico' - religieux 

propre à la période hellénistique. Saint Augustin pensait 

à une philosophie fortement structurée: le néop1atonisme. 

Pierre Damien au XIe siècle entendait la 'dialectique', 

c'est-à-dire la logique formelle aristotélicienne. Saint 

Thomas pensait à Aristote physicien et métaphysicien. Luther 

à la scholastique du XVe siècle, Pascal à Descartes, Kierke­

gaard à l'hégé1ianisme." l In view of such diversity, Thé-

reducing phi10sophy to theology (Christianisme et Philosophie, 
p. 128) Gabriel Marcel too approaches this question historical1y. 
His conclusion is that phi10sophy must be Christian. Christian 
philosophy, he says, must deal with human existence and it must 
do so phenomeno10gica1ly (i.e., in terms of human reaction to 
rea1ity). Now since men today have been radica1ly affected by 
2,000 years of Christian experience, " if we are to describe rea1-
ity as the actua1 experience of men tOday, the description must 
be Christian. II (L. Lynch, Christian Phi1osophy, C.B.C. publications, 
Toronto, 1963, p. 25) It is quite apparent however that Marcel 
and Gilson are using the term "Christian phi10sophy" different1y. 
As Tillich says, the term is ambig*ous and can mean on the one 
hand lia phi10sophy whose existential basis is historical Christ­
ianity" (Systematic Theology l, p. 27): this c1early is the 
sense in which Marcel understands it. On the other hand, the 
term can mean lia philosophy which is intentiona1ly Christian" 
(Ibid, p. 28) Such, evidently, is the way Gilson sees it. Thé­
venaz's understanding of Christian philosophy is c10ser to that 
of Gilson than that of Marcel but, as we sha11 see later, there 
are certain irreconci1ab1e differences between Protestant and 
Catho1ic philosophy. 

~hévenaz, IIL'Affrontement de la Philosophie et du Christianisme 
(Verbum Caro) Neuchatel,. 1950. (PP. 129-137), p. 131 n 1 
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venaz adds, there can be no such thing as a Christian 

philosophy which would be the union of philosophy in 

general with Christianity in general. l What philosophy 

then does Thévenaz have in mind? 

In 1942, when he wrote his article "Théologie Barth­

ienne et Philosophie", (In Extremis), philosophy for him 

meant above all metaphysics. 2 He thus wrote: "Aujourd'hui 

de jeunes théologiens vivent intensément leur foi et leur 

théologie. Quant à la philosophie, gr~ce au renouveau ré­

cent de la métaphysique, elle retrouve plus que jamais sa 

source et sa raison d'être."3 The only thing missing, he 

added, is a dialogue between the two, theology (Protestant, 

Barthian) and philosophy (metaphysics). His position is 

substantially the same four years later, as we can see from 

his article "Situation de la raison critique: essai de 

philosophie protestante~ And in 1950, he is still dis­

cussing the question of a rapprochement between "metaphys­

ical philosophy" and "dogmatic theology".4 In his writings 

lIbid 

2This was the "new" metaphysics of philosophers such as 

Bergson, Lavelle, Decoster. This is confirmed by his comments 

on metaphysics made in his inaugural lesson which he gave, 

also in 1942, at the University of Neuch~tel. See "Méta­

physique et Destinée Humaine", L'Homme: Métaphysique et 

Transcendance. 

3Thévenaz, "Théologie Barthienne", (In Extremis) p. 91 

4Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 245 
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after 1950, and up till his death in 1955, there is no 

indication whatever that he abandons the basic position 

reached in 1942. 

Now the fact that Thévenaz insists on the metaphysical 

character of philosophy, makes the problem of the reconcilia­

tion of Protestantism and philosophy all the more acute. 

Philosophy as criticism, says Thévenaz, is far easier to 

cope with (from a Christian point of view) than philosophy 

as metaphysics; it is clear "que le conflit entre la foi et 

la raison critique est moins aigu qu'entre la foi et la 
,,1 raison qui a des ambitions métaphysiques ou ontologiques. 

But if it is these "metaphysical or ontological ambitions" 

that complicate the matter, why not simply suppress them? 

This is William Hordern's solution, and that is why he 

is optimistic about the dialogue between analytical philo­

sophy and theology. Philosophical analysis, BalS Hordern, 

"cannot give additional theological knowledge", whereas 

other philosophies (for example, Platonism, Aristotelianism, 

Idealism, etc) claim to do so.2 Even existentialism, he 

adds, pretends to supplement theology's doctrine of man and 

provide questions about existence which theology must answer. 3 

Unlike these philosophies (and no doubt Hordern would include 

lIbid 

2Hordern, Op. Cit., p. 185f 

3Ibid, p. 186 
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Thévenaz's metaphysics) ana1ytica1 phi1osophy is mere1y 

a "too1 for thought" 1, and the on1y possible relation 

between it and theo1ogy is one of "conversation".2 

C1ear1y the presupposition under1ying Hordern's 

thought on this matter is that Protestantism's attitude 

towards phi1osophy is essentia11y one of exclusion. Hor­

dern, theo1ogica11y a Barthian, agrees with Barth that it 

is impossible to have an abso1ute dichotomy between phi1o­

sophy and theologyj a theo1ogian inevitab1y uses certain 

terms derived from sorne phi1osophy or onto1ogy.3 Neverthe-

1ess, ev en whi1e making this concession, Hordern is ada-

mant that theo1ogy cannot admit into "conversation" a phi1o­

sophy taking the form of a "revisionary metaphysics" (Straw­

son)'t or "first phi1osophy" (Tillich). Thus whi1e Protestant­

ism might have something to discuss with "descriptive meta-

1Ibid, p. 199 

2Ibid , p. 185 

3Hordern, Ibid, p. 198. cf. The Humanity of God, p. 92. 
cf. Tillich, SyS'tëiiiatic Theo1ogy I: "The Bible itse1f "says 
Ti11ich,"a1ways uses the categories and concepts which describe 
the structure of experience. On every page of every re1igious 
or theo1ogica1 text these concepts appear: time, space, cause, 
thing, subject, nature, movement, freedom, necessity, 1ife, 
value, know1edge, experience, teing and not-being. Bib1icism 
May try to preserve their popu1ar meaning, but then it ceases 
to be theo1ogy. It must neg1ect the fact that a phi1osophica1 
understanding of these categories has inf1uenced ordinary 
language for many centuries." Any attempt therefore on the 
~art of bib1icism to avoid nonbib1ica1, onto1ogica1 terms is 
'doomed to fai1ure". The systematic theo1ogian, Tillich con­
c1udes, must be a "philosopher in critica1 understanding even 
if not in creative power". (P. 21) 

4- 5 t ft '" IN ~ 0 1'\. ln VI h ~ ~ t~ ~ 
Iv) ~ l ~ f h) ~ 1 ( ~ Il U r"\ J 1 Id e 5 (. fZ i f t IV ~ 
c..Jvo(<<L('..'. t.ht' I.:<'-Le({. 

J,."t,,,d ''': .,b(!Cwf!f!r, "R~v,'J,a""'Il? 
1'rI·é.t.J.r"Î)/(S 1 th.o<-ljh.. h~ h(M5~/.f. 



physics", a metaphysics which is "content to describe the 

actual structures of our thought about the world",l it def­

initely excludes a "revisionary metaphysics", a metaphysics 

which "seeks to provide variant and more adequate structures 

of thought".2 With Thévenaz's emphasis on the element of 

"conversion" in metaphysics, it is clear that his philosophy 

goes beyond the mere1y "descriptive". Furthermore, in its 

quest for the abso1ute "point de départ", it shows its"re­

visionary" character since, as Hordern says, revisionary 

metaphysics "attempts to g0 beyond the convictiona1 situa­

tion".3 Without a doubt therefore, Hordern would consider 

the metaphysics of Thévenaz incompatible with what he con-

ceives Protestantism to be. 

