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T H E O L O G I C A L  T R E N D S  

Is there direct experience of God? 

I N RECENT times catholic theology has spoken affirmatively of the 
experience of God  in the liturgical context, describing it as experience 

media ted  through word and sacrament.~ It has been more  reticent in the 
past on the question of direct unmedia ted  personal  experience of the divine. 
However ,  even within critical realist theological t radi t ion in recent decades 
there has been an increasing readiness to acknowledge the possibility of 
direct conscious contact  by the human  spiri t  with God.  It is these 
developments  I wish to outline. 

In  this article I will present  the views of three con temporary  schools 
within critical realist (or neo-thomist)  thinking which affirm the possibility 
of direct experience of God.  For  critical realism, man  has many  different 
ways of knowing.  2 First,  man  knows in a sensory way through his power  of 

seeing, hearing,  touching,  feeling, smelling, etc. Moreover ,  man has the 
power of memory  which enables him to recall past sense experience and 
indeed other recorded knowledge.  Finally,  there is intellectual knowledge 
which according to critical realism is derived from what  the senses present  
to the imaginat ion.  The  mind  expresses in definitions, as it were, what it 
has already grasped intuit ively in the data  of sense experience. 

Scholastic theology has tended to identify knowledge, that is inteliectual 
knowledge with conceptual knowledge.  It has tended to imply,  wi thout  
explicitly saying so ,  that that which cannot be defined conceptually is not 
knowledge.  This  excludes other types of awareness or experience from the 
concept of knowledge. It is for this reason that I use the term 'exper ience of 
God '  in the title of this study. The  term 'exper ience '  is usually restricted by 
empiricists to sensory knowledge. I use it in this essay to designate a 
broader ,  undifferent iated kind of knowing.  In  this sense it can include the 
knowing which is involved in sense experience,  as well as the intuit ive act of 
the mind  by which I grasp the under ly ing form of mater ia l  things and the 
relationships between them. It can apply to the practical  knowledge of the 
technician or craf tsman who knows ' inst inct ively '  how the parts of his 
machine fit together and knows how to assemble them in order.  This  lat ter  
is indeed a form of intellectual knowledge,  though not necessarilY 
conceptual.  It can be used of  that myster ious ' conna tura l '  knowledge of the 
other, given in the act of o ther-centred love. 

The  term can also apply to another  manner  of knowing which has been 
analysed in detail  by modern  philosophy, and among critical realists 
notably in the work of Bernard  Lonergan.  :~ I refer to the knowledge 
involved in conscious awareness of the self, its states and its activities. 

Put t ing it rather  s imply I can say that whenever  I am doing anyth ing  - -  
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whatever activity I am involved i n -  there goes with this activity a 
conscious awareness in the mind of what I am doing. It is evident in the 
phrase ' I  know what I am do ing ' . . In  an obscure way I am aware  both of my 
own activity and of its object. This kind of consciousness can be termed 
' concomi tan t '  consciousness as it accompanies  all my waking activity and 
indeed some acts done in sleep such as dreaming.  It is with this 
' concomi tan t '  consciousness that I am concerned here. 

At this point,  therefore, I should like to .put this non-reflexive,  ongoing 
self-awareness in the foreground of the discussion. It is a way of 
.experiencing, a way .of knowing,  _and it is intellectual. Hence,  although 
scholastic theology tends to restrict intellectual knowledge to conceptual  
knowledge,  the human  being in fact, enjoys other  intellectual ways .of 
exper iencing which are not concept~2al. 

