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The theological sensibility of Radical Orthodoxy in its quest to return
to traditional sources of orthodoxy for a ‘radical’ critique of secular
thought has particularly privileged the thought of Thomas Aquinas
(1224-1274) as the pinnacle of the ‘ancient way’ prior to the nomina-
listic “fall” which entered with Duns Scotus. This paper however ques-
tions whether Radical Orthodoxy has been radically Thomistic
enough in its metaphysics and particularly highlights the importance
of first principles of knowledge such as the law of non-contradiction
to Thomas Aquinas. Whereas Aquinas insisted that God cannot break
the law of non-contradiction, key RO writers have argued that this
law is somehow suspended in God. This paper argues that compromi-
sing the law of non-contradiction weakens RO’s critique of secularism
and opens up the possibility of nihilism.
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here is a joke in Radical Ortho-

doxy circles that RO theologians

in their praise of Aquinas have re-
placed an infallible Bible with an infallible
text of the Summa Theologiae! Be that as
it may, this article will examine whether
or not Radical Orthodoxy has been radi-
cally Thomistic enough, or whether other
sources have displaced the authority of
Thomas. After Aquinas there have been
competing ‘“Thomisms’ which have been
subject to the winds of philosophical
change from the era in which they emer-
ged and consequently each has emphasi-
sed certain aspects of his thought while
occluding others.! Lest old Aquinas be

forgot, this article reassesses the place of
first principles for Thomas’ system, which
in the late modern Thomism of Radical
Orthodoxy appear to have been super-
ceded by a Cusanean tributary from the
Neoplatonic river.2 To demonstrate this
turn I will be examining evidence from
three authors associated with the Radical
Orthodoxy sensibility, namely Catherine
Pickstock, John Milbank and Johannes
Hoff.

The Importance of First Principles for
Aquinas

First let us examine the importance of
first principles within Thomas’ theologi-
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cal system. In two of his Aristotelian
commentaries, the Commentary on Meta-
physics and Commentary on Posterior
Analytics, Aquinas cites what Aristotle
described as the ‘most certain’ of all the
first principles of knowledge, namely:
‘that the same attribute cannot at the
same time belong and not belong to the
same subject and in the same respect.’

Lest we misunderstand him, in refer-
ring to the Law of non-contradiction as
‘most certain’, Aristotle did not intend to
cast any doubt on the principle, as if to
say it is the ‘most certain’ of a class of
relatively doubtful principles. To the con-
trary, Aristotle goes on to assert that the
Law of non-contradiction is a ‘necessary’
truth, whose denial is ‘impossible’.
Though of course it is possible for people
to ‘say’ that the same thing both ‘is* and
‘is not’, it is impossible for people to actu-
ally believe this since it cannot be said
truly.#4 Following Kant,’ the status of this
‘most certain’ of all first principles has
been fiercely contested,s especially in re-
gards to whether or not it is a metaphysi-
cal principle (applying to ‘things in them-
selves’) or simply a linguistic one.” For
Aristotle, the answer is clear:

Our present question is not wheth-

er it is possible for the same thing

to be and not to be in regard to the

locution, but whether it is possible
in regard to the object.8

It is not within the scope of this article to
discuss this question in depth, except in
relation to Thomas’ position. Lest we be
misled into the view that Aquinas is only
describing Aristotle’s thought about first
principles and bracketting out his own
position in the commentaries on the Ari-
stotelian texts,? we can be left in no doubt
from the bold language used in the unam-
biguously ‘Neoplatonic’ commentary, In
De Divinis Nominibus, contained in a

passage which treats the nature of discur-
sive knowledge. Here, Aquinas argues that
even though the soul is engaged in a cir-
cular process of knowledge from sense
evidence back to itself, where it is ‘rolled
up’ according to its intellectual powers,
this circularity does not result in scepti-
cism, since ‘all that ratiocination is judged
through resolution to first principles in
which error does not occur and by which
the soul is defended against error.’10

This position that the first principles of
knowledge are infallible and thus the
foundation of true knowledge is confir-
med in a parallel reading from the
Aristotelian commentary In Peri Herme-
neais: ‘Perfect knowledge requires certitu-
de, and this is why we cannot be said to
know unless we know what cannot be
otherwise.’11

