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Aquinas’s Fourth Way, Beauty, and Virtues
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Abstract

Many questions have been raised concerning the logical validity of
Aquinas’s Fourth Way. Some commentators judge the Fourth Way to
be problematic while others find it delightful. In this paper, the Fourth
Way is understood as a reflection on what it is to attribute to things
around us scalar predicates. Does the Fourth Way not resemble what
Wittgenstein observes when speaking about ‘the standard meter’? If
so, is the Fourth Way significantly different from what might be called
a ‘mystical’ line of thinking? If not, it would be this mystical meaning
that is used in the Way with respect to ‘God exists’. How should we
understand this mystical meaning? By noting that beauty appears as a
response-dependent property and by stressing that in order to attribute
it to something we must possess certain virtues. Beauty would then be
relative to virtues which are linked to the mystical meaning of ‘God’.
Why could such a use, concerning the predicate ‘beautiful’ (even if
that is not mentioned in the Fourth Way) not constitute an explanation
of ‘what we call God’? This is a question to which the reading of the
Fourth Way might lead.
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I.

The most commented passage of Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae is un-
doubtedly the well-known one (I, 2, 3) which contains the so-called
‘Five Ways’ — five famous proofs of the existence of God.1 The fourth

1 This text still features in many commentaries on Aquinas’s thought since the end of the
Nineteenth Century. It was linked to the Anti-modernist polemic and to a certain interpretation
of the Dogmatic Constitution on the Catholic Faith of Vatican I (1870). Even if the text’s
claim was, rather, that knowledge of God’s existence is possible in the natural light of human
reason, it ‘is significantly different from the suggestion that faith in God is founded on or
somehow procured by reason’, as Fergus Kerr says (‘Knowing by reason alone: What Vatican
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proof, however, seems to have been less commented on than the others
and is often considered somewhat apart. Here is the argument of the
Fourth Way:

We find some things to be more or less good, more or less true, more or
less noble, and so on. But we speak of various things as being more or
less F in so far as they approximate in various ways to what is most F. For
example, things are hotter and hotter the closer they approach to what is
hottest. So, something is the truest and best and most noble of things,
and hence the most fully in being. For, as Aristotle says, the truest things
are the things most fully in being. But when many things possess some
property in common, the one most fully possessing it causes it in the
others. To use Aristotle’s example, fire, the hottest of all things, causes
all other things to be hot. So, there is something that causes in all other
things their being, their goodness, and whatever other perfection they
have, and we call this ‘God’.2

Christopher Martin says: ‘I don’t think I understand the Fourth Way,
and have even less confidence in my ability to make it out as an argu-
ment that proves the existence of God’. He adds: ‘I console myself by
the consideration that I am in good company: both Kenny and Geach
seem to give up on the Fourth Way’.3 Peter Geach finds the argument
‘odd and obscure for a modern reader’4 which is not an unequivo-
cally damning verdict. Anthony Kenny speaks of ‘absurdity,5’ which
is surely a clear condemnation. Both authors seem to assume that the
difficulty or even the supposed flaw in the argument could be due to its
latent Neoplatonism.

For anyone who claims to say anything about the Fourth Way, these
negative judgments about it by such famous commentators are obvi-
ously as intimidating as Aquinas’s text itself. I would like to show first
that the argument of the Fourth Way appeals to a certain use of lan-
guage which is not uncommon. I’m not sure that this argument invokes
(as is sometimes claimed), a sophisticated metaphysical theory such
as Neoplatonism. At the very least, the reasoning of the Fourth Way
need not be viewed as an argument reserved for Neoplatonists. Rather,
it could be taken to employ a quite commonsensical way of thinking.

I has never said’, New Blackfriars, Vol. 91, No. 1033 [2010], p. 215-228) p. 216 in Kerr’s
paper.

2 I have translated the passages quoted from the Summa Theologiae in this article with the
help of the Latin/English edition of the Summa Theologiae by the Dominicans of the English
Province, published by Cambridge University Press.

3 Christopher F.J. Martin, Thomas Aquinas: God and Explanations (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 1997), p. 171.