This  par t icular  conclusion will not be drawn on for the moment ,  except 
to clarify in a bet ter  way the terms of our  question concerning direct experi-  
ence of God,  by which I mean direct, intellectual, conscious awareness of 
God  but not conceptual  knowledge of God. One  finds the same question 
posed explicitly by Dom Cuthber t  Butler: 

Can we touch God  in this life by an immedia te  contact,  and have of 
him an experience truly direct and substantial? The  saints affirm it, 
and their descriptions of the prayer  of union,  of ecstacy, of the 
spi r i tua l  marr iage,  are all full of this sort of quas i -exper imenta l  
pe rcep t ion  of God  within us. ~ 

The negative evaluation of religious experience in critical realist tradition 

When  one reviews the history of mystical theology,:' in the scholastic 
tradit ion one finds that the possibili ty of direct knowledge of God  :is 
generally excluded, that religious experience is looked at with a dubious 
eye, while religious feel.ing or emotion is looked on at best as an overture to 
the deeper  .encounters of blind faith, c+ This trend is at its strongest in its 
denunc ia t ion  of  the lu theran  tenet of jus t i f ica t ion through ' feel ing 
(exPeriential) fai th ' ,  ~ of the claims of the e ighteenth-century quietist 
movement ,  a and  of t he  assert ions of some writers  condemned  for 
modernism that the religious sense, the intuit ive knowledge of God,  is the 
pr imary  start ing point  tbr theological retlection. '  

There  is  not sufficient space here to examine the complex issues raised by 
each of these movements . .Each in turn went to extremes and was deserving 
of criticism. Over  and above each of these issues, however,  there is a 
scepticism in scholastic theology concerning experience of the divine. As far 
as the present  wri ter  can judge  this has two sources. The  first of these is the 
tendency among  critical realists to identify knowledge with intellectual 
cognition and to restrict intellectual .cognition to conceptual  definit ion and 
proposit ional  tbrmuLation. Such writers tend to. leave unexplored the 
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possibilities opened up,  if stock be taken of the intuit ive knowledge of the 
practical mind,  the ' knowing '  potential i ty of the h u m a n  heart ,  as well as 
the intellectual e lement  in conscious awareness.  

A second weakness in  this school of thought derives from this restriction. 
I f  intellectual knowledge is restricted to conceptual  knowledge,  t hen  the 
range of one 's  direct knowledge is l imited to mater ia l  things. This  is so 
because the formal or normal  object of my conceptual  knowledge according 
to critical realist theory is the same as that of my  senses, namely mater ial  

beings. I can know conceptual ly only the under ly ing  form, essence or 
' qu idd i ty '  of mater ia l  things. How then can I know God?  According to 

critical realist t radi t ion I can have only indirect  conceptual  knowledge of  
God.  I f  I say God  is one, good, true, beautiful,  infinite, eternal,  my 
concepts of all of these at t r ibutes  are derived from my knowledge of the 
mater ial  world. They  are appl ied analogically to God.  '° The  same applies 
to my  knowledge in faith of God.  This  is one reason why the general  
t radi t ion of scholastic theology has refused to admit  direct knowledge of 
God  in any form while in this life. 

Mystical awareness of God as quasi-experimental, connatural knowledge 

Since the t ime at least of the spanish mystical  movement  in the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries,  a number  of thomists have recognized a form 
of direct knowledge of  God  in the higher  stages of  mystical  prayer .  One  
recent exponent  of this school, Fr  Gar r igou  Lagrange  O.p., in his Three ages 
of tf~e spiritual life speaks of a quasi -exper imental  and almost cont inuous 
knowledge of God  which is given to those who have reached the third age of  
the spiri tual  life, the age of the perfect. He writes: ' W e  thus taste the 
mysteries of salvation and presence of God  in us a little as the disciples of 
Emmaus  did when they said: " W a s  not our  heart  burn ing  within us, whilst 
he spoke in the w a y ? " '  Wha t  the disciples experienced was a quasi- 
exper imenta l  knowledge super ior  to reasoning,  analogous to that which the 
soul has of itself as the principle of i t s  acts. 

