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Nature, Person and Grace
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From a theological standpoint, it is very important to try to clarify what has classically
been called the relationship between grace and nature. We will come back to this expression.
There has been a lot of debate amongst Dominicans and Jesuits about this question. It is a
question that has been discussed in the many different interpretations of Thomas Aquinas. It
is an issue of utmost importance and a question that comes back up in every age, with all the
quarreling aroused by it. These disputes arise mostly within the context of the different
theological schools, and the Church recently had a fresh experience of it with the infamous
debates caused by Father de Lubac’s book, Surnaturel.1 As for us, we will not be treating this
question within the perspective of a certain theological school but rather trying to take it up
again at the source. A theology of grace and nature is paramount for us and has immense
repercussions on our entire Christian life.

Faith and Intelligence: Theology
The first repercussion of this question obviously concerns the relationship between
faith and intelligence, which is fundamental for understanding what theology is. Pope John
Paul II’s encyclical Faith and Reason reminds us that theology involves a cooperation of the
intelligence with faith. This invites us to ask how faith can assume the human intelligence.
Faith is rooted in grace, and the human intelligence is rooted in a human soul—it is a power
of the human soul. Surely the major and fundamental question for theologians—a question to
which they must constantly return—is trying to understand the possibility for a cooperation
between faith and intelligence, and the nature of such a cooperation.
Theology began very early in the history of the Church, and if one looks at the
different forms of theology among the first Fathers of the Church, one discovers above all
that they were not hesitant to affirm certain truths about God, the Most Holy Trinity, Christ,
the Christian, and the life of the Church—truths that are not revealed immediately in
Scripture but which come from a cooperation between faith and human intelligence.2 After
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the labor of the Fathers of the Church came the theologians, who left a particular mark upon
the development of reflection in Christendom. Among them, St. Thomas Aquinas—who is
for us the great theologian—developed and clarified the relationship between faith and
intelligence in accomplishing a magisterial work of scientific theology. This work truly
expresses that he had put his intelligence at the service of truth in a particularly perfect way.
This is what the Holy Father reminds us of anew in Fides et Ratio:
In an age when Christian thinkers were rediscovering the treasures of ancient philosophy, and
more particularly of Aristotle, Thomas had the great merit of giving pride of place to the harmony
which exists between faith and reason. Both the light of reason and the light of faith come from
God, he argued; hence there can be no contradiction between them. […] Faith therefore has no fear
of reason, but seeks it out and has trust in it. Just as grace builds on nature and brings it to
fulfilment, so faith builds upon and perfects reason. […] Although he made much of the
supernatural character of faith, the Angelic Doctor did not overlook the importance of its
reasonableness. […] This is why the Church has been justified in consistently proposing Saint
Thomas as a master of thought and a model of the right way to do theology.3

In order to develop a more perfect, and more true, theological work, St. Thomas was
readily willing to depart from the philosophy of Avicenne—which was accepted by everyone
at the time, especially by his master Albert the Great—so as to come back directly to the
philosophy of Aristotle. Some reproached him for leaving a believer in order make use of a
pagan. Of course, he acted with very great audacity. But St. Thomas seeking the truth above
all things was a free man, and his love for truth is what gave him this freedom. And, even
though St. Thomas’ perspective was fully accepted and encouraged by the Pope at the time, it
must not be forgotten that his audacity brought about criticism from the Sorbonne, something
that had a great impact on Thomism. Very soon after St. Thomas, with Henry de Gand, there
was a return to Avicenne. It is very difficult to remain at a summit in the search for truth!
In surpassing his master Albert the Great thanks to his study of Aristotle’s philosophy,
St. Thomas completely and radically renewed the theological study of the relationship
between nature and grace. This is very clearly when comparing the Commentary on the
Sentences and the Summa Theologica.
If we would like today to go beyond the debates of particular schools, we must come
back to a true theology by examining more deeply both Revelation and a first philosophy of
being. Is this not what is needed today? Do we not need to look at the problem anew at its
source, by coming back to the gospel of St. John and by using a realistic philosophy that
thoroughly fulfills the human intelligence’s need for truth? Let us try to understand how a
true first philosophy of that-which-is, a philosophy that is able to integrate the study of the
human person within the effort of metaphysics,4—something that scholasticism never did—
enables us to take up the problem once again in a new and profound way.
Church in a reciprocity which means that none of the three can survive without the others” (John Paul II, Fides
et Ratio, no. 55).