4 Gertrude. E.M Anscombe and Peter T. Geach, Three Philosophers (Ithaca: Cornell Uni-
versity Press, 1961), p. 116.

5 Anthony Kenny, The Five Ways, Saint Thomas Aquinas’s Proofs of God’s Existence
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1969), p. 94.
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Secondly, I will try to give some credit to the idea that it would have
been possible for Aquinas to add beauty to the brief list of these three
properties, true, good, and noble, from which Aquinas claims that we
can give meaning to the term ‘God’ in the affirmation that ‘God exists’.
The Fourth Way could then be understood as, let’s say, an ‘Aesthetic ar-
gument’ for the existence of God. We could pass from beautiful things
(things that we say are beautiful, using the predicate ‘beautiful’) — or,
more exactly, from more or less beautiful things, to what we call ‘God’.

II.

Paul Weingartner recently proposed a formal reconstruction of the
Fourth Way which tends to suggest that it does not suffer from logi-
cal flaws and that its argument, if one accepts the premises, is perfectly
conclusive.6 But it is not my project here to assess the logical merits of
the Fourth Way. I am even temped to think that it is not so important
to check if the Way proves the existence of God in the way that a the-
orem is proven. It seems to me possible, even preferable, to think that
Aquinas offers the Fourth Way as an explanation about what mean-
ing is given to the statement ‘God exists’ by those who believe it is
true and claim it to be true (people such as the young Dominicans who
were the first recipients of the Fourth Way). In my view, the Five Ways
as a whole are not proofs, in the sense that anyone understanding the
premises would be absolutely bound to accept the conclusion or would
be crazy not to. The Five Ways are explanations intended to indicate
what the one who says that God exists is talking about. Of course, the
explanations should not be irrational (or logically foolish), and they
have to be understood by an open-minded person.

Imagine this situation. Someone uses the word ‘God’. She is told,
‘But what do you mean by God?’ She responds with the explanations
found in the Five Ways. And she says: ‘This is what we call God’,
according to each of these ways to speak about ‘God’. The Five Ways
are then ways to give a meaning to the term ‘God’, as Christians and
even some non-Christians do. Herbert McCabe said that ‘to assert that
God exists is to claim the right and need to carry on an activity’.7 It
is an activity of wondering about God, especially about the way we
can talk about Him, and also to ask questions about the world as it is,
about us, about what all things lead to, about the way it is better to
live, etc. All these topics are ones with which the Summa Theologiae
is concerned. McCabe adds that ‘a belief in God — in the sense of a
belief in the validity of the kind of radical question to which God would

6 Paul Weingartner, God’s Existence: Can it Be Proven? A Logical Commentary on the
Five Ways of Thomas Aquinas (Frankfurt: Ontos Verlag, 2010), p. 88-89.

7 Herbert McCabe, ‘Creation’, God Matters, London: Continuum, 1987, p. 2.
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be the answer — is a part of human flourishing and … one who closes
himself off from it is to that extent deficient’.8 If it is a question of
determining how one can have this belief, we are above all led to say
what it is we call ‘God’.9 And the Five Ways do this. But what is so
special about the Fourth one?

III.

In the Fourth Way, as in the other Ways, what is first pointed out is
an observation that everyone is supposed to be able to make. This ob-
servation in no way presupposes knowing Neoplatonic metaphysics.
On the other hand, it does suppose mastering the use of certain scalar
predicates, those which admit degrees. One must be able to make an
evaluative description of reality: to make it in terms of what is better
or worse. In the argument of the Fourth Way, we are told that if we use
predicates such as ‘good’, ‘true’, and ‘noble’, it is on the assumption
that things can be said to be more or less F because they ‘approximate
in various ways to what is most F’. I will suggest adding ‘beautiful’
among these F-predicates, even if Aquinas does not cite this predicate
in the Fourth Way.