Now returning to the text of De Divi-
nis Nominibus, Thomas continues:

The first principles themselves by

the simple intellect are known

without discursion, and for this

reason the consideration of them

because of their uniformity is
named a circular convolution.12

This passage shows that first principles
are known intuitively, contrary to the opi-
nion of some modern Thomists such as
Alasdair Maclntyre, who regard them as
empirically based and capable of falsifica-
tion.13 Though this may be the case for
the principles of particular sciences, it is
not true of the fundamental principles of
science itself, such as the law of identity
and the law of non-contradiction, which
according to Thomas, are infallible and
intuitive. He does not mean by that a pure
Platonic intuition, which is only possible
for an immaterial spirit such as an angel,
but an intellect which sees into the nature
of things by abstraction through the
material, as he explains in more detail in
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Summa Theologiae.1* Hence, though the
first principles exist a priori as intelligi-
bles, they are known by human beings in
this life only by abstraction a posteriori.

Aquinas goes on in the same passage
to embed this understanding of the soul’s
knowledge within a celestial hierarchy of
knowledge which paradoxically termina-
tes in the interminable circularity of God,
who is ¢ above all existents and is maxi-
mally one and the same and is without
principle’.1s This combination of Aristo-
telian and Platonic motifs is in fact typical
of the Neoplatonism which Aquinas inhe-
rited, in which the two streams were
never seen as incompatible.1® Porphyry,
for example commentated on Aristotelian
logic in his Isagoge, which was an intro-
duction to Aristotle’s Categories.

Nevertheless some theologians within
the Radical Orthodoxy sensibility have
concluded that the Neoplatonist writer,
Pseudo-Dionysius, the grandfather of
Christian apophaticism, implies in his
work, The Divine Names, that laws of
logic such as the ‘law of excluded middle’
lie beyond any Divine application:

the divine unity is beyond being ...

the indivisible Trinity holds within

a shared undifferentiated unity...

the assertion of all things, the deni-

al of all things, that which is be-
yond every assertion and denial.1”

Since, according to Aristotle, in the same
subject, ‘affirmation and denial cannot be
simultaneously true,’8 and ‘Contradic-
tion is an opposition that by its very natu-
re allows no middle ground,’® God seems
to be an exception to ‘the most certain’ of
Aristotle’s principles. The first interpreter
to read Pseudo-Dionysius in this way
appears to have been John Scotus Eriu-
gena who speaks of God as ‘the opposi-
tion of oppositions, the contrary of con-
traries,” in whom are ‘all similitude and

dissimilitude, all contraries and all oppo-
sitions.’20
Furthermore, since the law of non-
contradiction states ‘that the same attri-
bute cannot at the same #ime belong and
not belong to the same subject and in the
same respect,”2! how can this be relevant
to a God who is, according to Dionysius,
‘neither in time nor outside of time, but
beyond both.22 The upshot of this seems
to be that Dionysius conceives of the law
of non-contradiction and the law of iden-
tity as inapplicable to God.23
Nevertheless, Aquinas remains com-
mitted to Aristotle’s formulation of the
law of non-contradiction as is clear from
his Quaestiones Disputatae de Potentia
where he discusses the question of what is
possible for God. He agrees that in every
contradiction is included a simultaneous
affirmation and negation, which is im-
possible, since it cannot apply to the natu-
re of a being that it both ‘is’ and ‘is not’.
Even God cannot cause what is impos-
sible in this sense since:
he is the greatest actuality and the
chief being. And so his action can
only be terminated chiefly in being,
and in non-being consequentially.
And so he cannot cause affirmation
and negation to be simultaneously

true, or any things in which this
kind of impossibility is included.24

In summary, Aquinas is emphatic that ‘it
is in my opinion false’?S to say that God
can do the self-contradictory.

Nor is it even clear that Pseudo-Dio-
nysius was denying this truth, for in a sig-
nificant passage in The Divine Names, in
which he deals with an objection to God’s
omnipotence from a certain ‘Elymas’, he
refers to the Scriptural text that God ‘can-
not deny himself’ (2 Tim. 2:13).26 Denys’
exegesis of this text reveals that he does not
believe in an unqualified omnipotence
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(for example the position later taken by
Descartes). For God to deny himself
would entail his falling from truth, and
since, truth ‘is being’ (on estin),2” this
would also entail falling from being,
which according to Dionysius, is impos-
sible even for God: ‘God cannot fall from
being.”28 The Greek text adds kai to mh
einai ouk estin2? which is literally ‘and
therefore is not not to be.’30 Dionysius
further explains that this is because of his
perfect power: God cannot lack anything,
including truth, knowledge or being. So if
God cannot lack being we are led to con-
clude from this argument that even God
cannot both be and not be at the same
time.

