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Fore word

TO IN TRO DUCE A PER SON’S LIFE AND TEACH ING is to in -
vite oth ers to ex pe ri ence and share the won der of an ex is -

tence not their own. Some times it is com par a tively easy to
prof fer the in vi ta tion; sometimes, as with Rosmini, in tro duc -
tions are more dif fi cult. In this case, I have be come ever more
aware, while writ ing this booklet, of a fig ure of im mense in tel -
lec tual and spir i tual stat ure, but al most un known out side
Italian-speaking cir cles, who con sis tently un veils a pro -
foundly sat is fy ing mean ing to in nu mer a ble as pects of re al ity. I 
am con vinced that his im mense in tel lec tual out put, both
philo soph i cal and theo log i cal, his un tir ing ap pli ca tion to his
stud ies, his ex ten sive cor re spon dence, the care of his re li gious
In sti tute and above all his ded i ca tion to the in te rior life cry
out, even in a sum mary in tro duc tion, for fuller and more sys -
tem atic il lu mi na tion than that pre sented here. But I have con -
tented my self with pre sent ing Rosmini’s ba sic ten ets, and
set ting them out in a way which I hope will en able ev ery one to 
find some thing of in ter est in his work. Com ing to know him
better will de pend to a great ex tent on mak ing use of the many 
Eng lish trans la tions of his work which are grad u ally be com -
ing avail able.

Each sec tion of this in tro duc tion to his teach ing points to
con clu sions reached by Rosmini in a par tic u lar field of study,
and con tains some in di ca tion of how he ar rived at them. To
this ex tent, in di vid ual sec tions can be read as sep a rate units.
Taken to gether, the sec tions sup port and cor rob o rate one an -
other while pro vid ing an over all pic ture of Rosmini’s con tri -
bu tion to the his tory of his time and to the de vel op ment of
thought. Within this con text, I hope that the ap proach to his
own texts will be facilitated in some way.

Denis Cleary
Dur ham

De cem ber 2001



Con tents

Chap ter 1. Rosmini’s Life 9
Chap ter 2. Rosmini’s Philo soph i cal Teaching

The prob lem of knowl edge
Re flec tion 17
The or i gin of ideas 19
Cer tainty 22

The hu man per son 23
Per son and mo ral ity

Mo ral ity 28
The first moral law 29
Moral good 30
The prac ti cal ac knowl edg ment of moral good 31
Con science 32

Per son and so ci ety 34
Per son and ed u ca tion 35
Per son and right 39

In di vid ual right 40
So cial right 42

Per son and art 46
The theory of being 49

On tol ogy 51
Nat u ral the ol ogy 52
Cos mol ogy 55

Chap ter 3. Rosmini’s Theo log i cal Teaching
In tro duc tion 56
Grace 57
Deiform grace 58
Triniform grace 60
Orig i nal sin 61
Re demp tion 62
Char ac ter 63
Chris tian life in the Church 64
Bap tism, Con fir ma tion, the Eu cha rist 65

Chap ter 4. Con tro versies and Re-evaluation 67
Chap ter 5. Rosmini’s Inner Spirit 82
Chap ter 6. Rosmini To day and To mor row 91
Ap pen dix. Three Documents 98





Chap ter 1

Rosmini’s Life1

ANTONIO ROSMINI-SERBATI was born on March 24th,
1797, at Rovereto, a pros per ous town in the Tyrol, then

part of the Austro-Hungarian do min ions in north ern It aly.
His fa ther, Pier Modesto, was an up right, con ser va tive head of 
a wealthy fam ily that in cluded his wife, Giovanna dei Conti
Formenti, An to nio’s mother, a woman of great pi ety and sen -
si tiv ity, An to nio’s sis ter, Gioseffa Margherita, about three
years older than her brother, and Giuseppe, his youn ger
brother. A warm re la tion ship be tween An to nio and his sis ter,
who would die as a mem ber of the Daugh ters of Char ity
(Canossians) at the age of 39, was no tice ably dif fer ent from
that be tween him and Giuseppe, whose un sta ble char ac ter
was to cause his el der brother con sid er able con cern later in
life.

The great in flu ences on the young An to nio were his
mother, his bach e lor un cle Ambrogio, a noted art ist who also
formed part of the Rosmini house hold, and Don Piero Orsi, a
lo cal priest who guided the ad o les cent’s philo soph i cal stud ies.
But ev ery one in the house hold seems to have con trib uted to
developing the ex traor di nary bal ance that was so marked a
fea ture of Rosmini’s later life. It was in the fam ily that he first
ex pe ri enced the prac ti cal Chris tian ity of a closely knit com -
mu nity: Rosmini’s nurse, Teresa Tacchelli, to gether with his
first tu tor, Don Francesco Guareschi, formed part of that
‘com mu nity’ un til their death. Here, too, he felt the gen eral

1 Cf. Vita di An to nio Rosmini, by a priest of the In sti tute of
Char ity, re vised and up dated by Guido Rossi, 2 vols., Rovereto,
1959; Claude Leetham, Rosmini, Priest and Phi los o pher, New York, 
1982.



aver sion to the ex cesses of the French Rev o lu tion that re -
mained with him all his life. The ‘do mes tic so ci ety’, as he
would later call it, also proved the per fect foil for the ex u ber -
ant en thu si asm that was so prom i nent a fea ture of Rosmini’s
early life.

Tonéle, as he was called by his friends in the lo cal di a lect,
learned to read at home from the Bi ble and Lives of the Saints,
but it was typ i cal of the civic spirit of the fam ily that Rosmini’s 
ed u ca tion should then be en trusted for ten years to the pub lic
acad e mies in Rovereto. He be gan school as a seven-year old,
com pleted the nor mal course, and si mul ta neously ed u cated
him self as a poly math in his un cle’s li brary. There seems lit tle
doubt that at the age of six teen, the foun da tions of im mense
er u di tion had been laid and that Rosmini had for mu lated for
him self a rig or ous method of study which pre cluded the waste
of a sin gle in stant.2 In par tic u lar, he de vel oped a life-long habit
of sys tem atic read ing of Scrip ture. At the same time, he was
gen u inely pop u lar with his peers.

Rosmini’s last two years at school gave him the op por tu nity
of a philo soph i cal ground ing which de vel oped to an ex traor -
di nary ex tent in the ad di tional classes held for him self and
other young sters of well-to-do fam i lies. He was able to write
to a friend in 1816 de fin ing phi los o phy as ‘the great, first and
fun da men tal study, the prin ci ple and key to all the oth ers’.3

The young man’s higher stud ies were com pleted in the

10

2 Rosmini’s use of time is one of the most strik ing ex ter nal
fea tures of his life, and re mains some thing of a mys tery even to day.
His phe nom e nal lit er ary out put num bers more than 80 vol umes on
ev ery as pect of phi los o phy and the ol ogy, and his ed ited
cor re spon dence (less than half of all his let ters, part of which form
trea tises on their own) runs to 13 vol umes of about 700 pages each
(Epistolario completo, vols. I–XIII, Casale Monferrato, 1887). By
ne ces sity a great trav el ler in north ern and cen tral It aly, he also
founded a religious con gre ga tion, the In sti tute of Char ity, was
end lessly en gaged in the great ques tions of the day, car ried out his
spir i tual du ties as priest and as di rec tor of hun dreds of souls, and
was noted for his hos pi tal ity.

3 To Giovanni Fedrigotti at Vi enna (EC, vol. 1, p. 157).



theology and canon law fac ul ties of the uni ver sity of Padua,
where he also stud ied med i cine at some depth. His
long-desired or di na tion to the priest hood took place in 1821,
the same year in which he gained clear in sight into the
principle or rule which was to gov ern all his fu ture ac tiv ity. To 
ex plain this, how ever, we have to re trace our steps a lit tle.

Un til this mo ment, Rosmini’s life al though noted for ap pli -
ca tion to stud ies, was also re mark able for spir i tual in ten sity
and a de sire to love God and his neigh bour which had found
an out let in im mense pro jects char ac ter is tic of his great
breadth of mind. His at tempt to found a pub lish ing house
des tined to pro duce a Chris tian En cy clo pe dia ri val ling the
French En cy clo pe dia of the pre vi ous cen tury was wholly con -
sis tent with his in tel lec tual and spir i tual aims. His pro jected
So ci ety of Friends4 was an other mas sive, po ten tially
world-wide un der tak ing that he had at heart. More prac ti cal
was his attempt to found in the Rosmini home a li brary that
would serve the in tel li gen tsia of the whole town.

But all these plans came to noth ing, and Rosmini was com -
pelled to ask him self whether they sprang more from his sub jec -
tive de sire to do good than from a de sire to do the will of God.
He con cluded that true wis dom dic tated im me di ate at ten tion to
his own ho li ness. Ac cep tance of good works would fol low only
when it be came ob vi ous that this was God’s will for him. He
called this his ‘prin ci ple of pas siv ity’, a prin ci ple that would si -
mul ta neously of fer him the op por tu nity of unit ing a deeply
prayer ful life with readi ness to un der take what ever work for his
neigh bour should be placed in his path by Prov i dence.

From 1821 to 1828 Rosmini was led by this prin ci ple to de -
vote him self to study first at Rovereto, where he had in her ited
the con sid er able fam ily for tune on the death of his fa ther
(1820), and from 1826 at Mi lan where he was able to take ad -
van tage of the fa cil i ties pro vided by the great li brar ies in the
city. From 1821 to 1827, he worked in tensely on stud ies con -

11

4 The name could be mis lead ing in an Eng lish-speaking con text.
No ref er ence is in tended to Quaker as sem blies.



nected with the na ture of civil so ci ety, draw ing a great part of
his in spi ra tion from Haller’s Restauration des Staatswissenschaft
(1816–1825 for the first six vol umes). But as he had aban doned 
many other fields of study in 1821 to de vote him self to prin ci -
ples on which so ci ety could be re newed, so in 1827 he laid this
work aside on real is ing that the time was not ripe for his pro -
ject. In ad di tion, he saw that jus tice, which lay at the ba sis of
his teach ing, needed an ob jec tive foun da tion not to be found
in Locke, Kant and Cousin, whose philo soph i cal no tions
were then in the ascendency. Turn ing his at ten tion to the
prob lem of ob jec tiv ity, there fore, he be gan in 1827 to pre pare
his great work on the na ture and or i gin of ideas.

An other mo tive for Rosmini’s change of di rec tion was the
in spi ra tion he had re ceived in De cem ber 1825 about a new re -
li gious con gre ga tion, and his con se quent need to ex am ine sys -
tem at i cally the his tory of con se crated life in the Church. His
unedited Directorium Spir i tus (A Guide for the Spirit), four
vol umes be gun on 1 Au gust 1826, mainly of ex tracts from his
read ing, bears wit ness to his ex haus tive study of this sub ject.

At the same time, Rosmini did not to tally aban don other
stud ies. To his Storia dell’amore cavata dalle sacre Scritture (A
His tory of Love drawn from the Holy Scrip tures) and
Dell’educazione cristiana (About Chris tian Ed u ca tion), pub -
lished early in the sec ond de cade of the cen tury, he added two
vol umes of Opuscoli filosofici (Philo soph i cal Es says) and his
Pan e gy ric of Pius VII, a lau da tory ex po si tion, preached in San
Marco, the par ish church of Rovereto, of the Pope’s life and
work. The manu script suf fered se verely at the hands of the
Aus trian cen sor ship and brought Rosmini to the un fa vour -
able at ten tion of the Vi en nese gov ern ment. The panegyric, al -
though given in 1823, was not published un til 1831.

Rosmini’s de vo tion to what he later called ‘in tel lec tual char -
ity’ was con sid er ably strength ened in 1823, when he went for
the first time to Rome. Here he met Car di nal Castiglioni, later 
Pius VIII, and Mauro Cappellari, later Greg ory XVI, and
others who tried with out suc cess to en cour age him to em bark
on a pres ti gious ec cle si as ti cal ca reer. In fact, his most en dur ing 

12



mem ory of the jour ney was the en cour age ment he re ceived
from Pius VII to per se vere in his philo soph i cal stud ies. The
Pope’s words were an as sur ance for Rosmini that these stud -
ies truly formed part of God’s call ing for him, and he re turned 
to the north of It aly de ter mined to pur sue them. At the time
of his second visit to Rome in 1830 he was al ready well known 
in Ital ian lit er ary cir cles. Manzoni5 and Tommaseo6 in par tic -
u lar were out stand ing friends of his.

Rosmini’s in spi ra tion about re li gious life in the Church had
been prompted in part by an in vi ta tion from St. Maddalena di
Canossa, a for mi da ble and holy de scen dant of the re doubt -
able Matilda di Canossa. The re li gious or der of men which she 
had in mind was in tended to cor re spond to one for women
which she had founded, and in which An to nio’s sis ter,
Margherita, pro fessed her vows. Rosmini did not ac cept the
in vi ta tion, but his ex am i na tion of the his tory of re li gious life
came to fru ition in a prac ti cal sense when he took the op por -
tu nity pro vided by Prov i dence to leave the com fort of Mi lan
in 1828 for an iso lated sanc tu ary out side Domodossola, a sin -
gu larly un at trac tive Piedmontese town close to the
Italo-Swiss bor der. Here in sol i tude he wrote Constitutiones
Societatis a Caritate nuncupatae,7 a re mark able work that in -
cor po rated his own ‘prin ci ple of pas siv ity’8 and his in ti mate
knowl edge of the Church’s ex pe ri ence of re li gious life, and of
its de vel op ment through out her his tory. The In sti tute of Char ity,
which grew as compan ions joined Rosmini at Domodossola

13

5 The au thor of It aly’s most fa mous novel, I Promessi Sposi (The
Be trothed).

6 The great lex i cog ra pher, com piler of Dizionario della lin gua
italiana (Tu rin, 1865), ‘per haps the only truly wor thy mon u ment
to Ital ian unity’ (Gianfranco Folena in his In tro duc tion to the
Dic tio nary, 1977).

7 [London, 1875] Con sti tu tions of the So ci ety of Char ity,
Durham, 1988.

8 Rosmini’s basic teaching on the spiritual life will be found in his
Maxims of Christian Perfection [1830] (cf. Rosminian Spirituality,
Cardiff, 1977).



and which he gov erned un til his death, looks to these Con sti -
tu tions as the writ ten ba sis of its spir i tual ex is tence.

In 1829 Rosmini, al ready well known through var i ous
philosophical writ ings of an oc ca sional na ture, and through
his works on hap pi ness and the unity of ed u ca tion, re turned
to Rome to com plete and pub lish his Nuovo Saggio
sull’origine delle idee9 and his Massime di perfezione
cristiana.10 These books, the for mer philo soph i cal and run -
ning to al most thirteen hun dred pages, the lat ter spiritual and
scarcely more than a pam phlet, yet of im mense rich ness, con -
tain the prin ci ples gov ern ing Rosmini’s ap proach to their sub -
jects and are fun da men tal to un der stand ing his thought. They
were fol lowed by a tor rent of philo soph i cal and theo log i cal
works which con tin ued in full spate un til his death in 1855.

Pius VIII, elected to the Pon tif i cate dur ing Rosmini’s stay in 
Rome, gave qual i fied, ver bal ap proval to Rosmini’s de sign for
the In sti tute founded at Calvario di Domodossola, and un -
equiv o cal en cour age ment to Rosmini’s philo soph i cal un der -
tak ing. When speak ing of the works Rosmini had pre sented
to him, the Pope in sisted on the need to at tract peo ple by rea -
son, and in di cated a book11 on his ta ble as a model of how this
should be done. The strength of rea son ing and the force of the
ar gu ments in the book were ad mi ra ble, ac cord ing to the Pope, 
and the anon y mous au thor showed the way in which writ ers
should carry out their task. ‘Do you know the book?’ asked
the Pope. Rosmini said that he did. ‘What do you think of it?’
Rosmini’s hes i ta tion in re ply ing, and his sud den blush, re -
vealed him as the au thor, and con firmed what the sur prised
Pope had al ready said: ‘It is God’s will that you should ap ply
your self to writ ing. This is your call ing. You know how to use 

14

9 [1830], A New Es say con cern ing the Or i gin of Ideas, 3 vols.,
Durham, 2001.

10 [1830], Maxims of Christian Perfection, in Rosminian Spirituality, 
Cardiff, 1977.

11 Galateo de’ letterati (Et i quette for Writers), Modena, 1828.



logic, and to day the Church needs writ ers who can make
them selves feared. No other means re mains to day ex cept that
of at tract ing peo ple through rea son, and lead ing them by it to
re li gion. Be quite sure that you will be able to do much more
for your neigh bour by writ ing than by ex er cis ing any other
work of the sa cred min is try.’

The last twenty-five years of Rosmini’s life were marked
not only by his stud ies, lit er ary ac tiv ity and the gov ern ment 
of his re li gious In sti tute, but by a cre scendo of op po si tion
from po lit i cal and re li gious ad ver sar ies. The in tense crit i -
cism to which he was sub jected made it self felt in the
difficulties raised about the pon tif i cal ap proval of his Con -
gre ga tion, in the prob lems caused for him by the Aus trian
gov ern ment, in the fu ri ous po lemic aroused by his Trattato
sulla coscienza mo rale,12 and in his re jec tion by Pius IX, at
whose re quest Rosmini had ac com pa nied the Pope on his
flight from Rome to Gaeta af ter the as sas si na tion in 1848 of
Pellegrino Rossi, prime min is ter of the Pa pal States.

Dur ing this pe riod, opin ions about Rosmini var ied from
those ex pressed in a quasi-epitaph writ ten by Greg ory XVI in
the doc u ment of ap pro ba tion of the In sti tute of Char ity,13 to
the ac cu sa tions lev elled at him by his op po nents. For the
Pope, he was a priest ‘en dowed with lofty and sur pass ing
genius, adorned with ex traor di nary gifts of soul, re nowned in
the high est de gree for his knowl edge of things hu man and di -
vine, dis tin guished for his re mark able pi ety’;14 for oth ers
he was ‘a hyp o crite, dis loyal, a Jansenist wolf, a teacher of
hell ish doc trine, a trai tor to the Church, and of such hu man
and di a bol i cal evil that it would be dif fi cult to go fur ther.’15

15

12 [1839], Con science, Dur ham, 1989.
13 In Sublimi, pub lished with an ac com pa ny ing Ital ian

trans la tion, Tu rin, 1894, and in an Eng lish translation, Dur ham,
2000.

14 Ibid., p. 31.
15 The lan guage, al though fairly typ i cal of that used in

philo soph i cal con tro versy at the time, does no hon our to its au thor.



