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By Fr. Richard P. McBrien

The distinction between the natur .
al and the supernatural has long
joccupied an important place in
Catholic theology, particularly since
the Protestant Reformation and the
natyre-grace debates of the 16th cen-
tury. The First Vatican Council op-
erated within these categories in its
own teachings on divine revelation
and faith, and the theology "textbooks,
catechisms, and popular pamphlets
that were produted in the council’s
aftermath did the same.

The naturalsupernatural distinc
tlon has had such a wide distribution,
in fact, that many Catholics are now

- disturbed by its conspicuous absence

in so much theological writing today.
Because they no longer see the
terms used on a frequent basis, they
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assume that the idea of the super
natural as such is under severe at-
tack. .

In the earlier view, everything
seemed so clear: there are two
scparate and distinet orders of real-
ity. The natural order embraces all
those elements of creation! which'
have no explicit reference to God or
to salvation

“Thus, a man who gives a cup of
water to athirsty stranger is oper-
ating at the level of merely natural
goodness unless there is some spe-
cific religious mdtivation. In the ab-
sence of such motivation, the act
itsclf cannot be described as meri-
torious or sdlvific.

The same would be.true with re
gard to faith, It is possible for a

SETON MEETING

The 13th Seton Group will
meet at 12:30 p.m. Tuesday,
1Sept- 9. in the nurses’ home at

man to come to a knowledge of God
as the beginning and end of all things
with the use of human reason alone
(the “God of the philosophers,” he
was called),  but unless that act of
understanding were elevated by
grace,  this knowledge of God re-
mains nwtural i.e., it is not virtuous
and it cannot of 1tself lead to salva-
tion. N

© Although~ Catholic theology no
longer accegts this particular view
of the “natural -order,” we should not
conclude that the reality signlfled by
the term “supernatural” is about to
be cast overboard.

On the contrary, Catholic theology

-has been trying simply to correct

some of the misconceptions which
have arisen from a too sharp and too

uncritical use of the earlier distinc-
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More Than a ‘Once-and-for-All

tion between the natural and the
supernatural. There is a greater con-
cern now with the absolute priority
of God’s grace, on the onte hand, and-

with the essential goodness of God’s

creation, on the -other.

While it has been a Protestant
tendency to exaggerate the sovereign-
ty of God and to deemphasize too
much the role of human cooperation,
it ‘has been a Catholic tendency to

so underline the place of human re-

sponsibility that the divine preroga-
tives have sometimes been relegated
unwittingly to a secondary place. The
Second Vatican Council tried its best
to maintain a happy balance.

Det Verbum, for example, placed
less emphasis than Vatican I on the
signs of credibility and the evidence
for faith, while insisting upon the

absolute necessity of the grace of the
Holy Spirit (art. 5). On the other
hand, the same article speaks of the
perfecting. of faith, of bringing faith
to completion' by the gifts of the
'same Holy Spirit.

Faith is more than a once-and-for- .

all act of God; it is something which
can increase or diminish within man
himself. And yef whatever increasé

__there may be is always the fruit of

“the Spirit working from within.

In the next article, however, it
seems that the council is once again
endorsing the old distinction between
the natural and the supernatural. A
man can come to the knowledge of
God in one of two ways: through the
revelation communicated through
Christ or from created realities as
seen by the light of reason. Indeed,

* role *of argumentation and reason in

\ct of God

the words are the same as those used
by the First Vatican Council.

Is Vatican Il here restoring in arti-
cle 8 what it seemed to Temove in
article 5; namely, the stress on the

the act of faith? Is the council sug-

~ ‘gesting that there is, aftei’ all, such

iing as natural revélatlon and
if natural revelation, then natural
aith”

Out of comext lt would seem SO, .
but against the background of con-
-temporary Catholic theology (particu-
larly the kind of theology that-had
a strong influenice in the writing of
this and other council documents)
we would have to draw a different
conclugion., In next week’s essay, I
shall indicate the basis for this as-
sertion. ‘
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