Several commentators do not dispute that we make the observations
of which Aquinas speaks. Nor do they contest our mastery of the use of
some scalar predicates. But they do ask what could justify going from
‘some things are more or less F’ to ‘there is something that is fully F’.
Why, if one thing is greener than another, should there be the greenest
thing there is? Again, if some things are more good, true, or noble than
others, why should there also be something fully all three? It is the
same query when it comes to ‘more beautiful’ and ‘the most beautiful
of all things’. Moreover, if some things exist more than others, why
should something have to be the most existent one, a Maximal being,
the cause of all that is? Aquinas seems to offer no argument to justify
such an extraordinary conclusion, or if he tries, it is often suggested
today that the argument is very feeble.10

Is Aquinas’s argument really such a failure? Here, following Peter
Geach, is roughly what Aquinas seems to suggest: ‘If any perfection
occurs in a thing only to a degree, this requires a real distinction
between the individual instance of the perfection and the degree to

8 Ibid.
9 McCabe also says: ‘We come across God, so to speak, or rather we search and do not

come across him, when the universe raises for us a radical question concerning its existence
at all. And creation is the name we give to God’s answering this question’ (God Matters,
p. 413). It seems to me that this approach to God is exactly what we find in the Five Ways.

10 For a contrary opinion: Gaven Kerr, ‘A Reconsideration of Aquinas’s Fourth Way’,
American Philosophical Quarterly, Volume 95, Issue 4, Fall 2021.
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which that perfection is found’. So, ‘what accounts for the actual
degree to which the perfection occurs — i.e., on Aquinas’s view,
accounts of the esse of that perfection — must be something outside
the thing that has the perfection to that limited degree’. It must be
‘something possessing perfections not to a degree but without limit
— God, who is “infinite in all perfections” as the Penny Catechism
says’.11

Geach’s reference to the Penny Catechism may signify that the rea-
soning at work in the Fourth Way is not just that of a professional
metaphysician or a scholar of Neoplatonism. It is what an ordinary
Christian can engage in or at least repeat. It could even be (why not?)
an ordinary piece of reasoning for one who believes in God: she ob-
serves perfections in things, admits that they are there only to a certain
degree, and thinks that something must not simply have these perfec-
tions, but be these perfections. Then, if all things in the world exist only
to some degree because they are more or less perfect (being limited,
temporal, contingent, etc.), there is a being whose fullness of being is
absolute.

However, an objector might say: ‘Be serious, that’s not an ordinary
thought at all! That’s even the worst possible example of metaphysics,
the Neoplatonic one. It is obscure (with its notion of degrees of ex-
istence) and far-fetched (with strange reasoning)! What Aquinas says
in the Fourth Way therefore rests on a very disputable presupposition:
if something is more F than another thing, then there must be what is
more F than anything else! One understands quite well why among the
Five Ways, the Fourth is often the least respected. Whether inspired
by Plato or Aristotle, this reasoning is by no means ordinary, and it is
simply very bad’.

However, I do not believe that the objector is right here. Let’s change
the example. Alfred asks how long a certain piece of furniture is. One
answers that it is one meter long, or almost. But Paul asks how close ex-
actly it is to a meter. A tape measure is then used. But Alfred replies that
we still need to know if the tape measure is one meter long. He is told
that the tape measure width is exactly the same as the standard meter
preserved in the Pavillon de Breteuil, in the city of Sèvres, near Paris.
As Wittgenstein said: ‘There is one thing of which one can say neither
that it is one meter long, nor that it is not one meter long, and that is the
standard meter in Paris’. Wittgenstein adds that ‘this is, of course, not
to ascribe any extraordinary property to it, but only to mark its peculiar
role in the language-game of measuring with a meter-rule’.12 Then, if
you say of something that it measures more or less a meter, you thereby
suppose that there is something that makes a meter absolutely a meter,

11 Anscombe and Geach, Three philosophers, op. cit., p. 116 for the last three quotations.
12 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, tr. by G.E.M. Anscombe (Oxford:

Basil Blackwell, 1953), I, 50, p. 25e, for the last two quotations. (My italics on the quotation.)
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fully a meter: it is the standard meter. But the standard meter is not a
meter long, but the meter itself.13

In the same way, when you say something is good, you therefore
assume that something is fully good, or rather that it is Goodness it-
self. God is not good; God is Goodness. Perhaps Aquinas relies on
a whole philosophical (Neoplatonist) tradition, the one that seems to
fascinate some commentators and to annoy other ones. Perhaps, as is
often suggested, he has in mind the notion of ‘transcendentals’. But
when Aquinas says, ‘the truest things are the things most fully in be-
ing’, is he not engaging in the same kind of reasoning as we do when
it comes to the standard meter? There is something, which is not only
what possesses a certain predicate that we observe in things, but is,
in act or realized, what we designate by this predicate. Things can
be more or less good, true, noble, and beautiful. But there is also
what is perfectly good, true, noble, beautiful. And if we can speak
of things which exist more or less, does it not follow that there is
something which is existence or being itself, something that ‘we call
God’?

