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Everybody worships. The only choice we get is what to worship.
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Introduction

As strange as it may seem, “tradition” is an elusive term. Perhaps we are so deeply formed by the plurality of traditions we embody in the twenty-first century that we take their meanings for granted. Or maybe when we consider what tradition means, we discover it is a concept too rich in meaning to have any at all. The evasive and pervasive presence of tradition in human experience creates the unique challenge of articulating its meaning with precision. For those interested in Roman Catholicism, the task is complicated by virtue of the distinct theological significance it accords to tradition. Although all Christian denominations proclaim scripture to be the divinely revealed Word of God, Roman Catholicism distinguishes itself by teaching that scripture and tradition constitute, in the words of the Second Vatican Council’s “Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation” (Dei verbum), a “single sacred deposit of the Word of God, which is entrusted to the Church.”1 The distinctive and significant role attributed to tradition in the economy of revelation is emphasized throughout the document, from the affirmation of tradition’s transmission of the Word of God to the central interpretive role it provides for scripture. There is a breadth and depth to the claim being made in the teaching that escapes attention until one considers its implications: God’s presence is communicated, mediated, and encountered beyond the divinely inspired words of scripture precisely through tradition. That is, through the many doctrines, teachings, liturgical customs, practices, actions, persons, writings, events, places, and happenings that make up what the twentieth-century historical theologian Yves Congar refers to as the “monuments of tradition.”2 Yet, tradition is a reality more profound, much deeper, and always greater than a collection of ancient customs or a conservative force in human history safeguarding against change. As the Second Vatican Council puts it, tradition is a “mirror, in which the Church, during its pilgrim journey here on earth, contemplates God.”3

The history and development of the notion of tradition in modern Catholicism is a fascinating and complex process, involving historical, social, conceptual, and theo-political forces and figures that no one book can promise or profess to cover adequately. This book is no exception. It does not offer a detailed discussion or an exhaustive account of the many forces and figures that have shaped modern Catholicism’s notion of tradition. Rather, it centers on the conviction that the thought of twentieth-century French Catholic philosopher Maurice Blondel (1861–1949) provides modern and contemporary Catholicism with a notion of tradition that vivifies Christ’s sacramental presence by discerning and drawing the incarnational and spiritual dimensions of history into the concrete life of the Church. And it contends that his account of tradition as a synthetic form of Christian knowledge and the bond between history and dogma offers a corrective to the modern theological problem of revelation’s relation to human history and the post-Tridentine tendency to think of tradition as a separate source of revelation from scripture. It is a paradox of history that Blondel has become one of the most influential, least well-known, and consistently misunderstood figures in Catholicism.4 The latter two perhaps can be attributed to the fact that he was not a theologian by professional training or admission, and he spent a considerable amount of time and energy defending the orthodoxy of his work to many Catholic theologians of his day.5 In 1881, at the age of twenty, Blondel came from the provincial French city of Dijon to Paris to study philosophy at the prestigious École normale supérieure. Twelve years later he defended and published his controversial and well-known doctoral thesis on action, Action (1893),6 and by the middle part of the twentieth century the new mode of thinking he inaugurated through its publication had penetrated French theology so deeply that it was declared by one of its readers to be the most influential work of the first half of the twentieth century.7 As a professionally trained philosopher, Blondel sought to expand the scope of philosophical reflection in his day by thinking about religious and theological issues philosophically. His theological legacy, if he can be said to have one, is still very much alive in the number of figures associated with the mid-twentieth-century nouvelle théologie and ressourcement movements in Catholic theology who exerted a decisive influence over the Second Vatican Council and continue to fuel debate in contemporary theology today.8 Blondel’s rich account of human action and its ability to overcome the institutionalized opposition between the natural and supernatural in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Catholic theology, and his account of the vital role tradition plays in Christian self-understanding were, in the words of Henri de Lubac, the “main impulse” for “Latin theology’s return to a more authentic tradition.”9 Key figures of the movements, such as Jean Daniélou, Yves Congar, Marie-Dominique Chenu, Edward Schillebeeckx, Karl Rahner, and Henri de Lubac, sought “a more profound tradition,” as Congar put it in his controversial and seminal work on reform in the Church,10 in a new examination of the permanent sources of theology: “the Bible, liturgy, [and] the Fathers (Latins and Greeks).”11 By the end of the twentieth century, one hundred years after the famous defense of Blondel’s thesis at the École, John Paul II confirmed the importance of Blondel’s thought, averring that beyond its philosophical significance it provides “his readers with a spiritual and intellectual nourishment that is capable of sustaining their lives as Christians.”12

Yet despite the import of Blondel’s thought for modern theology, his significance for postconciliar, contemporary theology remains to be adequately assessed by the English-speaking world. This book seeks to fill the lacuna of English-speaking studies on Blondel and his influence on modern theology, and to introduce Blondel to scholars and a wider audience interested in intellectually examining key aspects of and developments in modern and contemporary Catholicism. Blondel’s influence today, when it is felt, is primarily in the areas of philosophical and theological anthropology, where his philosophy of action delineates the structure of the human will and discloses with phenomenological rigor and pragmatic sagacity a new way of thinking about humanity’s relationship to God in the modern world. However, in 1904, more than a decade after the publication of Action (1893) and during the height of the Modernist crisis in the Roman Catholic Church, Blondel wrote the remarkable essay History and Dogma,13 in which he applied his new philosophy of action to the pressing problem of theology’s relation to history. In this work he argues for a notion of tradition that is the synthetic bond which embraces the modern practice of historiography (reason) and the doctrinal claims of Christianity (revelation). I argue in this book that his lesser known and underappreciated account of tradition provides modern and contemporary theology with a new horizon from which it is able to move beyond the limitations of history, as it has been defined by modernity, and attend to the demands of revelation in the unwavering and particular claims it makes upon humanity. In this area of Blondel’s thought, modern and contemporary theology discovers the “precision,” as it were, that allows tradition to mediate and re-present God’s action in human history through Christ and his Church.