But is Hordern right in seeing Protestantism as im­

placably hostile to philosophy as soon as it wou1d as sert 

any metaphysica1 ambitions? Does the Protestant perspective 

rea1ly condemn philosophy either to ob1ivion or at best to 
1 

sorne anci11ary rOle? This certain'y might seem to be the 

case, especia11y if certain remarks made by Luther are 

taken at face value, i.e., apart from any historical or 
4 

systematic considerations. As we have observed however 

lHordern, Op. Cit., p. 193 
2 Martin, OP. Cit., p. 164 

3Hordern, Op. Cit., p. 196 

4Luther: "There is no greater enemy of grace than 
Aristot1e's ethics~ (Quoted by Gilson, The Spirit of Medieval 
Phi1osophy, p. 415); "Aristotle's Physics is a comp1ete1y use-
1ess subject for every age ••• It is Just a rhetorica1 exercise, 
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in our study of Barth, philosophy attracts the wrath of 

Protestantism (especially in its Barth!an form) to the 

degree that it takes the form of natural theology. As 

far as Protestantism is concerned therefore, the real 

problem is philosophy that sees no discontinuity between 

itself and the divine; it is against such philosophies, 

and not philosophy as such, that Protestantism should 

direct its iconoclasm. As long therefore as metaphysics 

does not become a philosophy of the Absolute, as long as 

it realizes that its true patria is "l'en-deçà" and not 

"l'au-delà", there is no reason why there should be any 

incompatibility between it and Protestant Christianity. 

Now if the exclusion of philosophy means the elimin­

ation of philosophies of divine reason, Thévenaz would be 

the first to lend his support to exclusivisme He would 

not support it however if it means excluding philosophy 

as such in order to rid oneself more surely of the God 

of the philosophers; if Protestantism believes this, says 

Thévenaz, "il se leurre gravement".l But not only would 

having no value ••• His works on Metaphysics and the Soul ar~ 
of the same quality. It is,therefore, unworthy of (Melan~~ 
thon's) intellect to wallow in that mire of folly." (Luther's 
letter to George Spalatin, March 13, 1519. Luther's Works, voJ.LfS 
p. 112); "philosophy is the devil' s harlot" ( quoted in 
Martin, Op. Cit., p. 18) 

IThévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 324 



it be deceiving itself, it would also be making a tragic 

mistake, for, in dispensing with philosophy, it would de­

prive itself of an "arme efficace dans le combat de la 

foi,,;l it would deprive itself of its only means of eli­

minating those "pseudo-philosophical excrescences"2 that 

constantly tend to attach themselves to the doctrine of 

God. Thévenaz is insistent that this is philosophy's 

task (philosophy, of course, that is "mise en question 

par la folie de la Croix"3), and that is why he talks of 

philosophy as "nécessaire et indispensable au sein même 

de la foi ••• un élément essentiel du combat de la fOi.,,4 

It is such considerations that explain Thévenaz's rejec­

tion of "exclusion" as a solution to the question of the 

relation between philosophy and Protestantisme Exclusion, 

to be sure, might have the advantage of clarity and "neat­

ness", but a mere lack of ambiguity in a position can hardly 

constitute a criterion for comm1tting oneself to it. Be-

sides, the choice of exclusion is inevitably accompanied by 

an element of bad faith because, as we have noted, whether 

we like it or not, philosophy enters into theology, and the 

claim to be free of philosophical prejudices is simply in­

defensible. Philosophical criticism 1s therefore needed to 

lIbid, p. 325 

2Ibid, p. 321 

3Ibid 

4Ibid, p. 324 
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br1ng to 11ght these prejud1ces 1n order that 1t m1ght be 

seen whether or not they are 1njur1ous or benefic1a1 to 

theo1ogy. That is why, Baye Thévenaz, 1t is far prefer­

able for the one who be11eves 1n the God of Jesus Chr1st 

to ph11osophize Iknow1ng1y " and "conscious1y" than unwitt1ng-

1y to harbour, perhaps even with1n his very fa1th, the God of 

ph11osophy.1 Thévenaz can therefore ta1k of Protestant ph11o­

sophy as not on1y Ipossib1e" but a1so "necessary" with1n 

Protestantism. 2 

Consequent1y, Thévenaz rejects the exc1usivist att1tude, 

not on1y because of the imposs1b11ity of hav1ng a "pure" theo-

logy, free of a11 ph11osophy, but because he considers ph11o­

sophy "an effective weapon in the fight of faith." Bes1des, 

the act of exc1us1on 1mp11es a perfect know1edge of what 

phi1osophy is. Perhaps one m1ght be able to say w1th reason­

able assurance what this or that phi1osophy is, or what ph11o­

sophy is tOday. But what about tomorrow? Phi1osophy is con­

stant1y changing. There is no f1xed def1nition of it wh1ch is 

va1id for a11 t1me; "seule parmi les sciences, la ph11osophie 

n'a pas de définition fixe. Chaque philosophe en expl1citant 

sa phi1osoph1e redéf1nit la philosoph1e. Il n'y a pas de 

défin1tion préalable de la philosophie ••• 113 It is clear there-

lThévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 325 

2 Thévenaz, "S1tuation de la raison: essai de Philosoph1e 
Protestante", p. 122 

3Thévenaz, La Cond1tion de la Raison Phi1osoph1que, p. 128 



fore that there cannot be a definitive severance of philo­

sophy from theology, and that constantly the question must 

arise concerning their relationship. If there is any ex­

clusion, says Thévenaz, it can only be "preliminary", never 

"radical and definitive"j in the interests of specialization 

it will no doubt be necessary to begin with a "methodological 

independence", but such a measure is only temporary and is in 

fact the very condition of lIune collaboration fructueuse des 

deux disciPlines".l The last word on this matter does not 

therefore rest with that tradition in the Church, classically 

represented by Tertullian.2 Another solution has to be found. 

Perhaps the answer lies in the dir'ection of IIharmonization". 

II. HARMONIZATION 

Thévenaz refuses "harmonization" Just as firmly as he 

refuses "exclusion". We recognize, he says, "que nulle ex-

clusion réciproque de la raison et de la foi n'est nécessaire, 

lThévenaz, "Théologie Barthienne et Philosophie~ p. 84f 

2"What has Athens to do with Jerusalem? The Academy with 
the Church? Heresy with Christianity? •• wc must seek the Lord 
in purity of heart ••• since Christ Jesus there is no room for 
further curiosity, since the Gospel no need for further re­
search. If we believe, let us not desire to find further be­
lief." Quoted from De Praescriptione Haereticorum VII, in 
Christian Faith and Greek Philosophy, A.H. Armstrong & R.A. 
Markus,(Darton, Longman & Todd, London, 1960.) cf. Gilson's 
chapter on "The Primacy of Faith"(pp. 3-33) in Reason and 
Revelation in the Middle Ages,(C. Scribner's Sons, N.Y., 1948.) 
Here he talks of the "Tertullian family" and explains that 
the bond uniting all themembers of this family was their 
condemnation of philosophy and their conviction of the com­
plete self-sufficiency of the Christian revelation. 
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mais qu'en m~me temps nulle harmonie n'est possible, ni 

m~me souhaitable." l His reasons for such a summary dis-

missal of harmonization become clear from his discussion 

in "De la Philosophie Divine à la Philosophie Chrétienne ll2 

where he shows what a danger harmonization represents for 

Christian faith, whether it takes the form of syncretism 

or of eclecticism. 

A. Syncretism 

The word syncretism cornes from the Greek synkretismos 

(Plutarch) which originally meant a IIfederation of Cretan 

cities" united against a common enemy.3 However, by asso­

ciation through popular etymology with kerannymi, IImix~ it 

came to acquire the meaning "amalgam" or "mélange". Thé­

venaz therefore defines syncretism as lIun accord superfi-

ciel et inauthentique d'éléments hétérogènes et disparates 

dont les différences irréductibles sont estompées. 1I4 lt is 

precisely such neglect of lIirreducible differences" that 

impels Thévenaz to dismiss syncretism's claim to be a valid 

solution to the problem of the relationship between philo­

sophy and religion. 

