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AQUINAS’S WAY TO GOD: THE PROOF IN DE ENTE ET ESSENTIA by
Gaven Kerr OP, Oxford University Press, New York, 2015, pp. xxi + 205,
£47.99, hbk

Although the main focus of this book is on Aquinas’s proof of God’s
existence in the De Ente et Essentia, Kerr gives a thorough-going ac-
count of Aquinas’s metaphysical thought and he shows how a serious
engagement with contemporary philosophy can help one to gain a deeper
understanding of what Aquinas is saying.

The book is split into two parts. The first part is on the essence-esse
distinction and the second part is on the proof of God’s existence. To be-
gin with, Kerr discusses the controversy over how the first two stages of
the proof of the essence-esse distinction should be interpreted. Stage one
is where Aquinas gives the example of a man and a phoenix showing that
we can understand the essence of something without knowing anything
of its esse. Stage two is where Aquinas argues that there can be at most
one thing whose essence is its esse. One of the main issues at stake is
whether Aquinas in the first stage establishes a real distinction between
essence and esse or whether he only establishes a conceptual distinction.
Kerr is not afraid to nail his colours to the mast and side with Wippel’s
interpretation that Aquinas only establishes a conceptual distinction in
the first stage. Following Wippel, Kerr believes the second stage is a
modal form of argumentation; that is, by establishing that it is conceptu-
ally impossible for there to be more than one thing whose essence is its
esse, it must follow that it is actually impossible for this to be the case.

Not everyone is going to be convinced by this argument thus inter-
preted. My worry is that if one speaks of a being whose essence is its
esse without presupposing that our two intellectual operations of simple
apprehension and judgment correspond to a real distinction in things,
then our concept of such a being might be indistinguishable from our
concept of esse commune and that all that has been established in the
second stage of the argument is that it is impossible for there to be more
than one concept of esse commune. This is obviously not what Aquinas
was trying to prove. Still, it is to Kerr’s credit that he clearly acknowl-
edges the various different interpretations of Aquinas’s argument and
he also provides a comprehensive list of sources so that the interested
reader can undertake further investigation if so desired.

Having analysed Aquinas’s proof of the essence-esse distinction, Kerr
goes on to give a more detailed account of Thomistic essentialism and
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he compares it with contemporary versions of essentialism which have
emerged out of developments in quantified modal logic. This is just
the kind of philosophical engagement any modern Thomist should be
undertaking, and Kerr illustrates well how this can be done. Without
getting too bogged down with the technical details, Kerr clearly shows
how the contemporary approach differs from the Thomistic one and
he presents some of the key challenges a Thomist could make to the
contemporary essentialist.

Kerr then gives a similar treatment of esse, first presenting a de-
tailed account of Thomistic esse, and then comparing it with various
contemporary accounts of existence. In laying down the contemporary
existential landscape, Kerr begins with Meinong’s account in which non-
existing objects are understood to enjoy some sort of very basic reality.
Following this, Kerr considers four other accounts of existence which
he characterises in terms of their relation to the Meinongian view. These
are (i) the Frege-Russell-Quine account, (ii) Lewis’s indexical possibilist
account, (iii) Salmon’s indexical actualist account and (iv) actualist ac-
counts which reject non-existing possibles but still hold that there is
an important contrast between the actual world and possible worlds. As
Kerr sees it, the main problem with these four accounts is that they
attempt to interpret existence in terms of something more fundamental,
but it is very helpful to have these accounts before us so that we can see
how very different Aquinas’s understanding of existence is. Kerr makes
a good case for why a contemporary philosopher might want to take
seriously Aquinas’s interesting and alternative account.

In the second part of the book, Kerr proceeds to present Aquinas’s
proof of God’s existence as pure esse. In analysing this proof, Kerr
devotes a chapter to discussing the causal principle that the properties a
thing possesses either result from the thing’s essence or from an extrinsic
principle. The following chapter is devoted to the role of infinite regress
in Aquinas’s proof as well as the per aliud principle, which is the
principle that everything that exists through another is reduced to that
which exists through itself as to its first cause. Again Kerr gives a good
overview of the main hermeneutical issues as well as possible responses
to objections. In particular, he gives a very helpful account of why one
should reject infinite per se causal series.

With God’s existence having been established, Kerr discusses the in-
telligibility of God as esse tantum and the compatibility of this under-
standing with christian tradition. He gives a robust response to Kenny’s
argument that it is impossible to make sense of esse tantum in a post-
Fregean climate, and he also explains why conceiving God as esse
tantum is no barrier to conceiving of God as a person. Finally, Kerr ties
everything together with a chapter on creation in which he articulates the
radical nature of God’s creative act, and why the speculation of physi-
cists can never undermine this doctrine if one has a proper understanding
of esse.
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In a paper titled ‘What Future has Catholic Philosophy’, John Haldane
claimed, perhaps somewhat controversially, that if St. Thomas were alive
today, he would be an analytical philosopher. A rather less controversial
claim would be the suggestion that if St. Thomas were alive today,
he would have seriously engaged with what analytical philosophers are
saying. On this count, Kerr’s book is a highly commendable illustration
of what modern-day Thomism should look like.

ROBERT VERRILL OP

PASSIONS & VIRTUE by Servais Pinckaers, OP, foreword by Michael
Sherwin, OP The Catholic University of America Press, Washington, D. C.,
2015, pp. ix + 139, $65.00, hbk

Servais Pinckaers, the Belgian Dominican moral theologian and pastor,
was an oasis in the barren desert of moral theology during the post-
conciliar, and especially, post-Humanae vitae period. There was chaos
and uncertainty which ran riot through the minds of seminary moral
theology professors in the 1970s and 80s, and so by extension, their
students, who are, lest we forget, today’s priests. The chaos was un-
doubtedly the result of changes in society at large, and the knock-on
effects that this had on thinking within the Church. But these were
changes that the Church seemed poorly equipped to address, and the
discipline of moral theology seemed to creak under the pressure.

Servais Pinckaers was an oasis in such a climate, because he had
by this time already examined in detail the development of the disci-
pline of moral theology through to the post-conciliar era, and seen the
roots of the current problem some way back. The problem might be
summarised as follows: the early modern period marked a shift in the
understanding of the moral life, from being based on an understanding
of human action and human flourishing (characteristic of the patristic
and especially high Middle Ages) to an understanding based largely on
sin, law and conscience, with the subsequent development of casuistry.
This shift, Pinckaers claimed, was to create the conditions for a lack of
confidence in moral theology as a discipline, and a reductionist, atom-
ised and unscriptural account of the moral life, all too easily rejected in
a hedonistic post-conciliar society. His position was that only a return to
a moral theology rooted in the Scriptures, the Fathers, and Aquinas, with
an emphasis on beatitude, human action and human flourishing through
the virtues, could represent the moral life in its proper context, and ren-
der it intelligible and attractive to the faithful once more. In this vision,
the concerns of the theologian professor and the pastor easily converged.

The result of this examination was published at various points from the
1960s onwards in French, but will be most familiar to the Anglophone
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