So, although difficult to reconcile with
other passages, in this passage, at least,
Denys appears to see no conflict between
God as transcendently beyond everything
he has made, including the power ‘to be’,
and the fact that he cannot fall from truth
or ‘fall from being.” This cannot mean
that God is subject to some higher prin-
ciple to himself, which would present a
kind of Euthyphro dilemma, but rather
that God cannot fall from ‘uncreated
Being,’ i.e. Himself. Indeed, this is how
Aquinas understands him in his Com-
mentary on the Divine Names: ‘But this
‘not to fall short of being’ is the same as
if he were to say that God is not non-
being; by which is meant rather being
itself [or that he himself is].’31

On this understanding God would
have to in some sense BE the first princip-
les of knowledge, at least analogically
speaking, which are grounded in the tetra-
grammaton, | AM THAT I AM.32 In Tho-
mistic terms, natural laws of reasoning,
including the first principles, participate
in the Eternal Reason.33

After Aquinas, although positive pre-
dication about God continued in the line

of Denys the Carthusian who remained
faithful to Aquinas34, a more radically
negative reading of Pseudo-Dionysius by
Eriugena prevailed in his reception by
mystical theologians such as Eckhart3s
and more especially Nicholas de Cusa in
his doctrine of ‘learned ignorance’ and
‘coincidence of opposites.” Furthermore
both of these mystical writers followed
Eriugena in pushing Dionysius into a
more unambiguously monist direction.36
They privileged a certain interpretation of
Divine Simplicity as an absolute organi-
sing centre for their thought in which all
apparent contradictions are resolved in
an undifferentiated unity (‘that simplicity
where contradictories coincide’).37 It is
significant that Aquinas resisted this East-
ern drift by insisting that all names of
God are not ultimately synonymous but
predicate him substantially though imper-
fectly.38

Catherine Pickstock

Eriugena, De Cusa and Eckhart are heirs
to the Neoplatonism of Proclus, which
Catherine Pickstock believes, allows for
an interpretation of a Divine realm be-
yond created time and by extension, be-
yond the law of non-contradiction. For
example, Proposition 2 of The Elements
of Theology asserts: ‘Everything which
participates of The One, is both one and
not one.”3® Catherine Pickstock picks up
this train of thought in an article on
Radical Orthodoxy where she contends
that if created being participates in the
infinite this must mean that it enters into
both identity and non-identity and thus
the finite becomes simultaneously finite
and infinite. This she argues is resolved in
‘a higher harmony beyond logical opposi-
tion.’40 If this is what Proclus meant then
it is an unsound argument, because it
does not follow from creaturely participa-
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tion in the infinite that the creature enters
into finite and infinite at the same time
and in the same respect, and in fact
Proclus suggest otherwise when he goes
on to explain that if the participant in
unity has some character other than one-
ness, ‘in virtue of that character it is not-
one, and so not wunity unqualified’.41
Therefore we could reasonably conclude
that the participant does not possess unity
in the same respect as the One. Aquinas
addresses this question in his commenta-
ry on the Book of Causes, which Aquinas
had discovered was a commentary on a
summary of the teachings of Proclus.42 In
his treatment of proposition 4 that being
is ‘composed of the finite and the infini-
te,’43 Aquinas makes it clear that it is only
Uncreated Being, which is actually infini-
te. Created being is limited by its form,
that is by its capacity to receive infinity.
We could say at best that created being is
potentially infinite. Hence ‘the very being
that it receives is finite.’#4 This is in har-
mony with Thomas’ most developed con-
ception of analogy beyond a merely for-
mal predication (as in Aristotle), to one
based on metaphysical participation
according to prius et posterius (a Neo-
platonic development). The reason that
created being does not enter into identity
and non-identity with the infinite is
because the unity entered into is not a
univocal one. God is One per prius and
the creature becomes one with Him per
posterium et per participationem.*S Conse-
quently Pickstock’s argument fails to
show that participation of the creature in
the Creator is incompatible with the law
of non-contradiction.