Now the Hellenistic milieu in which Christianity arose 

was to a large extent dominated by the tendency towards syn-

cretism. Throughout the Levantine world, particularly in 

lThévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 253 

2lbid , pp. 267-285 

3New Catholic Encyclopedia, IISyncretism" 

4Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 274nl 
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Egypt, Syria and Asia Minor, elements were being taken 

from the religions and philosophies then current and 

adopted into one pattern of thought. From the Iranian 

religion came the cosmic dualism that forms a basic ele­

ment of nearly all varieties of Gnosticism. From Egypt 

came elements of the cult of Isis and Osiris; from Baby­

lonia the influence of astrology and the planetary godsi 

from Syria, Greece and Rome, cultic features of the mys-

tery religions and magic; from Judaism a host of Old 

Testament figures and many variations on the creation storyj 

and from Greece, again, the philosophical currents of Stoi­

cism and Neo-Pythagoreanism. Platonism too made its con-

tribution, but only through the medium of later popular­

izations. And finally, Christianity lent to the syncretis­

tic movement the role of the Saviour Christ. l 

In such a climate, says Thévenaz, philosophy was being 

radically transformedj it was becoming "philosophie du salut 

religieux et moral"~ vne might have thought, in view of this, 

that Christianity would simply have crowned this syncretistic 

process by absorbing philosophy altogether. But instead, it 

came as "une puissance purificatrice et clarificatrice"_3 

purging philosophy of its "compromissions avec la religion" 

lThis summary of the components of Hellenistic syncre­
tism is derived lar~ely from the New Catholic Encyclopedia 
article "Gnosticism • 

2Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 273 

3Ibid, p. 274 
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and lts "prétentlons dlvlnes". 1 Thus for the flrst tlme, 

"1a phl1osophle est expulsée de l'au-delà, des 1leux cél­

estes ob clrcu1alt le fameux attelage du Ph~dre, bannle du 

monde dlvln, renvoyée sans façon dans l'lcl-bas".2 How­

ever ln effectlng thls "desyncretlzatlon" ( a l!ontlnulng 

process, one that does not slmply occur overnlght), Chrlst­

lanlty faced a dangerous and delicate task, for somehow lt 

had to get across lts message of a salvatlon that was "tout 

autre", and the on1y way it could do thls was by comlng 

down to the leve1 of these syncretlsms and uslng thelr 

thought forms and thelr language (kolne Greel~) Il tout lm­

pregnée de ce confuslonnlsme".3 But in dolng thls lt had 

to lnte11ectua1lze lts falth, thus glvlng blrth to dogma. 4 

Now whl1e recognlzlng the necesslty and va1idity of 

formulatlng dogma, one must also rea1lze the obvlous rlsks 

that such a course ental1s. Once expressed ln lnte1lectual 

form, Chrlstlanlty flnds itself in a sense "de plain-pled" 

1Ibld, p. 273 
2Ibld 

3Ibid, p. 274 

4Unlike A. Harnack who considered the development of dogma 
a fal1ing away from the slmp1lcity of the Gospel, Thévenaz 
asserts that dogma should not be seen as a perverted or impure 
form of falth (or of reason). Orlglnally lt was the expresslon, 
withln the syncretlstic environment, of a falth that was ln lts 
essence antl-syncretlst. It became necessary however "de 
marquer avec toujours plus de netteté et de subtillté le point 
précls où les voles se séparent entre la foi chrétlenne et les 
spéculatlons philosophico-rell~ieuses. Le dogme vlse à 
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with the burrounding philosophies; and unless extremely 

vigilant it might easily yield to the temptation of re­

garding itself too, as another philosophy. Justin Mar­

tyr in fact did Just this when he claimed that Christ-

ianity was the supreme philosophy, and even Tatian once 
l 

referred to Christianity as "our philosophy". But is 

this not a lapse into Gnosticism? If gnosis implies that 

"les lumi~res de la foi et celles de la raison s'éclairent 
, Il 2 mutuellement, s additionnent simplement, then the claim 

that Christianity is philosophy is tantamount to a surren­

der to the Gnostic outlook. And this remains true ev en if 

it is asserted that Christianity is the crowning philosophy. 

p 
lurifier et à sauvegarder la foi, non pas à lui superposer 
une doctrine. Il est une arme contre l'hérésie." (L'Homme 
et sa Raison l, p. 275) Tillich expresses the opinion that 
dogma or dogmatics are unusable terms today (in view of the 
connotations of intolerance and heteronomy that have become 
attached to them~ (Systemctic Theology l, p. 32)1 There 
seems no reason however why there should not ratKer be made 
an attempt to restore their pristine meaning. 

IIlJustin ne dira-t-il pas que le christianisme est 'la 
seule philosophie sOre et utile'? Tatien, l'apolog~te anti­
philosophe, n'appellera-t-il pas lui aussi sa religion 'notre 
philosophie'?" (L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 275) 

2Thévenaz, "L'Affrontement de la Philosophie et du Christ­
ianisme", (Verbum Caro), p. 135. Such a characterization of 
gnosis shows that Gnosticism, whether in the broad or narrow 
sense, (See H. Chadwick, The Early ChurcbJ" Penguin, 1967, p.34j 
cf. New Catholic Encyclopedia, "Gnosticism'j cf. R. Bultmann, 
Primitive Christianity, tranSe R.H. Fuller, Fontana Library, 
1960, pp. 193ff) is basically syncretistic. Thévenaz's con­
demnation of syncretism is therefore implicitly a condemna­
tion too of Gnosticism, or for that matter, any form of 
gnosis whatsoever. Gnosticism's confusion of the realm of 
faith and the realm of reason follows of course from its 
anthropology which conceives of man as indwelt by a divine 
spark descended from the Pleroma, from God Himself. 
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If such a tendency had prevailed in the Church, 

Christianity would truly have become a "syncretistic 

religion" (H. Gunkel) in the pejorative sense that 

Thévenaz gives it. However, this did not come to be, 

thanks to the "consciousness of the wholly other" ex-

pressed in St. Paul, St. John and in the anti-ppilosoph­

ical Apologists such as Tatian and Tertullian. l Further-

more there was taking place in the 2nd century a renais­

sance of Greek culture in which philosophy was once again 

becoming cognizant of its specificity. Such a development, 

Thévenaz says, could only be salutary, for it would tend 

to repel any tendency on the part of Christianity to claim 

the title of philosophy "en maintenant devant lui l'image 
, .. 2 même un peu pale, d une philosophie pure et authentique. 

The emphasis therefore shifts from syncretism to eclecti-

cism. 

B. Eclecticism 

Eclecticism, at least in philosophy, was not new. In 

fact an eclectic process had begun to develop in the 3rd 

and 2nd centuries B.C. as the Middle Stoa, the Peripatetic 

School and the Academy moved in the direction of an "eclec-

lThévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 276. In spite of 
his refusal to join the "Tertullian family", Thévenaz never­
theless aCknowledges the validity of his emphasis on the 
heterogeneity, the "point de rupture", existing between 
Christianity and philosophy. 

2Ibid 



144 

l tic assimilation" of one another's doctrines. Th1s pheno-

menon, W. Jaeger explains, was due partly to a reaction 

against the wither1ng attacks of Sceptic philosophy on all 

dogmatic philosophy, and aga1nst its den1al of the possi­

bility of saying anyth1ng either true or false. "The Greek 

mind in a wa"~ never recovered from the blow", he says, "but 

the traditional philosophical schools gradually undertook a 

strange sort of self-defense by joining forces and concluding 

a grande alliance to which Platon1sts, Stoics, Pythagoreans, 

and (to a lesser extent) Ar1stote11ans made the1r contribu­

tion.,,2 This eclectic process continued on into the Christ­

ian era, but became espec1ally prominent in Middle Platonism.3 

Thévenaz 1s thinking of the eclecticism of Middle Platonism 

or that of the New Academy (represented for example by An­

tiochus of Ascalon and Cicero) when he asserts that, from the 

point of view of the spec1fic1ty of philosophy, eclecticism 

JF. Copleston, History of Philosophy I, 2 (Image Books, 
New York, 1962), p. 126 

2 W. Jaeger, Earl Christianit and Greek Paideia, (Harvard 
University Press, Mass., 19 l ,p. 2. We see an example of 
such an alliance 1n the philosophical act1vity of Antiochus 4f 
of Ascalon (d1ed c. 68 B.C.) who revolted against the scep'­
t1cism of the Middle Academy and preached a "united front' of 
the positive philosoph1es against the sceptics and gOdless 
Epicureans. 

3See Copleston, Op. Cit., pp. 195ff. Th1s movement was 
represented by such philosophers as Plutarch, Albinus, and 
Celsus. (This of course is the Celsus who drew the polemic 
of Or1gen of Alexandria.) 
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is decldedly superior to syncretisme For whereas the latter 

represented the lIamalgame d'éléments hétérog~nesll, the former 

is ilIa réunion par Juxtaposition de th~ses philosophiques 

conciliables ll •l 

Christianity's encounter with this IInew Hellenismll 

therefore took place, Thévenaz says, on the plane of eclec-

ticism. The outcome was a Christian humanism which endea-

voured to gather all that was best from the different philo­

sophies. Its attitude was that II the spoils of Egypt" were 

II fair game ll ! Clement and Origen were the chief advocates 

of thls point of view, but Justin anticipated both of them 

when he expressed the view: II The truths which men in all 

lands have rightly spoken belong to us Christians;1I2 such 

an utterance, says Gilson, constitutes the IIperpetual char­

ter of Christian humanismll •3 It was the Alexandrians how-

ever, rather than Justin, who developed the position that 

philosophy (and Platonism in particular) acted as a pro­

paedeutic leading to Christ. Clement, agreeing with the 

Stoics that there is a universal reason immanent in human­

i ty, the phron'Jsis, 4 asserts that philosophy was leading 

IThévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 277 

2Justin's Second Apology, Chapter 13. 