Readers of this book will discover in Blondel’s notion of tradition a rich resource for their theological thinking. Looking to the past often provides instructive resources for moving beyond the problems of the present. Although Blondel occupied a different time and place than today’s readers, they will find that the questions and issues of his time are still the ones we wrestle with today. Chief among them is how tradition represents the Word of God in human history, a divisive theological issue at the heart of modern and contemporary Catholicism and one that continues to divide Christians today. Blondel wrote at a time when the broader epistemological changes that shaped Western thought in modernity raised new questions about the self and self’s ability to understand and re-present revealed truth in human history. The seventeenth-century thinker René Descartes (1596–1650) initiated a new form of thought that forced the self to become estranged and disengaged from the created order. The disengaged modern self that appeared in the wake of Descartes’s thought was subject to a decisive eighteenth-century shift in thinking about the conditions of truth brought about by Immanuel Kant (1724–1804). The decisive shift was away from thinking about truth in terms of the self’s participation in the created order and toward thinking in terms of the self’s ability to construct an accurate representation of the world. The effect of this epistemological change on tradition and scripture is profound, for it is during this period that tradition’s ability to reveal God’s presence in human history is no longer taken for granted and at times is seen as an obstacle to God’s revelation.

As a result of the new conceptual conditions and theo-political landscape of the modern period, Blondel inherited a notion of tradition that had moved away from thinking about tradition primarily as a liturgical and ontological reality mediated and communicated through ecclesial practice (action) and toward conceptualizing tradition principally as a bureaucratic reality mediated and communicated through institutional and juridical means. However, Catholic ecclesiology in its best form always has depended on the institutional and juridical means of tradition and also the liturgical and sacramental means of tradition. One of Blondel’s most important and unrecognized contributions has been to restore the animated vitality between the institutional and liturgical dimensions of tradition essential to the living, dynamic nature of tradition in Catholicism.

To give the reader a broad view of Blondel’s influence, this book situates Blondel’s account of tradition within the conceptual, historical, and theo-political developments of modernity and their effect on the relationship between reason and revelation. It does not confine Blondel to the narrow ideological trenches of modernism and its aftermath. It recognizes modernism and the Modernist crisis in the Roman Catholic Church as an important context for understanding the development of Blondel’s thought, but it also intentionally situates Blondel’s thought within broader theological and philosophical problems that emerge in modernity. Exploring the broader forms of rationality and theological discourses that have shaped tradition give the reader a critical overview of the development and transformation of the concept of tradition in modern Catholicism and provides a sense of the greater cultural context from which Blondel’s idea of tradition emerges. This book also interprets Blondel as a philosopher of religion who engages theological issues and responds to pressing theological questions in modern Catholicism. I do not read Blondel strictly as a philosopher and in a strictly philosophical register. For some readers old enough to remember, this may arouse partisan passions over right readings of Blondel that emerged from the controversy of the 1950s and 1960s between Henry Duméry and Henri Bouillard.14 Anyone interested in Blondel’s thought is faced with the perennial problem of determining where philosophy ends and theology begins. This is always difficult to determine, even when the distinction between them is acknowledged and followed in principle. This book recognizes the distinction between theology and philosophy and follows it to preserve the intellectual integrity of both disciplines, the gratuity of the gift of revelation, and to honor Blondel’s thought and method. The spirit of Blondel’s thought, though not always the letter of his writing, is to move beyond the notion of philosophical discourse that is grounded apart from the theological (supernatural). However, he insisted that this be done philosophically, not theologically. This is the hermeneutical blessing and curse of reading Blondel. This book interprets Blondel as judiciously thinking and gingerly writing near the narrow threshold between philosophical and theological discourses in modern Catholicism.

Readers will discover that this book does more than simply introduce them to Blondel’s thought, his idea of tradition, and the ecclesiological, conceptual, and theological histories from which it emerges. It intentionally seeks to develop and advance Blondel’s thought by bringing it into dialogue with contemporary thinkers. The constructive chapters of the book situate his notion of tradition within modern hermeneutical theories and develop a Blondelian “hermeneutic of tradition.” Following Blondel’s own rhetorical approach to “the Problem,” as he calls it in the opening pages of History and Dogma, I frame the problem of tradition around binaries (polarities) and examine how a Blondelian notion of tradition provides a theological framework through which God’s concrete action in history can be discerned within the dynamic tension between the binaries of truth and change, theology and history, faith and reason, ontology and epistemology, scripture and tradition, and the apostolic deposit and the development of doctrine. All binaries are artificial in a sense, but they do help us to understand various approaches to conceptual and theological problems in modern Catholicism. I use binaries as a heuristic device, as Blondel did, to disclose the primordial theological and philosophical problems at the center of modern Catholicism’s epistemological crisis of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. My goal is to display and articulate how Blondel’s thought, and specifically his notion of tradition, resolves the epistemological crisis in modern Catholicism by “synthesizing” these binaries, not circumventing them. The latter is a very different approach and conceptual process, an approach that Blondel does not take in History and Dogma.