To the world at large, Rosmini re mained a cen tre of con tro -
versy un til his death in 1855, and for many years af ter wards.
His de vo tion to the Church brought him to ac cept with out
dif fi culty, but with im mense pain, the list ing (1849) of his
Delle cinque piaghe della santa chiesa16 and his La Costituzione 
civile secondo la giustizia sociale17 on the In dex of For bid den
Books.18 On the other hand an ex ten sive ex am i na tion by a
pa pal com mis sion in sti tuted for the pur pose de clared in
1854, one year be fore Rosmini’s death, that all his works
should be dis missed with out cen sure of any kind.19

While the con tro versy raged, Rosmini con tin ued to study
and write. Al most his last pub lished work was Sulla libertà
dell’insegnamento (Free dom to Teach),20 writ ten in de fence of
threat ened lib erty in the schools of Piedmont. But the most
in ter est ing and im por tant of his last writ ings re mained un -
pub lished at his death. These will be de tailed in the ex am i na -
tion to which we must now sub ject the ma jor prop o si tions of
what Rosmini called ‘the sys tem of truth’.

16

16 [1847], The Five Wounds of the Church, Dur ham, 1986.
17 [1848], (Civil Con sti tu tion ac cord ing to So cial Jus tice), Mi lan,

1952.
18 Cf. chap. 4, ‘Con tro versies and Re-evaluation’.
19 Cf. ibid. for a brief de scrip tion of posthumous dif fi cul ties.
20 [1854], L’Aquila-Rome, 1987.



Chap ter 2

Rosmini’s Philo soph i cal Teaching

The prob lem of knowl edge21

Re flec tion

Rosmini had be gun his philo soph i cal jour ney in a spirit of op -
ti mism, but by 1826 real ised that there was no hope of
progress in the var i ous di vi sions of phi los o phy un til its source 
of unity had been thor oughly in ves ti gated. In his eyes the dig -
nity of phi los o phy had been se ri ously com pro mised by the
ba si cally sceptical work of his im me di ate pre de ces sors and
con tem po rar ies in Ger many (Kant, Hegel, Fichte and
Schelling), and by Brit ish em pir i cism (rep re sented in par tic u -
lar by Locke, Hume and Reid). At the same time, Rosmini
was glad to con cede that the prob lems raised in the 18th cen -
tury had been of great as sistance in con cen trat ing the mind
on the fun da men tal dif fi cul ties con nected with the the ory
of knowl edge.

Rosmini takes a fact of ob ser va tion for his start ing point in
con sid er ing the prob lem of knowl edge: hu man be ings can and 
do re flect on what they know. Re flec tion, the char ac ter is tic
ac tiv ity that sep a rates hu mans from all other be ings in the
world, en ables us to seek rea sons for things and events. We
want to know why things hap pen. But the rea sons we im me -
di ately dis cover lead us to more uni ver sal ex pla na tions as we
pass from one stage of en quiry to an other. What we know at

21 Cf. es pe cially NE; Logica [1853], CE, Stresa-Rome, 1984;
Rinnovamento della filosofia in Italia [1836], EN, Mi lan, 1941;
Introduzione alla filosofia [1850], CE, Stresa-Rome, 1979.



one level is in cluded in the next level that we at tain. Our
knowl edge, says Rosmini, is like a pyr a mid:

Its base is huge, and formed of the in nu mer a ble, par tic u lar
truths we know. These truths are the stones at the bot tom of
the pyr a mid. Above them runs an other level of more uni ver -
sal truths, fewer in num ber but em brac ing all that will be de -
vel oped at the low est level. We go up from level to level…
un til we ar rive at the top of the pyr a mid where the mul ti plic -
ity of stones merges in the unity of a sin gle block which ex -
tends po ten tially to all that lies be neath it.22

Phi los o phy be gins when we sense the need to as cend with
our re flec tion to the high est, most uni ver sal level of re flec tion
where we can dis cover the ul ti mate rea sons of hu man knowl -
edge.

The dif fi cul ties of the as cent are ac knowl edged by Rosmini
who fore sees that it can be un der taken sat is fac to rily only by
those cou ra geous enough to ‘dare philo soph i cally’ for the
love of truth, and to aban don dis pas sion ately, but per haps not
with out pain, ev ery pri vate or his tor i cal opin ion that con tra -
dicts the truth they come to know on their jour ney.

Phi los o phy does not end, how ever, when the sum mit of
knowl edge has been at tained. The search for the tran quil lity
and quiet of mind pro vided by the uni fy ing fac tor in knowl -
edge is re placed by a de sire to see how new knowl edge de rives
from the po ten ti al ity of fun da men tal knowl edge, and how
new prob lems take their place within the broad spec trum of
what is known.

Thus the value of phi los o phy ac cord ing to Rosmini de -
pends upon re spect for rea son as a means for at tain ing the
truth. He re jects any un der stand ing of phi los o phy which re -
duces it to a sim ple anal y sis of lan guage (pos i tiv ism), to a sub -
jec tive search for un at tain able truth (scep ti cism), or to the
ex pres sion of an in di vid ual ex is tence caught up in some un -
fore see able jour ney to wards an ni hi la tion (ex is ten tial ism).

18

22 IP, n. 8.



The or i gin of ideas

Re flec tion, the very heart of phi los o phy, de pends upon judg -
ments, and judg ments de pend upon unit ing a pred i cate to a
sub ject. We say, for ex am ple, ‘This stone is white.’ But the 
char ac ter is tic of a pred i cate is that it al ways con tains an el e -
ment of uni ver sal ity. I can not say: ‘This stone is white’ with -
out first know ing what ‘white ness’ is. But white ness is
uni ver sal: it can be used, and is used, to en able me to af firm
that an in nu mer a ble se ries of things are white. The prob lem
that other phi los o phers saw, but did not suc ceed in re solv ing,
is con cerned with the or i gin of the uni ver sal ity im plicit in
every pred i cate: how does this uni ver sal ity ar rive in the mind?

Crit i cal phi los o phy — the Ger man school de pend ent upon
Kant — rightly saw that uni ver sal ity could not be ex plained
by de pend ence upon sense. But these phi los o phers, in es tab -
lish ing forms or cat e go ries of the mind as the source of the
uni ver sal con tent of idea, ad mit ted more than was nec es sary
on the one hand, and on the other pre pared the ground for to -
tal scep ti cism. Some in nate el e ment was nec es sary to the
mind, but not cat e go ries or sub jec tive forms.

Brit ish em pir i cism took a to tally dif fer ent path by de ny ing
the ex is tence of any idea; the in abil ity to dis tin guish clearly
be tween sense and judg ment, and the re fusal to grant any thing 
to the in tel lect other than the sen sa tions on which the mind
draws for knowl edge, led to a com plete im passe in the face of
the dif fi culty raised by the pas sage from par tic u lars to uni ver -
sals. The al most in ev i ta ble re sult was the re jec tion of uni ver -
sals and the prop a ga tion of ma te ri al ism.

Both Crit i cal phi los o phy and Brit ish em pir i cism, how ever,
had con cen trated their at ten tion on the na ture of the hu man,
intellective fac ulty. Rosmini saw that an other ap proach was
needed. An in dis put able fact of knowl edge, not an in ter pre ta -
tion of the work ing in tel lect, was to be the ba sis on which
prog ress could be made.

I be gin with a sim ple, very ob vi ous fact… we think of be ing
in a gen eral way. This fact, no mat ter how we ex plain it, can -
not be called into doubt… To deny that we can di rect our
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attention to be ing as com mon to all things while ig nor ing or
rather ab stract ing from all their other qual i ties, con tra dicts
what is at tested by or di nary ob ser va tion of our own ac tions;
it would mean con tra dict ing com mon sense and vi o lat ing or -
di nary speech... This fact is so ob vi ous that to men tion it
would be suf fi cient, if it were not for the doubt prev a lent in
mod ern think ing. Yet it is the foun da tion of the or i gin of
ideas.23

In other words, the least that we can say of any thing while
main tain ing it as an ob ject of thought is: ‘This (what ever it
may be) is some thing’. Or, as Chesterton ex pressed: ‘There is
an is.’

To think be ing in a gen eral way means that we have the idea
of be ing in gen eral, or at least pre sup poses that we have it;
with out the idea of be ing, we can not think be ing. Our task,
there fore, is to iden tify the or i gin of this idea. But if we are to
dis cover its source, we must first ex am ine its na ture and char -
ac ter.24

Rosmini’s anal y sis of the idea of be ing in di cates the pres -
ence in it of the fol low ing char ac ter is tics: pos si bil ity, be cause
this idea pro vides the pos si bil ity of all thought; ob jec tiv ity,
be cause it is im mune to change by the think ing sub ject;
simplicity, be cause it lacks ex ten sion; unity, be cause it is the
in tel li gi bil ity of all that is; uni ver sal ity, be cause ev ery other
idea must be in some way a qual i fi ca tion of the idea of be ing;
ne ces sity, be cause it can not be thought of as not be ing;
indetermination, be cause it stands as the ba sis of all ideas and
can not there fore be de ter mined of it self in any way.

None of these things can be ex plained by Locke’s ab strac -
tion and re flec tion, or by Kant’s im ma nent forms and cat e go -
ries. The only ‘ide ol ogy’ cor re spond ing to the un es cap able
fact of the un der stand ing of be ing as com mon to ev ery hu man
in tel lect is the in nate pres ence to the hu man in tel li gence of the
idea of be ing. This idea is the form of the in tel li gence be cause
it pro vides the first act ren der ing the hu man be ing in tel li gent;
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it is in nate, but as a pres ence is not con fused with our
subjective selves; it is in tu ited as a light of the mind. It is not an 
im ma nent, sub jec tive form; it is a tran scen dent, ob jec tive
form. Like a light, it il lu mi nates with out be com ing the eyes of
the be holder; it is not the seer, but what is seen; it is the known 
ob ject which en light ens the know ing sub ject.

But the hu man sub ject fur nished with this ob jec tive, in de -
ter mi nate form of be ing also knows var i ous modes of be ing as
a re sult of sense ex pe ri ence. Rosmini does not ne glect this
equally ob vi ous fact in hu man ex is tence. For him, sen sa tion
pro vides the de ter mi na tions which in their turn are be held
within the light em a nat ing from the idea of be ing. Thus the
de ter mi na tions are some thing, al though they do not al ter the
light it self in which they are seen.

All this takes place within the unity of the hu man sub ject,
where the two el e ments, idea and sense-experience, meet.
Rosmini ap peals

to the unity of the hu man be ing, to the sim plic ity of the hu -
man spirit. ‘My self’, the prin ci ple which knows that some -
thing is a be ing, is the same prin ci ple which ex pe ri ences
ac tion within it self, be cause feel ing is an ac tion of be ing.25

This ca pac ity for unit ing be ing and feel ing, the ideal and the
real, in an act of knowl edge is what Rosmini calls ‘rea son’. The 
first act with which the mind rea sons is intellective per cep tion
or ap pre hen sion, the ba sic judg ment in which all oth ers are
grounded.

At this point, it be comes nec es sary for Rosmini to ana lyse
the ma te rial part of knowl edge and un cover its or i gin. Ob ser -
va tion leads us to two kinds of feel ing: in ter nal and ex ter nal.
In ter nal feel ings are char ac ter ised by to tal lack of ex ten sion:
my pains and plea sures, for ex am ple, have no shape or ex ter -
nal con tent what so ever, and can not be ex pe ri enced ex cept by
the one who per ceives them; ex ter nal feel ings have some con -
tent (shape, col our, smell, etc.) which can be ex pe ri enced by
many peo ple, al though never in ex actly the same way. In ter nal 
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feel ings are de pend ent upon the per cep tion of my body: they
lack ex ten sion be cause I first feel this body of mine as a whole, 
with out the lim its caused by the pres ence of other bod ies, or
even of my own body act ing upon it self in the way any other
body would; ex ter nal feel ings de pend upon the per cep tion of
other bod ies, in clud ing that of my own when it acts as a for -
eign body. ‘Body’ is en ergy ex erted by one el e ment of the an i -
mal upon ‘anima’, the other con stit u ent of an i mal; it pro duces
a ba sic ‘fun da men tal feel ing’ of which all other feel ings are
mod i fi ca tions. In ter nal sen sa tions (sub jec tive feel ings) are di -
rect mod i fi ca tions of the fun da men tal feel ing; ex ter nal sen sa -
tions (extrasubjective feel ings) are mod i fi ca tions of the
fun da men tal feel ing pro duced by the in di rect ac tion of bod -
ies, in clud ing the sub ject’s own. All sen sa tions con sti tute the
ma te rial part of our knowl edge.

Ev ery idea, there fore, ex cept the idea of be ing, is com posed
of a for mal and a ma te rial el e ment. The for mal el e ment is the
idea of be ing it self, the light which il lu mines ev ery hu man be -
ing, with out it self suf fer ing any ac tion from that which it il lu -
mines; the ma te rial el e ment is given by ‘body’, a force which
acts on a prin ci ple suit able for per ceiv ing it. The un ion of
these two el e ments is found in the hu man be ing, and ex plains
the prob lem of the or i gin and na ture of ideas with out
sacrificing the in tel li gi bil ity of be ing (the sceptical de fect in -
her ent in Hume’s phi los o phy) or the real ex is tence of the
world (the ide al is tic de fect of Berke ley’s sys tem).

Cer tainty

We are now well placed to deal with the prob lem of cer tainty.
It is not a dif fi culty as so ci ated with the ob jec tive world of
knowl edge, but with the hu man sub ject’s reac tion to what it
knows. Be ing is be ing: noth ing more can be said about
knowledge in the last anal y sis than that. We can, how ever, ei -
ther al low our selves to be per suaded by what we know, or re -
fuse to posit the en ergy of spirit that pro duces per sua sion.
When we do un fold this en ergy con sis tently and firmly in ac -
cord with what we know we are said to be cer tain. ‘Cer tainty’, 
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says Rosmini, ‘is a firm and rea son able per sua sion that con -
forms to the truth’. In other words, we not only know some -
thing to be true, to be what it is, but we are also firmly
per suaded that it is what we know it to be, and have a rea son
for our per sua sion. The cri te rion is al ways the idea of be ing,
which pre cedes ev ery judg ment and all rea son ing and is there -
fore in vi o late. As the cri te rion it is the truth of things be cause
in it they are pre sented to us as they are. Er ror is pres ent in our 
spirit when we de clare some thing to be what it is not or deny
that some thing is what it is. And pre cisely be cause er ror al ters
the be ing of things, for mal er ror will not be found rooted in
the in tel lect nor in the senses nor in in vol un tary re flec tion.
Such er ror be gins with the will, the only hu man fac ulty ca pa -
ble of draw ing the rea son to in vent what it does not see, or to
deny what it sees. Un der pres sure from the will, the rea son
will falsely af firm that be ing is not, or deny that be ing is.

The hu man per son26

Hav ing es tab lished the ba sis of a the ory of knowl edge
through con sid er ation of the es sen tial, known ob ject (be ing),
Rosmini’s next step is to con sider the na ture of the hu man
sub ject. This, in turn, re quires an anal y sis of the con sti tu tive
an i mal and intellective el e ments of the hu man be ing as a
means to wards pre sent ing an ad e quate an thro pol ogy and
psy chol ogy of hu man na ture.

At this point, read ing Rosmini be comes both dif fi cult and
ex tremely re ward ing for the mod ern mind. The dif fi cul ties
arise from our habit, ev i dent es pe cially in sci en tific stud ies, of
giv ing al most to tal at ten tion to quan ti fi able, sense phe nom -
ena. In psy chol ogy, for ex am ple, we find our selves deal ing
with psy cholog i cal phe nom ena with out at tempt ing to ex am -
ine the prob lem of the ex is tence and na ture of ‘psy che’; we
think about the char ac ter is tics of ‘per sonality’ with out re ference
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to any un der ly ing per son. These men tal hab its are so in grained 
that we tend to cate go rise all think ing in this way. The re sult,
when we find our selves face to face with rea son ing like
Rosmini’s, which will not con form to our own in tel lec tual ac -
tiv ity, is a gen u ine sense of dis ori en ta tion. We seem to move in 
an un real world, and we are left with pro found mis giv ings.

At the same time, the phenomenological world is es sen tially 
in ca pa ble of of fer ing any last ing, sat is fac tory so lu tion to the
fun da men tal prob lems aris ing from our per ceived sta tus as
hu man be ings. ‘A bun dle of sen sa tions’, as hu man be ings have 
of ten been de scribed, is too flip pant a way of dis miss ing the
prob lems in volved in self-examination and anal y sis. Rosmini,
while re quir ing us to look at and ob serve ad e quately the
whole of na ture, draws us be yond the phe nom ena to that
which sus tains them, and in par tic u lar to the hu man per son,
the in di vid ual, the un quan ti fi able mys tery which each one of
us senses him self to be. Rosmini is de ter mined to pres ent both 
the phe nom ena and their un der ly ing ex pla na tion.

Two el e ments are to hand as un de ni able fac tors of our ex pe -
ri ence; be ing as in tu ited and known, the ba sis of all knowl -
edge, and feel ing, the foun da tion of hu man sub jec tiv ity.
Rosmini’s the ory of knowl edge deals prin ci pally with in tu ited 
be ing, and his an thro pol ogy and psy chol ogy with the na ture
of an i mal and intellective feel ing.

An i mal feel ing, which we so of ten take as solely
phenomenological, has its place for Rosmini amongst the el e -
ments which pro vide the fi nal ex pla na tion of hu man phe nom -
ena. On the ba sis of ob ser va tion which, he in sists, has to take
ac count both of or der in feel ing and of our con scious in di vid -
u al ity, we ar rive at a first feel ing, the prin ci ple and sub ject of
all other feel ings, that is, at a feel ing with out which other feel -
ings can not ex ist. This feel ing, as first act, is life; it is a sub stan -
tial, fun da men tal feel ing; it is what we call prop erly ‘soul’ (in
our pres ent case ‘the an i mal as pect of the soul’). The soul pro -
vides a ba sis for all other feel ings that oc cur within us, and
pos its the in di vid u al ity which es tab lishes each of us with our
own incommunicability.
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The soul is an orig i nat ing, sta ble feel ing, the unique prin ci ple
and unique sub ject of all other feel ings and hu man ac tiv i ties27

But the feel ing which prop erly speak ing con sti tutes the
sub stance of the soul28 is made up of two dis tinct, but in sep a -
ra ble el e ments. On the one hand, we find a sim ple, im ma te rial, 
sen tient prin ci ple; on the other the ex tended, felt term:

That which is felt and that which feels make up a sin gle feel -
ing which, as the first and fun da men tal feel ing, is a unique en -
tity.29

How ever, be cause the un ion be tween sen tient prin ci ple and
felt term is that proper to form and mat ter, and not that of two
in di vid ual sub stances, the feel ing prin ci ple as form (and con -
se quently as that which pro vides the in tel li gi bil ity and no -
men cla ture of feel ing) is called ‘soul’

The soul is tied to its own body by the bond of uni form, in -
de ter mi nate, shape less feel ing. This is the sub jec tive feel ing
with which the an i mal feels it self and which a hu man be ing at
a given level of con scious ness calls ‘my self’. Within this gen -
eral feel ing, that which feels ex pe ri ences all the mod i fi ca tions
tak ing place in the en ergy called its own body. Such mod i fi ca -
tions can be pro voked ei ther by the feel ing prin ci ple it self or
by ex ter nal agents. Sen sa tions spring ing from the agent-subject
pro duce sub jec tive mod i fi ca tions in the fun da men tal feel ing;
sen sa tions com ing from the ac tion of bod ies other than one’s
own, or from one’s own as from a for eign body, pro duce what
Rosmini calls ‘extrasubjective’ phe nom ena.