3Gilson, The Spirit of Medieval Philosophy, p. 27 

#Stromateis VI, pp. 154-155 
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the Greeks to Christianity just as the law was leading 
l 

the Hebrews. Origen, a member of a martyr Church, was 

understandably less sympathetic than Clement towards 

pagan philosophy and culture, as H. Chadwick points out;2 

nevertheless he was clearly at one with Clement on this 

question of the relationship between Christianity and 

philosophy; he thus wrote: liA man coming to the Gospel 

from Greek conceptions and training would not only judge 

that it was true, but would also put it into practice and 

so prove it to be correct." 3 Thus in the case of both 

Clement and Origen, there is no question of any radical 

discontinuity between natural and revealed truth. Of 

course this does not mean that they thought of the human 

mind in itself as self-sufficient and capable of attaining 

the full truth; it still needed the Christian revelation 

for this. Nevertheless, as R. Mehl Baya: "La. révélation 

chrétienne ••• le trouve déjà engagé sur la bonne vOie." 4 

We can see from this analysis that eclecticism arrives 

finally at the same position as does syncretism; for in both 

cases there is continuity between the light of faith and the 

light of reason. Thus despite the Alexandrian polemic against 

lStromateis l, p. 28 

2Chadwick, op. Cit., p. lOOf 

30r igen, Contra Celsum, transe H. Chadwick, (Cambridge 
University Press, 1953) Part. l, 2 • 

4Mehl , Qp. Cit., p. 31 
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Gnosticism, and its assertion of a "true gnosis" against 

a false, it seems that the basic premise of Gnosticism 

remains intact. A major reason for such a defeat, says 

Thévenaz, is that there was no real confrontation, no 

real dialogue, between theology and philosophYj philo­

sophy was too feeble for this and consequently faith 

rode roughshod over it. It played "le rOle de critère 

de sélection",l and then patched together the partidl 

truths that it found; the result, says Thévenaz, was an 

integration of "truths" that amounted to little more than 

"a juxtapos;1.tion under the patronage of faith".2 The 

danger however of such a harmonization is that philosophy, 

too weak to really challenge faith, would tend to defuse 

faith's explosive power by seducing it into becoming a 

substitute for philosophy. A strong philosophy, a strong 

reason, is therefore the condition of a vital faith. "Only 

a theology that does not know the meaning of faith," says 

G. Ebeling, "can promise itself any benefit for faith from 

a weakening of reason."3 Alexandrian Christian philosophy 

therefore marked the triumph of faith over philosophy, of 

Christianity over paganismj but, as we have seen, this was 

a Pyrrhic victory: victi victoribus legem dederunt. There­

fore in spite of its superiority over syncretism on the pure-

IThévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison 1, p. 278 

2Ibid 

3Ebeling, op. Cit., p. 117 
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ly philosophical plane (as we noted above) eclecticism 

proves equally inadequate as a key to the problem of 

"Christian philosophy". The true solution, Thévenaz 

says, must therefore lie in the direction of "synthesis", 

thouf,h ev en here, as we shall see, there is danger as 

long as philosophy and theology are not seen as equal 

partners in dialogue before God. 

III. S YNTHES IS 

A. Augustinianism 

With Augustine, Baye Thévenaz, the conditions at 

last are present for a "veritable synthesis". "Pour 

la première fois depuis quatre siècles, une forte philo­

sophie et une forte foi s'affrontent et elles s'affrontent 

dans une même conscience." 1 The "forte philosophie" of 

course is Neoplatonism, that "last flower of Ancient Philo­

sophy" (Copleston). The reason for i ts strength lay in 

the unifying vision of its founder, Plotinus. Reacting 

against the confusion of the period preceding him, over­

burdened as it was with "heteroclite and incoherent ele­

ments", he invited man to interior simplification and uni­

fication. 2 What he produced, Baya Thévenaz, was a "total 

philosophy" like those of Plato and Aristotle, a philosophy 

once again "worthy of the name". 3 One could"profoundly 

live" such a philosophy, which explains why it clashed so 

IThévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 280 

2New Catholic Encyclopedia, "Neoplatonism" 

3Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 280 
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decisively with Christianityl and why it was able to pro­

voke a Christian philosophical synthe sis when it encoun­

tered the Itforte foi lt of St. Augustine. 

Having come from Neoplato~ism to Christianity, Thé-

venaz writes, Augustine was able to keep vividly in mind 

the "point de rupture lt between the It Dieu connult of Neo­

platonism and the Christian God that the believer "has lt 

or "enjoyslt through faith (habere Deum, frui Deo). For 

this reason, he was able to avoid the Itconfusionism" and 

the Itdisgrace of eclecticismlt (Brunschvicg) and attain 

instead a vital synthesis. Now according to Thévenaz, 

the absolutely novel element in this synthesis is that 

the encounter with the God of Jesus Christ leads to the 

It mise en question lt of the God of philosophy without at 

the same time implying any renunciation of philosophy 
2 

as such. Philosophy is transformed however so that faith 

now becomes reason's "point de départit. This is how Augus­

tine puts it: ItTherefore seek not to understand that thou 

mayest believe, but believe that thou mayest understand."3 

In expressing such a view, says Gilson, ItAugustine was 

opening a new era in the history of western thought. No 

Greek philosopher", he continues, Itcould have ever dreamt 

of making religious faith in sorne revealed truth the ob-

IFrom Plotinus to Damascius, says P. Hadot in the New 
Catholic Encyclopedia, ("Neoplatonismlt ), Neoplatonism was­
always anti-Christian. 

2Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 281 

3Quoted in Gilson, Reason and Revelation in the Middle 
Ages, p. 19 
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1 1igatory starting point of rational know1edge." In such 

a view faith becomes, not the crown of phi1osophy, nor its 

foundation, but rather its "inner 1ight"; or converse1y: 

phi1osophy becomes "the faith-informed quest of understand­

ing" • 2 This does not mean however that reason is reduceo. 

to a state of subordination to faith - which wou1d mean a 

return to the former tendency to substitute Christianity 

for phi1osophy - instead both faith and reason come to 

bathe in the same "unchangeab1e Light". 

In proposing such a view, says Thévenaz, Augustine 

becomes the "inventor" of philosophical faith. 3 IIL'assur­

ance du philosophe repose maintenant sur une foi en la 

raison. 1I4 'fhévenaz considers reason IIcontaminatedll how-

ever as long as it tolerates any vestige whatever of be­

lief (croyance) or IIfalse" faith. 5 As he sees it, such 

toleration constitutes a threat to the autonomy of reason 

because it implies "abdicationll or failure.to assume resp­

onsibi1ity.6 One can therefore understand why Thévenaz 

expresses misgivings about the Augustinian synthesis. 

1Ibid , p. 17 

2Armstrong and Markus, Op. Cit., p. 153 

3Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 294 

4Ibid 

5Ibid, p. 303 

6Thévenaz remarks in"Situation de la raisonJ" 
(p. 120) that responsible action is the deep meaning of the 
autonomy of reason. 
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Nevertheless, cons1der1ng the t1me 1n wh1ch he 11ved, 

Thévenaz 1s w1111ng to concede that there was perhaps 

a certa1n leg1 t1macy then 1n ph11osophy's" tak1ng refuge 
l 

1n the arms of the Church and of God". That 1s why, 

desp1te h1s m1sg1v1ngs, he can st111 adm1t the "strength" 

of the August1n1an Pos1t1on. 2 He thus talks of 1t as a 

synthesls "1n splte of everythlng", and attrlbutes thls 

on the one hand to the strength of Neoplatonlsm whlch 

"saved the Chrlstlan1ty of St. Augustlne from phl1o­

sophlcal 'confuslonlsm,lI, and on the other hand, to 

Augustlne's falth whlch "prevented lt from belng Just 

another Hellenlstlc phl1osophy".3 Slnce those far-off 

days, however, phl1osophy has se en the revolutlons of 

Aqulnas, of Descartes, of Kant, of modern exlstent1allsm, 

and through them lt has come to learn that somethlng qulte 
4 dlfferent ls expected of lt. That ls why today there can 

be no excuse for malntalning a "phl1osophlcal falth" (a 

danger to both phl1osophy and Christlan fa1th), and why 

modern attempts, such as those of H. Dooyeweerd and F. 

