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of exclusion of any doctrinal normativity obliges him to include the
Gnostics of the Acts of John (who denied the physical reality of the cru-
cifixion) and even the Marcionites as merely groups outside what would
become mainstream Christianity. But more importantly, McGowan has
brought together, in a highly readable way, most of the written sources
for early Christian liturgy, and this makes his book a very valuable
reference.

DOMINIC WHITE OP

CHRIST THE LIGHT: THE THEOLOGY OF LIGHT AND ILLUMINATION IN
THOMAS AQUINAS by David L. Whidden III, Fortress Press, Minneapolis,
2015, pp. xii + 248, £32.99, pbk.

This book intends to explain the themes of light and illumination in the
theology of St Thomas. As the author points out in his introduction,
although these are concepts that frequently recur in Aquinas’s work, in
many contexts, no synthesis of the passages in which they are found
has yet been made (he quotes a recommendation from Chenu that such
a synthesis should be attempted). The author aims in particular at two
goals (p.3): to provide an overview of St Thomas’s systematic theology
and to recover the image or notion of light from being ‘a dead metaphor’
(p.80) to one that will deepen our understanding of revelation.

The book roughly follows the order of the Summa Theologiae, in
that the author considers Aquinas’s references to light in connection
with sacra doctrina, theological language, the nature and inner life of
God, creation, morality and the incarnation. In addition, one chapter
is devoted to St Thomas’s understanding of physical light. The author
draws our attention (pp. 7–8) to three theses of Aquinas in particular:
that illumination is a manifestation of some truth that directs someone to
God; that there are three main kinds of illumination, namely of nature,
grace and glory; and that the illumination of the mind is a mission of the
Son. While quoting principally from the Summa, he also makes generous
use of other writings, in particular the Commentary on the gospel of
St John.

Thus described, this book may sound like a very valuable enterprise.
There are certainly useful things in it. Perhaps the most valuable is the
chapter on ‘the Physics of Light’, which explains St Thomas’s account
of this phenomenon and contrasts it with that of some other mediaevals,
such as St Bonaventure. The author explains how St Thomas, on the ba-
sis of Aristotle’s De Anima and De Sensu et Sensato (mistakenly called
De Sensu et Sensate in the list of abbreviations), rejected the idea that
light was a body, or something spiritual, or the substantial form of heav-
enly bodies. He also explains the difference that was sometimes drawn
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between lux, as a source of light, and lumen as that which is transmitted
by the source (although St Thomas can use them as synonyms in the
intellectual realm, e.g. 1a q.12 a.5); and the difference between various
mediaeval theories of vision. It may be regretted that here as elsewhere
he quotes extended passages only in English.

However there appear to this reviewer to be three main faults with the
book. The first is that it includes quite a number of inaccurate, or at least
imprecise, statements. Among inaccuracies and imprecisions I include
the following: the apparent suggestion that before original sin man could
know God ‘as He is’ (p.22); that there is no discursive knowledge of God
in heaven (pp. 23–24); that God and angels have rational and abstract
knowledge (p. 31); that sacra doctrina has some uncertainty ‘from a
human perspective’ (p.35); that the object of the agent intellect is all
things that can be known (p.36 – as opposed to all corporeal things);
that the angelic knowledge of the Trinity does not depend on revelation
(this seems to be implied on p 37); that some scriptural authors did not
write under inspiration (p. 42 – he surely means, by revelation); that
all truths are known in the beatific vision (p.104); that Aquinas proves
that God is infinite truth by considering the infinite multitude of created
truths (ibid.); that illumination is proper (rather than ‘appropriated’) to
the Son (p.112); that the three spiritual lights correspond to the three
forms of Christ’s human knowledge distinguished by St Thomas (115-
16); that Aquinas calls the light of glory, rather than God Himself, the
‘intelligible form of the intellect’ (p.131); that it is more a theological
than a metaphysical necessity that the soul be immaterial (p.158); that
there is a ‘continuum’ between divine, angelic and human knowledge
(p.149); that angels’ knowledge is not of particulars (p.164-65); that the
fall took from man all knowledge of God (p.165); that the ‘intelligible
principle’ that man ignores in sinning is God (p.178); that the first
principle of practical reason is ‘the good is what all seek’ (p.187); that
the pagans did not possess ‘synderesis’ (p.190, contrary to 1a q. 79
a.12); that the cardinal virtues are ‘normally’ acquired although they
‘may be’ infused (p.194); that Christ’s descent into hell was a spiritual
journey (p.206). Although it is sometimes rather the author’s language
than his meaning that could be criticised, this catalogue shows that the
book is not entirely reliable as a guide to Aquinas’s thought.