I f  one asks why this knowledge should be called quasi -exper imental ,  
Lagrange  replies 'because  it d o e s  not a t ta in  God  in an absolutely 
immedia te  manner ,  as happens in  the beatific vision, but  in the act of 
filial love which he produces in us . . . .  ' Fur thermore ,  it is called quasi- 
experi inental  ' . . .  because we cannot discern with absolute cert i tude these 
supernatura l  acts of  love from the natura l  impulses of the heart  that 
resemble them' .  It is a direct experience of God  at an intellectual level, at 
the level of  the mind.  Lag range  says that it is analogous to that which the 
soul has of ~tseff as the author  of ~ts acts aud  therefore he seems to describe it 
in terms of self-conscious awareness.  However ,  he says more.  God  makes 
himself  felt by us as the principle of  our  inter ior  life. H e  does this in the act 
of filial love which God  produces  in us. Here  Lagrange  seems to be saying 
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that the love which the mystic has of God  brings with it a quasi- 
exper imental  knowledge Of the God  who makes our  love possible, who 

produces it within us. 
Lagrange  adds a qualif ication to this by saying that we do not have 

absolute cert i tude in this kind' of knowledge because we do not have 
absolute cert i tude that our  acts of  love are supernatura l .  This  is related to 
the common catholic theological posit ion that we cannot  be sure we are in 
t he  state of g race  any :more than we can be sure we are predest ined to 
salvation. Nonetheless,  Lagrange ,  in common with one mains t ream .of 
t radi t ion in scholastic theology recognizes ,  at least i n  the higher  f o r m s o f  
prayer ,  a direct intellectual knowledge of G o d -  not conceptual  but  

i nonetheless intellectual, based as it is on the:act  of filial love which God  
::!i : . 7 ) r6duces : in  us: 

:More recently some theologians have ,begun to question the restrictions 
: .:. , Which scholastic theology has placed on ,our d i rec t  experience Of God.  

August in  L~onard,  wri t ing in the Dictionnaire de Spiritualitd in 19611 put  
together  a Comprehensive survey of Chris t ian thought on this issue. 1~ 

' : L~onard went on to wrestle with the statements of modern  philosophers 
• ' . . . . . .  such a s B l o n d e l  and Marce l  who s e e n  to approach  an aff i rmation of  direct 
. . . .  : exper ien&~of  G o d _ A l t h o u g h  his own philosophical  posmon ms not too 

: . . . .  c!ea/-ly defined,  L~0nard came to theConclus ion  that direct intellectuai 
• knowledge o f  God  is possible. His posit ion is somewhat  similar  to that of 

Lagrange except that he extends this intuit ive knowledge o f 'God  from the 
- st at e-of-my-stieM-u nion-to-the-gene~al-stat e-of-ehr-is tian-faith. 

L6onard appears  to a t t r ibute  to the power  of love given to the Chris t ian a 
certain power of knowing God.  Here  he is making  use of a ra ther  obscure 
formula to be found both in Aquinas  and in his t radi t ion concerning 
connatural  knowledge. Like knows like intuitively. I t  is a kind of knowing 
born of love, non-conceptual ,  non- judgmenta l .  Nonetheless,  it is t ruly 

: knowledge of the mind.~4 

Theologically,  it is interest ing to note Ldonard ' s  aff i rmation that there is 
direct intellectual knowledge of God,  though non-conceptual ,  in this life. 
It marks  a s t ep  forward from the negative stance taken up by catholic 
theology following, in part icular ,  the modernis t  crisis. However ,  philo- 
sophicat ly-speaking~his  way-of-explaining-t-his-kind oL know le dg~ i s  not 

i .  : " al together Satisfactory. The  na ture  of this  intuit ive,  connaturai  knowledge 
--- :-  . remains-0bscure . :L~onard: in  fact:appears_to_draw his ideas f rom Mar i t a in  

except that he applies them to the more general  experience of christ ian life 
. .  . ~ : and notmereIy_to  mystical  exper ience  .This .extension of  direct  knowledge . . . .  

of God  to all in grace is quite consistent with a modern  theology of  grace, t5 

Awareness of God as the a priori ground of aU conscious experience 

Since Vat ican II  catholic theologians have been more willing to make 
affirmations concerning our  direct knowledge of God.  A number  of these 
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have been working in tradit ions outside the critical realist school of 
thought,  j6 H o w e v e r ,  even if we confine ourselves to the critical realist 
school, one finds that one of its latest and greatest masters.  Kar l  Rahner ,  
makes the ra ther  startl ing aff irmation that direct knowledge of God  is one 
of the most common things in the world. 