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Grace Presupposes Nature
The classic expression, which St. Thomas himself employs, is “grace presupposes
nature.”5 This is very true. It is a living child who is baptized—whether it be on the day of his
birth or a month later, he is already living a human life. Grace therefore presupposes human
nature. Being born into the life of grace supposes being born into human life. Moreover, the
child is born with the “sin of nature”6—original sin—and its consequences. The child cannot
do anything about this; being a descendant of Adam and Eve and thus a part of the human
race, he undergoes it. But in being baptized, he is redeemed by the blood of Christ; baptism
confers Christian grace upon him, which erases the original fault and gives the virtues of
faith, hope, and charity to him. This grace, which is given to him through baptism, will
enable him to receive Jesus in the Eucharist, which will enable his baptismal grace to
blossom perfectly—he will be a living being nourished by the bread of heaven, the Body of
Christ. Thanks to baptism, he will be able to draw life from the Word of God. This word will
take on meaning for him, until the day when, growing in wisdom and love, he will be able to
put his intelligence at the service of his faith. We do this daily: when we pray and when we
study theology, we are putting our intelligence at the service of our faith. And the more our
intelligence awakens and the stronger and bigger our faith is, so much the more the theology
born from the cooperation of faith and intelligence will be able to be lucid, beautiful, great,
and alive.
In reflecting upon the relationship between grace and human nature, we will then be
able to specify that human nature is in “obediential power”7 to grace. On one side, this means
that human nature is capable of receiving sanctifying grace, Christian grace. This grace
ennobles human nature in an entirely special way; it elevates human nature, for, by grace,
man now becomes a son of God,8 a child of the Father.9 And on the other side, the fact that
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human nature is in “obediential power” to grace means that human nature in and of itself does
not have the positive disposition to receive grace: grace is given gratuitously; in and of itself
human nature is not actively ordered to grace. From this, we can say that, in a certain way,
grace is not “according to nature” but also that it does not go against nature, that it does not
“destroy” nature.10 It is “above nature”11 and perfects it.
Grace is not “according to nature” because to be according to nature is to stay at
something that nature can acquire by itself, respecting what it is and what it is able to attain
by itself according to the demands of its own finality. This is how we can “naturally” develop
our intelligence: our intelligence is “according to our nature.” We can also naturally develop
our love; human love is “according to our nature” and finalizes nature on its own horizon.
On the other hand, grace “does not destroy nature”; it does not go against nature. It
gives us a supernatural finality that is not contrary to nature, that does not destroy it. Grace is
“above nature.” Indeed, grace has its own finality, which is to make us children of God.
Grace makes us understand that our Father in heaven is the Father of Jesus who saves us, and
that Jesus, through the Cross, has given us this grace in order to live one day what God
Himself lives eternally—to enter into the beatific vision, the face-to-face with God.12
Grace enables us to live a life superior to our human life, and it enables our human
nature to explicitate and accomplish things greater than what is conformed to it. The
blossoming of our supernatural life by grace does not go against nature; it remains within the
deep sense of its finality. This is what we see when we understand that the relationship
between nature and grace has repercussions at the level of the intelligence in its bond with
faith and at the level of the will in its bond with hope and charity. Here we understand that
grace does not go against nature but assumes the natural finality of the human person in
transforming it and elevating it by the divine finality.13 This is why it is good to define grace
as a habitus—this shows that grace presupposes nature—but it does not suffice, for this does
not show well enough its proper role from the point of view of finality.

Jesus’ Dialogue with Nicodemus: A New Birth
In order better to adhere to the mystery of grace through faith, let us look attentively
at what Jesus says in the gospel of St. John in his conversation with Nicodemus. It is a
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conversation that we should love in a particular way precisely because it is the one in which
Jesus is with a theologian. Here Jesus gives a theological lesson to a doctor of the law—and
we might say that Jesus should do this from time to time with theologians…. What does he
think about what his disciples—who are theologians—are saying about the mystery of God?
Jesus gives us a living word. He must often think that the discourses of the theologians are
much less living than his own, which springs up from the source. This is particularly sensitive
topic when it concerns the mystery of grace!
The gospel underlines that Nicodemus was a good doctor of the law; he was quite
good and well known. He was “a ruler of the Jews,”14 a noble man aware of his dignity. He
greets Jesus with great respect: “Rabbi we know that you are a teacher come from God; for
no one can do these signs that you do, unless God is with him.”15 Jesus did not receive many
such greetings in his life! So Jesus immediately gets to the point—we can sense that this is
burning his heart. He is with an intelligent man who is obviously seeking the truth, since he
comes to see Jesus; but he comes at night so as not to compromise his reputation. It is too
dangerous; when one is a reputed doctor of the law, one must necessarily guard one’s
reputation. Therefore, Jesus immediately says to him, without any greeting, “Truly, truly, I
say to you, unless one is born anew, he cannot see the kingdom of God.”16 Jesus says this in
such a realistic way that Nicodemus—who is not stupid—is deeply surprised by it. So he uses
a little irony in order to gain some time because he does not know what to say. He does not
understand but does not want to show it, and so he begins to argue about how such a thing
can happen: “How can a man be born again when he is old? Can he enter into his mother’s
womb a second time and be born again?”17 Poor Nicodemus knows very well that he cannot
enter into the maternal womb a second time—it is impossible. So there’s no chance for him
to enter the kingdom of God! Jesus is obliged to reassure him, showing that it is not a matter
of a biological birth. It is a matter of another birth, a true birth: “Truly, truly, I say to you,
unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God. That which is
born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit.”18 Jesus truly uses the
term birth. This is very strong: it is necessary to be born anew in order to enter into the
kingdom of God. Grace is necessary in order to accomplish this.