Finally, the book also engages creative contemporary theologies of tradition that promote the Second Vatican Council’s understanding of tradition in the economy of revelation and constructive proposals for the practice of biblical exegesis that stand in need of a conceptually enriched theory of tradition. My goal in these chapters is not to suggest Blondel’s thought offers a panacea for the contemporary theological problems Catholicism faces. It doesn’t. Nor is it to offer one more ideological stance for thinkers to adopt within the marketplace of ideas, a “Blondelianism,” the specter of which he no doubt would have abhorred. Instead, my goal is to show readers that Blondel has something to teach them, some wisdom to share with them, and some insight to offer them. Indeed, my goal is to let Blondel be a living a voice that still speaks to us today.






ONE

The Development of Blondel’s Philosophical and Theological Thought

MAINE DE BIRAN’S “SPIRITUALIST” PHILOSOPHY, POSITIVISM, AND LEIBNIZ’S VINCULUM


Maurice Blondel was born on November 2, 1861, in Dijon, France, to an old, aristocratic Burgundian family of lawyers, physicians, and civil servants. As the shy and sensitive fourth child of a wealthy notary, he lived a life free of financial pressure. At a young age, insects and their metamorphosis captivated him, instilling within him a love of nature and both a realist and symbolic appreciation of the concrete world.1 In turn, his perception of the dynamic interplay between the real and symbolic in the natural world nurtured his devotion to the liturgical life of Catholicism. Because he was deeply pious, his friends and family encouraged him to cultivate an interior life that, as a young man, helped him become attuned to the spiritual élan inherent in concrete human beings in action.

The interplay between the real and symbolic in the natural world and Blondel’s appreciation of the spiritual dynamism at work in human action took on a philosophical form during his secondary education from 1870 to 1879 at the lycée in his hometown. There he was introduced to the “spiritualist” philosophy of François-Pierre Maine de Biran (1766–1824),2 a contemporary of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–78) and considered “the French Kant” in certain French philosophical circles.3 De Biran was critical of the reductionist and empiricist tendencies of the French Enlightenment. In particular, he criticized the way materialistic psychologies of French philosophes such as Étienne Bonnot de Condillac (1715–80) appropriated René Descartes’s epistemic rationalism. French psychology used the Cartesian cogito— “I think, therefore I am” (Cogito ergo sum), Descartes first-person starting point for knowledge about human consciousness—to understand activities such as perception, memory, habit, and judgment. However, de Biran insisted that the intentional experience of human effort, disclosed through experimental self-observation, is a more basic reality to human consciousness than reason and thought (cogito).4 Following Descartes he maintained that the first person is the proper starting point for psychology, but first person as volo (“I will”) not as cogito (“I think”). The real starting point for knowledge of human consciousness is “willed effort,” not disembodied thought (cogito) alone: that is, the whole person as acting agent, free and striving personality, and embodied “spirit” with a propensity for faith and belief.

Along with his contemporaries Henri Bergson (1859–1941), Pierre Duhem (1861–1916), and Edouard Le Roy (1870–1954), Blondel belongs to a group of French thinkers who fell under the indirect intellectual influence of de Biran through the philosophers Jean Gaspard Félix Ravaisson (1813–1900), Jules Lachelier (1832–1918), and Émile Boutroux (1845–1921).5 Ravaisson, Lachelier, Boutroux, and others sympathetic to and influenced by de Biran’s spiritualist philosophy engaged with the various forms of scientific positivism and reductionism found in such major nineteenth-century French thinkers as Auguste Comte (1798–1857), Hippolyte Taine (1828–95), and Ernest Renan (1823–92). What was troubling about Comte’s positivism was that it was more than a methodological approach to the natural sciences; it was a broad philosophical approach to the development of human existence and the human spirit in its totality. Comte’s law of three stages (theological, metaphysical, and positive)6didn’t aspire to reform, transform, or even destroy Christianity. It sought to replace Christianity in Europe. His originality and his intellectual, metaphysical, and spiritual offense, if he can be said to have one, “lies in trying to reduce the whole knowledge of man . . . to no more than the subject-matter of sociology.”7 Comte’s positivism and the way it was developed had a totalitarian orientation, “regulating how we are to use such terms as ‘knowledge,’ ‘science,’ ‘cognition,’ and ‘information.’ By the same token, the positivist rules distinguish between philosophical and scientific disputes that may profitably be pursued and those that have no chance of being settled and hence deserve no consideration.”8

By the middle part of the nineteenth century, Comte’s positivism had been reformed, popularized, and championed by the scholar and journalist Émile Littré (1801–81). Littré’s version of positivism and doctrine of immanence, which reduced the explanation of all reality to the positive sciences (“scientism”), had taken hold among late nineteenth-century French intellectuals, such as Taine and Renan. In this strain of secular positivism, metaphysical assumptions served no purpose in the positive sciences, since the objective of these sciences was “to formulate the interdependence of phenomena without penetrating more deeply into their hidden ‘natures’ and without trying to find out whether the world ‘in itself,’ apart from the cognitive situations in which it appears to us, has features other than those accessible to experience.”9 This epistemological reductionism still functions today as the first principle of attempts to ground the origins of human consciousness in matter.10 By the time Blondel arrived in Paris in 1881 to study philosophy at the École normale supérieure, however, positivism under Taine’s and Renan’s influence was “far less the programme of a new school of thinking and much more a new spirit—the scientific spirit—that was common to independent minds.”11 Blondel philosophically inherited, methodologically employed, and critically engaged with positivism in the first few chapters of “Part III: The Phenomenon of Action” in Action (1893).12 The philosophical legacy of positivism that Blondel inherited and that functions as part of the conceptually setting of Action (1893) was the source of much of his thesis’s originality, and of its misunderstanding among many neo-Thomist theologians, who, unaware of contemporary developments within modern French philosophy at the time, were unable to understand its proper concept and appreciate its originality.