It is impossible to do just ice to the complexity of R a h n e r ' s  thought in this 
brief  space, so I refer here t o J .  Norman  King ' s  study for a comprehensive 
review. ~7 However ,  even in a br ief  t reatment  such as this, one must  say 
something concerning R a h n e r ' s  perspective on the h u m a n  person. Two 
basic positions have to be highlighted.  The  first concerns G o d ' s  universal  
salvific will. Rahne r  makes this assertion one of the cornerstones o f  his 
theology. I f  God  wants all men to be saved, he must  offer to all men saving 
grace. This  saving grace is not merely the possibili ty of enter ing heaven at 
the end of  one ' s  life. It includes the offer of G o d ' s  redeeming presence 
throughout  this life, a presence which touches every particle of being in the 
person and actively influences all operat ions of mind  and heart .  

A second key posit ion in Rahne r ' s  thought is his assumption regarding  
the h u m a n  person ' s  fundamenta l  orientat ion,  par t icular ly  with respect to 
mind  and will. For  Rahner ,  even the most ord inary  h u m a n  acts of mind and 
will have a direct or ientat ion towards the t ranscendent .  This  unl imited,  
unrestr icted horizon towards which the human  being is drawn is the a priori 
unreflective ground of experience.  I t  is present  to the person as the basis 
and ul t imate term of every h u m a n  act. Rahne r  makes this fundamenta l  
point  of reference, this limitless t ranscendence towards which man  tends, 
the pivot of his a rgument .  In fact he identifies this t ranscendent  mystery,  
the limitless being,  towards which the human  being tends, with God.  
Behind the apparent ly  l imited goals of human  striving and  unders tanding  
Of h u m a n  life, R a h n e r  believes, there is an unl imited goal which is God. 

In practice,  one may  not both consciously and conceptually recognize the 
mystery of God  in the content  and direction of one ' s  other activities. At 
decisive moments  of life, however,  it breaks in irresistibly upon one 's  
awareness. In  these situations, the individual ,  normal ly  taken up with 
affairs and tasks of daily life, is turned in upon himself  by some personal  
crisis such as serious illness, family or persona ! t ragedy.  His  fundamenta l  
values are called to the ba r  and he is confronted with a decision regarding  
the mean ing  of life as a whole, of reality as a whole. In  his react ion to this 
crisis, he may  well become formally conscious of the t ranscendence of God  
under ly ing the decisions he takes. H e  will certainly refer himself  to it 
implicity or informally.  

Rahner  sees four main  options as concret izing for present -day man this 
more  acute conscious awareness of the t ranscendent .  This  can happen,  
first, when he experiences himself as a free and responsible be ing  and 
assumes responsibil i ty for himself  and his actions. He  becomes aware of 
himself  not as existing in himself  but  as directed towards something greater  
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and bet ter  than himself. Full  self-consciousness including a fundamenta l  
commitment  to values, according to Rahner ,  involves an implicit  aware- 
ness of the t ranscendent  g round  and goal of one ' s  being and of  the good one 
is called to seek out. 

The  pre-eminent  embod imen t  of this assumption of  responsibil i ty is in 
love of one 's  neighbour .  This  is the second moment  of  encounter  with the 

transcendent:  

The  original  relat ionship to God  is love of ne ighbour  . . . the love 
of ne ighbour  is the only categorized and original  action in which 
man  attains the whole of the categorically given reality and thus 

~8 experiences God  directly,  t ranscendental ly  and through grace. 

