Introduction

We have often been shown how Dante
followed Aquinas; it would be of interest
to have an exhibition of their differences.

Charles Williams!

In a more than ordinarily gracious moment of the Paradiso, Thomas
Aquinas introduces Dante one by one to those most accomplished in
the way of Judeo-Christian wisdom, including, among the ancients,
King Solomon, and, among the moderns, Albert the Great of Cologne,
Dionysius the Areopagite, Gratian, Peter Lombard, Bede, Richard of St
Victor (‘more than man in contemplation’) and his old antagonist Siger of
Brabant. But Dante, as yet a stranger in paradise and thus to their now
radiant configuration, needs no introduction, for the souls he discovers
there and in whose company he now rejoices had long since been his
companions as a philosophical and theological spirit. From Albert, he
had learnt how it might be possible to reconcile the Platonic and the
Peripatetic elements of his spirituality,” while from the Areopagite he had
come to appreciate something of the graduated character of the cosmos in
general (the De hierarchia) and of the art of predication in particular (the
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De divints nominibu), of affirmation and of negation as means of theological
understanding.” In Solomon he had contemplated the substance of
kingship,” while in Richard of St Victor he had pondered the psychology
of ecstasis.’” But the wisdom he gleaned from these figures both severally
and in the round pales in relation to what he had discovered and come
to admire in Thomas, for here was the archetypal representative of the
kind of precision and piety proper to those looking into things human and
divine, and for this he could not help but love him, and, in loving him,
proposing and celebrating him as spokesman for those in paradise most
gifted in things of the mind.
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But for all Dante’s espousal of Aquinas as among the most cherished
of his auctores the differences between them are as great as the similarities,
one of the great accomplishments of the twentieth century in the area of
Dante scholarship being the retrieval of Dante from Thomas, or, more
exactly, from Thomism, as decisive for his emergence as a philosopher and
theologian. First, then, there was Bruno Nardi with his sense of Dante’s
combination of radicalism and eclecticism in philosophy and of this as
quite other than anything envisaged by Aquinas.® Then there was Etienne
Gilson with his sense, not so much of his radicalism, as of his enthusiasm,
of his discovering in the Philosopher a means of confirming the periodic
structure of human understanding and desiring, their susceptibility to
contemplation in terms of the soul’s progression from one peak of perfection
and satisfaction to the next.” And then, as impressed by both but with an
approach entirely his own, there was Kenelm Foster with his sense of the
tension in Dante between the Christian and the Peripatetic aspects of his
spirituality, of his ‘simultaneous attachment both to Christianity and to
paganism’.® True, the Commedia as it goes on, Kenelm thought, witnesses
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to a mutual accommodation of these things, but never in such a way or
in such a degree as to resolve the problems by which it is beset at the
level of root intentionality. The present volume, then, mindful as it is of all
these emphases and, above all, of the difficulty everywhere engendered
in the area of grace theological consciousness by the need to balance one
set of considerations with another, seeks to develop the argument by way
of a sense in Dante of the human project as made equal by grace to a
species of moral and ontological self-actualization. Needless to say, the
proposition requires careful statement, since for Dante too grace subsists
both as the priw and as the encompassing of all righteousness in man.
But at the same time, and on the basis of what amounts to an unusually
developed sense of the coalescence of human and divine purposefulness
at the core of existence, his was a desire to confirm the power in man to
being and becoming ex veipso, from out of his connatural power to moral
determination, at which point his redistribution of emphases is complete.

The argument proceeds as follows. Chapter 1, entitled ‘Morality and
Merit’, offers an account of the nature and aetiology of righteousness
in Thomas and Dante, while Chapter 2, entitled ‘Faith and Facticity’,
considers the implications for a theology of election of the latter’s
preoccupation with the status of the revelatory instant as a channel of
grace in its own right. Chapter 3, entitled ‘Desire and Destiny’, has to
do with Dante’s commitment (2) to the co-extensivity of being and of
yearning in man, and (/) to a resolving of the question of destiny in terms
pre-eminently of the individual’s laying hold of what he already has it in
himself to be and become, while Chapter 4, entitled ‘The Augustinian
Dimension: Narratives of Succession and Secession, develops the
argument in terms of the nature of Augustine’s presence to the Aquinas
of the great summae and to the Dante of the Commedia, his presence to
Dante being simultaneously one of everywhereness and nowhereness, of
reception and repudiation. Three appendices address a number of details
which, had they been incorporated in the body of the text, would have
made for an unnecessarily complicated line of argument.
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