The scientific rigor of Action (1893) was in part the result of the patron of his thesis, Émile Boutroux,13 who, in addition to carrying on the legacy of de Biran’s “spiritualist” philosophy, was also interested in science’s relation to religion. As a historian of philosophy Boutroux taught Blondel to think with meticulousness and precision while he was a student at the École normale, and was the intellectual inspiration behind the penetrating and insightful critique of the natural sciences in Action (1893).14 Boutroux taught Blondel to hone his philosophical methodology, giving it a more technical form, what in Action (1893) is often referred to as the “regressive analysis” of human action. As Blondel’s mentor, friend, and the patron of his thesis on action, Boutroux played an important diplomatic role before the controversial defense of Blondel’s thesis in 1893. Boutroux was also instrumental to Blondel eventually obtaining a permanent teaching position after the defense of the thesis.15

In de Biran’s thought filtered through Ravaisson, Lachelier, and Boutroux, Blondel found a spiritually richer, more metaphysically thorough, and more scientifically rigorous form of thought than in the traditionalist thought of Félicité Robert de Lamennais (1782–1854). Nor was there the dismissive hostility toward the Enlightenment and epistemic fideism found in such other traditionalist figures as Louis de Bonald (1754–1840). De Biran’s critique of scientific reductionism and empiricism inspired Bergson’s well-known “vitalist” philosophy, with its emphasis on the creative, driving force (élan vital) in all life, as well as the “philosophy of action” developed at the end of the nineteenth century by Blondel and Blondel’s teacher and mentor, Léon Ollé-Laprune.

Throughout his career Blondel continued to engage with de Biran by teaching his works in the history of modern philosophy courses he taught in the university. Blondel’s work was often interpreted in the spiritualist philosophical tradition of de Biran, and he was quick to acknowledge his philosophical debt to de Biran.16 More specifically, de Biran’s ideas on physical effort in relation to the implementation of intentions would come to expression in Stage Three of part III of Blondel’s Action (1893).17 Late in his career he engaged de Biran on the question of contemplative action in the first volume of the trilogy on action, being, and thought.18 But in a more indirect and general sense, Blondel adopted de Biran’s interest in the human aspiration toward the absolute as the guiding thesis of his own philosophical project. De Biran’s introspective methodology and emphasis on internal self-observation are palpable in action’s progression and expansion through the various stages of human experience in Action (1893). The synthesis between the infinite and finite revealing and concealing itself throughout the dialectic of Action (1893), and action’s inexorable trajectory toward transcendence, echo de Biran’s psychology of the human soul, which, as de Biran puts it, has “faculties and modes of operation which derive from a principle much higher than itself . . . intellectual intuitions, inspirations, supernatural motions in which the soul, delivered from itself, is wholly subject to the action of God.”19

When Blondel graduated from the lycée in 1879 and matriculated at the University of Dijon one year later, he discovered the thought of the influential early modern philosopher, mathematician, and polymath Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646–1716). Leibniz was an ecumenically minded, neo-Aristotelian philosopher who sought to forge an alternative to the Cartesian view of reality.20 In an effort to establish the foundation for certain knowledge about the world and to reconcile Scholastic metaphysics with the mechanical principles of the new science of Galileo and Copernicus, Descartes circumscribed Aristotle’s expansive notion of substance by dividing all reality into mental and physical substances.21 The Cartesian division of reality into mental and physical substances beset philosophers with a number of metaphysical problems, but the problem that bedeviled such thinkers as Leibniz was how in the Cartesian view a finite mental substance (mind) interacts with a material substance (body). To make matters more complex, the Cartesian conception of matter as res extensa (spatial extension) made it difficult to understand how individual bodies or any material thing could be a genuine substance.

In the broader conceptual context of the Cartesian distinction between material and mental substances, Leibniz developed an alternative metaphysical view of reality composed of simple, indivisible substances (monads) that are independent of each other, and therefore cannot interact with each other.22 A substance’s independence means that each substance must be internally self-moved, making all the properties of the substance essential. But since Aristotle it was common to distinguish the essential properties from the accidental properties of a substance. The essential properties of a substance were properties without which the substance could not be a substance and the accidental properties were properties that could change.23 However, Leibniz argues that all properties of a substance are essential, are contained within, and contain an internal principle of change and perception. All substances, including material substances, are in a sense mental, according to Leibniz.24

Toward the end of his career Blondel revisited this controversial point in Leibniz’s philosophy in defending the theory of “cosmic thought” (la pensée cosmique).25 Blondel maintained Leibniz was right in refusing to accede to the Cartesian metaphysical picture of reality as divided between mental (human beings) and material (nature) substances. In offering an alternative view of the mental dimension of material substances, Leibniz refused to concede the conceptual possibility of an intelligible organic universe.