This fun da men tal cor po real feel ing and its mod i fi ca tions
throw light on the an i mal el e ment of the soul. The ra tio nal el e -
ment is dis cov ered as we med i tate on ‘my self’. Care ful at ten -
tion to ‘my self’ re veals the pres ence in the hu man be ing of
purely spir i tual feel ings, that is, of feel ings which ter mi nate
nei ther in ex ten sion nor in mat ter of any kind what so ever.

Chief amongst these feel ings is that en com passed by the
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very word ‘my self’ which de scribes our es sen tial self, and in -
di cates some thing unique, sep a rate and al to gether dis tinct
from ev ery thing else. The in cor po real, im ma te rial feel ing to
which we re fer, whose re al ity can not be de nied de spite its to -
tal lack of ex ten sion and its im per vi ous ness to space of any
kind, is spir i tual of its na ture. Its or i gin is found in the un ion
ex ist ing be tween the know ing sub ject and the idea of be ing.

‘My self’, there fore, is a sin gle sub ject with two terms, the
idea of be ing and the body I call my own. ‘My self’ is not two
sub jects but one, who si mul ta neously un der takes an i mal and
ra tio nal ac tiv i ties. I who un der stand, feel, and I who feel, un -
der stand.

This is pos si ble, ac cord ing to Rosmini, be cause the in tel li -
gent and an i mal as pects of soul both have an out reach to be -
ing. The in tel li gent part of ‘my self’ ter mi nates in be ing as un -
der stood; the an i mal part of ‘my self’ ter mi nates in be ing as
felt. The sin gle sub ject unit ing in it self the fun da men tal, cor -
po real prin ci ple and the vi sion of be ing be comes a ra tio nal
prin ci ple which sees the fun da men tal feel ing in the light of the
be ing it in tu its. When this takes place a new hu man na ture is
real ised.

This prim i tive and fun da men tal per cep tion of all that is felt
(prin ci ple and term) is the mar riage-bed, as it were, where
that which is real (the an i mal-spiritual feel ing) and the es -
sence in tu ited in the idea of be ing form a sin gle thing; and this 
sin gle re al ity is a new hu man be ing.30

The hu man be ing, there fore, is com posed of animality, of
rea son (in tel li gence and will), and of a prin ci ple com mon to
animality and rea son, the hu man sub ject. This sub ject is the
su preme prin ci ple, the root and the fount of real ex is tence and
ac tiv ity in the hu man be ing. As su preme, it is also the hu man
per son.

At this point, Rosmini is able to dis tin guish be tween the ac -
tion of the in di vid ual as per son, and as hu man be ing. Only
one prin ci ple is su preme in the hu man be ing; in so far as ac tion 
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is di rected by this prin ci ple, the hu man be ing acts as a per son.
But there are within the hu man be ing mul ti ple sources of ac -
tiv ity (feel ings, de sires, in stincts), each rooted in its own
proper prin ci ple. If any of these prin ci ples acts in de pend ently
of the su preme prin ci ple, con se quent acts of such a prin ci ple
are nat u ral, but not per sonal. And it is a fact that there are
many branches of hu man ac tiv ity which reach very high lev els 
of per fec tion with out in volv ing per sonal ac tiv ity. The de vel -
op ment of mod ern sci ence, for ex am ple, does not nec es sar ily
en tail greater moral per fec tion in hu man be ings; knowl edge is
not al ways wis dom; ‘prog ress’ is not syn on y mous with ‘civili -
sa tion’ when the hu man per son, the only prin ci ple ca pa ble of
in volv ing in prog ress the to tal hu man be ing, has been set
aside. When the su preme prin ci ple acts in its full ness, it has at
its com mand the use of those first acts which make up the pri -
mary el e ments of the hu man be ing.

The pri mary ac tiv i ties of the soul ac cord ing to Rosmini,
who goes on to ana lyse hu man ac tiv ity in great de tail, are con -
sti tuted by the pow ers of in tel lect and will, sense and in stinct,
and rea son. Sense is pas sive in so far as it is lim ited to re ceiv ing
some mod i fi ca tion from an agent (body); in tel lect is re cep tive
in so far as it re ceives the idea of be ing with out con fu sion be -
tween it self and this idea. In stinct and will are the re ac tive
pow ers which spring from the pas siv ity and re cep tiv ity of
sense and in tel lect. In stinct, which is ac tive, can change both
it self and the term on which it op er ates; the will, which is also
ac tive, can not change its term, that is, ideas (to wards which it
is re cep tive), but can change its choice of ac tiv ity rel a tive to
those ideas by ac knowl edg ing or re fus ing to ac knowl edge
them for what they are.

Rosmini’s de tailed anal y sis of the ac tiv ity of these pow ers is
de voted to clar i fy ing their dif fer ent modes of be ing. His pages 
on the man ner in which sense and in stinct op er ate are highly
orig i nal. In par tic u lar, he shows at length that an i mal in stinct
is far more ver sa tile than we usu ally imag ine, and de pend ent
not upon any use of in tel li gence, but to a great ex tent on laws
of har mony found within purely an i mal re al ity and with
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nature at large. Nev er the less, in the hu man be ing the unity of
in tel li gence and sense within an in di vid ual is ben e fi cial and
nec es sary to hu man and per sonal well-being. Al though ideal
be ing is given in toto to the hu man in tel li gence, and is thus
sim ple and in di vis i ble, it does not fur nish the mind with any -
thing real (I can not pro duce any thing, for ex am ple, sim ply by
think ing about it). On the other hand, be ing as seen by the
mind is ef fec tively par tic i pated by the hu man sub ject through
the sub ject’s real power of feel ing, but in a lim ited, piece meal
way only.

Per son and mo ral ity31

Mo ral ity

For Rosmini, the hu man be ing is a know ing and feel ing sub ject
whose will, as su preme prin ci ple of ac tiv ity, pro vides the ba sis
of the in com mu ni ca ble in di vid u al ity that con sti tutes each hu -
man crea ture as a per son. Mo ral ity is con cerned with per sonal
ac tiv ity.

This sets mo ral ity aside from all lesser hu man ac tiv i ties
which, al though ca pa ble of per fect ing hu man be ings in par tic -
u lar ways, do not touch their in ner core as per sons. A good pi -
a nist, for ex am ple, is not nec es sar ily a good per son; a good
lin guist is not nec es sar ily a good per son. Per fec tion at the level 
of mu sic or lan guages is quite dif fer ent from the per fec tion
that lies within the ca pac i ties of per sons as per sons. What hu -
man be ings do as pi a nists or lin guists may well be ef fi ca cious
in the lim ited spheres of mu sic and lin guis tics; but what they
do as ‘per son’ af fects their whole be ing — and it is here that
mo ral ity holds sway.

Mo ral ity pos sesses a sec ond char ac ter is tic which fur ther
sets it apart from other hu man ac tiv i ties. It com mands and
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obliges with out com pro mise or prom ise. Al though it brings
hu man be ings to per fec tion as per sons, it does not pres ent this
per fec tion in the guise of some thing sub jec tively ben e fi cial
(al though mo ral ity in one sense will al ways be ben e fi cial); it
of fers only ob li ga tion which binds the per son ir re spec tive of
any ef fect it may pro duce in him. Mo ral ity, there fore, de ter -
mines hu man ac tions with the force of ob li ga tion.

The first moral law

Eth ics, the branch of knowl edge deal ing with mo ral ity, is as
dif fer ent from other branches of knowl edge as its sub ject,
morality, is dif fer ent from other hu man ac tiv i ties:

… eth ics, with its ab so lute ex i gency, has its own place su pe -
rior to ev ery other branch of phi los o phy. Its ob ject is not hu -
man ity or some other fi nite na ture, but eter nal, un shake able
truths re quir ing un con di tional re spect and obe di ence. Such
truths are in de pend ent of rea sons ex trin sic to them selves; the
re spect we owe them is based upon a sim ple, ir re fut able, ev i -
dent rea son shin ing in them and im per vi ous to ex cep tions, ig -
no rance, con tra dic tion and vi o lence of any sort.32

The pur pose of eth ics, there fore, is in the first place to in di -
cate a law that self-evidently im poses its ob li ga tion upon
willed hu man ac tions. For Rosmini, this law is the ul ti mate
ex pres sion to which all oblig a tory laws can be re duced,
namely, ‘ac knowl edge (re cog nise) what you know for what
you know it to be’. Not to ac knowl edge what is known for
what it is known to be is self-evidently con tra dic tory and an
in te rior lie. Such an ac tion de nies the known truth, sets the ly -
ing sub ject against the or der of be ing, and over throws the in -
ter nal har mony of which the hu man sub ject is ca pa ble.

It is clear that this fi nal ex pres sion of moral law is it self de -
pend ent solely upon the no tion of be ing, which is pres ent to
the hu man mind that it forms. The in nate light of the in tel lect
be comes, from this point of view, the no tion which we use to
pro duce all moral judg ments. As such, this light is it self the
first moral law. Rel a tive to the light of be ing, the law states: ‘In 
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what you do, fol low the light of rea son’. The com mand is not
con cerned with rea son in the first place, but with the light of
rea son. Only the light it self is ob jec tive and im mune from er -
ror; rea son, a sub jec tive ac tiv ity, can and does err.

Im por tant con se quences re sult from the re la tion ship be -
tween mo ral ity and the first moral law and the light of be ing.
Be cause the light of be ing is in nate, hu man be ings be gin their
ex is tence rooted in mo ral ity and in po ten tial moral ob li ga tion. 
This ob li ga tion may later be de nied at the sub jec tive level
through re fusal to ac knowl edge what is known for what it is,
but it can not be ma nip u lated ob jec tively: what is, can not not
be. In ad di tion the moral law, which is com mon to all in di vid -
u als irrespective of their race, sex, na tion, cul ture or re li gion,
binds ev ery one with out ex cep tion.

Rosmini’s clear dis tinc tion be tween the know ing sub ject
and the known ob ject opens a way be tween two extremes of
eeth i cal the ory. The lim i ta tion and mu ta bil ity of the hu man
sub ject pro vide for the pos si bil ity of moral er ror on the part
of the sub ject; the ne ces sity and im mu ta bil ity of the idea of
be ing fur nish mo ral ity with its un de ni able sense of ob li ga tion. 
Ob scuring this dis tinc tion has led on the one hand to the o ries
of hu man au ton omy in which at trib utes proper to the ob ject
have been pred i cated of the sub ject; and on the other, to the o -
ries of mu ta bil ity in the moral law be cause at trib utes of the
sub ject have been pred i cated of the ob ject.

Moral good

That which is, is good, that is to say, it is de sir able. But it may
be de sir able in it self ac cord ing to its place in the whole econ -
omy of be ing or it may be de sir able for me, the sub ject, be -
cause of the sat is fac tion it brings me when I pos sess it. In
or der to con form with the moral law, I must ac knowl edge
things not in so far as they are good for me, the hu man sub ject, 
but in so far as they take their place in the or der of be ing. In
this way, I bring my self to har mo nise with ob jec tive be ing as
such; I do not bring be ing to har mo nise with me, and thus set
my self up as the ar bi ter of be ing. My fi nal good, the moral
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good spring ing from the first moral law, co mes about through 
the ac knowl edge ment of what is. By this ac knowl edge ment, I
take my place will ingly in the or der of be ing. Ac knowl edging
in prac tice what is for what I know it to be, I be come one, by
my own ac tion, with all that is. As ‘per son’, the hu man sub ject 
is the power for af firm ing the whole of be ing as the sub ject ap -
pre hends it.33

Such prac ti cal ac knowl edge ment does not and can not de -
pend upon our ca pac ity for re cog nis ing the place of ev ery in -
di vid ual en tity in the or der of be ing. But a dis tinc tion can and
is made eas ily as we de velop and come to see that a ma jor dif -
fer ence ex ists be tween per sons and things. This dif fer ence de -
pends on what I come to know about my self first of all, and
the things that sur round me. Knowing what I am, I then come
to know other per sons as pos sess ing the same grade of be ing
as my self, and thus as wor thy of the same re spect as my self. In
par tic u lar, I see that ev ery per son is to be treated as an end, not 
as a means. The in nate dig nity con ferred on hu man be ings by
their very ex is tence as in tel li gent be ings be comes an ab so lute,
in vi o la ble right to be re cog nised wher ever I find it.

What is said about hu man be ings is a for ti ori true of the Ab -
so lute which con fers upon them the light of be ing. All moral
good is found in the ac knowl edge ment of the classes of in tel li -
gent be ings at their level of re la tion ship with Ab so lute Be ing;
no moral good can be found out side the ranks of in tel li gent
be ings.

The prac ti cal ac knowl edge ment of moral good

The prac ti cal ac knowl edge ment of moral good de pends upon
an act of will by which we es teem be ings for what they are.
This es teem lies at the root of ev ery other ac tion that I posit
rel a tive to what I know. If, for ex am ple, I ac cept in prac tice my 
par ents for what they are, I will be grate ful for the life they
have given me. I will es teem them as my lifegivers, ir re spec tive 
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of other re la tion ships they may have with me. On the other
hand, I may re fuse to re cog nise in prac tice that an other man or 
woman is my friend’s hus band/wife, and con sider my self en -
ti tled to es tab lish an in ti mate re la tion ship with him or her.
Through my es teem or lack of it, I en gen der within my self the
act of love or ha tred that turns me to wards or against what I
know. When I do this freely, I de cide of my own ac cord to
place my self in a moral or im moral state; I do good or I do
evil.

Con science34

‘Con science is a judg ment by which we come to know the
moral value of our ac tion.’ Rosmini’s def i ni tion shows im me -
di ately the na ture and place of con science in the moral sphere.
Con science, al though it may be oc ca sioned by a feel ing of
guilt, is not it self a feel ing, but a re flec tion upon the moral
worth of our ac tion or ac tions. As a re flec tion, con science
does not cause but eval u ates the mo ral ity of what we have
done or are about to do. Con se quently, it is not and can not be
the fun da men tal source of mo ral ity in our lives. It is at most a
sec ond ary source and as such is it self sub ject to the first moral
law. In other words, my eval u a tion of the moral worth of my
ac tions must be gov erned by the need to re cog nise those ac -
tions for what they are. If I will ingly blind my self to their
morality or im mo ral ity by mak ing a false judg ment about
them, my con science it self is flawed and there fore im moral.

The clar ity of such fun da men tal state ments throws bril liant
light upon moral prob lems con nected with con science. In
par tic u lar it shows that con science can not be given an ab so -
lute place in mo ral ity. It is not cor rect to say that we must al -
ways fol low our con science. If the judg ment by which
con science co mes about is it self de lib er ately mis lead ing and
im moral, it can not be a safe guide to the moral worth of my
ac tion: I end by tell ing my self that what is right is wrong, or
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that what is wrong is right. In ei ther case I will be de ceiv ing
my self. Con science is an ad e quate guide only when it informs
me up rightly of the mo ral ity of an ac tion by judg ing ac cord -
ing to the ob jec tive or der of be ing.

On the other hand, I can not dis re gard the judg ment of con -
science by act ing con trary to con science. In this sense, con -
science is a neg a tive ab so lute and I may never act against it.
The di lemma in such a case is re solved only by a de ci sion to
cor rect the con science which, as false, al ways be trays it self
through the in ev i ta ble un ease pro voked in te ri orly as con -
science clashes with the light of be ing.

There is a light in the hu man be ing, and a light that is the hu -
man be ing: the light in the hu man be ing is… the law of truth;
the light that is the hu man be ing is an up right consci ence… 
we be come light when we share in the law of truth by means
of an up right con science in con for mity with truth.35

Rosmini’s def i ni tion of con science opens the way to re solv -
ing other prob lems in this field. First, it al lows us to see clearly 
that it is pos si ble for mo ral ity and im mo ral ity to ex ist in the
hu man sub ject ir re spec tive of re flec tion. Al though knowl edge 
is in deed re quired by a sub ject for moral ac tion, this knowl edge 
is con cerned es sen tially with the ob ject I must acknowl edge; it 
is not nec es sar ily knowl edge of my state as the per son pos it -
ing the moral ac tion. In other words, mo ral ity is pres ent in the 
sub ject by means of an act of will which acknowledges or
recog nises what is known di rectly with out any re flec tion;
only then can our con science, that is, our judg ment about the
moral state re sult ing from our ac tion, come into play.

Sec ond, we can re ject all pseudo-problems con nected with
what is er ro ne ously called ‘doubt ful’ con science. Doubt
about the mo ral ity of an ac tion shows that in fact con science
has not yet been formed; in the case of doubt, our judg ment
re mains sus pended. Prob lems arise, but they are con cerned
with the for ma tion of con science, not with dif fi cul ties about
whether we should fol low con science. In other words, we
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need to know how to reach con clu sions of con science in cases
of doubt. Rosmini deals at length with the laws gov ern ing
such mat ters.

Third, Rosmini’s def i ni tion of fers a plat form from which to
view the vary ing de vel op ment of con science in dif fer ent peo -
ple, at dif fer ent ages in the same per son, in na tions at dif fer ent
stages of growth, and in the light pro vided by new prob lems
arising from the ad vance of sci ence and tech nol ogy.