Of course, God is not somewhere in the sky in the same way that the
standard meter is materially in the Pavillon de Breteuil.14 And there
are many good reasons for saying so, in particular that God is not a
material thing. But to go from our scalar use of good, true, and noble,
and beautiful, to God as not simply good, true, and beautiful, but as
goodness, truth, and beauty itself, is no more far-fetched than to say
that there is a standard meter. However, to doubt that there is one would
be excessive or even stupid!

IV.

It is important to notice that not all predicates are scalar — ‘being born
in Brittany’, for example is not scalar since you cannot be more or
less born there. And among the scalar predicates, only some are likely
to allow for the reasoning of the Fourth Way. It would not, for exam-
ple, make sense to use a predicate like ‘repugnant’ in the reasoning
of the Fourth Way. The observation from which we start in this rea-
soning derives from our capacity to choose the right predicates and to

13 A long time ago, I went with the pupils of my school to Sèvres to see the standard
meter — and it was like approaching the Holy Grail. But the pupils were very disappointed to
have traveled five hundred kilometers by bus just to see a meter bar (even if it was, we were
told, in platinum-iridium)!

14 A note for historians of science and other serious people: I have been told that today
the standard meter of the Pavillon de Breteuil is no longer in use. The meter is a light meter:
the 299,792,458th part (roughly, I guess) of the distance traveled by light in a vacuum in one
second. But I do not see that this changes anything at all to what I have just said, even if it is
no longer possible to show The Meter to school children.
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see that in the world some things really are more or less valuable. One
then must be able to apprehend the real value of things: their moral
value (goodness), their epistemic value (truth) and their social value
(nobility). We must also be able to apprehend the aesthetic value of an
object, a situation, or an attitude. The reasoning of the Fourth Way is
only possible for those who are attentive and even sensible to values.
The world around us is not evaluatively neutral. Things are worth more
or worth less.

There are still two conditions for the reasoning of the Fourth Way.
First, it is necessary that the predicates ‘true’, ‘good’, or ‘beautiful’ are
attributed objectively. (And therefore, that the value given to things,
to people, to situations, to attitudes, is not a projection, but concerns
many properties that they possess.) All modern aesthetics, especially
after Kant, goes against this condition, and it could be ‘odd and obscure
for a modern reader’, as Geach says. But that is not a reason to reject
it.

Secondly, the scalar predicates do not just designate an actual prop-
erty of an object X as belonging to some kind — the beauty of a horse
as a horse, for example. It has also to mean a beauty which is not that of
something in a determined kind: beauty as the real source of all beauty,
independently of any kind. Nothing could even be imperfectly beautiful
without falling short of what is beautiful absolutely and independently
of any kind.

‘Beautiful’ would therefore be a predicative adjective rather than an
attributive adjective, to use the distinction promoted by Peter Geach.15

If the predicate ‘beautiful’ were systematically attributive, beauty
would exclusively be the best aesthetic realization of a thing accord-
ing to the kind of thing it is. (‘Big’ is typically attributive: a big mouse
is small compared to a small elephant, and it is not possible to split
‘a big mouse’ into ‘it is a mouse’, and ‘it is big’.) It would exist for
each kind of thing a standard of its beauty, and nothing could be per-
fectly beautiful, or Beauty itself. About attributive beauty, a scholastic
philosopher would say ‘beauty secundum quid’, I suppose. The pred-
icate ‘green’ is predicative: using it does not imply that we are talk-
ing about a kind of things characterized by their greenness. And, if
we are reasoning as in the Fourth Way, speaking of ‘beauty’ we tran-
scend generic membership, as in the case of green. This, perhaps, is a