The  third moment  occurs when one is faced with the ul t imate  reality of 
death.  I f  one turns towards this in an at t i tude of uncondi t ional  hope, one is 
implicit ly recognizing an ul t imate  real i ty beyond the l imitat ions of this 
mater ia l  world: 

I call the ul t imate  ground  of my hope,  in the act of uncondi t ioned 
acceptance of my existence as meaningful ,  ' G o d ' .  God  must  be the 
ul t imate reali ty which supports  and  embraces  everything if his is to 

: = be ihe ground  and goal of  my hope as expressed in the  co, nfideni; 
: i radical_acceptance_of_existence. ~ 

The  experience of dying places man before this u l t ima te  option; life makes 
sense; even in death it is hopeful. Or  it is totally absurd.  The  ground of 
such hope even if perceived by the subject in pre-conceptual  awareness is 
t ranscendent  being - -  namely,  God.  

The  fourth area  in which m a n ' s  aff irmation of  t ranscendence becomes 
most conscious is in his at t i tude towards the  future, in his experience o f ' t h e  
infinite openness of the future which is inexhaustible promise ' .  ~° It is in 
seeking to construct a future which is worthy of man,  conceived as 
something implicit ly t ranscendent ,  that man  tends towards an absolute 
future. The  future man  builds includes two factors which reflect the two 
polarities of  man ' s  experience of  the absolute future. It is fashioned both 
out of finite realities and in the light of creative vision. The  former reveals 
the finite l imitat ions which fail to satisfy because they are seen in the light of 
the infinite. The  lat ter  itself is an in t imat ion of the infinite towards which 
one is ul t imately reaching. Hence,  in m a n ' s  striving towards the real izat ion 
of a utopian vision of the future, he is implicit ly striving to create an 
absolute future, a new earth which is also the new heaven, in itself 
indentifiable with the t ranscendent  being of  God.  

Thus  in his analysis of the human  person and of his u l t imate  striving, 



128 T H E O L O G I C A L  TRENDS 

Rahne r  recognizes an experience of God  which is given in the t ranscendent  
direction of  man ' s  being and in m a n ' s  preconceptual  awareness of himself. 
Rahne r  does not see this as something springing from the created nature of 
man in the first instance but  ra ther  from the self-bestowal of God.  In other 
words, when he asks how this is possible to man,  he sees it as the conferring 
of salvation upon man  which comes through the presence of God  in his 
innermost  heart.  

Put t ing R a h n e r ' s  view more  simply, there is, as it were, a divine aura  
sur rounding  the future which I seek to build as a place of unl imited 
gladness for myself  and the human  race. Put  even more simply, I create 
masks to which I give names such as personal  responsibil i ty,  love, hope, 
utopia.  The  masks hide the face of God  which appears  to me in that 
myster ious region of self-awareness which is alive and active before ever my  
analytical and theoretical intelligence gets to work. 

In  a recent t rea tment  of  religious experience in the pentecostal Context it 
is not surprising,  therefore, to find Rahner  speaking in favour of the 
intrinsic possibili ty of such experience being a valid conscious contact  with 
the divine Spirit .  Natura l ly  he does not sign a blank cheque for every claim 
to mystical  experience coming from this source. Nonetheless he 
acknowledges charismatic  p rayer  as one possible locus for the explicit 
revelat ion of the divine Spiri t  in conscious awareness.  Rahner  is less than 
enthusiastic about  the enthusiasts and does ' no t  hesitate to comment  on 
the naivete of  par t ic ipants  in such assemblies. There  is a slight note of  
regret that the experience of t ranscendence in everyday life is not more 
widespread and even a suggestion of ' sour  grapes '  that religious feelings 
can be so easily stirred by  enthusiastic prayer .  This  does not prevent  him 
following the logic of  his epistemological  posit ion and underwr i t ing  the 
possibili ty of divine experience in the assemblies of  enthusiastic worship- 
pers. 21 