 No mod ern teach ing about mor als… can be ac cepted un less it
is a le git i mate con clu sion from ear lier prin ci ples as old as… rea -
son. The con clu sion must be tied to these eter nal prin ci ples…
What mat ters is the fi nal con nec tion with the ir re fut able prin -
ci ples. Granted this con nec tion, the con clu sion, re sult ing from
new cir cum stances, new pos i tive laws, and new re la tion ships
dis cov ered by the mind, can be as new as we wish. In short, it
is drawn from a new level of re flec tion.36

Per son and so ci ety

Rosmini is not con tent with pro vid ing a de scrip tion of the hu -
man be ing which is lim ited to the es sen tial char ac ter is tics of
per son. These in com mu ni ca ble el e ments de pend for their
growth and de vel op ment on the re ac tion be tween per sons
within a so cial con text, and it is this con text which forms the
frame of ref er ence for the other branches of phi los o phy to
which Rosmini ap plied him self. In par tic u lar he de voted his
at ten tion to the phi los o phy of ed u ca tion, of hu man rights, of
pol i tics and art. We shall deal with each of them in turn.

It will be help ful, how ever, if we first con sider Rosmini’s
gen eral de scrip tion of so ci ety.37 For him, a so ci ety can never
be merely an ex ter nal or gani sa tion. It is rather a group of
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persons who will to join to gether for the at tain ment of a com -
mon end. The key to proper un der stand ing of any so ci ety lies
in the willed de sire of the mem bers to be to gether for the sake
of reach ing a goal that would ei ther be im pos si ble or dif fi cult
to achieve oth er wise. This willed de sire may be on to logi cally
ir re vo ca ble, as in the case of mar riage, or re vo ca ble, as in the
case of so ci et ies which may be dis solved with the mem bers’
con sent, but in ev ery so ci ety some act of will is needed for
con sti tut ing the cor po rate body. With out this act of will, the
ex ter nal ap pa ra tus of so ci ety is a de lu sion.

Per son and ed u ca tion38

Rosmini’s dis tinc tion be tween the per fec tion of per son and
the per fec tion of hu man na ture39 is cru cial to an un der stand -
ing of his ap proach to the phi los o phy of ed u ca tion. Al though
na ture can and does de velop within the con text of so ci ety,
such de vel op ment is not al ways ac com pa nied by growth at a
per sonal level. A per fectly com pe tent as tro phys i cist, carpenter
or sec re tary may be a moral mis ery to self and oth ers; from a
per sonal point of view, even the skills in use at the level of hu -
man na ture may be em ployed evilly and di sas trously.

Ed u ca tion is valid for Rosmini, there fore, only if it cul ti -
vates the whole per son, and im parts in struc tion in such a way
that the el e ments of hu man na ture are de vel oped in har mony
with and sub ject to the re quire ments of the per son. The aim of 
ed u ca tion, and its fount of unity, is the per fec tion of the per -
son, the only source ca pa ble of en sur ing an or ganic, global
and har mo ni ous de vel op ment within the hu man be ing. At the
same time, the hu man per son tends to God as his ul ti mate end. 
In this sense, ed u ca tion goes be yond the lim i ta tions of the
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human per son by di rect ing the per son to God. In other
words, no sys tem of ed u ca tion is valid with out its be ing at
least implicitly re li gious. Ed u ca tion is in tended to fa cil i tate the
growth of har mony in a per son, and to aid the re fer ral of per -
sons to the end for which they ex ist.

The ma te rial con tent of ed u ca tion con sists in teach ing the
means by which the end may be achieved. These means grav i -
tate around three ob jects: God, the hu man be ing, and na ture.
The first is stud ied in the ol ogy, the sec ond by means of his -
tory, phi los o phy and the hu man i ties, and the third un der the
gen eral ti tle of nat u ral sci ences.

Rosmini ex am ines the sec ond area of ed u ca tion in some de -
tail. For him, his tory in cludes lit er a ture, the his tory of
philosophy and one’s na tive lan guage as well as the ac count of
pre vi ous events in uni ver sal, na tional and re gional fields.
Con sidered from this point of view, his tory en ables us to un -
der stand some thing of hu man ef fort through the cen tu ries,
with its suc cesses and fail ures. But this in turn de pends upon a
valid cri te rion, pro vided by phi los o phy, for mea sur ing
progress and fail ure.

The teach ing of nat u ral sci ences is not ex plic itly con sid ered
by Rosmini in any sin gle work, but he says suf fi cient in pass -
ing to show that math e mat ics is of pri mary im por tance for the 
ap praisal of method, that ob ser va tion is ab so lutely nec es sary
to pre vent us from at tempt ing — di sas trously — to dic tate
laws to na ture rather than re ceive them from na ture, and that
ev ery prog ress in this field is to be wel comed when it goes
hand in hand with per sonal de vel op ment.

Two con sid er ations must be kept in mind, there fore, if the
ad van tages of true ed u ca tion are to be real ised. First, the
knowl edge taught, al though gov erned by rules in its own
field, must be fi nally sub or di nated to the end com prised by
the per son; sec ond, one or more sub jects must not dom i nate
to the ex tent of pre vent ing the har mo ni ous de vel op ment of all 
that is needed to at tain the end, that is, the growth of the hu -
man per son.

Con sid er ation of what is taught must be ac com pa nied in the 
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phi los o phy of ed u ca tion by an ex am i na tion of the hu man fac -
ul ties with which the per son who learns grasps what is put be -
fore him. The hu man be ing is the liv ing ma te rial on which the
ed u ca tor has to work. The teacher’s ef fort will pro duce max i -
mum good when his method suc ceeds in unit ing har mo ni -
ously the senses, in tel lect and will of the stu dents so that
to gether these fac ul ties col lab o rate in ob tain ing the per fec tion 
of the per son who is the sub ject of ed u ca tion. The teacher uses 
this su preme prin ci ple of method in his work by lead ing the
pu pils from the known to the un known, from the gen eral to
the par tic u lar, by draw ing at ten tion to what is com mon in the
many par tic u lars which we ex pe ri ence. This is in fact the way
our in stinct for ed u ca tion ex presses it self. No one in their
senses will say to a child: ‘Look at the lovely car na tions’ be -
fore say ing: ‘Look at the lovely flow ers’. In other words, and
as far as pos si ble, the par tic u lar will never be named be fore the 
more uni ver sal.

Such a method does not en tail its rigid ap pli ca tion to ev ery
pu pil. It would be, says Rosmini, ‘a sad, un rea son able ap -
proach which re quires that ev ery one be ed u cated like all the
oth ers’. Of ten the pu pil’s dis taste for work is in dic a tive of the
teacher’s lack of skill in this re spect rather than in ca pac ity on
the part of the stu dents. If those who learn are the liv ing ma te -
rial of ed u ca tion, teach ers are the liv ing in stru ments and as
such con sti tute the only es sen tial el e ments in ad e quate ed u ca -
tion. Method, re forms in ed u ca tion and re sources of ev ery
kind will be val ue less with out good teach ers. At the same
time, ed u ca tors of ‘great char ity, sac ri fice and abil ity’ are ca pa -
ble of trans form ing im pos si ble sit u a tions: ‘Give me good
teach ers, and even schools poorly con sti tuted and di vided will 
be good’.40

Teachers there fore must be peo ple of broad sym pa thies
who know how to com bine clear ex po si tion with pro found
in struc tion, to show co her ence be tween what they teach and
how they live, and to of fer ed u ca tion se renely and firmly, with 
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con stant at ten tion to the heart and will of the pu pil, as well as
to their un der stand ing: ‘the heart should feel, and life should
make clear, what the in tel lect has grasped’.41

Rosmini, when speak ing of teach ers, does not di rect his at -
ten tion only to what we may call pro fes sional ed u ca tors.
Above all, he re fers to par ents whose in stinct for ed u cat ing
their chil dren will be needed long be fore for mal teach ing is re -
quired. The life in stinct and the sen su ous in stinct, the awak en -
ing of in tel li gence, and lan guage, all in tro duce the child into
new worlds which can only be su per vised by the par ents and
the im me di ate fam ily of the child. At each level of de vel op -
ment, chil dren will have to re ceive the kind of ed u ca tion that
can be adapted to their rules. It would be wrong to force
growth at any of these stages. In par tic u lar, chil dren’s mys te ri -
ous and spon ta ne ous turn ing to a re li gious di men sion in life,
and their fun da men tal lean ing to love, must be fol lowed, not
im peded, by the pro vi sion of an at mo sphere in which beauty
and good ness can flour ish.

But what right have teach ers of all kinds to com mu ni cate
knowl edge? For Rosmini, there are cer tain rights which as in -
born to hu man be ings can not be an nulled by any so ci ety in
which per sons find them selves. One of these rights is the free -
dom to de velop fac ul ties which lead to hu man per fec tion.
Amongst these fac ul ties is that of com mu ni cat ing with neigh -
bours for the sake of trans mit ting (teach ing) and re ceiv ing
(learn ing) our var i ous ex pe ri ences. Re spect ing free dom to
teach means not plac ing ob sta cles to this fac ulty whether it is
ex er cised by the learned, the Church, par ents or the State.
More over, this free dom in cludes the right proper in the
educator to de cide how the teach ing should take place for the
ben e fit of the pu pils. But this as pect of Rosmini’s ped a gogy
will be better un der stood af ter a dis cus sion of his views on hu -
man rights in gen eral.
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6. Per son and right42

In his the ory of ed u ca tion Rosmini il lus trates prin ci ples gov -
ern ing re la tion ships be tween teacher and pu pil. He shows
how one per son in ter venes in the life of an other in or der to as -
sist with the great work of pri mary for ma tion (the for ma tion
of the per son), to which all other kinds of for ma tion are sub -
or di nate. In his study of right as the ba sis of all hu man rights
he throws the net wider as he ex am ines the re la tion ships that
must ex ist be tween hu man be ings as such. These re la tion ships
are con sti tuted by du ties and rights which must be sit u ated in
their source in or der to be un der stood. Only the knowl edge of
the es sence of duty and rights can pro vide a solid foun da tion for
the phi los o phy of right and an ad e quate study of hu man rights.

Rosmini turns, there fore, to jus tice as the root and essence
of all mo ral ity, and ex presses its self-evident ob li ga tion as fol -
lows: ‘Ac knowl edge in prac tice ev ery be ing in its or der.’ A
care ful anal y sis of this pre cept re veals its pre sup po si tions:

1) the ac tiv ity of an in tel li gent sub ject, in so far as the sub -
ject is ca pa ble of ac knowl edg ing in prac tice what he knows;

2) the ac tiv ity of a per son, that is of the su preme ac tive
force within an in tel li gent sub ject;

3) good ac tiv ity, that is, good for the per son ex er cis ing it;
4) law ful ac tiv ity, that is, ac tion in har mony with the moral

law;
5) ac tiv ity self-evidently pro tected by the moral law it self.
These five char ac ter is tics con sti tute the es sence of right

which Rosmini de fines as: ‘A fac ulty to do or ex pe ri ence
some thing useful, pro tected by the moral law which de mands
re spect for this fac ulty from oth ers.’43 In other words, the in -
di vid ual’s ob li ga tion to be just en sures for him the right to act
within the lim its of jus tice. His duty to act in ac cor dance with
jus tice im poses on oth ers the duty to re spect this ob li ga tion.

Duty and right are thus co-related in the sense that there can 
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be no right in one per son with out a cor re spond ing duty in
oth ers to re spect that right. My duty, for ex am ple, to wor ship
God gives rise to my right to wor ship God, a right which oth -
ers have a duty to re spect. On the other hand, the con cept of
duty is an te rior to that of right and as such does not nec es sar -
ily give rise to rights in oth ers. For ex am ple, my duty to wor -
ship God does not nec es sar ily im ply that oth ers’ rights are
vi o lated if I do not wor ship God as I should.

In di vid ual right

The per sonal ac tiv ity con sti tut ing the es sence of right can be
ex er cised in var i ous ways: a hu man be ing can act as an in di vid -
ual or as a mem ber of dif fer ent so ci et ies. These two great di vi -
sions of per sonal ac tiv ity give rise to two di vi sions of right
made by Rosmini: in di vid ual and so cial right. Each is ca pa ble
of be ing ex er cised when ‘a per son has do min ion over some -
thing’, be cause it is his own. This sphere of per sonal own er -
ship (un der stood not sim ply in a ma te rial sense, but in the
broad est mean ing of the word, that is, as ‘proper to me, the
per son’) es tab lishes the state of jural free dom within which
the per son is free and must be left free. What is mine (what I
own) con sti tutes a sphere whose cen tre is the per son. Within
this sphere no one can en ter.

But the way in which something be comes a per son’s own
also pro vides a foun da tion for di vi sions of ac tiv ity: if what he
pos sesses is his by na ture (in nate, in born), his rights are nat u -
ral, or ra tio nal (they are his be cause he is what he is); if per -
sonal own er ship is ac quired dur ing the course of life, rights
are called pos i tive (they are his be cause of what he does). A
com plete ex am i na tion of right would, there fore, have to deal
with the fol low ing di vi sions: nat u ral in di vid ual right; pos i tive
in di vid ual right; nat u ral so cial right; pos i tive so cial right.

The es sen tial, con natu ral in di vid ual right is the hu man per -
son be cause per son is the ‘su preme prin ci ple of ac tiv ity in an
intellective be ing’. In the case of hu man be ings, this su preme
ac tiv ity is brought about by the in nate, in fi nitely dig ni fied
light of be ing which, shin ing be fore the hu man mind,
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constitutes and es tab lishes the ac tive force of in tel lect and will.
It is im por tant to no tice that ‘per son’ does not pos sess right,
but — be cause formed by the light of be ing — is right it self;
does not pos sess free dom, but is free dom it self. Ev ery at tempt
to de prive a per son of his su preme activity and thus in ter rupt
the re la tion ship be tween the hu man sub ject and the ob ject
which en light ens him in tel lec tu ally, is an act of vi o lence
against the per son and con se quently an at tempt to dam age his
right as per son. All vi o lence against the per son as right con -
sists in ef forts made to di vide the per son from truth, vir tue
and hap pi ness.

The first thing proper to hu man per sons is their na ture.
Within the sphere con sti tuted by this na ture, the per son has
the right not to be im peded in the de cent de vel op ment of his
nat u ral fac ul ties, pro vided such de vel op ment does not pre -
sume to in vade the zone of free dom or jural dominion proper
to oth ers.

The de vel op ment of nat u ral fac ul ties leads very quickly to
the ac qui si tion of nat u ral goods through ac tions by which
per sons right fully take things dif fer ent from them selves —
but not be long ing to oth ers — as their own, and use them for
their own pur poses.

The en joy ment of per sonal ac tiv ity and the ca pac ity for
own er ship, in the sense ex plained, are rights em bod ied in the
moral law, ev ery in frac tion of which is it self moral evil. No
cir cum stances can be en vis aged rel a tive to what is right fully
owned and to the own ing sub ject which can change such
moral evil into good, al though there are cir cum stances, such
as lack of use, which dis solve the re la tion ship of own er ship
and thus leave the field open to other would-be pos sess ors.
For Rosmini, there fore, mem ber ship of a so ci ety, such as the
State, does not and can not an nul these pre ced ing rights even
though new re la tion ships do spring from mem ber ship of so ci -
ety. The State, for ex am ple, can not ab sorb the in alien able
rights proper to per sons, nor can it be con sid ered as more than 
its in di vid ual mem bers in such a way that per sons can be
sacrificed for the sake of so ci ety: ‘Let civil so ci ety per ish… or
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be dis solved if this is needed for the sal va tion of in di vid u als.’44

Per son con sti tutes the foun da tion of so ci ety, but so ci ety is
not es sen tial to per son.

So cial right

So cial right arises from the bonds that unite the hu man be ing
with his neigh bour. The bonds them selves are pres ent to form
so ci ety when a num ber of peo ple place de ter mined goods in
com mon in or der to reach a de ter mined end. Amongst the in -
fi nite num ber of pos si ble so ci et ies, three are nec es sary if hu -
man be ings are to ar rive at per fec tion on earth and at tain their
im mor tal des tiny. Rosmini calls them re spec tively ‘theo cra -
tic’, ‘do mes tic’ and ‘civil’, and re stricts his study of so cial right 
to them.

Theo cra tic or di vine so ci ety is that which God wishes to es -
tab lish with the hu man race. It is the first so ci ety, and as such
the ba sis and foun da tion of the oth ers. It forms the nat u ral so -
ci ety of the hu man race, be gins with the cre ation of man kind,
and draws its life from the re la tion ships which nec es sar ily
unite the crea ture to God, the su preme Be ing and ab so lute
Lord of his crea tures. Hu man be ings, sim ply be cause they are
hu man be ings, form a so ci ety whose mem bers hold truth, vir -
tue and hap pi ness in com mon. But God, who is Truth, the
Prin ci ple of Be ing, and ab so lute Good, is the fi nal end of each
hu man be ing and places in com mon with his crea tures the
Good which is him self. The de ity ac quires a new ti tle of right
which he ex presses through pos i tive laws, the gov ern ment of
the world, the com mu ni ca tion of him self and the send ing of
min is ters who in di cate his will.

How ever, theo cra tic so ci ety aris ing from cre ation as such is
a ru di men tary so ci ety. The truth, vir tue and hap pi ness that
hu man be ings share with God are nat u ral goods, not God
him self. Grad ually this so ci ety is brought to per fec tion as
God re veals him self more and more clearly. Even tually it
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reaches its per fec tion in the In car na tion of Je sus Christ,
through whom it be comes Church, with its char ac ter is tics of
unity, ho li ness and uni ver sal ity. Ag gre ga tion to the Church
co mes about freely through bap tism. Con sti tuted through the 
in dwell ing of the Holy Spirit, the Church has cer tain con -
natu ral rights — to ex is tence, rec og ni tion, free ac tion, and
growth — which all must re spect. The Church is des tined to
real ise the de sign of God who wishes all hu man be ings to be
united un der a sin gle Pas tor.

Do mes tic so ci ety is di vided into con ju gal and pa ren tal so ci -
ety. In the for mer, ev ery good pos sessed by hu man be ings is
put in com mon, in clud ing that of their an i mal or i gin. To spir i -
tual goods such as truth, vir tue and hap pi ness are added the
com ple men tary good that man and woman can of fer one an -
other for their mu tual en joy ment as a re sult of their psy cho -
log i cal and so matic struc ture. It is this un ion of per sons of
dif fer ent sex that forms the es sence of con ju gal so ci ety.
‘Hus band and wife are two hu man be ings who unite in the
full est way pos si ble as man and woman, ac cord ing to right
rea son. This is the true con cept of mar riage.’45

Rosmini’s view of mar riage draws at ten tion to two char ac -
ter is tics. In ter course, ei ther as a right to be ex er cised or as ac -
tu ally ex er cised, con sti tutes the spe cial as pect of mar riage,
which must be a full un ion. In other words, mar riage re quires
and pre sup poses for the sex ual un ion which marks it out, ev -
ery other pos si ble un ion, spir i tual and an i mal, be tween per -
sons. More over, be cause in ter course de mands and per fects
ev ery other un ion be tween man and woman, it is not and can -
not be a merely phys i cal ges ture. For Rosmini, sex ual un ion is
an act un der taken by the whole hu man be ing and con sti tutes a 
to tal, mu tual com mu ni ca tion at a spir i tual level. The out ward, 
phys i cal act is a sign, on the level of sense, of this com mu nion
which in its turn en tails 1) ex clu sive love be tween the spouses,
2) mo nog amy, 3) the in dis sol u bil ity of mar riage and 4) the
need to hold ev ery thing in com mon. In the Church, the
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marriage bond, al ready in dis sol u ble by na ture, is strength -
ened by the pres ence, through grace, of God him self.