To say that grace presupposes nature and that therefore it is an accident, which means
something second, a quality, a habitus, is true, but this does not suffice. Jesus actually uses
the term “birth,” and he employs it facing a doctor of the law. Now the term “birth” expresses
something more radical than the arrival of an accident. Birth is the arrival of a new being.
This new being certainly transforms a being that already exists; therefore, it is not first. So,
from the point of view of being, it is correct to say that it is like quality. But it is not just any
quality—it is a quality that brings new life. This new being is of a divine nature. I cannot
understand what it is; it is a mystery. And I must understand that this new being is principle
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of a new life: in this way it is really the fruit of a new birth. Jesus insists on this new birth
very strongly, but Nicodemus seems not to understand, so Jesus gets angry and corrects him:
“Are you are a teacher of Israel, and yet you do not understand this?”19 Maybe this is what
Jesus would say to some theologians: “You are a theologian, and you don’t know that in
order to become a son of God a birth is necessary. Being a son of God is not accidental; it is
essential for your life.” But some theologians continue to confuse the point of view of being
and the one of life, and they continue to repeat without understanding that grace adds to
nature, therefore it is an accident. Whereas, when we reread St. John, we hear Jesus say to us
that it is necessary to be born anew of water and spirit: the gift of grace is a birth to the life of
a child of God—it is the principle of divine life.
Therefore, we cannot stop at a theological conclusion. It is indeed necessary to say
that grace is second as regards the point of view of being, but this does not suffice. Faith in
Jesus’ word is something richer; it has to do with life in the first place. If we say that grace is
a habitus and do not go any further than that, we diminish the truth. It is necessary to come
back to the source, to the mystery of grace as it is revealed to us in the teachings of Jesus
Christ himself. Of course, in order to see well what this birth to divine life is, we must show
that natural human birth is anterior—it is first. Only a living being is baptized. That is why
we say that grace presupposes nature. The danger is then to stop here and be satisfied with
saying that grace is a quality, a habitus. We need to make the transition from apprehension to
judgment. Judgment puts the adhesion of faith to Jesus’ teaching in full light. What we have
understood in saying that grace is a habitus is not the mystery. We should rather say that is
like a quality, but it is a quality that is principle of a new life, a life that is eternal.
Then we understand that only a theologian who returns to the word of God is doing a
work of wisdom. A theologian who gets stuck in his conclusions is doing a work of science,
forgetting that it is a matter of a science sub-alternated to the science of the saints,20 which is
also wisdom.21 We need to understand this paramount distinction between theological
wisdom and theological science. Theologians unfortunately often take more of an interest in
their conclusions than the Word of God—which is the source of their conclusions and which
is a living word, a word united to its source. Theological conclusion must be used to return to
the word of Christ so as to discover there an intelligibility. This intelligibility is certainly
quite marvelous yet never exhaustive. It is above all the spirit that needs to be grasped. A
theological conclusion is certainly interesting, but it comes from the Word of God and must
return to it. It must return to its source, which is a deep source, God himself; and it is the
source which interests us, which makes us live, and to which we must constantly come back.
If therefore the gift of grace is a new birth, we must look at it from the point of view
of life. If we look at it solely from the point of view of being, we see only the material aspect
of it. We are then actually saying that since grace presupposes human nature, it is an
accident—the first and most noble accident (meaning a habitus) but still an accident. It is
19
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certainly true to say this, but it remains material. To grasp the mystery of grace we must look
at it from the point of view of life. We will then say that, from the vital point of view, grace
transforms our human soul (and not only our nature) in order to give it a new finality: seeing
God face-to-face. Now, since this new finality is supernatural and substantial from the point
of view of life, it is necessary that grace should transform our soul in a radical, substantial
way. But if we do not distinguish between being and life, it would be as if there were two
substances “one on top of the other,” i.e., the soul and grace. We can thus understand clearly
that grace cannot be considered as a habitus in an absolute way. We cannot stop at this
perspective alone, moreover we could not stop at a perspective of the finality alone—both are
necessary.