John Milbank

The second theologian we will examine is
the father of Radical Orthodoxy, John
Milbank. In his 2003 work Being Recon-

ciled: ontology and pardon, we find that
Milbank has to appeal to Nicholas rather
than to Thomas for the view that there
can be exceptions to the law of identity.
He thinks that to maintain a realist belief
in universals and in analogical predica-
tion is incompatible with the law of iden-
tity as traditionally conceived.46 This how-
ever seems an upside down method of
reasoning, since first principles can neith-
er be grounded in, nor disproved by, any
prior principle. One argues from first
principles, not fo them and therefore they
can only be demonstrated indirectly, for
example through reductio ad absurdum.47
They are the condition of possibility for
any rational discourse at all. They are, by
definition, more certain than any other
belief, no matter how philosophically
necessary or how incompatible they might
appear with any secondary principle. All
secondary principles are contingent on
first principles as Aristotle and Aquinas
recognised. The obscure must be interpre-
ted in light of the clear, as in the Augus-
tinian method of hermeneutics, and noth-
ing is more self-evident than the law of
identity itself.

Again though, as we have already seen
in the case of Catherine Pickstock.
Milbank’s charge that the law of identity
is irreconcilable with a realist belief in
universals, only obtains on a purely predi-
cational understanding of universals and
of analogy. But Aquinas does not believe
in the existence of universals except as
derived from Divine ideas in the one sepa-
rated Principle of Esse ipsum subsistens
where they exist secundum prius et poste-
rius. This is his fundamental criticism of
the Platonicii.*8 Thus a particular partici-
pates in its Divine idea somewhat apo-
phatically as a derivative analogue. This
means that Aquinas’ position eludes
Milbank’s problem of the particular being
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identical and non-identical to the univer-
sal at the same time and in the same (uni-
vocal) way.4? Hence it is not that analogy
is incompatible with the law of identity
traditionally conceived, but rather that
the law of identity is incompatible with
the doctrine of analogy traditionally con-
ceived when applied to the existence of
universals, which is to say that the realist
belief in universals is incoherent on the
(merely) predicational model of analogy.s°
It is better then to philosophically clarify
the doctrine of universals than it is to
jettison belief in the law of identity.

The consequences of a theology of coin-
cidentia oppositorum for Milbank’s blend
of Radical Orthodoxy are moving in a
quasi-pantheistic direction. For example,
John Milbank ultimately reconciles medi-
eval hierarchy and democracy in Nicho-
las of Cusa through the ‘equalisation’ of
the creature and the Creator by deifica-
tion.

Indeed via the resurrected body of

the Lamb in the heart of the eternal

city, the Bride Jerusalem is equali-
sed with God and drawn through

deification entirely into the life of
the Trinity.5!

The higher the hierarchy rises, the more
equal it becomes:

It is not that democracy is a com-
promise for here and now: it is rath-
er that it can only finally arrive in
the perfection of concordantia as
deification. To eternalize democra-
¢y, and maintain its link with excel-
lence rather than the mutual con-
cessions of baseness, deification as
the doctrine of the offer of equality
with God is required.52

However, for Thomas, one of the things
which God cannot do (because it is self-
contradictory), is for God to create God,
or for the creature to become the Creator

or for God to be able to make anything
equal to himself, so we read in Book 2 of
the Summa Contra Gentiles:

And from this it is clear that God
cannot make God. For it is of the
essence of a thing that its own
being depends on another cause,
and this is contrary to the nature of
the being we call God...For the
same reason God cannot make a
thing equal to Himself; for a thing
whose being does not depend on
another is superior in being, and in
other perfections, to that which
depends on something else, such
dependence pertaining to the natu-
re of that which is made.s3

This axiom was to be compromised in
Eriugena, Eckhart and Cusa, a genealogy
to be extended into John Milbank’s Radi-
cal Orthodoxy.