With the ar rival of chil dren, con ju gal so ci ety gives rise to
pa ren tal so ci ety in which the par ents pro vide the hu man na -
ture of their chil dren while the per son, the di vine im age and
like ness, is grounded in God him self. As a re sult, par ents’
rights ex tend to the na ture of their chil dren, but not to their
per sons, whose rights are in alien able. And as these per sons
grad u ally come to con trol the ex er cise of their nat u ral fac ul -
ties, pa ren tal rights be gin to de crease and fi nally cease.

Civil so ci ety is for Rosmini the com mu nion de sired by sev -
eral fam i lies who wish to en trust the pres er va tion and the reg -
u la tion of their rights to a sin gle or col lec tive mind called
‘gov ern ment’. This so ci ety, there fore, does not have as its end
the per sonal and nat u ral rights of theo cra tic and con ju gal so ci -
ety, but ex ists sim ply to over see the ex er cise or mo dal ity of
these rights. Rel a tive to the other two so ci et ies, civil so ci ety is
sim ply a means to an end; it is not an end in it self.

Two fur ther points about Rosmini’s views on civil so ci ety
must be emphasised even in a brief sum mary of his work.
Both are con nected with pres ent-day at ti tudes to the State.
The first re it er ates and emphasises what has al ready been de -
clared about the re la tion ship of civil so ci ety to the per sons
com pos ing it; the sec ond is proper to the gov ern ment of civil
so ci ety and raises prob lems about re lat ing Rosmini’s views to
the prac ti cal re quire ments of the mod ern State.

Ac cord ing to Rosmini, the State, de spite its uni ver sal reg -
u la tion of the mo dal ity of rights, its su prem acy over more
par tic u lar so ci et ies, and its sta bil ity, has no power to cre ate or 
de stroy hu man rights. These are al ready pres ent in the per -
sons com pos ing the State, which ex ists for the purpose of
safeguard ing these rights and in deed of en hanc ing their ex er -
cise in so far as this is com pat i ble with the com mon good (the
good of all), the pub lic good (the good of the so cial body) and
pri vate good. Such a po si tion gives the lie to any pre text for
to tal i tar ian power on the part of the State.

On the other hand, and this is the sec ond point, Rosmini is
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de ci sively op posed to mod ern no tions of de moc racy. ‘One
man, one vote’ has no place in his view of the es tab lish ment of
gov ern ment over the mod ern State. His prac ti cal sug ges tions
in this re spect need not de lay us here, but the prin ci ple on
which they are founded is of great in ter est. For him, a voice in
the es tab lish ment of gov ern ment would de pend upon the
pos si ble con tri bu tion made by the mem bers to the well-being
of the State. The elec toral vote should in some way be pro por -
tioned to the in ter est and re spon si bil ity of the cit i zen in the
State. If, for ex am ple, we are to ac cept that there should be no
tax a tion with out rep re sen ta tion, it would seem log i cal to re -
quire that rep re sen ta tion should be in pro por tion to tax a tion.
The dif fi cul ties of such a po si tion were im me di ately ob vi ous
to Rosmini (and are per haps even more clear to us as tax a tion,
for ex am ple, has passed from a merely per sonal to an im per -
sonal level), but they were not con sid ered as great as the in ev i -
ta ble des po tism of the ma jor ity which, ac cord ing to Rosmini,
is the ul ti mate con clu sion of ‘ir re spon si ble’ vot ing. 

Finally, Rosmini’s sug ges tions for the im ple men ta tion of
the art of gov ern ment are of com pel ling worth: es sen tial in ter -
est, he says, should never be sac ri ficed to non-essential in ter -
ests; the to tal ity of util i tar ian good, which can never ex clude
moral good, is to be the ul ti mate ob ject of gov ern ment even if
this means that sec tional in ter ests suf fer; ex pec ta tions should
never be greater than the prob a bil ity of sat is fy ing them; lim -
ited well-being, such as eco nomic well-being, should not be
given pride of place over to tal well-being. If this were to hap -
pen, the in ev i ta ble re sult would be the even tual loss of lim ited
well-being as well as the de struc tion of civil so ci ety as a whole. 
But it is clear that such sug ges tions must be con sid ered
ultra-utopian as long as there is no sys tem for en sur ing that
the elec toral vote is as far as pos si ble com pat i ble with re spon -
si bil ity for the wel fare of the ac tual State. Voting should never
be the ex pres sion of a the ory or ide ol ogy about how the State
ought to at tain its well-being. Civil so ci ety, which bears within
it self a nat u ral in stinct for im prov ing it self in cir cum stances as
they re ally are, will never be ruled sat is fac to rily by the
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external im po si tion of any kind of per fec tion ist the ory. In this 
sense, the prag ma tist gov ern ment that be gins from the ac tual
state of so ci ety and moves from this point to con trib ut ing to
the great est pos si ble gen u ine sat is fac tion of its cit i zens is far
more com mend able than the fac ile ab so lut ism as so ci ated with 
ideo log i cal gov ern ment.

7. Per son and art46

The cen tral po si tion of ‘per son’ in Rosmini’s ac count of an -
thro po log i cal phi los o phy be comes trans par ently clear when
we en coun ter his thoughts on the phi los o phy of art. Ars artis
gra tia would be ab hor rent to his vi sion, in which the per fec -
tion of the per son, it self de pend ent upon the light of be ing, is
seen as the source and cul mi na tion of all that is worth while in
hu man ex is tence. And be cause his views on art re flect his feel -
ings on ev ery par tic u lar as pect of life that seeks com plete au -
ton omy and free dom from the re straint of per sonal in teg rity,
it will be help ful to greater un der stand ing of his gen eral out -
look if we con sider care fully this as pect of his phi los o phy.

The art ist’s tasks, all of which are nec es sar ily im i ta tive in
some way, con sist in re-pre sent ing truth and beauty by show -
ing con tem po rar ies how these two sub lime elements are con -
tained in what they con tem plate. The two el e ments can not be
sep a rated: truth is be ing as it pres ents it self to the mind;
beauty is the or der in which be ing ap pears, that is, the pro por -
tion be tween the parts of be ing that we con tem plate. In so far
as clas si cism and ro man ti cism try to sep a rate the two, both are 
in ad e quate.

Clas si cism, in tak ing an ‘his tor i cal sys tem’ as its ideal, is
fear ful of sub or di nat ing truth to beauty; ro man ti cism, which
is afraid of sac ri fic ing beauty to truth, tends to wards an ‘idealist 
sys tem’ in the sense that it wishes to re-present facts as they
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should be rather than as they are. Nei ther view takes suf fi cient 
ac count of the pres ence of sin, or moral evil, in the world: clas -
si cism is ex ces sively op ti mis tic and fal si fies its re-presentation
of re al ity by ex clud ing all that is evil and hence ugly; ro man ti -
cism re-presents its own ide als (them selves a lim i ta tion of re -
al ity), as beau ti ful, ir re spec tive of any re la tion ship they may
have in prac tice with what ac tu ally ex ists.

The so lu tion, ac cord ing to Rosmini, is to bring the two sides 
to gether through the con cept of ‘veri sim il i tude’, un der stood
as an at tempt to de scribe some thing that ‘could prob a bly have 
oc curred’. The facts nar rated or por trayed need not have hap -
pened, but be cause they could have taken place they pres ent
some cred i bil ity to the art ist’s con tem po rar ies. In this way, the 
art ist does not risk aban don ing the truth — he is not pre sent -
ing pure in ven tion. At the same time, beauty is not re jected —
evil never takes pri mary place in a work of art.

Rosmini does not ne glect the ob vi ous ob jec tion to this the -
ory of art. We are not im press ing mor al ism on art, he says: the
can ons de scribed are merely ex pres sive of re al ity. The art ist
does not preach, but he does rep re sent re al ity as it is. What is
ugly is not ne glected, but it finds its own level in the great can -
vas of be ing where it serves al ways as a con trast which throws
into light the great pos i tive fea tures pre sented by re al ity. On
the other hand, evil and ug li ness are not to be al lowed to as sert 
them selves as though they pre sented some pos i tive as pect of
re al ity.

It is not dif fi cult to see that be hind Rosmini’s phi los o phy of
art lies an in tense pre oc cu pa tion with the prov i dence and
good ness of the su preme Be ing whose cre ation is the ob ject of
the art ist’s con tem pla tion. In the last anal y sis, art must
re-pres ent cre ation, in which ‘ev ery thing is very good’, and
to wards which even evil must make its con tri bu tion.

But Rosmini goes fur ther than of fer ing a ba si cally re li gious
foun da tion to gen u ine ar tis tic work. He also main tains that
the no tion of cre ation, es sen tially a Jew ish con tri bu tion to the
un der stand ing of re al ity but now as sim i lated by Chris tian ity,
pro vides through rev e la tion an in def i nite ex pan sion of the
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zone of veri sim il i tude avail able to the art ist. No merely sec u -
lar imag i na tion, for ex am ple, could reach out to de pict the
Last Sup per and the mys tery of the Eu cha rist be cause these
things, and many like them, could never have en tered the
ambit of sec u lar ex pe ri ence whose lim its are es sen tially re -
stricted to nat u ral and in tel lec tual ide als of beauty. Such imag -
i na tion can not reach out to the moral ideal of beauty
con tained in the to tal ity of things.

Only Chris tian rev e la tion pro vides the el e ments of to tal ity
that the hu man mind looks for in vain with its own pow ers.
Aided by rev e la tion, the art ist can seek to tal truth and beauty,
and so come grad u ally to dis cover the or der and beauty of the
uni verse, fur nished as it is with the laws and aims that its Cre -
ator has pro vided for it. It is pre cisely this pos si bil ity of to tal
vi sion that is al ways lack ing not only in pa gan art, but in any
branch of knowl edge which seeks its own ab so lute au ton omy
in de pend ently of per sonal in teg rity.

Rosmini’s phi los o phy of art was ini tially de vel oped dur ing
the first pe riod of his ma tu rity (1827). Much later in life
(1845–55) his un der stand ing of the con cept of beauty grew
through his ex am i na tion of the na ture of be ing. His later
work47 pos its five el e ments of beauty: ob jec tiv ity, unity, plu -
ral ity, to tal ity, and the men tal ap proval that dis tin guishes
beauty from or der. Ob jec tiv ity en ables the art ist to seize upon 
the es sence of what he wishes to por tray; unity, plu ral ity and
to tal ity spring from this es sence and per mit it to be por trayed
in such a way that it elic its ap plause (the fifth el e ment) from
the mind con tem plat ing the uni verse anew un der the di rec -
tion of the art ist.

Al though the ap pre ci a tion of a work of art is not pos si ble
for all at the same level — ar tis tic ge nius and taste, the out -
come of nat u ral gifts and ed u ca tion, dif fer from per son to per -
son — ev ery one is ca pa ble of ap pre ci at ing beauty in some
way. In deed, ap pre ci a tion on the part of both art ist and critic
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can rise to en thu si asm when the for mer pro duces and the lat -
ter ap plauds a work of art that con sti tutes an imag i na tive sur -
prise for them both. Such beauty per fects the art ist and the
be holder, pro vided it is not iso lated from the to tal ity of what
is beau ti ful. In other words, the spirit in con tact with beauty
be comes beau ti ful it self provided it does not ne glect greater
for lesser beauty.

The uni verse it self is a work of art as the ex e cu tion of a
theme pres ent in the mind of the Cre ator. Hu man be ings, who 
pos sess ob jec tiv ity it self in the idea of be ing, and thus share in
the ob jec tive es sence and unity of what is cre ated, come
through grad ual ex pe ri ence (plu ral ity) to ap pre ci ate more and
more (to tal ity) the beauty of God’s work of art as un end ing
‘sur prises’ are placed be fore them. God, the su preme Be ing,
who knew from the be gin ning what he in tended in cre ation,
al lows us to come lit tle by lit tle to the con crete reali sa tion of
that which we know only in de ter mi nately and nat u rally in the 
light of be ing.

The theory of being48

The in sis tence on ‘per son’ which is such a re mark able fea ture
of Rosmini’s phi los o phy is in ev i ta bly re flected in even the
brief est sum mary of his work. Un for tu nately such in sis tence
of ten serves to dis tract at ten tion from the dif fi cult but
intensely re ward ing task await ing those who wish to fol low
Rosmini on the fi nal stage of his philo soph i cal jour ney.

For ten years be fore his death he la boured, as time and other 
work per mit ted, on a de scrip tion of all that can be known
about be ing it self. He passed from study ing the per son who
knows to the study of what is known.

In part, this is the log i cal con se quence of his phi los o phy of
per son. As we have seen, free, per sonal dig nity de pends
ultimately upon our ac knowl edge ment of what we know.
Con se quently, this dig nity will de pend upon the dig nity of
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what is known, of what is ac knowl edged. There can be no fi -
nal trea tise of ‘per son’ un til at least some con sid er ation has
been given to the ob ject of the es sen tial knowl edge pos sessed
by per sons.

This in ev i ta bly draws Rosmini’s stud ies into the sphere of
be ing as such. But once this field has been en tered, at ten tion is
fo cused upon the whole range of what is. ‘Per son’ takes its
place as part of be ing, and be gins to be seen within the to tal ity
of be ing. Noth ing of per son is lost when it takes its place in
be ing, al though ‘be ing’ in ev i ta bly be comes the cen tre of in ter -
est.49

In fact, the ob jects known by the hu man mind fall un der
one of three head ings: the idea, which is the cen tre and foun -
da tion of all knowl edge; the in tel li gent soul or hu man sub ject,
which is the cen tre and foun da tion of all know ing ac tiv ity;
and be ing, the cen tre and foun da tion of all that is con tained in
thought. The idea and the hu man soul are stud ied in the the -
ory of knowl edge and in philo soph i cal psy chol ogy, which
Rosmini had al ready un der taken and brought to a con clu sion; 
be ing would be the ob ject of his last work un der the gen eral
title The os o phy, that is, ‘wis dom in re la tion ship to God’ (the
mean ing of ‘the os o phy’ ac cepted by Rosmini — it is not to be
un der stood in its mod ern sig nif i cance of ‘eclec tic teach ing
about God’).

Be ing how ever, can be re garded in three ways. Con sidered
as the ob ject of in tu ition, that is, in its es sence, it is the ob ject
of on tol ogy; con sid ered in its ad e quate term, that is, in God, it
be comes the ob ject of nat u ral the ol ogy; and con sid ered in its
in ad e quate terms, that is, in terms which do not ex haust its
po ten tial, it is the ob ject of cos mol ogy.
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On tol ogy

The aim of on tol ogy is to investigate the na ture and es sen tial
char ac ter is tics of be ing. This in turn leads to the cen tral and
con stantly re cur ring prob lem about be ing: how can its unity
be rec on ciled with its mul ti plic ity? If be ing must es sen tially
be one, as is in deed the case, how can we be in volved, as in -
deed we are, with a mul ti plic ity of be ings?

Rosmini looks to the con cept of ‘vir tual be ing’ for an an -
swer to the prob lem. Indetermination, as we have seen in the
the ory of knowl edge, is an es sen tial char ac ter is tic of be ing.
Be ing can take on any kind of de ter mi na tion. This po ten ti al ity 
of be ing is the foun da tion upon which things de pend for their
unity in be ing and their mul ti plic ity amongst them selves.

To think of be ing as po ten tial or vir tual means con sid er ing it 
as one and mul ti ple. Mul ti plic ity, how ever, is not only think -
able; it ex ists as a fact in trin sic to be ing and is pres ent in be ing
through the modes of be ing, the first clas si fi ca tion of all pos si -
ble en ti ties. In other words, be ing, while re main ing one and
in te gral, pos sesses con tem po ra ne ously three es sen tial modes,
ideal, real and moral, all of which are un folded in the
non-essential man i fes ta tions of be ing. These modes re side in
the very con sti tu tion of be ing as the roots in which all
non-essential modes of be ing are founded.

The ideal mode of be ing is the pure knowableness proper to
in tel li gi ble be ing; real be ing is the con crete, sub stan tial sub sis -
tence of in di vid u als; moral be ing ex presses the har mony or
syn the sis of the other two modes.

The three modes are there fore co-present in be ing. At the
same time, each of them nec es sar ily re quires the oth ers. In tel li -
gi ble or ideal be ing is un der stand able of its na ture, but could
not be so with out the pres ence of some real be ing ca pa ble of
un der stand ing it; si mul ta neously, this real be ing, which is
made up of feel ing and in tel li gence, im plies the ex is tence of an
in tel li gent sub ject, a moral be ing, who unites the es sence of
be ing (the ideal mode) with feel ing (the real mode). This, ac -
cord ing to Rosmini, is the ‘law of the syn the sis of be ing’ and it 
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is ex pressed as fol lows: ‘Be ing can not ex ist un der one of the
three forms un less it also ex ists un der the other two.’ An other
law, con se quent on the ‘syn the sis’ of be ing, is that of the re -
cip ro cal in-existence or ‘circuminsession’ of the three forms:
ev ery form of be ing is all be ing, al though in its own way. Each
form, con sid ered as the whole of be ing, must there fore con -
tain in it self the other two modes, even if it con tains them
within its own mode of be ing.

Nat u ral the ol ogy

God is the in fi nite, real Be ing. But ac cord ing to Rosmini, what 
is real can be per ceived only by means of feel ing. Hu man be -
ings pos sess feel ing, but only a fi nite feel ing which can not
there fore be the ve hi cle of the per cep tion of an in fi nite re al ity
such as God. Nev er the less, by means of ideal be ing, we can
come to un der stand the ne ces sity of God’s ex is tence while re -
main ing ig no rant of how he ex ists and what he is. Ideal be ing,
with its char ac ter is tics of eter nity, ne ces sity and im ma te ri al ity, 
is some thing di vine, and as such pro vides us with a suf fi cient
no tion of the God whose ex is tence we can not but af firm. At
the same time, the pos si bil ity proper to this mode of be ing
pre vents any con fu sion be tween it and the liv ing, ac tual, op er -
at ing re al ity which is God. This dis tinc tion be tween the pos si -
bil ity of be ing and its ac tu al ity re quires that the idea of be ing,
the means by which we ac knowl edge the ex is tence of God, re -
main un con fused with God him self.