For  anyone who wishes to affirm the reali ty of direct experience of the 
divine, R a h n e r ' s  views are encouraging.  He  is obviously moving in the 
same direct ion as those who hold this position. More  than this, he makes 
unambiguous  statements concerning his conviction of the reali ty and 
nature of this direct experience of the divine. Negatively,  however,  one 
must say that these aff irmations are only as s trong as the metaphysical  
affirmations on which they are based. Rahner  belongs to a par t icular  school 
of philosophy. In terms of  epistemology he can be described as a 

t ranscendental  thomist  of the mar~chalian school, though, of course, there 
is immensely  more to his thought  than this. 22 If  one were to reject the a priori 

assumption of t ranscendent  horizon as the goal of man ' s  spiri tual  str iving 
in mind and will, his a rgument  falls to the ground.  R a h n e r ' s  deductions are 
as strong and as weak as this premiss.  Hence  to those who do not adopt  this 
par t icular  philosophical  stance his arguments  have little weight apar t  from 
the author i ty  of a powerful  m ind ' s  conviction. 

\ 
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Concomitant consciousness of divine love 

There  is a third approach which appeals to me more than Rahner ' s ,  
based on the mind ' s  awareness of its own states and actions. This  approach 

:::: i: ::: : rests On:two assumptions:  first, thav:divine love is present  and  active 
within us; secondly; that  this divine love is present  to our  consciousness 
as-our-ow-n:act-of-love-is-present.-W-hat-grounds-ave-ther-e-for-these "-tkwo 

I t  i s  a commonplace  o f  christian t each ing  that our supernatura l  acts of 
faith, hope and love are only made possible by .God's gracious gift. God  
himself  who is love comes to dwell in our hearts in response to our act o.f 
just i fying faith. This  indwelling God raises the powers of our spirit to the 
point  where they can reach towards him in faith and hope and touch his 
very being in love of 'God or neighbour.  In  the systematic t rea tment  of this 
mystery  in scholastic theology it is commonly  postulated that supernatura l  
virtues of faith, hope and chari ty  are infused into our souls and that 
through these virtues we are able to perform actions which have God  
himself  as their objective (or formal object in scholastic terms). 

Wha t  is sometimes overlooked in this neat  categorizat ion of the mystery  
of personal  salvation with its distinction of uncreated and created grace, 
sanctifying or habi tual  grace, supernatUral virtues and acts, is the unique  
character  of charity.  For while charity like faith and hope is only one aspect 
of our  total response to .God's self-communicat ion in grace, it represents a 
different level of  par t ic ipat ion in the divine mystery.  Fai th  and hope will 
give • way to the vision o.f God  in the next life. Char i ty  will abide.  A n d  then 
its true nature  will appear  as par t ic ipat ion in that eternal  love with which 
God  loves himself  and  all he has created as a reflection of himself. 

Nor  does the concept of  part ic ipat ion fully express the whole mystery  
involved. For we are talking of an activity on our par t  which goes in 

tandem,  so. to speak, with a .divine activity. Obviously  not a tandem of 
equal par tners  but  rather  a concurrence of two loves one of which is infinite 
and the other finite. Nonetheless the par tnership  is real, for the aim of 
divine indwelling is to draw our  loving into ever closer ha rmony  with the 
divine love itself. 

In short God  who is love does not merely tr igger off, as it were, three sets 
Of suPernatural  activities and then lie dormant .  He is present  with us and to 
us in the dynamic  activity of his own self-knowing and loving - -  a knowing 
and loving which comprehends  the whole: of creation both in its cosmic 
totality and microcosmic detail .  Most  specifically, it relates to the persons 
who inhabit  our  world. Whenever ,  therefore, I turn  in love to God  or  to 
another  person, not merely does God  produce this love in my heart  but 
God  himself  is a lready loving this person to whom I give my love, and 
loving him through me because God  is in me. His  Hoiy  Spirit  produces this 
love in my heart  so. that I can be drawn• ever more  deeply into the circle of 
love which is his divine life. So much for the first assumption.  
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The  second assumption is based on a par t icular  reading  of St John .  
I f  St J o h n ' s  first letter is read in the light of this theology, a part icular  