15 See Peter Geach, ‘Good and Evil’, Analysis, Vol. 17, No. 2 (1956), pp. 33-42. I take
up Geach’s distinction in my own way which I do not claim to be his (and I am even sure it
is not his own). Many very good things about the distinction between attributive and pred-
icative have been said by Frank Sibley, ‘Adjectives, Predicative and Attributive’, Approach to
Aesthetics, Collected Papers on Philosophical Aesthetics (ed. by J. Benson, B. Redfern & J.
Roxbee Cox, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001). I agree with David S. Oderberg that
the distinction between attributive and predicative is best understood in relation to the notion
of analogy (The Metaphysics of Good and Evil (Routledge: 2020, p. 41).
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reason to say that ‘beauty’ is a transcendental,16 ‘beauty simpliciter’.
Used then in a predicative way, ‘beautiful’ means a beauty which is not
only the one we attribute to things according to their kinds, but some-
thing that transcends all beauty of some kinds.

The right question would then be: Where could this beauty, under-
stood as an excess which signifies a degree of perfection in the thing,
come from? Aquinas answers in a passage from his Commentary on
Dionysius’s ‘On the Divine Names’.

But excess (excessus) is twofold: one in genus, which is signified through
the comparative or superlative; the other outside of genus, which is sig-
nified through the addition of the preposition ‘super’: for example, if we
should say that fire exceeds in heat by excess in genus, whence it is called
most hot; but the sun exceeds by excess outside of genus, whence it is not
called most hot but superhot, since heat is not in it in the same way but
more excellently (unde non dicitur calidissimus sed supercalidus, quia
calor non est in eo, eodem modo, sed excellentior). And although this
twofold excess in caused things does not come together simultaneously,
nevertheless it is said in God simultaneously both that God is most beau-
tiful and super beautiful, not that God is in a genus, but since all things
which are in any genus are attributed to God.17

The attribution of beauty consists first in noting the excellence of a
thing with regard to certain characteristics, integrity, proportion, and
clarity, that it possesses. It also consists in identifying the genus or
kind to which what we call beautiful belongs. Aquinas and many other
scholastics claim (or suggest) that (attributive) beauty supervenes18 on
these physical properties: integrity, proportion, and clarity or splen-
dor.19 But it only seems to make sense if we know what kind of thing
we are talking about: for integrity, proportionality and splendor do
seem to depend on the sort of thing that we observe. There is a beauty
of each thing in its kind, linked to this attributive use of ‘beautiful’,
just as there is a goodness also linked to what it is to be ‘a good X’
or ‘a good Y’. But there is also the predicative use I already talked
about. In this use, outside of any kind, we mean not only most beauti-
ful, but super beautiful. And this use means ‘God’ as the one without
which nothing would be beautiful, ‘the fountain of all beauty’. In this

16 See Thomas J. White, ‘Beauty, Transcendence, and the Inclusive Hierarchy of Cre-
ation’, Nova et Vetera, Vol. 16, No. 4 (2018), p. 1215-1226.

17 Thomas Aquinas, In Librum Dionysii De Divinis Nominibus Expositio, IV, lectio 5,
§ 343 (my translation). See also Alice M. Ramos, Dynamic Transcendantals, Truth, Good-
ness, & Beauty from a Thomistic Perspective (Washington, D.C: The Catholic University of
America Press, 2012).

18 X supervenes on Y, if Y depends on and covaries with X, but is not ontologically
reducible to X.

19 See Summa Theologiae, I.9.8.
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use, then, beautiful is internally connected to the very nature of God,
through the identification of beauty as an attribute or perfection of God.

It is important here to insist on Aquinas’s method. It does not proceed
by an appeal to a subjective experience of beauty so that the meaning
of ‘beautiful’ is explained as a modern philosopher would. Aquinas
indicates how we use certain predicates or qualifiers, such as ‘the most
beautiful’ (pulcherrimus) and as ‘super beautiful’ (superpulchrum), to
characterize something that is not only real, but the most real. As it
is a question of correctly using a predicate, what then matters also is
our belonging to a language community, in which this predicate while
being in use makes sense. And isn’t this community of language that
which is appealed to in speaking of what ‘we call God?’, as said in
the Fourth Way? ‘We’ includes those who are able to use in a certain
(right) way the predicates ‘good’, ‘true’, and also ‘beautiful’. These
people understand the attributive, evaluative, even superlative use of
these predicates. But they also include a use, linked to the previous one,
but which this time is predicative, and can then be absolute. To reason
as in the Fourth Way with the predicate ‘beautiful’ is to recognize the
importance and even value of the religious use of language, when we
say of God that He is beautiful. This religious use is learned in the
liturgical life and in prayer:

One thing I ask of the Lord;
this I seek:
To dwell in the Lord’s house
all the days of my Life,
To gaze on the Lord’s beauty,
To visit his temple.20

V.