But the di vine char ac ter is tics of the idea of be ing, ‘this kind
of di vine ray which pen e trates cre ated na ture’, do ex plain the
like ness or com mon el e ment pres ent be tween the form of fi -
nite be ings and God. It is in vir tue of this like ness that com -
mu ni ca tion is pos si ble be tween be ings and God; it explains
how the leap from what is cre ated to the ex is tence of God can
be made by anal ogy or pro por tion. Ac cord ing to Rosmini,
who does not ex clude a pos te ri ori proofs of the ex istence of
God, this a pri ori method is the better way of prov ing God’s
ex is tence. It re quires that we set off from the idea of be ing, and 
ar rive at the ne ces sity of the ex is tence of God.
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For ex am ple, if truth or in tel li gi ble be ing ex ists, an in fi nite
mind, ca pa ble of pro duc ing this idea, must ex ist. Such an in fi -
nite mind can not not be God. Again, vir tual or pos si ble be ing
is in ex haust ible in its fi nite reali sa tions. This would be im pos -
si ble if it were not re lated to an ad e quate real, in fi nite term (the 
re la tion ship with the fi nite hu man mind is not suf fi cient to
ex plain it), which must there fore ex ist. Again, the pos si bil -
ity upon which the ex is tence of ev ery real be ing depends
(un less a thing is pos si ble, it can not ex ist in any way) is pres ent 
only in a mind. Things are pos si ble only to the ex tent that they 
are con ceived men tally. The hu man mind, how ever, can not
know in their pos si bil ity all the real things that ex ist; they
must there fore be known by a su pe rior mind (God) who
knows all things.

In all these proofs there is a com mon mode of pro ce dure.
The ex is tence of God is nec es sary for the ex is tence of in tel li gi -
ble be ing; but in tel li gi ble be ing cer tainly ex ists; there fore the
ex is tence of God is nec es sary.

Hav ing dem on strated the ex is tence of God, Rosmini
endeavours to see what light can be thrown by rea son on the
re vealed mys tery of God as one in na ture and tri une in per -
sons. He does not in tend to dem on strate the mys tery, but to
in di cate its fit ting ness, which fol lows from the teach ing on the 
three forms of be ing and their re cip ro cal circuminsession. He
con cludes that these ‘nat u ral’ modes of be ing are not per sons,
and hence do not con sti tute the Trin ity, but that the re la tion -
ships be tween them help us to form an ad mit tedly im per fect
im age of the three di vine Per sons.

Cre ation, the ad ex tra ac tiv ity of the Al mighty by means of
which the uni verse co mes into ex is tence, is an other field of
nat u ral the ol ogy con sid ered by Rosmini. Here, too, his in ten -
tion is not to prove the doc trine, but through rea son to show
its fit ting ness and pen e trate it more deeply.

Ideal be ing shows the pos si bil ity of the ex is tence of real be -
ings. The ac tual ex is tence of be ings that need not have ex isted
shows in its turn that cre ation has been nec es sary for their
sub sis tence — with out cre ation they would not have ex isted.
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More over, by re main ing in ex is tence, they ex pe ri ence a con -
tin ual cre ation through their con ser va tion.

Cre ation co mes about through the ad ex tra act of God
which, al though un known in it self to the hu man mind, can be
glimpsed through anal ogy. It oc curs, says Rosmini, in three
stages (he is speak ing of our way of con sid er ing it, of course:
— in God the act of cre ation is as sim ple as God him self).

First, theo soph i cal ab strac tion, as he calls it, dis tin guishes in 
the Word of God the be gin ning and the term of knowl edge,
that is, be ing and re al ity. Be ing, di vided from its term but now
con sid ered as ca pa ble of actualisation in var i ous real ways, is
called ‘ini tial be ing’. This be ing, ab stracted from the Word and 
re vealed to us in the light of rea son, is not God, but the ‘di -
vine’ of which we have spo ken.

Sec ond, af ter the ab strac tion of ini tial be ing, God con sid ers
all the fi nite real things that could con sti tute the terms of this
be ing. In do ing so he ‘imag ines’ the re al ity of the uni verse
which as lim ited be ing is lov able, and hence loved by God,
who loves ev ery thing that can be an ob ject of love.

Third, God pro duces the di vine syn the sis in which he unites 
ini tial be ing with the lim ited re al i ties he ‘imag ines’. This un ion 
brings about the ac tual, rather than the ‘imag ined’ cre ation of
fi nite be ings. All these be ings can in their turn reach out to
him by means of the hu mans in their midst who, as the apex of
cre ation, can in some way know God, com mu ni cate with him, 
en joy him and unite them selves with him. All other be ings on
earth are sub or di nate to hu man be ings, whose na ture is
destined, through grace, to be de i fied, that is, to share in the
di vin ity it self on a su per nat u ral level.

The fi nal end of cre ation, there fore, is a di a logue be tween
the hu man, in tel li gent crea ture and God, whose works hu man 
be ings ac knowl edge by prais ing the ho li ness, power, wis dom
and love of the Cre ator. God pro vides the stim u lus for this by
gov ern ing the world with laws which man i fest his in tel li -
gence, power and good ness, and en sure the great est pos si ble
good at the cost of the least pos si ble evil. In af firm ing this,
Rosmini summed up and an tic i pated the sub lime dec la ra tion
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of Vat i can Coun cil I: the only true God cre ated ‘not to in -
crease his bliss, nor ac quire it, but to man i fest his per fec tion
through the good things which he im parts to crea tures.’50

Cos mol ogy51

The ob ject of cos mol ogy is real, fi nite be ing which ac cord ing
to Rosmini obeys what he calls the ‘law of synthesism’. This
law re quires that all the parts of real, fi nite be ing have a nec es -
sary, two fold bond which unites them amongst them selves
and with God, the ab so lute Be ing. Ev ery time that a fi nite be -
ing is con sid ered as though it were al to gether sep a rate from
the other parts of cre ation and from God, er ror and ab sur dity
re sult.

The fun da men tal prob lem of cos mol ogy is to de ter mine ex -
actly the na ture of re al ity. For Rosmini, this is con sti tuted by
feel ing, which in its turn leads us to that first act or in ti mate es -
sence of what is real, by which we know things in our per cep -
tion of them. This ‘stuff of be ing’, as he calls it, is the es sen tial
el e ment of the pure, sim ple re al ity of fi nite be ing, and the
means of com mu ni ca tion be tween one real thing and an other.

Real, fi nite things do not pos sess the to tal ity of be ing and
are there fore rel a tive or in com plete. But in tel li gent be ings can
be said to be rel a tively com plete by means of be ing which they 
pos sess in its ideal form. They are dif fer ent from God who is
ab so lutely com plete, but they share nev er the less in what is
proper to him alone. And as such they con sti tute his im age
and like ness here on earth.

55

50 Session 3, c. 1 (Denzinger-Schönmetzer, p. 587, Rome, 1965).
51 Only frag ments re main of Rosmini’s notes on this sub ject.



Chap ter 3

Rosmini’s Theo log i cal Teaching52

In tro duc tion

Despite the sys tem atic at ten tion paid at least in It aly to his
philo soph i cal teach ing, Rosmini’s the ol ogy and the theo log i -
cal as pects of his philo soph i cal out put have been largely ig -
nored. There are many rea sons for this, amongst them the
orig i nal ity of cer tain trea tises and hy poth e ses of his which
gave rise to bit ter po lem ics; the lack of any or ganic treat ment
of the ol ogy, caused by Rosmini’s other oc cu pa tions which
pre vented him from com plet ing his theo log i cal works; the
sus pi cion of het ero doxy af ter the con dem na tion by the
Church of forty prop o si tions, mostly theo log i cal in char ac ter, 
taken post hu mously from Rosmini’s works;53 and the need
for fa mil iar ity with Rosmini’s fun da men tal philo soph i cal
prin ci ples prior to the study of his the ol ogy.

Nev er the less, the ol ogy was of ex treme im por tance to
Rosmini him self who con sid ered it both as the point of ar rival
of phi los o phy, and as a kind of ‘golden cu pola’ rest ing on the
ed i fice of phi los o phy and hu man knowl edge, which it pro -
tects and em bel lishes. The ol ogy even plays its part in hu man
knowledge by rais ing ques tions which would oth er wise be

52 Cf. Antropologia soprannaturale (Su per nat u ral An thro pol ogy)
[1884], CE, Roma, 1983; L’introduzione del vangelo secondo
Giovanni commentata (Com men tary on the In tro duc tion to the
Gos pel ac cord ing to John) [1882], EN, Padua, 1966; Il razionalismo
teologico (Theological Ra tio nal ism [1882], CE, Rome, 1992;
Dell’idea della sapienza (The Idea of Wis dom), in the Introduzione
alla filosofia [1850], CE, Rome, 1979.

53 Cf. c. 4.



to tally ne glected by phi los o phy — the na ture of ‘body’, for
ex am ple, is in ev i ta bly re-examined in the light of the mys tery
of the Eu cha rist.

In Rosmini’s ‘sys tem of truth’, the ol ogy is con sid ered from
two points of view. Al though its ob ject is al ways the su preme
Be ing, God, the ol ogy may be con fined within the lim its of
un aided nat u ral rea son (nat u ral the ol ogy), or treat of God as
he is known through the data pro vided by rev e la tion only
(pos i tive the ol ogy). Data which can be known by rea son,
whether it is in fact known by rea son or with the help of rev e -
la tion, is the ob ject of nat u ral the ol ogy.

In nat u ral and pos i tive the ol ogy we are deal ing with
branches of knowl edge, and it is this char ac ter is tic which dis -
tin guishes the ol ogy of any kind from re li gion. ‘The ol ogy is a
sci ence; re li gion is ac tion; the for mer is knowl edge, or the ory,
the lat ter wor ship, or prac tice… the theo lo gian is not al ways a
re li gious per son, and the re li gious per son is not al ways a
theo lo gian.’54 Re li gion is pres ent when spir i tual beliefs is sue 
in in te rior and ex te rior ac tions of ad o ra tion and prayer. Re li -
gion be comes su per nat u ral when God him self acts in the hu -
man spirit with what Chris tians call ‘grace’.

Grace

We have al ready spo ken about Rosmini’s nat u ral the ol ogy un -
der the head ing ‘The theory of being’, when we saw that lit tle
can be known about God with the light of rea son alone. We
can af firm his ex is tence, and cer tain char ac ter is tics of his es -
sence such as his good ness, jus tice and per fec tion, but we can -
not know them pos i tively or di rectly be cause we lack
ex pe ri ence of God. Nat u rally speak ing, we do not know him
con cretely and re ally in the way that we know the cre ated
things which fall un der our sense-experience. Hence the
theologian who speaks of God on the ba sis of nat u ral rea son
alone is like a per son blind from birth who speaks of sight:
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different ar gu ments al low him to af firm the ex is tence of sight,
but with out his grasp ing pos i tively the re al ity of what he can
af firm.

Such af fir ma tion re quires the real per cep tion of the ob ject
of af fir ma tion. In our case, God must be per ceived re ally. But
this can only hap pen if God of fers him self to be per ceived;
God acts in the hu man spirit with out any pos si bil ity that
hu man be ings can bring this about as, for in stance, they
could pro duce new feel ings through their nat u ral ac tiv ity.
Such an ac tion freely given on God’s part is what we call
‘grace’. It con sti tutes the es sence of su per nat u ral re li gion
and the object of pos i tive the ol ogy.

Grace, there fore, is a real, ef fi ca cious ac tion, a force, ‘an in -
te rior, pow er ful aid’. It op er ates in the intellective es sence of
the hu man soul be cause ‘the su preme Be ing can com mu ni cate
only with what is most no ble in the hu man be ing.’55 In the es -
sence of the hu man spirit the real, im ma nent ac tion of God
pro duces a su per nat u ral feel ing which al though pas sively
received, as ev ery feel ing is, pro duces in hu man be ings an ac -
tion cor re spond ing to the na ture it self of the feel ing. In other
words, ‘a truly new prin ci ple of ac tion’, called by Rosmini
an ‘in stinct of the Holy Spirit’, arises in the es sence of the soul
and al lows us to speak of ‘a new crea ture’, who as ‘re born’ is
ca pa ble of en ter ing the king dom of heaven.56

Deiform grace

Not all God’s ac tions are equal. For ex am ple, cre ation and the
gov ern ment of the world be gin in God, but ter mi nate in
some thing pro duced by God’s op er a tion, that is, in some thing 
al to gether dif fer ent from God. Such op er a tions are di vine.
Grace, how ever, is a ‘deiform’ op er a tion, in which God is
prin ci ple (be gin ning) and term (end) of the ac tion. Through
the ac tion of grace, God is for mally united to the hu man be ing 

58

55 Ibid., p. 80.
56 Cf. ibid., p. 89–90.



and con sti tutes for the hu man spirit raised to the su per nat u ral
level what we may call its ‘quasi-form’.

In pos it ing God as the form of the un der stand ing, Rosmini
would seem to run the risk of fall ing into pan the ism. But God, 
Rosmini would re ply, is the ob jec tive form of the hu man
spirit, and as such is pres ent to the spirit with out be com ing
part of it (just as light al lows us to see with out its be com ing
part of our selves). At the same time, he is not pres ent to the
spirit in the way that, on a nat u ral level, ideal be ing is pres ent
to the in tel lec tual soul as its nat u ral form. Ideal be ing al lows
us to in tuit be ing in its ini tial mode; but through grace we per -
ceive Be ing in its term so that the sub stance of Be ing be comes
the form of our su per nat u ral re al ity.

As we have seen, God’s op er a tion cre ates a su per nat u ral
feel ing in the hu man spirit. We feel God op er at ing in us and si -
mul ta neously we ex pe ri ence the pres ence of a feel ing of per -
fect sat is fac tion. This feel ing does not, how ever, nec es sar ily
bring con scious ness in its wake. In fact, grace as cre ative (in its
first act on the spirit) can not be ad verted to, just as our nat u ral
cre ation can not be ad verted to. Other acts of grace, which can
be ad verted to, are known only with dif fi culty. But the ef fects
of grace, ‘love, joy, peace, pa tience, kind ness, good ness, faith -
ful ness, gen tle ness, self-control’ (Gal 5: 22-23), are eas ily re -
cog nised.

More over, grace is not the fi nal ac tion of God in the hu man
spirit. The su preme Be ing re veals him self through grace in dis -
tinctly, not clearly. The cer tainty of the in te rior pres ence of
the ALL is not ac com pa nied by a per cep tion which is to tal:
totum, sed non totaliter, as the theo lo gians say. Faith be gins
with the in dis tinct per cep tion of God, and draws us on to
what re mains hid den of God.

This hid den part of God, this mys te ri ous pres ence, is prop -
erly speak ing the ob ject of faith and the ve hi cle of grace. It is
the di vine stim u lus, the goad, as it were, of the di vine sub -
stance with which God touches the hu man be ing.57
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When God is per ceived dis tinctly, as he is in the other life,
we pass from a state of grace to a state of glory.

Triniform grace

The grace which unites hu man be ings to God is the in dwell ing 
of the di vine sub stance in the soul. United to God in this way,
we en ter into the life of the one God in three Per sons, Fa ther,
Son and Holy Spirit. Thus Rosmini lays the foun da tion for his 
un der stand ing of the dis tinc tion be tween deiform and
triniform grace.

The feel ing im parted by deiform grace is of some in dis tinct
ALL which en closes within it self ev ery pos si ble force and en -
ergy. But the same feel ing im parted by triniform grace is of an
ALL un folded to the hu man spirit in three modes. The same
ALL is now per ceived as a cre ative force, the source of ev ery
other force, and gives rise to the ‘fear of the Lord’; it is per -
ceived as knowl edge of God which en light ens the in tel lect and 
gives rise to faith; it is per ceived as willed love of God and
gives rise to per fect sat is fac tion. The feel ing of om nip o tent
force that acts, of subsistent truth that il lu mines, and of unlim -
ited love that ex pands and at tracts the will, com prises
triniform grace.

Al though deiform and triniform grace do not dif fer in
essence, they pos sess dif fer ent grades in the sense that the first
can be per ceived by hu man be ings with out the sec ond. There
will be times when God gives to hu man be ings the ca pac ity to
per ceive the one but not the other. Thus for Rosmini, the
grace of the Old Tes ta ment is pre-eminently deiform; of the
New Tes ta ment, pre-eminently triniform.

When the hu man spirit is in pos ses sion of triniform grace,
or rather pos sessed by it, hu mans come to the fi nal per fec tion
for which their na ture and the gift of God has made them suit -
able. On the level of na ture, in con tra dis tinc tion to the su per -
nat u ral level, we find our selves open to the in fin ity of ideal
be ing but at the same time in pos ses sion of only lim ited sat is -
fac tion through feel ing that can never ac tu ally ex haust the
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infinite pos si bil i ties re vealed to us in the idea. This nat u ral im -
bal ance drives us to seek some thing re ally in fi nite, or in fi nite
knowl edge, or in fi nite love, any one of which will en velop the
oth ers and bring us to the in fi nite Be ing who alone can put an
end to hu man tra vail. The search, how ever, is des tined to fail -
ure. We can not sat isfy these ex i gen cies of ours. But God, in
re veal ing the mys tery of the blessed Trin ity, fur nishes us with
the fi nal link of the chain. Triniform grace, which will one day
be triniform glory, con sti tutes life, knowl edge and love op er -
at ing su per nat u rally within the hu man be ing. Truth and love
find their de fin i tive meet ing place in God: ‘the work of
Christian wis dom truly con sists in this char ity ex er cised in
truth.’ Re li gion, and phi los o phy also, find their com ple tion in
Chris tian wis dom where ‘char ity is sim ply the ex e cu tion and
the sub stan ti a tion of truth.’

Orig i nal sin

Within the con text of the di vine econ omy, grace is im parted
through Christ. The re vealed re li gion which he has brought us 
is based es sen tially on two truths: orig i nal sin and re demp tion. 
Grace co mes to us there fore in the cir cum stances pro vided by
orig i nal sin and our re demp tion.