in terpreta t ion suggests itself. It  says ' . . .  love comes from God and 
everyone who loves is begotten by God and knows God  . . . because God  is 
love' (1 J n  7,7-8). '~:* The  least this can mean is that love of ne ighbour  is a 
precondi t ion for knowing and acknowledging Jesus  in faith. But if knowing 
for St John  is taken in the sense of some form of  direct knowledge of 
another,  as when the shepherd knows his flock or the Son knows the Father ,  
then something more  is implied.  Tha t  something more  could be a 
myster ious way of knowing the dynamic  movement  of G o d ' s  love working 
in us and through us and with which our  own love moves in step. 

In other words the love of which I am aware in my own being and which 
can sometimes move towards God  or ne ighbour  with giant strides is not 
merely the product  of divine action. It is concurrent ly the divine movement  
of love working in me and through me, the Spirit  of God  himself. How then 
can I know this act of  divine love since on the one hand no one has ever seen 
God  (1 J n  4,12) and on the other, according to the neo-aris totel ian schools 
the formal object of  the h u m a n  mind  is not spirit  but  the underlying,  
metaphysical  form or essence of mater ia l  things? I make appeal  here to the 
fact and theory of concomitant  consciousness. 

The  first ment ion  I have found of this approach occurs in a work 
published more than fifty years ago by the dominican theologian Ambroise  
Gardei l .  24 Wr i t ing  on Aquinas ' s  theology of mystical  communion  Gardei l  
notes: 

• . . of two kinds of  knowledge or consciousness, a n d  of these two 
only, St Thomas  uses the term 'percept ion '  (from percipere); namely  
of the soul 's  consciousness of i t s e l f - - a  mat ter  of every d a y  
psychology - -  and of the myst ic ' s  consciousness of  God  present  in 
his soul. 

Garde i l ' s  theory is based on the similari ty of these two kinds of percept ion 
or awareness to which he refuses the term 'cogni t ion ' .  He  reserves the term 
'cogni t ion '  for the intui t ion of the essences of mater ia l  things together with 
the discursive knowledge which flows from th i s  intuit ion.  On  the other 
hand the percept ion of God  given in mystical  experience is compared  to the 
awareness of self and its activities given in consciousness - -  ' concomitant  
consciousness '  as I have been naming  it. Hence he posits a direct 
experience of God  in mystical  p rayer  and explains it in terms of 
concomitant  consciousness of divine presence and action in the believer• 

More  recently a similar  thesis was put  forward quite unequivocally by 
the late Kar l  T ruh l a r  S.J., former professor of spiri tuali ty in the Gregor ian  
Universi ty ,  Rome.  25 Indeed,  he extended this consciousness of the divine to 
the three supernatura l  acts of faith, hope and love. 
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His interpretat ion does not focus directly on the: infusion of divine 
love and of one 's  awareness of this. Nonetheless the main  thrust of his case 
is the affirmation of direct experience of divine action, not as an object, but 
as subjective, concomitant  consciousness of one 's  supernatural  acts and of 
their objects. Or  as he puts it, 'as a ooncomitant experience linked with the 
objects of faith, hope and charity' .  T ruh la r ' s  views seem to bear the stamp 
of influence from his former colleague, Bernard Lonergan.  Lonergan,  
however, i n  his work Method in Theology, 26 where he discusses religious 
experience, evades the issue of direct experience of the divine. 

These views .expressed by Gardeil and Truhlar  may require some further 
explanation. I have already dwelt on the type of awareness given in 
'ooncomitant  consciousness'.  When  I dream, move, feel, remember,  think, 
choose, act, I am aware of what I am doing - -  concomitantly aware of 
what I am doing, i know the acts given in my consciousness. I am aware of 
myself acting. There is as well a second form of self-consciousness, reflex 
consciousness, but  that is not in question here. I am talking of the self- 
conscious awareness given in concomitant  consciousness. 