Brunner, to restore the Augustlnlan synthesls of falth 

and reason can only provoke astonlshment. 5 One would have 

lThévenaz, L'Homme et sa Ralson l, p. 304 
2Ib1d , p. 281 

3Ibld, p. 282 

4Ibld, p. 304 

5H. Dooy.eweerd concelves of Chrlstlanl~y as changlng not 
only the "state" of phl1osophy ~as J. MarltJlin and E. Gilson 
for example hold) but also lts 'naturell. Dooyeweerd, says 
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to conclude that they have not taken with sufficient 

seriousness the Christian experience as expressed by 

Paul in l Corinthians, for if they had they would have 

recognized that it entails the autonomy of reason and 

the end of philosophical faith; they would have seen 

that "l'exigence de la foi chrétienne et l'exigence la 

plus radicale de la raison sont associées pour tenir en 

échec ensemble la foi philosophique".l 

Fidelity to the Christian "expérience-choc": this 

finally is the standard by which Thévenaz judges the 

history of philosophy. We have seen how Augustinianism 

fares under this critique; we must now see to what ex-

tent Thomism measures up to this exacting standard. 

Freeman, "is not satisfied to use the term 'Christian 
philosophy' to refer to a Christian state of philosophy. 
Dooyeweerd would transform the very essence of philosophy 
into a Christian philosophy, a philosophy which employs 
religious dogma in its inner fabric. 1I (Freeman, Op. Cit., 
P.. 133) In fact, he even goes so far as to assert that 
'the Augustinian synthesis between faith and reason is not 
simply a vOluntary choice made by the philosopher, but it 
is a necessary choice, one which is unavoidable to the 
non-Christian, as well as to the Christian ll

• (Ibid, p. 57) 
In the same spirit, F. Brunner envisages the unit y of faith 
and reason in terms of IIl'intelligence spirituelle ll (F. 
Brunner, Op. Cit., p. 164) By this, Brunner explains~ is 
meant neither fideism nor rationalism; (Ibid, p. 165) 
instead, what is aimed at is a perspective that draws its 
inspiration, not from modern existentialist or phenomeno­
logical thought which ultimately are ineffective in the 
defence of religious truth (A. de MuraIt, op. Cit., p. 213), 
nor from medieval Aristotelianism which limited knowledge 
to the quiddity of the sensible. (F. Brunner, Op. Cit., p.143), 
but from antiquity and the early Middle Ages ~articular1y 
Augustine) which saw the "Idea in itself" as the proper object 
of the intellect (Ibid, pp.137f, 142f) and which had the 
lIaudacity" to combine the understanding and faith in the 
unit y of truth. (Ibid, p. 165) 

l --
Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 304 
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B. Thomism 

Throughout the period when Augustinianism dominated 

western thought, there was no duality of faith and reason, 

nor was there any separation of theology and philosophy. 

There was only one wisdom, and this lay in the rational 

understanding of faith. AlI this changed however with 

the arrivaI in the West of Aristotle's philosophy (in 

Latin translations from the Greek or the Arabie). Again, 

as in the case of Augustine, the conditions were right 

for the creation of a genuine synthesis: a strong philo­

sophy encountering a strong faith in a single conscious­

ness. The sin~le consciousness was that of Thomas Aquinas, 

the great Domlnican and Doctor of the Church. And what he 

created was not a synthf!sis "par fusion" as with Augustine, 

but rather a synthesis "par distinction ll
•
l That is, he 

clearly distinguished between the realm of nature and the 

realm of supernature, the first being the domain of reason 

and philosophy, the second that of faith and theology. 

Such a distinction of course shatters the Augustinian 

"fusion", but it does so without going to the extreme of 

Averroism, which sets reason in conflict with faith, though 

without repudiating one or the other~ Such a position 

lThévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison, p. 281 

2According to Latin Averrolsm (a philoBophical movement 
ori~inating in Paris in the 13th century) there were many 
philosophical conclusions that contradicted revealed truth. 
Unwilling however to calI either in question, the Av~ists 
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Aquinas considered "impossible".l In his view, "to 

say that the conclusions of Averroës were rationa11y 

necessary, but not necessarily true, was to empty the 

word 'truth' of aIl meaning.,,2 Against such a view 

Aquinas therefore maintains that natural knowledge can­

not be contrary to divine revelation because God is the 

source of both. 3 Even in distinction therefore, there 

is still unity. 

Thévenaz's reaction to Aquinas' synthesis is some-

what mixed. On the one hand he praises it for maintain-

ing the autonomy of reason. To take such a position, 

according to Thévenaz, is to recognize the true import 

felt that it was possible, as philosophers, to consider the 
conclusions of philosophy as "the necessarl results of philo­
sophica1 speculation", and as Christians, to believe that 
what Revelation says on such matters is true; thus, no con­
tradiction will ever arise between philosophy and theology, 
or between Revelation and reason." (Gilson, Reason and Reve­
lation in the Middle Ages, p. 57) Such a position was quite 
understandably seen as tantamount to a doctrine of "double 
truth". Gilson considers such a designation philosophically 
though not historically Justified: "Not a single one among 
these men," says Gilson, "would have ever admitted that two 
sets of conclusions, the one in philosophy, the other in 
theology, could be, at o~e and the same time, both absolutely 
contradictory and abso1utely true." (Ibid, p. 58) Gilson's 
final estimate of the Latin Averroists is that they kept 
philosophy and Revelation 'with a watertight separation be­
tween them" because they wer~like "so many men who cannot 
reconci1e their reason with their faith, and yet want them 
both ••• " (Ibid) 

IGilson, Reason and Revt1ution in the Middle Ages, p. 78 

2Ibid , p. 80 

3See Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles, Chapter VII 
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of Christianity. He therefore says of the Thomist philo­

sophy: "La philosophie conquérait donc, par l'exigence 

chrétienne qui travaillait en elle (my italics), quelque 

chose d'inappréciable, que la philosophie grecque n'avait 

pas connu et n'avait eU nul besoin de connattre: l'auto­

nomie de la raison naturelle."1 Furthermore, he praises 

it for making such a clear distinction between philosophy 

and Christianity, a distinction implied by Aquinas' prin­

ciple that it is impossible for faith and science to be 

directed towards the same Object~ In Thomism therefore, 

Thévenaz writes, and in the most unequivocal fashion, "la 

philosophie ne se prend désormais plus pour une religion, 

ni le christianisme pour une PhilosoPhie".3 Despite these 

positive elements in the thought of Aquinas however, there 

remains much that is unsatisfactory. If God is still taken 

to be the source of natural knowledge (see above), then as 

with Augustine, "Dieu continue à jouer le rOle de fonde-
4 

ment et de soutien de l'ordre rationnel". As with the 

Greeks therefore, it still goes without saying that "la 

pensée rationelle est ••• dans l'être".5 It can be said of 

Thomism consequently that it "incarnait les assurances 

lThévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 295 

2Ibid 

3Ibid , p. 282 

4Ibid, p. 295 

5Ibid --
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grecques renforcées par le Dieu chrétien ll
•
l According to 

Thévenaz, however, rational assurances can neither be naive 

(as in Greek philosophy) nor founded on God (as in Augustine, 

Aquinas, and even Descartes with his "divine guarantee" of 

the veracity of knowledge)j the exigencies of philosophy 

cannot allow thisj assurances can only be sought "à l'in­

térieur de la philosophie autonome"; i.e., they must be 

philosophically founded. 2 "Dieu peut tout fonder," says 

Thévenaz, "sauf une philosophie!"3 In order to be faith-

ful therefore to the Epistle to the Corinthians, it was 

necessary to surpass the Thomist synthesis. The whole 

question had to be taken up again ab ovo in order to "ex­

tirper de la philosophie tout ce qui de près ou de loin 

relevait d'une croyance ou s'enracinait dans une foi".4 

This task fell to René Descartes and to a large extent, as 

we saw in Chapter Two, he succeeded where Aquinas had failed. 

Another approach to the problem of understanding Thomism 

might be to consider the Neo-Thomist synthesis of faith and 

reason.(Our chief source will be E. Gilson, but we shall 

also take into account other, similar points of view, for 

example that of R. Mehl) Such a discussion will serve as the 

best introduction to our final section, which will attempt 

to define and evaluate the Protestant philosophy of TQévenaz. 

lIbid, p. 297 
2Ibid, p. 296 
3Ibid 
4Ibid 
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As we have already had occasion to note, Catho­

licism does not go so far as Protestantism in assert-

ing the total corruption of the reason, but it does re­

cognize the severe damage done to it by the Fall and thus 

talks of it as having suffered a wound grave et acerbum. 