The first hu man be ings com mit ted sin, and com mit ted it
freely, los ing grace and the fruits of the grace which they had
pos sessed from the be gin ning. Their hu man will re mained,
but with out the ca pac ity to com mand the other hu man fac ul -
ties. In deed, dis or dered in it self, it pro duced dis or der in the
fac ul ties de pend ent upon it and, as the su preme ac tiv ity
within hu man be ings, pro vided the ba sis for that twist of hu -
man na ture called in them and their de scen dants ‘orig i nal sin’.
But the dif fer ence be tween orig i nal sin in our first par ents and
in us lies in the qual ity of will with which the one, same sin is
in curred. In Adam and Eve, the will is free and there fore
guilty of fault as well as of sin. In us, orig i nal sin, al though an
act of the will, is not free. De prived of grace through Adam’s
sin, his de scen dants have no choice at the mo ment of conception.
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They have no means of with draw ing their will from submis -
sion to their hu man in stincts and turn ing it to God as their
supreme Good. The su preme ac tiv ity of the will, ded i cated
now to what is less than God, has turned, but not freely, from
the su preme Good to a lesser good, and sur ren dered to it en -
tirely. Ac cord ing to Rosmini, dis or dered na ture nec es sar ily
in fects the per son of the newly con ceived hu man be ing.

Rosmini’s dis tinc tion be tween sin and fault, which he used
to safe guard the true na ture of sin in the newly con ceived, was
in tended as a de fence against the er rors of Baius, who main -
tained that the hu man will was ir re deem ably cor rupt and im -
per vi ous to the heal ing power of in te rior grace, and the
op po site er rors of Pelagius and the Jansenists who thought
that only some ex te rior help was needed for us to act su per -
nat u rally. Rosmini was to come un der se vere at tack for his
teach ing on orig i nal sin, and in par tic u lar for his dis tinc tion
be tween sin and fault.

Re demp tion

Within the cir cum stances cre ated by sin in the hu man race,
God helped hu man be ings by means of rev e la tion and grace.
The prin ci ple of su per nat u ral rev e la tion, and there fore of
grace, is Christ, known incipiently in the Old Tes ta ment
through the grad ual un veil ing of the di vine plan of re demp -
tion, and known fully in the New Tes ta ment through the In -
car na tion.

It is the hu man ity of Christ that pro vides the ve hi cle for the
man i fes ta tion of the Word of God who, through his body,
com mu ni cates with his fel lows and pro vides them with the
nec es sary sanc ti fy ing grace, ob tained through his death and
res ur rec tion, to raise them from sin. Hav ing gone up to his Fa -
ther, he now unites him self with his breth ren on earth through 
the sac ra ments. These are signs which ef fec tively bring us into
con tact, in var i ous ways, with the hu man na ture of Christ, and 
hence with his di vine heal ing power. In other words, the grace
that now saves man kind is a com mu ni ca tion of the Word to
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hu man be ings through the hu man na ture as sumed by the
Word. Ac cord ing to Rosmini, this ex plains why we speak of
‘in cor po ra tion in Christ,’ and of in cor po ra tion in him as the
be gin ning of eter nal life.

The sol emn phrase ‘in Christ’ con tains a sum mary of the
whole of Chris tian ity be cause it ex presses the real mys ti cal
un ion of hu man be ings with Christ. This un ion and
incorporation con sti tutes Chris tian ity in act,58

the vis i ble ef fect of which in this world is the es tab lish ment of
the Church of Je sus Christ.

Char ac ter

Ac cord ing to Rosmini, un ion and in cor po ra tion with
Christ is made up of two el e ments. The first es tab lishes a sta -
ble con tact be tween Christ and the hu man spirit, and is
brought about by the work of Christ at the mo ment of bap -
tism when the light of the Word is im pressed upon the soul,
leav ing there an in del i ble mark or char ac ter which dis tin -
guishes Chris tians from non-Christians. Such ‘en light en -
ment’ pro vides the soul with new, su per nat u ral ca pac i ties
en abling it to re ceive and ad min is ter the sac ra ments, and plac -
ing it once and for all on a su per nat u ral level. The char ac ter is
also the fount of grace within the Chris tian.

When the char ac ter is left to ex pand its power un hin dered in 
the Chris tian, grace, the sec ond el e ment of in cor po ra tion in
Christ, en ters and informs the will of the Chris tian. Only sin,
by which the will im pedes the ac tion of the char ac ter, pre vents 
fi nal in cor po ra tion in Christ.

Thus it is Christ him self, ‘the hu man, per fect na ture of
Christ, tri um phant over death’,59 who op er ates in and with the 
Chris tian. One of Rosmini’s own prayers is in line with this
truth. ‘Fa ther,’ he prays, ‘as your di vine Son would pray in me, 
so I would pray to you.’ More over, as a re sult of the interior

63

58 L’introduzione al vangelo di Giovanni, EN, Padua, 1966, p.
153.

59 Ibid.



un ion be tween Christ and his dis ci ple, two ba sic feel ings are
pres ent in the Chris tian: that by which he per ceives his own
noth ing ness, and that which speaks to him of his dig nity,
power and great ness. The for mer is the source of the Chris -
tian’s hu mil ity; the lat ter pro vides that great ness of soul which 
en ables the Chris tian to un der take any thing what so ever in the 
ser vice of his Lord, and con sider all things as loss for the sake
of serv ing him.

Chris tian life in the Church

It is clear that for Rosmini, Chris tian liv ing is re duced ul ti -
mately to grace-inspired will ing ness to al low the Spirit of
Christ him self to have the fi nal word in all that the hu man per -
son thinks and does. Rosmini prays:

O God, may your Spirit be the spring of all my ac tiv ity and
all my acts. Let ev ery thing in me come from you, noth ing
from my self.60

The spir i tual endeavour of the Chris tian is noth ing more
than the ef fort and sac ri fice he makes to die to self and live ac -
cord ing to the Spirit of Christ within him. The strug gle which
looms so large in ev ery truly Chris tian ex is tence is again the
out come of the pres ence within the soul of two el e ments: the
wounded, dis or dered na ture of the hu man be ing, and the life
of Christ him self. The de ci sion fac ing the Chris tian con sists in 
the choice he has to make of liv ing in ac cord with one or other
of these el e ments. If he chooses life in the Pau line sense, the
out come will be ex pressed in the words: ‘I live, yet not I. It is
Christ who lives in me’ (Gal 2: 20).

The life of Christ will there fore draw the Chris tian to love
and de sire the things that Christ de sired, and su premely to de -
vote his life in what ever way he can to the well-being of the
Church founded by Christ which, as the ‘su per nat u ral so ci ety 
of man kind’, is the be gin ning on earth of the king dom, the final
source of the glory of God and the good of hu man ity. In the
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Church, the Chris tian will find the strength he needs, above
all through the sac ra ments of con fir ma tion and the Eu cha rist,
to seek ‘first, the king dom of God and his jus tice’ (Mt 6: 33),
the will of God as the source of all his thoughts and ac tions,
and the hum ble, un tir ing ser vice of his neigh bour.

Bap tism, Con fir ma tion, the Eu cha rist

Rosmini’s writ ings on bap tism, con fir ma tion and the Eu cha rist
of fer spe cial in sight into the na ture and ef fects of these three
sac ra ments of ini ti a tion which sanc tify the whole hu man be ing, 
mind, will and body.

As we have seen, bap tism im presses the light of the Word on 
the hu man spirit. Through this light, the Word con tin u ally of -
fers the spirit an ob ject of love that can draw the soul’s will
away from its mor tal pre oc cu pa tion with self, and thus re lease 
it from the sin in which it was con ceived. More over bap tism,
ac cord ing to Rosmini, brings to the soul the gifts of the Spirit
in the wake of the Christ-life.

Con fir ma tion, which con fers the pres ence of the per son of
the Holy Spirit on the Chris tian soul, im presses the char ac ter
more deeply in the hu man spirit, ‘con firm ing’ all that has al -
ready been gifted, as sur ing Chris tians of the in dwell ing of the
third Per son of the blessed Trin ity in their souls, and bap tis ing 
them with fire in tended to set the whole world ablaze.

But the crown of the sac ra men tal sys tem is the Eu cha rist,
‘the most in ef fa ble of all the sac ra ments,’61 as Rosmini calls it.
Ac cord ing to the hy poth e sis ad vanced by Rosmini, tran sub -
stan ti a tion, or the con ver sion of the whole sub stance of the
bread and wine into the sub stance of the body and blood of
Christ, ‘takes place in a way anal o gous to that in which we
con vert the food we eat, through nu tri tion, into our own
body and blood.’62 The change takes place by means of a
supernatural op er a tion with which the Word ap pro pri ates the
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whole sub stance of the bread and wine, mak ing it the sub -
stance of his own body. When we eat the body of Christ and
drink his blood, how ever, it is we who are as sim i lated into
Christ through the su pe rior power of his di vine hu man ity
which al lows us to share in his eter nal life. In deed, the body of
Christ of which we have par taken as sures us of life af ter death
when, un til the res ur rec tion of the body, we shall be with out
any cor po real el e ment other than that granted to us through
our as sim i la tion into the life of Christ.

Bap tism, con fir ma tion and the Eu cha rist to gether re-create
the whole hu man be ing. Al though each of these sac ra ments
brings in its wake at least in di rectly the ef fects of them all, it is
in bap tism prin ci pally that the Chris tian’s in tel lect is en light -
ened anew by the light of the Word; in con fir ma tion that the
Chris tian’s will is re newed by per son of the Holy Spirit, Love
in per son; and in the Eu cha rist that his body re ceives the seed
of Christ’s res ur rected life which en sures the Chris tian a share
in the res ur rec tion it self.
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Chap ter 4

Con tro versies and Re-evaluation

AS WE HAVE SEEN, Rosmini’s life was punc tu ated by at -
tacks on his philo soph i cal and theo log i cal works. Some

of these at tacks, and Rosmini’s own de fence against them,
were made in lan guage that to day would be con sid ered in tem -
per ate. Some were mo ti vated by an tip a thy to new ideas, or by
the con ser va tive at ti tude then thought by many to be a nec es -
sary bul wark against rev o lu tion ary ide al ism in side and out -
side the Church.

Pol i tics also played a part in the prob lems which be set
Rosmini al most as soon as he came to ma tu rity. As a de fender
of Church free dom, he was the ob ject of sus pi cion from ev ery
to tal i tar ian re gime with which he was in con tact; as an ar dent
be liever in the im pos si bil ity of re strain ing na tion al is tic fer -
vour in It aly, many of his ideas were not ac cept able to the au -
thor i ties of the Aus trian Em pire, of which he was a sub ject,
nor to the feel ing prev a lent in ec cle si as ti cal di plo macy at a
time when the tem po ral au thor ity of the pa pacy needed to be
se cured, it was thought, against ev ery pos si ble in road. Nor
did Rosmini’s po si tion as founder of a re li gious con gre ga tion
save him from what could be con strued as opposition spring -
ing from mis un der stand ing of his call ing, and mis ap pre hen -
sion of new ap pli ca tions of prin ci ple in the religious life.

But such op po si tion would have been seen for what it was
— the rough and tum ble of his tory re fin ing the com pre hen -
sion of Rosmini’s teach ing and ac tiv ity — if two facts had not
in ter vened to pro duce al most to tal oblit er a tion of Rosmini’s
con tri bu tion to phi los o phy and the ol ogy. The first oc curred
dur ing his life time, the sec ond post hu mously.

1848, the ‘year of rev o lu tions’, saw the flight of Pope Pius



IX from Rome to Gaeta. The cri sis, pre cip i tated by the as sas -
si na tion of Pellegrino Rossi, the pa pal Prime Min is ter, on No -
vem ber 15th, brought about a change of pol icy in Ro man
di plo macy which from now on stood out against the cause of
Ital ian unity. Rosmini, who saw that the unity of the Ital ian
na tion was in ev i ta ble, hoped for the found ing of a con fed er a -
tion of Ital ian states, the only way, as he saw it, of safe guard -
ing the in de pend ence of the Pa pacy.

It is fool ish to think that any thing can de ter a na tion from at -
tain ing its unan i mous de sire. It is even more fool ish to imag -
ine that its de sire can be de terred by in sig nif i cant forces. The
na tion will over come all ob sta cles; its im pe tus can be il lu mi -
nated and con trolled, but never im peded. It is ex tremely
prob a ble there fore that the pres ent move ment in It aly will
not end un til the coun try has be come a na tion… There seems
no way of avoid ing [the dan gers fac ing the Church] un less
the de sired unity of It aly is pro moted by means of a Con fed -
er a tion of Ital ian states.63

It was to fur ther this pur pose that Rosmini found him self in
Rome dur ing the fa tal last days of Rossi. Hav ing ac cepted the
of fice of spe cial le gate of the Piedmontese gov ern ment, which
he re pu di ated when his own con di tions for me di a tion
between the Pope and the Piedmontese were aban doned, he
fol lowed Pius IX, at the Pope’s re quest, to Gaeta. His pres -
ence at the Pa pal court and the fa vour he en joyed from the
Pope, were an ob vi ous em bar rass ment to the pro-Austrian
pol icy of Car di nal Antonelli, and it was not long be fore the
pres sure put on Pius IX to aban don his con sti tu tional views
was re flected in Rosmini’s re quest to leave Gaeta for Na ples,
where he spent a great part of his time (from 24th Jan u ary
1849) writ ing his un fin ished Introduzione del vangelo
secondo Giovanni commentata (Com men tary on the In tro -
duc tion to the Gos pel ac cord ing to John), a sub lime mys ti cal
and metaphys i cal work.

Rosmini saw the Pope again at Gaeta some months later, on
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June 9th, 1849, three days af ter Pius IX had con firmed a de -
cree of the Con gre ga tion of the In dex plac ing Rosmini’s
Cinque piaghe della santa Chiesa and his Costituzione civile
secondo la giustizia sociale amongst the list of pro hib ited
books. Of this de cree Rosmini knew noth ing, nor did the
Pope men tion it ei ther then or dur ing the last au di ence
Rosmini had with him on June 14th. Only on Au gust 15th, on
his re turn jour ney to Stresa, was Rosmini in formed at Albano
near Rome of the de cree, to which he sub mit ted hum bly and
com pletely. This pro hi bi tion was the first in ci dent which set
Rosmini apart from the great fol low ing which had been his
un til that mo ment.

The trag edy of the pro hi bi tion lay, how ever, not only in the
dis cred it ing of Rosmini in ec cle si as ti cal eyes, but also in the
ex tinc tion of the one spi ral of light which might have pre -
vented the Church’s clos ing in on her self in so many ways for
the next cen tury. And Rosmini’s proph ecy about the to tal loss
of the Pa pal states was in fact ful filled:

If a mon ar chy or a re pub lic were to come to power as a sin gle
State in It aly… the States of the Church would in ev i ta bly be
lost. Even Rome would go the same way, be cause that city
alone would be suit able as a cap i tal.64

More over, Rosmini’s ap peal in the Five Wounds of the
Church for re newal of li tur gi cal life in the Church, for re form
of ed u ca tion amongst the clergy, for unity among the bish ops,
for con sul ta tion with the peo ple, for free dom from gov ern -
men tal pres sure in the choice of new bish ops, and for proper
use of the Church’s tem po ral i ties, was to re main prac ti cally
un heeded un til the sec ond Vat i can Coun cil. Only af ter the
end of the Coun cil, and some two months be fore the ab o li tion 
of the In dex it self in July 1966, was licence given65 by Car di nal 
Ottaviani, Pro-Prefect of the Con gre ga tion for the Doc trine
of the Faith (which suc ceeded to the work of the Congregation
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of the In dex, and the Holy Of fice) for the book to be printed
once more.

The pro hi bi tion of these two works did not put an end to
the at tacks on Rosmini’s po si tion dur ing the re main der of his
life or af ter his death. How ever, the de cree Dimittantur of
1854, in which all his pub lished works were de clared free of
het ero doxy, did en sure that the de bate con tin ued on more or
less ac cept able lines for about twenty years. Cer tainly, it
lacked the venom which had ear lier char ac ter ised it.

Af ter Rosmini’s death, and de spite the Dimittantur, hos til i -
ties were re newed with great vig our in the sec ond half of the
1870’s as Leo XIII con tin ued the work of re ha bil i ta tion of
Thom ism, a pro cess which cul mi nated in 1879 with the pub li -
ca tion of the en cyc li cal Aeterni Patris. Re vived in ter est in St.
Thomas, which Rosmini him self had en cour aged in all his
writ ings, led to the adop tion by Cath o lic church men of
neo-Thomism as their quasi-official phi los o phy, and to an at -
tempt to out law ev ery other kind of ra tio nal thought within
ec cle si as ti cal cir cles. In par tic u lar, any phi los o phy which pro -
jected no tions of an in tu itive, nat u ral bond of truth be tween
the Cre ator and hu man be ings was looked upon with great
sus pi cion. In other words, a phi los o phy which would de pend
for its first principles upon a nat u ral light of truth was not ac -
cept able.

The po si tion of neo-Thomism within church cir cles took
on the ap pear ance of what we may call ‘dog matic’ phi los o phy, 
a branch as it were of the field of dogma in which the Church
as Church pos sessed its own au thor ity. Only ‘dog matic’ phi -
los o phy would an swer the need keenly felt by many ec cle si as -
tics to de fend the po lit i cal ‘rights’ of the Church. De spite the
for mi da ble ef fort of Leo XIII to come to terms with the ills of
mod ern, cap i tal ist so ci ety,66 the still lin ger ing con cep tion of
the Church as a he ge mony in a worldly sense re quired the ‘ap -
pro pri a tion’ of a phi los o phy which would be able to sustain
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ecclesiastico-political re quire ments. The lim i ta tions of such a
stance were soon to be re vealed in the up surge of Mod ern ism,
against which philo soph i cal dogmaticism  was pow er less.

In the mean time, 40 prop o si tions taken from post hu mous
and non-posthumous works of Rosmini had been con demned 
in the de cree Post Obi tum.67 Delated as teach ings which
catholicae veritati haud consonae videbantur (seemed scarcely 
to ac cord with cath o lic truth), these prop o si tions were con -
demned as reprobandae, damnandae, and proscribendae (to
be re proved, con demned and pro scribed) with out, how ever,
fall ing un der any theo log i cal note. In other words, they were
not con demned as ‘he ret i cal’, ‘of fen sive to pi ous ears’, or
dam na ble in any spe cific way, and no at tempt was made in the
doc u ment to con nect their con dem na tion with the sus pi cion
which had caused their delation.