Johannes Hoff

In the third RO author of our inquiry,
Johannes Hoff, the Cusanean turn is more
explicit. In his book about Nicholas de
Cusa: The Analogical Turn: Rethinking
Modernity with Nicholas of Cusa, Hoff
asserts a necessity to ‘deviate from Aqui-
nas’ and ‘go beyond Aquinas’ via Cusa-
nus.’* This includes a development of the-
mes we have already encountered in both
Pickstock and Milbank. While denying a
charge of pantheism,’s Hoff at the same
time (coincidence of opposites?) embraces
a monism of light that ‘transcends the dis-
tinction between the perceiver and the
perceived.’s¢ He adopts Cusa’s spinning
top illustration to elucidate how a list of
predicates written on a stationary circle
would all be touched at the same time,
including opposite predicates, if the top
was spinning at infinite speed. It would
appear to be ‘at rest’ in the coincidence of
opposites. It is interesting to note en pas-
sant the political fruits of a doctrine of
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‘coincidence of opposites’. In Cusa, this
looked like a conciliarist who reverted to
being an apologist for the primacy of the
Pope by asserting that ‘the one chair of
Peter is simultaneously located in Rome,
Alexandria and Antioch’.5” In RO it has
spawned the curious ‘coincidence of oppo-
sites’, which are Red Toryism and Blue
Labour!s8 It seems that on Hoff’s view, at
the moment of infinity all distinctions
blur into one, not only within God, but
also between God and creatures.s® Tho-
mas could not have accepted this deve-
lopment in RO, unless it were reformula-
ted in line with the wording of the Fourth
Lateran Council (1215) regarding the real
distinction between God and the world:
‘God, being one sole, absolutely simple
and immutable spiritual substance, is to
be declared as really and essentially dis-
tinct from the world.’60
This real distinction is sometimes over-
looked in a zeal to avoid ‘ontotheology’ —
i.e. the reduction of the Deity to one
among a number of beings within the uni-
verse. As a result the orthodox dogma of
the real distinction can be easily staw-
manned as ‘ontotheology’. However, in
order to avoid the danger of monism or
of any confusion between creature and
Creator, for Aquinas, God may still be
legitimately named an ‘individual’ analo-
gically by virtue of his incommunicabili-
ty.61 As Thomas explains in greater depth
in his Commentary on the Book of Causes:
But the first cause is something
individual, distinct from all others
(aliquid individualiter ens ab aliis
distinctum). Otherwise it would not
have any activity. For it does not
belong to universals either to act or
to be acted upon. Therefore, it
seems that it is necessary to say that
the first cause has yliatum, i.e.

something that receives being. But
to this he responds that the infinity

of divine being, inasmuch as it is
not limited through some recipient,
takes in the first cause the place of
the yliatum that is in other things.
This is so because, just as in other
things the individuation of a com-
monly received thing comes about
through what the recipient is, so
divine goodness, as well as being, is
individuated by its very purity
through the fact that it is not recei-
ved in anything. Due to the fact
that it is thus individuated by its
own purity, it has the ability to
infuse the intelligence and other
things with goodness.6?

Furthermore, even within the Trinity
there are hypostases which bear an analo-
gical relation to Boethius’s definition of a
‘person’, viz, ‘rationalis naturae indi-
vidualis substantia.’63 For Aquinas these
persons consist entirely in Divine ‘rela-
tions’ but as Gilles Emery points out from
De Potentia, the term ‘relation’ has been
deliberately chosen because of its techni-
cal meaning in Aristotle as the only type
of ‘opposite’, which does not entail a con-
tradiction or remove the alterior term.64
Hence God is One in one sense (Tran-
scendent Being) and three in a different
sense (Transcendent relations) but not
One and three in the same sense.

Hoff also uses an illustration of the
icon of Veronica whose all seeing gaze
simultaneously follows the viewers in
opposite directions as an illustration of
the violation of the law of non-contradic-
tion in the Infinite Deity. He cites Cusa’s
terminology of ‘an impossibility that
coincides with necessity.’6S An infinite
God cannot be defined but escapes reduc-
tion to an indistinguishable darkness on
the knowledge that ‘he, exceeds all relative
determinations and oppositions by neces-
sity’.66 Thus Hoff substitutes the real dis-
tinctions between being and nothingness,
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the creature and the Creator with his own
mystical first principle of Divine know-
ledge, but it is difficult to see how useful
this can be if Hoff’s principle is not itself
identical to itself and cannot be its own
opposite at the same time! As Aristotle
rightly discerned any denial of the law of
non-contradiction must result in monism
which is a disastrous result, since if eve-
rything is the same as its opposite, only
one thing can exist.6”