(Pius IX) Now this wound needs healing and Catholicism 

goes on to talk of the need of "divine intervention",l 
2 

of a stella rectrix. Pope Pius IX therefore stated that 

even though the natural disciplines are founded on their 

own pr1nciples such as the reason knows them, nevertheless 

"il faut ••• que les catholiques qui les cultivent aient de­

vant les yeux la révélation divine comme une étoile conduct­

rice".3 Now if the a~v~ne revelation, or faith, acts as a 

"guiding star", does this mean, for example in its relation 

to philosophy, that it prescribes the "objective direction" 

of philosophy? No, says A. de Muralt, it means that faith 

determines its "spirit" and traces its "external limits". 

In other words, it guides and inspires philosophy, without 

destroying it (in spite of what Bertrand Russell for example 

thinks). Let us however take a somewhat closer look at the 

Catholic position. 

The relation of faith to reason is conceived by Catho­

licism as faith "informing" reason. Now the word "informs" 

IGilson, Christianisme et Philosophie, p. 112 

2Ibid , p. 140 

3Quoted, Ibid 
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means to imbue, pervade, fill (with a quality, etc.); it 

therefore implies an immediacy, a directness. A. de Muralt 

confirms this when he writes: "C'est l'être même de l'in-

telligence et de la volonté comme puissances naturelles de 

la créature humaine, qu~a foi informe immédiatement et 
1 

ordonne à un exercice divin". Gilson stresses the "imme-

diacy" of this relationship (thereby supporting de Muralt's 

contention that in Catholicism faith determines the "spirit" 

of philosophy) when he talks of Christianity descending into 

philosophy, reforming it "from within" and reviving it;2 or 

when he says that "theological values" enter into the reason 

of the meditating philosoPher. 3 In fact he ev en goes so far 

as to talk of certain "fundamental principlcs" (taught by 

the Church) "impregnating" thought and "inform1ng"1t from 

within "au point de ne plus faire qu'un avec elle, de vivre 

en elle et par elle, comme une greffe qui tire à soi toute 

la sève de l'arbre pour lui faire porter ses fruits". 4 The 

latter quotation, with its emphasis on the intimacy of the 

faith and reason synthesis ("comme une greffe ••• "), makes 

us understand why Gilson can talk of a "Christian exercise 

of the reason". 5 What this means, says de Muralt, is that 

1 de Muralt, Op. Cit., p. 53 
2 Gilson, Christianisme et Philosophie, p. 163 

3Ibid, p. 168 

4Ibid, p. 165 

5Gilson, The Spirit of Medieval Philosophy, p. 12 
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the works of the reason can no longer be conceived as 

"autonomous" but rather as "Christian", though not only 

"accidentally" simply because they are the works of a 

Christian, but "fundamentally" "parce qu'elles sont oeuvres 

d'un chrétien dont tous les actes désormais sont informés, 
l ou du moins illuminés, par sa foi". Faith therefore be-

cornes an "infused virtue"2 which informs the reason, by 

"incarnating itself" within it, thereby becoming existen­

tially identified with it. 3 

Such intimate identification of faith and reason, it 

might be argued, would surely be deleterious to either 

faith or reason, or perhaps to both of them. On the con­

trary, says Gilson; faith, or the mystery of revelation 

which it mediates, suffers in no way, it loses none of its 

transcendence, by being so intimately fused with the exis­

tential activity of the reason. The inte~ration of dog­

matie truth with phl10sophy therefore means, not any ra­

tionalization of mystery, but a "rationalization of reality 

carried out by a reason made acquainted with a mystery by 

falth". 4 As for the reason, not only is it not harmed by 

this relationship, rather it is greatly enhanced by it! 

Ide MuraIt, Op. Cit., p. 52 

2Ibid , p. 53 n l 

3Ib1d , p. 52 

4Gilson, The Spirit of Medieval Philosophy, p. 484. 
Gilson illustrates thls by pointing out that the philosophy 
of Aristotle never served to "explain" transubstantiation, 
but rather to make clear what iB required if transubBtantia­
tion is to take place. 
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Philosophy might become the ancilla of theology, says 

Gilson,l in the sense that there is a " rea l subordina­

tion",2 but this is a relationship which not only im­

proves the quality of one's philosophizing (as Leo XIII 

stressed in his Encyc1ical of 1879, Aeterni Patris), but 

also saves the philosopher many "costly and sterile ex­

periences". 3 Furthermore, revelation aids reason by 

opening up "transcendent perspectives" (thanks to certain 

dogmas such as the Incarnation) which can lead to philo­

sophy's unparallelled enrichment. 4 The debilitas rationis 

is overcome therefore; philosophy is "saved" 5 by being 

brought into this intimate relationship with faith. In 

being strengthened however, in being saved, the reason 

remains itself and so does philosophy. Gilson is most 

emphatic on this point. That is why he talks of the super­

natural descending "as a constitutive element" into the 

"\'1ork of i ts (i. e ., philosophy' s) construction", but not 

into its "texture" which, he adds, "would be a contradic­

tion".6 He thus maintains the distinction of the orders 

of faith and reason, even while emphasizing the need for 

IGilson, Christianisme et Philosophie, p. 132 

2Ibid , p. 135 

3Ibid , p. 167 

4Gilson, The Spirit of Medieval Philosoph~, p. 485 

5Gilson, Christianisme et Philosophie, pp. 141,154 

6Gilson, The Spirit of Medieval Philosophy, p. 37 
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the integration of a IIphilosophy of nature ll and a IItheo­

logy of supernature ll into a coherent system.). Hence 

Thévenaz's designation of the Thomist position: IISynthèse 

par distinction ll • 

The position of R. Mehl is not altogether unlike that 

of Gilson. There are certain important differences though. 

This is clear from his criticism of Gilson who, he says, 

proclaims the possibility of a philosophy on the basis of 

the restored or cured nature of man. 2 One can speak, says 

Gilson, IId'une nature guérie, d'un homme guéri, d'une raison 

et d'une philosophie guéries ll •3 Mehl takes exception to 

these remarks because they imply that the IInew creaturellis 

an lIanthropological realityll, lIune réalité ayant déjà pris 

sa place dans l'histoire des hommes ll •4 What is missing in 

such a position, says Mehl, is the eschatological perspect­

ive; man is only a IInew creature Il in hope. 5 Mehl does how­

ever wish to assert that the believer is in sorne sense a 

lIbid, p. 423 
2 Mehl, Op. Cit., p. 144 

3Quoted Ibid, p. 145 

4Ibid , p. 149 
5Ibid. To the same effect Emil Brunner denies that the 

assertions of faith are lIilluminatingll. Nevertheless, he adds, 
"faith knows of a future solution which by the grace of God 
shines beforehand into the present". (E. Brunner, The Philo­
sophy of Religion, transe A. Farrer and B.L. Woolf, l. Nichol­
son & Watson, Lôndon, 1937, p. 96) Such a position would of 
course calI in question the view of an R.F. Aldwinckle who 
says: "Our only concern is to preserve for the Christian in 
philosophy or the Christian exercise of reason the right to 
intrcduce illuminatin~ metaphysical ideas from the specifically 
Christian source ••• " lR.F. Aldwinckle, "Is there a Christian 
Philosophy?" (pp. 233-242) in Religious Studies, Vol. 2, 1966/67 
p. 240) 
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new creature, that there is a rea1 renewa1 of the under­

standing, thanks to God's grace. This renewa1 is after 

aIl a "living promise ll1which means that it must in sorne 

way affect the present. Meh1 is right in seeking to 

attribute to the believer a rea1 "newness", a real re­

newa1 of the mind, since, as he says, "l'homme nouveau 

est plus réel que l'homme ancien".2 A danger however 

lies in this direction, the danger of coming to see the 

IInew creature" as an lIexperimental rea1ity",3 such as 

Gilson does; neverthe1ess Meh1 does seem to avoid going 

too far in this direction, by stressing the eschatolo­

gica1 perspective (thereby excluding any theologia glo­

riae) and by making remarks such as the fol1owing: "ce 

qui compte réellement pour notre destinée, c'est moins 

ce que nous sommes dans notre réalité empirique que la 

é 
,,4 parole qui est prononc e sur nous. 