The second problem is that it often seems that not much is in fact
gained by describing the various parts of St Thomas’s theology with
reference to light. For example, although, as the author notes, Aquinas
uses the instantaneous illumination of the air by the sun as a ‘model’ to
explain both God’s preservation of all things in being, and His infusion
of the virtues into the soul, it does not seem that one can describe these
and similar passages as constituting a ‘theology of light’. Often it seems
that the author has simply sought out the various places in Aquinas’s
work where the term ‘light’ appears, and commented on them; which
gives the book a material and not a formal unity.
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A third problem is that the notion of spiritual light is itself not suf-
ficiently examined. At one point (p.102) the author says that it is a
metaphor for Aquinas, at another that it is not (p.86). Although he
makes use of the Commentary on the Divine Names, the key article
in the Summa (1a q.67 a.1) is left in the background. All this leaves
the status of the text ‘God is light’ uncertain. He states that this divine
attribute is appropriated to the Son, and implies that this is St Thomas’s
teaching, but does not prove this from the texts, not consider the state-
ment of the Nicene Creed that the Son is ‘light from light’. With regard
to created spiritual light, one might have hoped for a fuller discussion of
the relation between faith and prophecy, and in what sense these lights
are compatible with obscurity. He could also have considered whether a
distinction between lux and lumen exists in the intelligible realm.

For all these reasons this book appears as a first sketch rather than a
finished presentation of the notion of light and illumination according
to St Thomas.

THOMAS CREAN OP

THE MYSTERY OF UNION WITH GOD: DIONYSIAN MYSTICISM IN ALBERT
THE GREAT AND THOMAS AQUINAS by Bernhard Blankenhorn OP, The
Catholic University of America Press, Washington DC, 2015, pp. xxxiii +508,
$65.00, hbk

‘Go to Thomas’, said Pius XI in his encyclical of 1923, Studiorum
ducem, written for the sixth centenary of the canonization of Thomas
Aquinas. As the patriarch Joseph fed the bodies of his brothers, so, ac-
cording to the Pope, the friar Thomas nourishes the minds of the faithful
with wholesome doctrine. Pius wanted the principles, spirit, and method
of the Angelic Doctor to inform Catholic scholarship in all of philosophy
and every part of theology, but he gave particular emphasis to the sub-
limity of St Thomas’s ascetical and mystical theology: ‘How extensive
the commandment to love God, how charity and the Gifts of the Holy
Spirit accompanying it are to increase, the nature and force of the many
states of life . . . : if you wish to have a deep knowledge of these and
other such points of ascetical and mystical theology, you should first of
all go to the Angelic Doctor.’ At the time Papa Ratti wrote these words,
certain theologians, especially Dominicans, were already doing what he
proposed. Chief among them was Réginald Garrigou-Lagrange, who in
Perfection chrétienne et contemplation selon saint Thomas d’Aquin et
saint Jean de la Croix, also published in 1923, argued that the mystical
life, in St Thomas’s understanding, belongs ‘to the order of sanctifying
grace [and] proceeds essentially from “the grace of the virtues and of
the Gifts”, and not from graces gratis datae’. Lecturing in England
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