So, I now offer three remarks about beauty. The first concerns a central
theme in the understanding of Aquinas’s thought: analogy. The second
will relate the question of the analogical attribution of beauty to God
as plenitude of being with what fully realizes what we are. I mean the
virtues. The third concerns the ‘mystical’ meaning that, under certain
conditions, it is possible to give to the term ‘beautiful’.

(1) It has often been noticed — and we already know this from Plato
in Hippias Major — that we would be hard pressed to find what all
beautiful things have in common. And it sometimes leads to the con-
sideration that beauty is not one of these things.21

20 Psalms, 27: 4. (Translation of the United States Conference of the Catholic Bishops).
21 This is certainly a trivial remark, but made once again by Jerrold Levinson, ‘Beauty is

not One. The Irreducible Variety of Visual Beauty’, Aesthetic Pursuits, Essays in Philosophy
of Art, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016, p. 98.

C© 2023 Provincial Council of the English Province of the Order of Preachers.

https://doi.org/10.1111/nbfr.12871 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/nbfr.12871


760 Aquinas’s Fourth Way, Beauty, and Virtues

Surely, there is no univocal common standard to which everything
we call beautiful refers. (No more than for good, when one says that
‘The cheese is good’, and ‘This person is good’.) But ‘beautiful’ is not
equivocal either; we are indeed saying something about what we say
is beautiful: we are focusing upon a perfection. The reasoning of the
Fourth Way therefore presupposes an analogical theory of meaning,
the same one which is developed in question 13 of the Prima Pars of
the Summa Theologiae:

When we say God is good or wise we do not simply mean He causes
wisdom or goodness, but that He possesses these perfections transcen-
dently. We conclude therefore that from the point of view of what the
word means it is use primarily of God and derivatively of creatures.22

It is the whole meaning of the Fourth Way to say that in a predica-
tive use of certain predicates one can signify a perfection, not simply
according to a standard given by a corporeal reality, or even a human
reality, of any kind, but to mean a plenitude of being; and that it is
what makes sense when we say ‘God exists’. I will add that ‘beautiful’
always has an analogical use: a literal, but not univocal, meaning. It is
precisely because we know how to use analogical predicates that things
in this world can be truly called beautiful. They are beautiful each in
their own way, in an attributive way. But also, there is a use of ‘beauty’
that gives a sense to a formula like ‘the beauty of God’, which cannot
be attributive since ‘God’ is not a category, with criteria of beauty for
all the gods. And note that what matters, therefore, in the observation of
beautiful things, leading to giving meaning to what we call God, is not
so much an aesthetic experience (what modern philosophers thought it
was), as a linguistic competence: a mastery of the analogical use of the
term ‘beautiful’, like other terms, ‘true’, ‘good’. (And certainly, cer-
tain conditions, linguistic and social, are to be met for this mastery to
appear.)

(2) Peter Geach says:

God is to be loved and admired above all things because he is all truth and
beauty: the truth and beauty that in the universe is scattered in separate
pages, to use Dante’s figure, is in God bound up orderly into one volume.
And we love truth and beauty by our nature, in so far as our vices and
follies do not prevent us.23

The beauty of things in the world, whether these things are naturally
occurring things or artefacts, is related to an excellence of those who
apprehend it; and they are better, by apprehending it, according to their

22 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I.13.7. See Brian Davies, The Thought of Thomas
Aquinas, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992, chap. 4.

23 Peter Geach, Providence and Evil, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977,
p. 79.
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own nature as rational beings. ‘Beautiful’ is thus a property that de-
pends on a response. The beauty of things is the occasion of the best
realization (or flourishing) of our nature.