Thévenaz 1auds Mehl for bringing attention to the 

eschatological e1ement. 5 Neverthe1ess, after indicating 

the many positive aspects in Mehl's work, Thévenaz re-

proaches him for failing to do justice to the legitimate 

demands of philosophy: lI après avoir heureusement res­

taurée les exigences de la foi et de la théologie, il 

1Meh1, Op. Ci t., p. 165 

2Ibid , p. 177 

3Ibid, p. 148 

4Ibid , p. 151 

5Thévenaz, IIL'Affrontement de la Philosophie et du 
Christianisme" (Verbum Caro), p. l33f 



n'entend pas faire de même pour la philosoPhie. lIl If 

philosophy "leans back upon ll or IIrefers toll dogmatics,2 

or if there is any question of its Il'submission to dog­

matics,II,3 who can fail to see, says Thévenaz, that IIphilo-

sophiquement la partie est perdue? •• la philosophie devien­

dra ancilla theologiae et le spectre de la gnose (que juste­

ment la reconnaissance de la 'tension eschatologique' et 

le refus de tovœtheologia gloriae avaient si heureuse-

ment écarté) ressurgit immédiatementll~ Thévenaz refers 

to several other passages in Mehl which make a similar em­

phasis5 and concludes: Does not R. Mehl show his true co­

lours "lorsqu'il souscrit au jugement de Gilson qui écrit 
, 

qu'un 'philosophe chrétien est un penseur qui, loin de 

croire pour se dispenser de comprendre, pense trouver dans 

la foi qU'il accepte un bénéfice net pour sa raison'~ Si 

la Révélation apporte à la philosophie une intelligibilité 

supérieure, une 'source plus grande de lumière et d'intel­

ligibilité! si'le contenu même de sa philosophie peut être 

lIbid, p. 134 

2Ibid , p. 135. See Mehl, Op. Ci t., p. 184 

3Ibid, p. 134 

4Ibid , p. 135 

5See Mehl, op. Cit., pp. 20, 25, 183 

6Ibid , p. 183 n 1 
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rendu intelligible par la Révélation bibliqUe',l ne sommes­

nous pas retombés en pleine gnose ••• ?,,2 Gnosis! This is 

Thévenaz's final assessment of Mehl's "Christian philosophy" 

and by implication, that too of E. Gilson. Both fail to 

achieve a real confrontation between philosophy and theology 

because both are unwilling to recognize the demands of philo­

sophy. Instead of a synthesis therefore, all that has been 

achieved is harmonization -at the expense of philosophy! In 

the long run however, neither philosophy nor theology gain 

from harmonization or compromise - there can be mutual bene-

fit, there can be true synthesis, Thévenaz insists, only when 

there is a genuine confron~ation. But confrontation is 

possible only when the demands of both falth and reRson are 

fully recognized. Does Thévenaz himself recognize these 

demands in constructing his "Protestant philosophy"? Does he 

really achieve a ~ synthesis? This is our final question. 

IV. A NEW SYNTHESIS: PROTESTANT PHlLOSOPHY 

In his discussion of the relation between Barthian theo-

logy and philosophy, Thévenaz expresses the view that the 

raison d'~tre of both theology and philosophy is to strive 

for "purity".3 In theology this means that the attempt 

lIbid, p. 26 

2Mehl , Op. Cit., p. 135 

3Thévenaz, "Théologie Barthienne et Philosophie", p. 82 
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should be made to reply as fully as possible to the demands 

of faith; in philosophy, it is the demands of thought or 

reason that must be satisfied. Now at the time of writing 

this article (1942) Thévenaz was of the opinion that Barth 

had in fact brought theology to an unprecedented level of 

purity. In doing this however, Barth had found it necess­

ary to sever aIl theology's attachrnents to philosophy, but 

in spite of this it is "mos t likely", says Thévenaz, that 

Barth has created, whether he likes it or not, "les condi­

tions nécessaires à une collaboration fructueuse des deux 

disciPlines". l Perhaps, Thévenaz suggests, this is the 

meaning one can attribute to those "remarkable" words of 

Barth: "Die Theologie kann der Philosophie notorisch erst 

von dem Augenblick an interessant werden, wo sie ihr nicht 

mehr interessant sein will ••• "2 Thus, by being true to it­

self, Barth's theology has proved to be a real challenge to 

philosophy, a "réalité rugueuse", says Thévenaz. Barthian­

ism, he avers, constitutes ilIa mise en question la plus 

radicale de la méthode philosophique. Après Pascal, Kierke-

gaard, Nietzsche ou Chestov, Barth est celui chez qui s'affirme 

lIbid, p. 85 

2Quoted Ibid, from "Offenbarung, Kirche, Theologie", 
(Theologische Existenz Heute), p. 9; 1934, pp. 3?-36. cf. 
Barth's remarks in Evangelical Theology p. Il: 'Strange 
to say, the surrounding world only recommenced to take 
notice of theology in earnest (though rather morosely) when 
it again undertook to consider and concentrate more strongly 
upon its own affairs. Theology," Barth continues," ••• will 
always stand on the firmest ground when it simply acts 
according to the law of its own being." ------
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le plus nettement aujourd'hui 'la lutte contre les évi­

dences, ••. "l Theology, Thévenaz concludes, has therefore 

replied in full to the demands of faith and in doing so has 

opened the door to a new era of dialogue and collaboration. 

Philosophy too has achieved a high level of purity, thanks 

to the renewal of metaphysics; so all that remains, says 

Thévenaz, is to "open the dialogue".2 

Thévenaz insists on the term "dialogue" because of its 

implicit ne~ation of totalitarianism. In genuine dialogue 

there is mutual respect for the other's independence, but 

this independence is threatened (in the case of philosophy) 

when theologians such as Mehl would make dogmatics the "touch­

stone" of the truth of philosophy.3 On the other hand, the 

independence or autonomy of theology is challenged when 

philosophers for example propose to put Jesus on the same 

plane as the "great initiates", or when they would identify 

the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob with the god of philo­

sophy; or when, like L. Brunschvicg, they would substitute 

a "God of differential equations" for the "prelogical" God 

of Isaiah and Paul: when philosophy can offer no more than 

this, it is no wonder, Baya Thévenaz, that many a theologian 

returns to his dogmatics, convinced that philosophy is "une 

IThévenaz, "Théologie Barthienne et Philosophie~ p. 

2Ibid , p. 91 

3Thévenaz, "L'Affrontement de la Philosophie et du 
Christianisme", p. 135. See Mehl, Op. Cit., p. 25 
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machination subtile de l'Antéchrist".l The concept of 

dialogue however counteracts this tendency towards total­

itarianism, because it implies what Thévenaz calls "re­

ciprocal autonomy". The problem therefore is to be totally 

committed without becoming totalitarian. 

But what value is there in a dialogue between philosophy 

and theology? In part five ("Vers une Philosophie Protestante") 

of his article"L'Affrontement de la Philosophie et du Christ­

ianisme", Thévenaz points out that this value consists not 

so much in what one gets from the other, but in what one is 

refused. 2 He does not elaborate this point but there can be 

no doubt that he has in mind the sort of refusal that is im-

plied by the Blblical accusation of folie, or by a philosophi­

cal criticism of the believer's claim to possess a knowledge 

of God that escapes all external criteria. The dialogue of 

philosophy and theology therefore amounts to "une mise en ques­

tion réciproque" in which "le regard de l'autre rend chacune 

plus problématique à ses propres yeux et la ram~ne ainsi à 

une plus juste: conscience de ce qu'elle est".3 An increased 

self-awareness, a deeper grasp of their specificity, is the 

end result of a philosophy entering into dialogue with theo-

logy. Each becomes purer through the encounter. But this 

will lead to confrontation at an even deeper level of sin-

cerity. Thus, what is gained from dialogue is the power to 

IThévenaz, "Théologie Barthienne et Philosophie", p. 86 

2Thévenaz, "L'Affrontement de la Philosophie et du 
Christianisme", p. 136 

3Ibid 
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engage even more authentically in further dialogue. Dialogue 

therefore creates dialogue. This is the value of dialogue. 