Gardeil and Truhlar  seem to suggest that the clue to a better under- 
s tanding of direct, religious .experience is to be found in this notion of 
concomitant consciousness. It .can be summarized in this way. I love other 
persons; I love God. This is something I am sure of. If the act of genuine 
other-centred love is not merely my own act but primari ly God's  working 
through me, in being aware of my own act of love, I am also aware of God 's  
love because the two are now inextricably mingled. Or  to paraphrase St 
John,  ' I  know God ' s  love' in my own act of love. And of course if I know 

God's  love I know God, because as John  also says 'God is love'.  Hence in 
my own act of love I experience God .directly in my own consciousness. 

The knowledge we are talking of here is not conceptual knowledge or 
judgmenta l  affirmation. It is that vague, diffuse, self-awareness given in 

the first act Of self-conscious awareness. Hence the objection made by 
moderate realists and theologians that we cannot know God directly in this 
life because we can only intuit  and conceive of the essences of material 
object s does not hold good. We are not concerned with the act of insight 
into material being and the formulation of concepts. We are concerned 
with that other activity of the mind,  the active consciousness of the person 
of his .own states a n d  acts. However,  in this case we are talking of being 
aware not only of our  own mental  activities but  principally of the act of 
God 's  love working in us and through us. In  other words if it is true that the 
genuine  love I have for another person or for God is in reality intimately 
link6d with God's  love operating in me and through me to others, then i 
am truly aware of and truly know in this awareness not only my own act but  
also God's.  I know God who is love. 

The main  difficulty with this view can be put like this. How can I be 

reasonably sure that in being aware of my own act of love I am also aware 

of the divine act of love working through me? To this it must be said that 
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only subsequently,  in reflex consciousness can this assurance  be given. 
Only  through revelat ion can I know that my act of love is not pr imar i ly  
mine but  God ' s  working through me. T h i s  reflex unders tanding  is offered 
most clearly in the first letter of John ,  'Everyone  who loves knows God ' .  I f  
taken in its more  obvious sense and as revealed truth,  then I can accept on 
faith that in my awareness of my  own other-centred love, I can know God.  

F rom the epistemological  viewpoint  it is only strictly speaking in the 
second form of consciousness, reflex consciousness, that I can intellectually 
grasp the fact that my awareness of my own act of loving is also awareness 
of the eternal  love of God  himself. This  in no way weakens the assumption 
that what is given to consciousness, concomitant  consciousness, is not only 
my h u m a n  act of  love but  also G o d ' s  divine act of love. It is merely saying 
that the conceptual  unders tand ing  of what  is given in consciousness a n d  
of what consciousness attains belongs tO the second, reflective level of 
consciousness. 

All of this must  sound somewhat  complicated.  One  could put  it a good 
deal more simply in terms of  the story of the old man  who discovered late in 
life that he had been talking prose all his days and had never known it. One  
might  think of other people who discover late in life that they have been 
talking poetry all their days and have never known it. Something  similar 
seems to be true of our  christ ian unders tanding  of our  knowledge of God. 
Perhaps it is only at this stage of saving history that the christian 
communi ty  is coming to learn that man  has always known God  directly in 
this awareness of his own divinely produced other-centred love. O u r  
personal,  h u m a n  love is nothing less than the ark of the new covenant  
carrying within it the unfathomable  treasure of the infinite love  of God  
himself. 

In  the light of current  interest in oriental  myst icism a n d  the debate 
concerning the efficacy of  its techniques, it is worth noting that this power 
of love is not exclusive to Chris t ians but is shared by the whole of humani ty  
through God ' s  offer of saving grace to all men. Hence,  this knowledge of 
God is available to all men,  something which makes sense of  the prophecy 
of J e r e m i a h  31,31. Wha t  perhaps is proper  to Chris t ians  is that they are the 
ones who know what  they know, or ra ther  whom they know, when they 
know their own act of love.'~7 

Br ian  Gogan C.S .Sp .  
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