But Leibniz’s idea of the vinculum substantiale (substantial bond) is the seminal concept animating Blondel’s philosophy of action. It’s the idea that would become the subject matter of Blondel’s Latin thesis of 1893,26 and the idea from which the philosophy of action transpired as the link between thought and being, immanence and transcendence, and history and dogma. After these two works, Blondel’s Latin thesis of 1893 and Action (1893), it would unfold as a central theme around which his thought interweaves the Trinitarian structure of history, the encounter between infinite and finite being, the Eucharistic action of the Church, and the notion of tradition as the bond between history and faith.27 At the heart of the vinculum was the immanent mystery of the verbum caro factum and the caro verbum facta. Through it he was able to perceive the humanity of Christ not as a conditional mechanism, but as the point of contact between humanity and Christ and the reality through which humanity shares in the divine.28

The idea first came to Blondel’s attention in 1879 when his professor at the University of Dijon, Henri Joly, devoted an entire lecture to the ten-year correspondence between Leibniz and Bartholomew des Bosses, a Jesuit theologian keen to reconcile Leibniz’s philosophy with Christian doctrine.29 Leibniz proposed the vinculum to des Bosses as a metaphysical hypothesis to explain the original synthetic unity and harmony among the composite substances of Leibniz’s philosophy.30 What captured Blondel’s attention was the reference to the vinculum as a way of conceiving the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist. To him the Eucharist was not one example of the many of the vinculum, it was the “perfect example, the definitive vehicle, the total and perfect realization of the Leibnizian hypothesis.”31 Blondel adopted Joly’s realist interpretation of the vinculum, Joly’s opinion that the theological questions surrounding the vinculum had to be taken seriously, and that the vinculum was a plausible metaphysical possibility.32

For the most part, scholars tended to dismiss the vinculum as a theological innovation appended to Leibniz’s philosophy at the end of his life. Others viewed it as an expression of his irenic nature and his desire to appease des Bosses, a Catholic admirer eager to accommodate his philosophy to the Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation.33 In the Latin thesis Blondel argues that the vinculum’s conceptual chronology, conceived at the end of Leibniz’s career well after his mature philosophical perspective had been established, does not preclude one from taking the vinculum seriously, as an idea that ought to be developed, and perhaps would have been developed by Leibniz had he the good fortune of living a longer life.34 To relegate the vinculum to the dustbin of philosophical ideas by virtue of its association with the Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation, as many of Leibniz’s interpreters were wont to do, is to misunderstand the role that Catholic doctrine plays in the development of the vinculum. Further, it is to confuse the theological implications of the vinculum for the Catholic belief of the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist with the speculative resolution it provides to a conceptual problem within Leibniz’s philosophy. Blondel insists that the vinculum was a philosophical not a theological problem. Des Bosses and Leibniz were well into the correspondence and had exchanged and settled their viewpoints on the Eucharist before the vinculum entered the discussion.35 From Blondel’s perspective the vinculum was not merely Leibniz’s theological invention to accommodate the Catholic faith, as scholars often interpreted it to be. The truth of the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist was never in question, according to Blondel, “but rather its mode of realization” in the context of Leibniz’s philosophy.36

A century before Leibniz, early modern Scholastic thinkers such as Francisco Suárez had conceived of a bond (vinculum) in different conceptual terms. Linguistically, the doctrine of the vinculum belonged to an older and different Scholastic philosophical tradition than the tradition within which Leibniz wrote and thought.37 Yet scholars have pointed out that Leibniz was conversant with the older Scholastic tradition.38 Read within the ambit of this older Scholastic discourse, the view that Leibniz’s vinculum is principally about transubstantiation seems less plausible. Still, Leibniz theorizing about the vinculum was part of an explanation about transubstantiation to des Bosses. The Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation did raise an important philosophical problem for Leibniz,39 and the Eucharist remained a “key philosophical concern of Leibniz’s from the period of his earlier work, not least because the notion that the body of Christ could be in different places at the same time effectively disproved the Cartesian notion of substance as extension.”40 But in the Latin thesis Blondel maintains that “when Leibniz first mentioned a [vinculum], he was not thinking of transubstantiation; [transubstantiation] was invoked by the two correspondents as an example and from a particular angle.”41

Blondel’s interpretation of the correspondence and his interest in the vinculum garnered little attention in the scholarly world. However, it did provide his thought with a foundation for the spiritual and metaphysical realism of his philosophy of action. In the third chapter of the Latin thesis, Blondel examines what he refers to as “la méditation secrète de Leibniz”42 found in a supplemental study associated with the letter from Leibniz to des Bosses dated February 15, 1712. In the study Leibniz discusses the divine preservation and mediation of the material world and the metaphysical bond that emerges from this preservation and mediation, which has its analogue in the hypostatic union of the person of Christ. Leibniz writes to des Bosses:

God not only considers single monads and the modifications of any monad whatsoever, but he also sees their relations, and the reality of relations and truths consists in this. . . . Through these [relations], things seem to us to form a unity, and truths in fact can be expressed concerning the whole that are also valid according to God. But over and above these real relations, a more perfect relation can be conceived through which a single new substance arises from many substances. And this will not be a simple result, that is, it will not consist in true or real relations alone; but, moreover, it will add some new substantiality, or substantial bond, and this will be an effect not only of the divine intellect but also of the divine will. . . . And in this consists the metaphysical bond of soul and body, which constitute one complete substance, and an analogy to this is the union of natures in Christ. And these are the things that make a per se unity or one complete substance.43