The Human Person and Child of God
That is why we must not look only at nature but the person as well—at the
metaphysical level and in the gaze of wisdom, seeing the person as a child of God. It is a
human person that is baptized, even if this person is not very developed yet, as is the case for
the baptism of infants; it is then a person who is in becoming, in hope, and his parents and
godfather and godmother, choose for him. It is much more perfect to look at the gift of grace
as given to the person rather than to nature; it is a person as person who receives grace. In
order to understand this well, we must necessarily look at the person at the level of wisdom
that assumes a metaphysical outlook. In a perspective of wisdom, of first philosophy of that
which is, our view is much more profound of the person who possesses intelligence and
will—the capacities to know the truth and to love the good. The human person is capable of
developing his intelligence and will. Certainly, the human person also implies the body (a
substantial conditioning), the capacity to produce a work (art), as well as prudence, which
enables him to orient his strength towards an end. But from the point of view of finality, the
person entails above all the intelligence, which is capable of discovering that God exists
through the search for truth; and the will, which is capable of loving God and adoring him. Is
this not what the Holy Father underlines in affirming that only a sapiential intelligence can be
“in harmony” with faith and can expound on the word of God, thus bringing about
theology?22 In order to grasp the cooperation of the intelligence with faith, are not an
intelligence capable of affirming the existence of God and a will capable of loving and
adoring God needed?
We can then understand how the perspective is entirely different when looking at the
relationship between grace and the human person as person, because we are looking at things
in the light of finality. We will then ask the following questions: What is the finality of the
human person? What is the transformation of this finality by grace? It is at the level of
finality that we can grasp in the most explicit and profound manner the relationship between
the human person and grace. By grace, the human person becomes a new person. We become
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sons, children of God, who are able to say, “Abba Pater.”23 This is precisely the relationship
of a son with the Father, which can only be perfectly understood when we look at the finality:
the Father communicates to his son the possibility to receive his inheritance, his happiness,
his own end.
The human person is naturally able to contemplate God with his intelligence, but by
grace he is transformed in his very finality so as to, not only contemplate God analogically
(as we can at the philosophical level), but be able to see God face-to-face and perfectly live
by the patrimony of our heavenly Father. When a father is truly father, he shares his
patrimony with his sons, his children, with those he loves. He gives them what makes up his
happiness, his life, his own life. At the supernatural level, by grace, God the Father fully
imparts his patrimony to us; he imparts it to a human person who, by grace, is able to live
what God himself lives. This is lived in charity, and of course in faith and hope24 while here
on earth. But to live in faith and hope is already to live substantially what God lives in a
hidden manner.
So we understand that the relationship between the person and grace must no longer
be expressed in calling upon the formal cause but rather in considering the links between the
end that brings an initial, imperfect happiness, and a perfect end. It is much stronger to look
at it this way, since we then grasp that the gift of grace assumes the very substance of the
human being in his person so as to transform him into a divine person, a child of God. We
then grasp the relationship between grace and person in a more intimate fashion. We can
indeed say that the deepest desires of the human person are satisfied by grace and by charity.
It is certainly in an obscure and imperfect manner as long as we are on earth, but the
supernatural beatitude is promised to us; it is therefore already present in the promise, in
desire and in hope. The link between the natural order (human person) and the supernatural
order (son of God) is much clearer since the natural desire, the radical desire, which bears
upon the end, is thus assumed. Of course, we do not naturally have an explicit desire to see
God, but we have a natural substantial desire to be attracted by him as he wills. The
supernatural order—the gift of grace—makes this desire explicit by elevating it by the virtues
of hope and charity. We then grasp it as the rapport of a human person, a child, a son of God,
with God the Father. Our philosophical effort to study the human person at the metaphysical
level and at the level of wisdom, and our effort to understand that the search for truth is the
first moment of the cooperation between man and God the Creator of our soul and Father of
our intelligence, dispose us and therefore orient us towards this new relationship with God by
grace, by which we become beloved sons of the Father of Christ, receiving from him his own
life, his own happiness, his patrimony.
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Considering the relationship between the human person and the son of God therefore
enables us to grasp what differentiates the links between nature and grace. On one side we
stay in the order of the formal cause,25 on the other we immediately place ourselves in the
order of the final cause. This should encourage us to have a gaze of metaphysical wisdom….
In this way, we can understand that St. Thomas is not the theologian of nature but of the
person, something that can only be made fully explicit in a mystical theology, meaning a
theology of love and of finality. This permits us to see what is also important and interesting
in modern philosophy and phenomenology. To grasp it correctly and in truth, it is necessary
not to forget the development of a philosophy of being, which is beyond nature and comes to
completion in the study of the person. Phenomenology stays at what is lived; it unfortunately
puts being in parenthesis.26 It does not attain being, as if the intelligence could only be itself
in rejecting that for which it is made in the first place; the intelligence can then only
contemplate itself…. In order to discover the cooperation between intelligence and faith, it is
necessary to look at a philosophy that is wisdom. Only a philosophy that attains being in the
first place is able to discover the existence of God and thereby become wisdom.
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