Conclusion

Radical Orthodoxy does not need to go
down this Cusanean cul de sac, since
Aquinas already had a better solution to
the problem of defining the Infinite while
still preserving meaningful predication
about God. Even though we may not
know his definition, still God’s effects of
nature and grace can function as a wor-
king substitute for a definition in the
sacra divina of which God is the Sub-
ject.68 Thomas writes in Summa Theolo-
giae that ‘in demonstrating the existence
of God from His effects, we may take for
the middle term the meaning of the word
‘God.”®?

Analogous terms contain a common
meaning (ratio communis), but not a uni-
vocal one, which is based on the primary
sense (ratio propria).”9 Hence the analo-
gous term ‘Being’ refers primarily to God
as ipse esse subsistens and to creatures by
derivation and participation. Similarly
Thomas’ use of the term “Truth’ is analo-
gically predicated of the human intellect,
but is found in its proper nature (ratio
propria) in the Divine intellect.”2 If this
were not the case there could be no true
judgments about God based on corre-
spondence (adequatio) between proposi-
tions and reality.”3 Duns Scotus had mis-
takenly thought that to avoid irrationali-
ty the law of non-contradiction must

apply to God univocally, since only a uni-
vocal concept ‘possesses sufficient unity
in itself, so that to affirm and deny it of
one and the same thing would be a con-
tradiction.””* He further insisted that a
univocal concept must have sufficient unity
to serve as the middle term of a syllogism
or else collapse into equivocation.”s
However, we are not forced to choose
between univocity or equivocation as we
can plausibly maintain that there is a
common core of meaning on an an analo-
gical model of theological language
which has sufficient unity to preserve the
adequacy of theological language and
deny the existence of true contradictions.
As a development from the ressource-
ment movement associated with Henri de
Lubac, Radical Orthodoxy is itself in
need of returning again to its own
Thomistic sources in order to renew itself.
Leo XIII in his pastoral concern to guard
the Church from the threat of modernism
had urged his bishops to
be watchful that the doctrine of
Thomas be drawn from his own
fountains, or at least from those
rivulets which, derived from the
very fount, have thus far flowed,
according the established agree-
ment of learned men, pure and
clear; be careful to guard the minds
of youth from those which are said
to flow thence, but in reality are

gathered from strange and unwho-
lesome streams.”¢

Today, as Catherine Pickstock acknow-
ledges in a postmodern context, the
threat is nihilism.”” But what is nihilism
ultimately, if not the rejection of the twin
laws of identity and non-contradiction?
For without these first principles it would
be possible to affirm that ‘to be’ is also
and at the same time ‘to be nothing’.”8 In
Hegel, for example, this is expressed by
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the nihilistic strategy of collapsing the
dualistic opposition between something
and nothing.” Aristotle had correctly pre-
dicted that after reducing to monism, the
denial of the law of non-contradiction
terminates its flow in the sea of silence,
since there all propositions become devoid
of meaningful content.80 It is significant
then, that John W. Montgomery targets
the violation of the law of non-contradic-
tion and its replacement with a ‘Hegelian’
dialectic in his devastating assault on the
anti-philosophy of ‘death of God’ theolo-
gian Thomas J.J.Altizer in their famous
1967 debate.8! But a genealogy of mod-
ern nihilism can, we are arguing, be tra-

Eriugena, Eckhart and Cusa.$2

In countering the nihilistic zeitgeist
then, it is essential for Radical Orthodoxy
to be more radically Thomistic through
recovering first principles of identity, non-
contradiction, substance and sufficient
reason not merely to be faithful to Tho-
mas himself as a finite, historically con-
tingent writer, but a fortiori to be faithful
to sacra doctrina and sacra scriptura
which is the Source of sources and aucto-
ritate auctoritatibus.

For our faith rests upon the revelation
made to the apostles and prophets who
wrote the canonical books, and not on
the revelations (if any such there are)

ced back much further to a philosophical =~ made to other doctors.33

‘fall’ in the mutated Neoplatonism of
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