According to Thévenaz however the dialogue must finally 

become internalized in a single consciousness, the conscious­

ness of the "believing philosopher". Otherwise, he adds, there 

never will be a synthesis. This does not mean however that the 

dialogue now takes place between the believer and the philo­

sopher in us, as though there were two personalities within 

struggling for supremacy,l nor does it mean that there is a 

conflict between faith and reason as though they were two 

competing "faculties of the mind" (even though in an abstract 

discussion of this question it is impossible to avoid giving 

the impression that they are in fact two such "faculties" in 

competition). No, says Thévenaz, "Foi et raison ne sont pas 

deux entités extérieures à moi. En réalité il n'y a que moi 

croyant et moi raisonnant et, si je suis authentique croyant 

et authentique intellectuel, c'est chaque fois moi-même tout 

entier."2 Faith and reason, in Thévenaz's view, as A. de 

Muralt puts it, are "coextensive with the totality of man", 

diverging only in their intentionality, faith being man's 

orientation towards God, and reason his focus uPQn his own 

consciousness. 3 Thus when Thévenaz talks of the dialogue 

lIbid 

2Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 259 cf. 243, and 
La Condition de la Raison Philosophigue, p. 149. D. Bonhoeffer 
expresses a somewhat similar view when he talks of faith as 
embracing my whole reality. (meine ganze Wirklichkeit einver­
nehmend) (Ebeling, Op. Cit., p. 119) 

3de Muralt, Op. Cit., p. 50 



between faith and reason, as though faith were on one side 

facing reason on the other, he warns that we must avoid 

seeing ourse Ives as spectators of a play in which the dra­

matis personae are faith and reason: liCes personifications, 

ces masques ne sont qu'un moyen plastique de nous représenter 

le drame qui se déroule à l'intérieur d'une conscience d'in­

tellectuel ••• De me fabula narratur."l The problem therefore 

is not to effect sorne abstract reconciliation between faith 

and reason, as though they were exterior to us, but to res­

pond as IIbelieving intellectuals ll to the call of God implicit 

in Paul's condemnation of human wisdom. When the dialogue 

is thus internalized, says Thévenaz, one cornes to understand 

that these "opposed and irreducible ll demands of faith and 

reason are not the IIgrasping concern to safeguard one's 

rights vis-à-vis the other, but a struggle with oneself in 

the tension between the judgment and the promise of the Cross." 2 

Thévenaz warns that the struggle will be hard, since the res­

ponsibility of a Christian intellectual or believing philo­

sopher places him "at a sort of crossroads of temptations 

and possible betrayals";3 it is one thing therefôre to be-

lieve in God, yet quite another to believe ~ an intellectual, 

i.e., to bring faith within the domain of~s intellectual 

activity.4 What makes this so arduous a task is the fact 

IThévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 259 

2Thévenaz, "L'Affrontement de la Philosophie et du 

Christianisme ll
, p. 137 

3Thévenaz, L'Homme et sa Raison,lp. 265 

4lbid, p. 257 
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that this "incorporation" of faith must be achieved without 

any loss of autonomy on the part of the intellect. That is 

why Thévenaz insists so vigorously on the autonomy of rea­

son. However, we will remember that autonomy for Thévenaz 

is to be understood in terms of response and responsibilityj 

that is why this insistence on autonomy is less an assertion 

of the rights of reason, than an effort on Thévenaz's part 

to exercise his responsibility when confronted with the de­

mands of the Christian message. It is A. de Muralt's opin-

ion however that this assertion of the autonomy of reason 

in its relation to faith is governed by the fact that he is 
1 

basically a Nominalist. For Nominalism, de Muralt explains, 

there can be no question of the incarnation of faith in the 

understanding (as there is in Thomism)j instead there usually 

develops a tendency towards fideism, a "fidéisme sans intel­

ligence". (F. Brunner) Thévenaz however avoids such a posi­

tion by means of his concept of "the unit y of faith and rea-

" 2 son in a relationship of dialectical mediation, i.e., a 

relationship in which there is mutual dependence and inde­

pendence. 3 It is a Nominalist structure of thought however, 

lde Muralt, Op. Cit., pp. 58, 60 

2Ibid, p. 80 

3We see an example of dialectical mediation in Thévenaz's 
assertion that the reason experiences the "illumination ll ~éclair­
age) of faith, though without being drawn into its "orbit ' • 
(La Condition de la Raison Philosophique, p. 149) Here there is 
both dependence and independence. Similarly, as regards faith, 
we see that it can be enriched by reason though without being 
reduced to a state of dependence. As the reason attains deeper 
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de Muralt insists, t~at in the final analysis determines 

"the dialectical movement of the philosophy of Pierre Thé­

venaz and its extremely original solution to the problem 
l of the relationship between faith and reason". Our com-

ments above however on "responsibility" and the fact that 

Thévenaz considers Christianity, or rather the Christian 

"expérience-choc", to be the source of the autonomy of 

philosophy, would tend to refute the view of de Muralt. 

We must therefore see his insistence on the autonomy of 

reason as, not so much an attempt to assert a philosophical 

presupposition derived from the Nominalist tradition, but 

as a reflection of his endeavour to be faithful to his 

Christian experience. 

The Protestant philosophy that we see emerging can now 

be seen as one that is truly philosophical and truly Christ­

ian: it is philosophical because it is characterized by au­

tonomy and inwardness (or reflection); it is Christian be­

cause it represents an attempt to elucidate the "conscience 

levels of "conscience de soi", it provides faith with "un 
contenu ••• un champ où le croyant pourra exercer sa vocation 
de réponse". (Ibid, p. 150) Nevertheless faith retains its 
distinctiveness in view of the fact that it is defined as 
being essentially the expr,ession of man's consciousness of 
his relation to Christ. (Ibid, p. 133) In th1s sense, says 
de Muralt, "la foi n'a rienafair'e avec la raison; elle est 
au sens strict non-raison". (de Muralt, op. Cit., p. 50) 

Ide Muralt, op. Cit., p. 60 
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de soi ll which is born out of confrontation with the Cross 

of Christ. Such a philosophy is clearly capable of satis­

fying both Protestants and philosophers. Sorne philosophers 

however tend to be wary of any talk of Christian philosophyj 

they are afraid that philosophy would be compromised by be­

ing allied in this way with religious faith. Jaspers and 

Heidegger for example consider a philosophy "open to reve­

lation" a contradictory concept and a danger to one's Exis-

tenz. - Tillich likewise contends that a Christian philosophy 

is a "self-contradicting ideal". l His reason for adopting 

ouch a position is that he considers a synthe sis of faith 

and philosophy a heteronomous determination by the Church 

of the direction and limits of philosophyj but such an im­

position, he argues, means death to the philosophical eros. 

A synthesis is therefore unacceptable because there is "no_ 

thing in heaven and earth, or beyond them, to which the 

philosopher must subject himself except the universal logos 

of being as it gives i'tself to him in experience".2 However, 

against such a view, Thévenaz argues that philosophy loses 

nothing of its autonomy by being open to Christianity, but 

on the contrary d:tscovers its veritable autonomy in this 

relationshipj and what is more, by encountering "Another" 

it breaks through its shell of autism and becomes IIconsciente 

lTillich, Systematic Theology l, p. 28 

2Ibid 
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de sOi", hence more truly itself, more truly philosophical. 

Protestants on the other hand would tend to fear that faith 

would be compromised by being brought into synthesis with 

philosophy. Those Protestants who follow Barth in rejecting 

all forms of natural theology, ar~ound to have sorne qualms 

about Thévenaz's insistence on the metaphysical character 

of philosophyj but, as we have already noted, the metaphysics 

he envisages has nothing in common with the aims of natural 

theology, seeing that he opposes divine reason and philo­

sophies of the Absolute; besides, the whole philosophical 

enterprise is clearly compatible with a theology of grace 

in view of the fact that it was grace, manifesting itself 

in the shocking words of Paul, that gave it its initial 

impulse. 

Our conclusion then must be that Thévenaz has gone 

beyond Barth and the Protestant tradition that he represents, 

though without going against them. Thévenaz has in fact 

proved that philosophy is possible within the Barthian and 

hence Protestant perspective. He goes further however than 

saying merely that philosophy is Eossible within Protestant­

ism; he insists that it is necessary.l Now while recogniz­

ing the validity of these assertions, we must nevertheless 

bear in mind that the project to construct a Protestant 

lThévenaz, "S i tuation de la rp.ison: essai de Philosophie 
Protestante", p. 122; See also L'Homme et sa Raison l, p. 325 
where he refers to philosophy as an "effective weapon in the 
fight of faith". 
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JQ."'''llC!j 
philosophy is one which is faced with many c •• ~~es and 

temptations. Perhaps the greatest temptation of all is 

to lose sight of what Mehl calls the "existential situa­

tion of the Christian Philosopher". l But what precisely 

is this situation? It is that the Christian philosopher 

lives in the time of the Church, in the time of expecta­

tion, of hope. In other words, his situation is "escha­

tological". This means that truth lies, not in our grasp 

(as F. Brunner for example would like to imagine) but a-

head, in the future, and that consequently there must be, 
2 as with Paul, a pressing forward towards the goal "en vue 

du prix que Dieu nous appelle à recevoir là-haut".3 Only 

such a perspective, one which exists under the sign of 

hope, will keep Protestant philosophy from becoming a 

theologia gloriaej and if it achieves this it will be ful­

filling the fundamental aim of Thévenaz's philosophy, which 

is to be a "philosophy without absolute". 

1 Mehl, Op. Cit., p. 198 

2Phil. 3:14 

3La Bible de Jérusalem 
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