The Fourth Way begins then with an observation which presupposes
certain dispositions in the person who reads it. This person has to be
able to identify certain things as good, true or noble; and that is why
she also has to use intelligibly these scalar predicates which express
degrees in being. It supposes our attention to what is of value and to
what has, in this sense, more being. And what makes this attention
possible are our virtues.

A virtue could be defined as ‘an excellence in being for the good’.24

A virtue causes our desire to be ordered to that which has value. In do-
ing so, the virtues best realize the kind of being we are, rational beings.
Certainly, the one who makes this observation about what has value
could also be akratic: she may not fully have the virtues. But the one
who is sensible to value could not be akolastos. She could not have ‘a
corrupt mind’, to borrow an expression used by Elizabeth Anscombe25

when she characterizes, following Aristotle, someone completely in-
different to all value and perfection. To apprehend beauty is already to
be better; and then to be more the sort of being characterized by ratio-
nality. We are better by apprehending what is better or beautiful. And
being better, we exist more, and we are closer to what (or who) makes
all things beautiful when they are, and to what God, who makes them
to be. In this sense, a virtue could also be defined as ‘an excellence
to be for the beautiful’, and then to be for God. Thus, the apprehen-
sion of these properties which in things signify the existence of Truth,
Goodness, and Beauty, requires of us an increase, through the exer-
cise of the virtues, in being at the higher degree the sort of being we
are.

(3) Then, under certain conditions, ‘beautiful’ has what could be
called a ‘mystical’ meaning; it connects us to God. This mystical mean-
ing is not at all irrational since its apprehension presupposes and even
consists in the best realization of our rational being through the virtues.
It includes a certain quality of our response to beauty and the true ex-
istence of a perfection which is not of and in this world, but without
which nothing would be beautiful (nor even would exist).

That is what, I think, Herbert McCabe talks about when he says
that Aquinas, ‘in what is sometimes misunderstood as his dryly ra-
tional approach, even in his arguments for the existence of God, … is
in fact engaged in, and inviting the reader to be engaged in, a mys-
tical exploration, which is not at all the same thing as a mystical

24 This is the formula used by Robert M. Adams, A Theory of Virtue, Excellence in being
for the Good (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2006).

25 Gertrude E.M. Anscombe, ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’, Philosophy, Vol. 33, No. 124
(1958), p. 17.
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experience’.26 By ‘mystical meaning’, I do not mean a rare expe-
rience reserved for a few people. It is even something quite com-
mon! Someone asks herself why she says a landscape is beautiful,
why she says music is beautiful. Of course, her questioning can de-
viate if she has taken too seriously modern philosophers who invoke
a subjective experience (some mental state in which a ‘subject’ finds
herself, as Kant says, in a quite mysterious relation with her own
mind). Or alternatively, her questioning can also deviate if it invokes
exclusively social conventions, cultural practices, without relation to
what things really are. Our use of ‘beautiful’ would then in no way
correspond to the real qualities of what is said to be beautiful. But
suppose we are not diverted by some modern and fashionable theo-
ries from thinking (a) that we apprehend a real property of what one
says to be beautiful, (b) that it is a perfection at a certain degree,
and (c) that there is something that causes the beauty of beautiful
things, and whatever other perfection they have, even their being, un-
derstood as a perfection. Wouldn’t we come to think that it is even
what we call ‘God?’ We could speak of a mystical meaning for all
those who are capable of an analogical use of ‘beautiful’. And this
use is acquired in the life of a community, the People of God, when
they pray and engage in the liturgical life — at least when it has given
them the means of a liturgical life allowing them to follow the Fourth
Way.

This is why the argument of the Fourth Way does not concern so
much the most technical metaphysics, doped with Neoplatonism. It
is rather what happens in the life of an ordinary Christian, when she
walks in the countryside, observes the flowers of the fields and the
birds of the forests, listens to music, reads poems. And, eventually,
when she appreciates the beauties of the liturgy. Beauty in everything
that is related to the Christian life is then crucial for the possibility
of the mystical meaning of ‘beauty’ — I mean the beauty of reli-
gious buildings, hymns, prayers, liturgical vestments, of the liturgy
itself. Today, commentators of Aquinas are more interested than be-
fore in his poems, particularly in the liturgy for the feast of Cor-
pus Christi. These texts fit very well in terms of the mystical sig-
nificance of beauty, and the way we could understand the Fourth
Way.