The notion of a “secret mediation” Blondel observes in Leibniz’s correspondence with des Bosses orchestrates Blondel’s thought. It is the conceptual key to unlocking the mystery of human action within human experience, the synthesis between the infinite and finite dialectically leading action to the concept of the “one thing necessary,”44 and finally to the completion of action in the chapter “The Bond of Knowledge and Action in Being.”45 It is the philosophical tool through which Blondel developed his notion of tradition as a part of the communal action of the Science of Practice in Action (1893),46 and then a decade later in History and Dogma as, first, the bond of the Christian community, and, second, the substantial bond between history and dogma on the one hand, and theology and history on the other. Philosophically it opened a whole new horizon of thought for Blondel to explore the mediation, synthesis, and unity of the heterogeneous aspects of reality. Indeed, the originality of his philosophy of the supernatural, the way in which his thought is able “to gather the rays of light that the revelation of this Christian mystery projects in our thought, even though the source of this remains hidden from it,” as Oliva Blanchette eloquently puts it, can be attributed to the conceptual breadth and depth of the vinculum in Blondel’s thought.47

Late in his career, when the idea of the vinculum was established as a foundational source of his thought, Blondel lamented how insignificant the doctrine seemed to Leibniz and des Bosses.48 He clearly saw more in the vinculum than Leibniz and des Bosses could see. Reflecting on the significance of the vinculum in a paper written to a former student decades after he first encountered the idea in Henry Joly’s lecture at the University of Dijon, Blondel observes: “The question raised by Leibniz and des Bosses concerning transubstantiation during the Eucharist leads us to conceive of Christ, without detriment to the constituent monads, as the bond which makes substantiation possible, the vivifying agent for all of creation: vinculum perfectionis.”49

ROMANTICISM AND LÉON OLLÉ-LAPRUNE

In contrast to the Christian rationalism that emerged in response to eighteenth-century Enlightenment atheism and deism, nineteenth-century Christian apologetics in France after the French Revolution was premised less on rational arguments for the existence of God, the trustworthiness of the New Testament, accounts of miracles, and the fact of revelation. Under the influence of Romanticism, nineteenth-century Christian apologetics emphasized the aesthetic and moral qualities of Christianity as a religion and its potential to satisfy natural, human aspirations and the legitimate demands of human society.50 Even nineteenth-century Christian thinkers such as Lamennais, who made use of traditional rationalist apologetics, insisted that religious belief required more than intellectual assent—it required the free consent of the will. Many nineteenth-century Christian thinkers absorbed the wistful mood at the turn of the century, a mood that under the influence of Rousseau turned to an exaltation of imagination, sentiment, feeling, and mystery, and consequently derided Voltaire, the desiccated nature of Enlightenment rationalism, and the anemic philosophical approaches of positivism and empiricism.

The will has always played a natural role in the practice of religious belief, but it had been neglected by modern Christian thinkers anxious to respond with abstract metaphysical arguments to the rationalism of Descartes and the Enlightenment.51 By the nineteenth century the affective nature of human existence and the significance of the will was recognized, explored, and emphasized as an important feature of religious thought and belief.52 François-René de Chateaubriand’s (1768–1848) The Genius of Christianity; or, Beauties of the Christian Religion53 expressed this shift and evoked the Romantic mood in France. Chateaubriand scolded Enlightenment thinkers for emphasizing reason as the privileged path to truth and progress at the expense of feeling and sentiment and for failing to recognize that human beings are composed of both head (reason) and heart (sentiment, feeling). His apologetic work took aim at Enlightenment opponents of Christianity who argued Christian doctrine is repugnant, detrimental to human freedom, its moral vision an impediment to the development of moral consciousness, and in general deleterious to the human spirit. Chateaubriand’s book did not offer profound theological and philosophical arguments for or in defense of Christianity. Rather, it exhorted the heart and imagination, arguing that in terms of inspiring literature, art, music, and worship Christianity was the most awe-inspiring, sublime, and creative religious tradition. Of all the world’s religions Christianity is “the most humane, the most favorable to liberty and to the arts and sciences; that the modern world is indebted to it for every improvement, from agriculture to the abstract sciences . . . to the temples reared by Michelangelo and embellished by the Raphaels . . . nothing is more divine than its morality.”54

For Blondel, Chateaubriand’s work was a “musical prelude” to the Catholic renewal taking place in France and the renewal that Blondel saw as part of his own apologetic project. It brought into sharp relief the dynamic nature of the “Christian spirit” in its multiplicity and diversity. Yet as persuasive and aesthetically pleasing as Chateaubriand’s apologetic may have been, “a canvas of Raphael’s is no defense against the relentless sword of the dialectic,”55 as Blondel puts it in his own work on apologetics. That is, Blondel believed a more rigorously philosophical apologetic was necessary to meet the exigencies of modern critical thought. Still, Chateaubriand’s Romanticism managed to make Christianity intellectually respectable and fashionable in France once again. It provides an important and underappreciated cultural context for Blondel’s philosophical apologetics and his mission, vision, and vocation as a philosopher.