As a compass allows us to turn to the north, beauty turns us to God as
the source of all beauty. But that still supposes that we are a compass
that works well; it means that we exercise virtues, and then excel in
the apprehension of the beauty of things around us and of its mystical
meaning.

26 Herbert McCabe, ‘The Logic of Mysticism’, The McCabe Reader (ed. by B. Davies &
P. Kucharski, London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2016), p. 47.
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VI.

An aesthetic way to God has certainly not been totally neglected in
recent theology.27 But it does not proceed by following the process
of the Fourth Way and by attributing a ‘mystical meaning’ (without
‘mysticism’) to the predicate ‘beautiful’.

To explain what may have happened so that this Thomist view of the
use of ‘beautiful’ was no longer followed, I will add something along
the line of that offered by Elizabeth Anscombe, in her famous paper
‘Modern Moral Philosophy’. She claims:

To have a law conception of ethics is to hold that what is needed for
conformity with the virtues failure in which is the mark of being bad
qua man (and not merely, say, qua craftsman or logician) — that what
is needed for this, is required by divine law. Naturally it is not possi-
ble to have such a conception unless you believe in God as a law-giver;
like Jews, Stoics, and Christians. But if such a conception is dominant
for many centuries, and then is given up, it is a natural result that the
concepts of ‘obligation’, of being bound or required as by a law, should
remain though they had lost their root; and if the word ‘ought’ has be-
come invested in certain contexts with the sense of ‘obligation’, it too
will remain to be spoken with a special emphasis and a special feeling in
these contexts.28

Let’s then move from the notion of law to that of beauty. The use of
the term ‘beautiful’ was deeply linked to the existence of God as ‘a
fountain of all beauty’. Aquinas’s Commentary on Dionysius’s ‘On the
Divine Names’ explains why. But this mystical meaning of ‘beautiful’
has been lost in the same way that, for Anscombe, a certain meaning of
the word ‘obligation’ has been lost. For Anscombe, the notion of law
was retained, but the divine legislator dismissed. In the same way, we
still use the predicate ‘beauty’, but without mystical meaning, and so
without ‘reference’ to the source of all beauty. The term ‘beauty’ has
been secularized, thanks to modern philosophers (the same roughly as
those of whom Anscombe speaks in her famous paper). The desacral-
ization of beauty is mainly a linguistic change. Philosophers tried to
find aesthetic standards somewhere other than in God when it comes
to the use of ‘beauty’. Especially, following Kant, they thought to find
beauty in the supposed particularity of an aesthetic experience.

It is at least still possible to offer another perspective, inspired by the
Fourth Way. We see the beauty of the things around us, whether natural
or artefactual. This can form a basis for making sense of what we call
‘God’ in the formula ‘God exists’. If we are asked what we mean by

27 See the series of books by Hans Urs von Balthazar, called The Glory of God: A Theo-
logical Aesthetics, T & T Clark, Edinburgh, 1991. A very influential voice indeed in contem-
porary theology.

28 Gertrude E.M. Anscombe, ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’, op. cit., p. 6.
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saying that ‘God exists’, we could claim that we are saying that certain
things are beautiful. And from there, we can add that it makes sense to
say that ‘God exists’. If our interlocutors do not find this convincing,
isn’t that because something has happened concerning the analogical
and mystical use of the word ‘beautiful’?

In the same way that Anscombe is credited with having restored all
its importance to a philosophy of the virtues, is it also perhaps, by ex-
amining the virtues in what one can call our aesthetic life,29 that a phi-
losophy of beauty could regain its lost meaning?30

Roger Pouivet
Université de Lorraine,
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29 See Roger Pouivet, L’Art et le désir de Dieu (Rennes: Presses Universitaires de Rennes,
2017). See also, ‘Art and the Desire for God : A Thomistic Perspective in Aesthetics’, New
Blackfriars, vol. 100, No.1088 (2019), p. 398-409.

30 I warmly thank Brian Davies for the care taken to the revision of the English language
in this article, remaining solely responsible for its philosophical content.
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