After completing the licence ès lettres, bachelier ès sciences, and bachelier en droit degrees and receiving his licentiate in 1880, Blondel decided against following the family tradition of pursuing a career in civil service and in 1881 matriculated in the Faculty of Philosophy at the École normale supérieure, the year after Henri Bergson and Émile Durkheim finished. At the École normale, Blondel found the Catholic renewal initiated by Chateaubriand alive in the thought and work of Blondel’s teacher and mentor, Léon Ollé-Laprune (1839–98). Ollé-Laprune was a devout and avowed lay Catholic philosopher with Ultramontane political tendencies influenced by the thought of Blaise Pascal and John Henry Newman. He was educated at the École normale, and in 1875, during the anti-Catholic Third Republic and antireligious mood of Paris, he was appointed to a lectureship at the École normale.

Ollé-Laprune’s work on apologetics was more philosophically rigorous than Chateaubriand’s. It attributed a significant role to the will and focused on the role assent and certitude play in all knowledge and intellectual activity, including knowledge about God. If truth is indivisible, Ollé-Laprune claimed, then theological discourse and philosophical method ought not to be juxtaposed to each other. In fact, should the philosopher genuinely pursue truth with her whole being (soul), as a total engagement of oneself and one’s intellect and will, not intellect alone, she will arrive at Christianity as the final destination of the journey and fulfillment of her quest for truth.56 Indeed, Catholicism, for Ollé-Laprune, provided a framework for reconciling the modern tensions between faith and reason, philosophy and theology, and religion and science.

Ollé-Laprune also reacted strongly against the tendency endemic to modern thought to separate and often juxtapose faith to reason. His insistence that all knowledge of truth involves the will along with the intellect,57 including knowledge of the self-evident truths of science and mathematics, put him deeply at odds with secular currents of positivism, empiricism, and rationalism in nineteenth-century French philosophy. But Ollé-Laprune also attracted thinkers along with Blondel who were conceptually conversant with such currents but not methodologically subject to or constrained by them.

What Blondel found in Ollé-Laprune’s approach to philosophy was an approach to philosophical reasoning that viewed concrete and existential questions of human life and destiny as an essential line of inquiry for philosophy. When philosophical reasoning is approached as a form of life and action, it discloses that the natural structure of human existence aspires to a supernatural end. This way of discovering the limitations of philosophy through philosophy’s own method meant, for Ollé-Laprune, that philosophy (reason) must yield to theology and acknowledge its own inadequacy.58 Ollé-Laprune’s desire to overcome the modern rationalist conception of a “separate philosophy,” the separation between philosophy and religion and a theory of knowledge that divorces reason from life, and to integrate philosophy within human life, all inspired Blondel’s method of immanence and its demonstration of the need for the supernatural within the human person.

Blondel’s attraction to Ollé-Laprune’s philosophical vision did not elide methodological differences between the two thinkers. The differences became apparent and public when Blondel, after graduating from the École normale in 1893, published a critique of Ollé-Laprune’s apologetics three years after the defense of his thesis on action in The Letter on Apologetics. In this work, Blondel critiques Ollé-Laprune’s work on moral certitude, calls it a “method of convenience,” and suggests it identified a correlation between morality and religion but lacked the philosophical rigor and method demanded by the new apologetics.59 In Ollé-Laprune’s attempt to show how the natural aspirations of the human soul comport with the content of Christian revelation, philosophical apologetics finds itself in the oxymoronic position of either ceasing to be apologetics or ceasing to be philosophical. The problem, Blondel continues, is that “if one insists on the conformity of dogmas with the requirements of human thought, one runs the risk of seeing in them nothing but a human doctrine of the most excellent kind; if one lays it down at the outset that it surpasses human reason and even disconcerts human nature, then one abandons the chosen ground and the field of rational investigation.”60

The critique strained Blondel’s relationship with Ollé-Laprune. Blondel never confronted his former teacher and mentor, but his friend and colleague Johannes Wehrlé did and refers to Ollé-Laprune’s strong negative reaction to Blondel’s critique.61 However, Blondel’s critique did not prevent Ollé-Laprune from intervening with the ecclesiastical authorities in Rome on Blondel’s behalf when the same work provoked neo-Scholastic theologians to accuse Blondel of “Kantianism,” a refrain Blondel heard often after Letter on Apologetics’ publication. Moreover, at the request of Ollé-Laprune’s wife and son, Blondel delivered the eulogy for Ollé-Laprune at the 1899 annual meeting of alumni of École normale supérieure. Years later, Blondel expanded the eulogy and published it as a book on Ollé-Laprune.62 The book afforded him the opportunity to take stock of Ollé-Laprune’s significance for French philosophical thought, make up for his harsh critique in Letter on Apologetics, and come to a deeper appreciation of Ollé-Laprune’s influence on his own thought. It was Ollé-Laprune, Blondel observes, who was the first in the French philosophical tradition to promote an “integral philosophy” in which man is in accord with the total order, other human beings, himself, and God.63 Ollé-Laprune’s goal of writing an “integral philosophy,” a philosophy immersed in the totality of human life, including religious belief, was an objective Blondel never lost sight of, even if he pursued a different philosophical means of obtaining it.


ACTION (1893) AND LATE NINETEENTH-CENTURY CATHOLICISM

The École normale supérieure at the end of the nineteenth century was an unlikely place to produce a leader for the Catholic intellectual renaissance of the twentieth century. Blondel’s friends and family warned him of the dangers the secular French university milieu posed to his faith. But at a young age he recognized that his mission as a philosopher to integrate the life of the modern mind with the demands of religion would require him to understand the former on its own terms. It was a place of extremes, Blondel recalled in an interview, where one fluctuated from

dilettantism to scientism, where Russian neo-Christianism clashed with the rigorous virtuosity of radical German idealism; where in art and literature, as in philosophy not to say in religious pedagogy itself, the notional, the formal, even the unreal seemed to triumph; where the very efforts that one made to reopen the sources of a profound life and of a fresh art ended only in symbolism, without succeeding in rehabilitating the concrete, the direct, the singular, the incarnate, the living letter which takes the whole human composite, a sacramental practice which introduces into our veins a spirit more spiritual than our spirit, a popular common sense and Catholic realism.64

The scientism Blondel encountered at the École was a development of Comte’s philosophical positivism, which no longer viewed science as a form of inquiry and discourse into the nature of human knowledge, but simply assumed all knowledge can be reduced to the positive sciences. The dilettantism Blondel encountered was not exactly the kind practiced by Kierkegaard’s aesthete, who, faced with the fundamental choice, must transcend the aesthetic and ethical realms to reach the religious.65 It did share Kierkegaard’s criticism that dilettantism has manipulative, escapist, and empty self-serving aims. But Blondel’s dilettante, the one he addresses in the opening chapters of Action (1893),66 is the person who denies that the question of the Good is a natural and integral part of rational reflection on the problem of human action, and the person who refuses to engage religion’s relationship to human understanding in the course of reflection upon the nature of human knowledge and the process of cognition. There is a kind of sophisticated despair and deceit in the dilettante’s refusal to consider what lies veiled beneath the surface of the lines as he takes pleasure in the beauty of art and delights in the precision of science.

At the beginning of his second year at the École, he chose the topic of his thesis much to the dismay of his superiors, who insisted “thought,” not “action,” was the proper subject matter of a doctoral thesis in philosophy. In the thesis, Blondel proposed a new way of relating the supernatural to the natural through action by following philosophy’s task of discerning the traces of transcendence in human beings and society. Following the tradition of his teacher and mentor Ollé-Laprune, he was concerned that action not be conceived or confined merely within the natural order as a “separate philosophy.” And in contrast to Hegel, he was in search of a philosophy not to replace Christian truth but “rather to open up a position in philosophy through which the light of the Christian revelation could pour in. For this he thought some kind of philosophical system was necessary, but he was at pains to provide a system that would be true to philosophy without impinging on the surpassing truth of revelation.”67 In short, he wanted to create a rigorous philosophical method using the natural light of human reason to explore humanity’s desire for the transcendent absolute.

Blondel graduated from the École normale in 1893 and published Action (1893) the same year. Action (1893) begins with a discussion of freedom and necessity (determinism) in action. Freedom is never absolute, but rather it is real only in being exercised through the process of deliberation among particular intentions, wherein it must choose to place itself. The necessity of actualizing freedom in action by choosing among particular intentions is the occasion by which the dialectical tension between freedom and necessity inscribed in the will emerges. The necessity of choosing one particular intention gives rise to a disproportion within the act of freedom itself. That is, the object willed, what Blondel names as the “willed will” (volonté voulue), or the particular intention one has chosen as a particular goal or end, is confined, and is no longer proportional (equal) to the infinite power of willing, or, as he calls it, the “willing will” (volonté voulante). It is the inequality within the will itself that becomes the dialectical principle between the two wills (willed will and willing will) through which one finds oneself engaged in the phenomenon of action.

The ideal of freedom is equality between the wills, but the disproportion between the will’s particular decision (the willed will) and the infinite power of the will (the willing will) is great enough that the will desires and searches for a willed object less disproportionate to its infinite power of willing. The willing desire for an object proportional to its infinite power of willing is the location of the spiritual dynamism at work in the human person and the starting point for Blondel’s account of human action. In the choice of any particular action, there is always an unknown element, something that escapes us to be discovered in the pursuit of an object equal to the power of willing. But this does not mean Blondel is searching for a mystical end of action beyond the necessity that is a part of the determination of human action. The point of the Science of Practice, the critical method Blondel uses to establish a universally valid science of human action, is to explore and to make known the unknown known of human action within action itself.68

The necessity of the supernatural appears in action as a consequence of the failure of consciousness to discover equality or proportion between any willed object (willed will) and the infinite power of willing (willing will). The inequality of the wills that discloses to consciousness the necessity of the supernatural does not therefore mean that Blondel has argued for and proved the transcendent absolute exists, but rather that the will stands in need of finding some satisfaction that transcends the immanent order of action. In the context of Blondel’s phenomenology, every human choice contains more than a particular intention (motive) that is a part of the natural order; it contains an infinite power of willing.

One can limit the infinite power of willing by placing the infinite in some finite reality of the natural order, or in the sufficiency of itself. In what Blondel calls the “death of action” is an attempt to naturalize the supernatural or immure the infinite in the finite.69 On the other end of the spectrum is the “life of action,” the consciousness that the human will, which includes the willed will and the willing will, cannot equal itself by itself.70 In human action the necessity (willed will) and freedom (willing will) of the will cannot rectify itself or find reconciliation in the natural order. Only the transcendent absolute can reconcile the human will.
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