Three things stand out con cern ing this con dem na tion. First, 
the delation of the prop o si tions as catholicae veritati haud
consonae in di cates that the dif fi cul ties raised by the teach ing
un der ly ing the prop o si tions were felt to be theo log i cal, rather
than philo soph i cal. No other mean ing can be given to the
phrase ‘Cath o lic truth’. Sec ond, the first 24 prop o si tions are
nev er the less con cerned with philo soph i cal mat ters, and in
par tic u lar with the ques tion of the in tel lec tual re la tion ship be -
tween the crea ture and the Cre ator. It was ob vi ously felt as es -
sen tial that Rosmini’s view of such a re la tion ship should be
un der mined from the be gin ning. Third, the im mense dif fi cul -
ties un der which the com pil ers la boured to pro duce the
propositions is clear from the way in which sev eral of the
prop o si tions are stitched to gether. The most ob vi ous ex am ple
is found in n. 12: Finita realitas non est, sed Deus facit eam
addendo infinitae realitati limitationem. Esse initiale fit
essentia omnis entis realis. Esse quod actuat naturas finitas ipsis 
coniunctum, est recisum a Deo (Fi nite re al ity is not, but God
makes it be by add ing lim i ta tion to in fi nite re al ity. Ini tial
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being be comes the es sence of ev ery real be ing. Be ing, which
ac tu ates fi nite na tures, hav ing been joined to them, is cut off
from God).

This prop o si tion, al though taken from the Teosofia, a sin gle, 
post hu mous work, and made to run as a sin gle as ser tion, is
com posed of sen tences scat tered across many pages and taken
from more than one vol ume of the book, as the fol low ing
trans la tion of Rosmini’s own words, and ref er ences to their
sources, makes clear:

‘Fi nite re al ity is not, but he [God] makes it be by add ing
lim i ta tion to in fi nite re al ity’ (Teosofia, EC, tome I, n. 681).
‘Ini tial be ing… be comes the es sence of ev ery real be ing’ (Ibid., 
n. 458). ‘Be ing, which ac tu ates fi nite na tures, is joined with
these by be ing cut off from God…’ (tome III, n. 1425).

The prac ti cal im pos si bil ity of giv ing any mean ing to these
words with out ref er ence to their con text is it self in dic a tive of
the dif fi cul ties faced by the com pil ers who in tended to of fer
Prop o si tion 12 as ev i dence of pan the ism in Rosmini. His gen -
u ine views on this mat ter are, how ever, clearly ex pressed in
the fol low ing pas sage from his Com men tary on the In tro -
duc tion to the Gos pel ac cord ing to John:

When there is ques tion of the modes in which the di vine
sub sis tence is lim ited, we do not mean that the di vine
substance re ceives, or can re ceive lim i ta tions. How ever, the
di vine sub stance is be ing, and con se quently be ing which, as
its con cept shows, is able to be in two modes, un lim ited and
lim ited. Un lim ited and un change able be ing is proper to the
di vine sub stance; lim ited be ing is proper to the crea ture. The
di vine sub stance con tains there fore the pos si bil ity of crea -
tures be cause in it is to be found be ing which can be lim ited.
But the crea ture is not pres ent in the di vine sub stance. What
is pres ent — be cause be ing is pres ent, and be ing con tains in
its con cept the pos si bil ity of lim i ta tion — is the rea son un -
der ly ing the crea ture’s pos si bil ity of ex is tence.
The pos si bil ity proper to crea tures is, how ever, two fold:
logical and phys i cal. The log i cal pos si bil ity is the idea, or the
rea son un der ly ing creaturehood; the phys i cal pos si bil ity is
the power, or ef fi cient cause of the crea ture, that is, the
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creative power. Ab so lute be ing, there fore, con tains in its con -
cept both the idea of lim ited be ing, that is, of the crea ture, and 
the power to pro duce the crea ture, that is, to ren der real and
sub sist ing the lim ited be ing man i fest in the idea. In a word,
the ab so lute be ing pos sesses all that is needed to make it self
cre ator, cre ator of lim ited be ing, of the crea ture, by mak ing
the crea ture real and subsistent68

Mat ters of this kind prompted the re-examination of the 40
prop o si tions by a com mis sion of the Con gre ga tion for the
Doc trine of the Faith. The work, be gun in 1991, came to fru -
ition ten years later with the pub li ca tion of a Note from the
Con gre ga tion. In it, Rosmini is ex cul pated of all sus pi cion of
het ero doxy and of fi cially re-admitted, as it were, to theo log i -
cal and philo soph i cal de bate. We must now ex am ine the pro -
cess by which the re-evaluation came about.

For more than half a cen tury Post Obi tum (1887), Leo
XIII’s de cree of con dem na tion of 40 prop o si tions taken from
Rosmini’s writ ings, was ex tremely ef fec tive out side It aly in
to tally alien at ing in ter est, other than hos tile in ter est, from
Rosmini, Chris tian theo lo gian and phi los o pher. Denzinger’s
En chi rid ion Symbolorum, the com mon source book for
Church doc u ments used by Cath o lic stu dents of the ol ogy
through out the world, has car ried the ti tle Errores Antonii de
Rosmini-Serbati as its head ing to the prop o si tions,69 and has
been care ful to point to the re it er a tion of the con dem na tion
by Leo XIII him self in a let ter70 to the Arch bishop of Mi lan — 
with out, how ever, ex plain ing that this re-affirmation of Post
Obi tum was nec es sary be cause many peo ple, sur prised by the
doc u ment, won dered whether it were a forg ery. Such zeal,
which went well be yond the call of duty, con trib uted de ci -
sively to the obliv ion which en folded Rosmini out side his na -
tive land. Rosmini’s work stood no chance of ac cep tance, or
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even im par tial ex am i na tion, by the main stream of Cath o lic
thought.

The sit u a tion was dif fer ent within It aly, where Rosmini was 
not for got ten. While his ad ver sar ies were de lighted with the
con dem na tion, his sup port ers drew at ten tion to what they
con sid ered the weak nesses in the con dem na tion. In par tic u lar, 
they were vo cif er ous in de clar ing that the prop o si tions did
not ex press Rosmini’s gen u ine opin ion, and in emphasising
the sin gu lar fact that no theo log i cal char ac ter is tic such as ‘he -
ret i cal’ or ‘of fen sive to pioius ears’ had been at tached to the
prop o si tions listed in Post Obi tum. The con tro versy, heavily
weighted in fa vour of those who op posed Rosmini root and
branch, con tin ued spas mod i cally through the nec es sar ily sub -
dued cel e bra tions for the cen te nary of Rosmini’s birth un til
1955, one hun dred years af ter his death.

Dur ing the post-war years, and im me di ately be fore 1955,
stud ies71 by writ ers fa vour able to Rosmini ar rived at con clu -
sions which con sid er ably mit i gated any ac cu sa tions of her esy,
or even er ror, on Rosmini’s part. The po si tion was well sum -
ma rised by Francesco Tubaldi:

The pos si bil ity that read ers of Rosmini might in ter pret his
words mis tak enly, an ex trin sic dan ger on the part of
non-cautious read ers, is suf fi cient to jus tify the con dem na -
tion by the Holy Of fice. This con dem na tion must be con sid -
ered pre cisely as ad vice, as a warn ing, for such read ers, but it
does not author ise any one to im pute her esy, or even er ror, to
Rosmini. In fact, the Holy Of fice has never said that her esy
or er ror can be at trib uted to him.72

This opin ion has now been ac cepted by the Con gre ga tion
for the Doc trine of the Faith, (for merly the Holy Of fice), in
its Note on the im port of the doc trinal de crees con cern ing the
thought and writ ings of An to nio Rosmini Serbati. 

The De cree of con dem na tion… has not only ex pressed the
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gen u ine con cerns of the Magisterium against mis taken and
de vi ant in ter pre ta tions of Rosminian thought in con trast
with Cath o lic faith, but has also fore seen what has ac tu ally
hap pened.73

In other words, Rosmini was con demned not for what he
wrote, but as a re sult of pos si ble mis in ter pre ta tions of his
writ ings,

al though it has to be re cog nised that ex ten sive, se ri ous and
rig or ous sci en tific lit er a ture on the thought of An to nio
Rosmini, ex pressed in the Cath o lic field by theo lo gians and
phi los o phers be long ing to var i ous schools of thought, has
shown that such in ter pre ta tions con trary to faith and Cath o -
lic doc trine do not cor re spond in re al ity to Rosmini’s au then -
tic po si tion.74

This Note from the Con gre ga tion for the Doc trine of the
Faith is the con tin u a tion of an ever-growing ac knowl edge -
ment of Rosmini’s sanc tity and of a grad ual re ap praisal of
Rosmini’s thought on the part of the Popes who have suc -
ceeded Pius XII.

Blessed John XXIII showed his ap pre ci a tion of Rosmini’s
wis dom and sanc tity in the notes he re corded dur ing his re -
treat prior to his eight i eth birthday. Ex ten sive quo ta tions
from an an thol ogy of Rosmini’s as ceti cal writ ings and let ters
show how the Pope found sup port and con fir ma tion for his
own views on ho li ness in the Chris tian life and in his of fice
from Rosmini’s let ters and es pe cially from Maxims of Chris -
tian Per fec tion. John XXIII, al though cer tainly ac quainted
with ‘the Rosminian ques tion’ had not de lib er ately reached
out to Rosmini, but found him ‘un ex pect edly’ as a source of
in spi ra tion in the an thol ogy. The Pope was suf fi ciently im -
pressed by what he read and med i tated on in this col lec tion of
Rosmini’s spir i tual writ ings to copy out al most ver ba tim the
six max ims of per fec tion, which he takes as a programme for
life. Other ref er ences, ex plicit and im plicit, from Rosmini
abound in the pages of the Pope’s spir i tual jour nal dur ing the
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days 10-15 Au gust 1961. Finally, in thank ing Mons. Cavagna,
who had di rected him dur ing these spir i tual ex er cises, John
XXIII wrote:

Dur ing this re treat we have read to gether some pages of as -
cetical writ ing and found the sub lime and beau ti ful prayer
com posed by that de vout priest [Rosmini]: ‘Make me, Lord,
your ser vant, as your Fa ther made you his ser vant.’75

Paul VI, an other truly great Ser vant of God, spoke of
Rosmini in pub lic as:

a great man, still lit tle known… great for his learn ing, great
for his wis dom… his books are full of pro found, orig i nal
thought which stretches out into all fields: philo soph i cal,
books wor thy to be known and spread abroad. He was also a
prophet…All that he thought in di cates a spirit wor thy of be -
ing known, im i tated and per haps called upon as pro tec tor on
heaven.76

Later he would write of Rosmini’s
un shake able faith which con stantly di rected his life and
found its fi nal, mov ing ex pres sion in the words spo ken on his 
death bed: ‘Adore, be si lent, re joice’ — words which con sti -
tute the most com plete syn the sis of his en light ened and en -
light en ing spir i tual ex pe ri ence.77

Al bino Luciani, later John Paul I, whose doc toral the sis on
the or i gin of the hu man soul was un fa vour able to Rosmini, is
re ported as hav ing de clared soon af ter his elec tion to the Pa -
pacy that Rosmini was:

a priest who loved the Church so much, and suf fered for her.
He was a man of vast cul ture, of in te gral Chris tian faith, a
mas ter of philo soph i cal and moral wis dom who saw clearly
the gaps in ecclesial struc tures and the un ful filled evan gel i cal
and pas to ral needs of the Church. I want to find an op por tu -
nity of speak ing about An to nio Rosmini and his work, which 
I have re-read with care. First, I shall meet with the Rosminian
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Fa thers and make peace with them. When my doc toral the sis
on  The Or i gin of the Hu man Soul ac cord ing to An to nio
Rosmini was pub lished, some of them dis agreed with what I
thought and with my anal y sis. I want a re-examination of the
doc trinal de cree Post Obi tum with which the Sa cred Ro man
Uni ver sal In qui si tion con demned the 40 prop o si tions taken
from Rosmini’s writ ing. I shall do it calmly, but I shall do it.78

But the great est and most sur pris ing sup port for Rosmini,
both as a holy man and an in tel lec tual, has come from the
non-Italian Pope John Paul II. Dur ing his pon tif i cate, he has
drawn fa vour able at ten tion to Rosmini in two ad dresses to
Gen eral Con gre ga tions (Chap ters) of the In sti tute of Char ity,
founded by Rosmini, and in the en cyc li cal Faith and Rea son.
In speak ing to the Chap ter Fa thers at their as sem bly, 14 No -
vem ber 1988, Pope John Paul II af firmed:

Ev ery one knows the com mit ment to in tense in tel lec tual
work that was char ac ter is tic of Rosmini, who was con stantly
striv ing to make the Gos pel known. His mind was par tic u -
larly sen si tive to the great prob lem of har mony be tween faith
and rea son, and he wanted to pay at ten tion to the most re -
nowned think ers of his time… in or der to seek out ever more
suit able ways to com mu ni cate Chris tian doc trine to peo ple,
and es pe cially to the world of cul ture and of knowl edge, fa -
vour ing an ap pro pri ate up dat ing of lan guage and of di a -
logue… There is an ap pre ci a tion of his way of ap proach ing
God through sci ence and phi los o phy, a rec og ni tion of the
op por tune ness of his re search aimed at con firm ing the va lid -
ity of the truth of faith and of the Christian mes sage about
man and his role in the world.79

Ten years later, 26 Sep tem ber 1998, John Paul II re turned to
the same theme:

Your Founder stands firmly in that great in tel lec tual tra di tion 
of Chris tian ity which knows there is no op po si tion be tween
faith and rea son, but that one de mands the other. His was a
time when the long pro cess of the sep a ra tion of faith and
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reason had reached full term, and the two came to seem
mortal en e mies. Rosmini, how ever, in sisted with St. Au gus -
tine that ‘be liev ers are also think ers: in be liev ing they think
and in think ing they be lieve… If faith does not think, it is
noth ing’ (De Praedestinatione Sanctorum, 2, 5). He knew
that faith with out rea son with ers into myth and
superstitition, and there fore he set about ap ply ing his im -
mense gifts of mind not only to the ol ogy and spir i tu al ity, but
to fields as di verse as phi los o phy, pol i tics, law, ed u ca tion, sci -
ence, psy chol ogy and art, see ing in them no threat to faith but 
nec es sary al lies. Rosmini seems at times a man of con tra dic -
tion. Yet we find in him a deep and mys te ri ous con ver gence;
and it was this con ver gence which en sured that, al though a
man of the nine teenth cen tury, Rosmini tran scended his own
time and place to be come a uni ver sal wit ness, whose teach ing
is still to day both rel e vant and timely.80

Al most at the same mo ment as the Pope was speak ing to the
as sem bled Fa thers of the In sti tute of Char ity in 1998, his en -
cyc li cal Faith and Rea son, dated 14 Sep tem ber 1998, was be -
ing made pub lic. In it he wrote:

The fruit ful ness of this re la tion ship [be tween faith and rea -
son] is con firmed by the ex pe ri ence of great Chris tian theo lo -
gians who also dis tin guished them selves as great
phi los o phers… We see the same fruit ful re la tion ship be tween 
phi los o phy and the word of God in the cou ra geous re search
pur sued by more re cent think ers, amongst whom I gladly
men tion… An to nio Rosmini.81

He had al ready spo ken in the En cyc li cal of a num ber of
Cath o lic phi los o phers who, prior to Leo XIII’s call for a re -
newal of Thomistic stud ies, had

pro duced philo soph i cal works of great in flu ence and last ing
value. Some de vised syn the ses so re mark able that they stood
com par i son with the great sys tems of ide al ism. Oth ers es tab -
lished the epistemological foun da tions for a new con sid er -
ation of faith in the light of a re newed un der stand ing of moral 
con scious ness; oth ers again pro duced a phi los o phy which,
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start ing with an anal y sis of im ma nence, opened the way to
the tran scen dent; and there were fi nally those who sought to
com bine the de mands of faith with the per spec tive of
phenomenological method.82 

There is no doubt that Rosmini is num bered amongst these
phi los o phers on more than one of the grounds men tioned by
the Holy Fa ther.

The warmth of John Paul II’s dec la ra tions in fa vour of
Rosmini, which are ob vi ously not in tended to en dorse ev ery
as pect of his thought, but sim ply to of fer sig nif i cant ex am ples
of a valu able pro cess of philo soph i cal en quiry ‘en riched by
en gag ing the data of faith’, is not, how ever, matched by the
lan guage of the Note. Rather than of fer ing a purificatio
memoriae, of which in re cent years we have had mem o ra ble
ex am ples at the high est level in the Church, the Note, in de -
fend ing the Magistrium’s con dem na tion of the 40 prop o si -
tions, wishes to fore stall ob jec tions which could arise from ‘a
hasty and su per fi cial read ing’83 of the var i ous in ter ven tions
made in the 19th cen tury, and at tempts to vin di cate the man -
ner in which Rosmini has been treated. There is, of course, no
doubt that Post Obi tum was mo ti vated by ‘con sid er ations
aimed al ways and in ev ery in stance at safe guard ing Cath o lic
faith,84 and to that ex tent the Note is able to af firm, rather
enig mat i cally,

that the ob jec tive va lid ity of the De cree Post Obi tum rel a tive
to what is said in the con demned propostions re mains for
who ever reads them, out side the con text of Rosminian
thought, in an ide al ist, on to log i cal per spec tive and with a
mean ing con trary to faith and to Cath o lic doc trine.85

 Nev er the less, it is pos si ble to ask whether the means cho sen 
to achieve this aim were con sis tent with jus tice to wards the
in di vid ual whose prop o si tions, taken out of con text, were
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con demned. It is cer tainly not easy, but rather prac ti cally im -
pos si ble to con clude, even from a care ful read ing of Post Obi -
tum,

that the sense of the prop o si tions, as un der stood and con -
demned by the same De cree, does not per tain in re al ity to
Rosmini’s au then tic po si tion, but to pos si ble con clu sions
from the read ing of his works.86

The Note is in deed un equiv o cal in stat ing that
the mo tives for con cern and for doc trinal and pru den tial dif -
fi cul ties which de ter mined the pro mul ga tion of the De cree
Post Obi tum con cern ing the ‘Forty Prop o si tions’ ex tracted
from the works of An to nio Rosmini, can now be con sid ered
sur mounted.87

This, how ever, has al ways been the case. Even when the
prop o si tions were con demned, they did not rep re sent and
could not have rep re sented Rosmini’s po si tion. Yet Post Obi -
tum clearly states that they were con demned in proprio
auctoris sensu (in the sense proper to their au thor).

An other cu ri ous fac tor to be ob served in the Note is its ref -
er ence to the 40 prop o si tions as though they were wholly
con cerned with ide al ist per spec tives. The Note, in fact, omits
all ref er ence to the many prop o si tions which, touch ing upon
nu mer ous as pects of faith, are theo log i cal rather than philo -
soph i cal in char ac ter. The dif fi cul ties con nected with these
prop o si tions also are con sid ered ‘sur mounted’, but no at -
tempt is made in the Note to state what these dif fi cul ties were,
or whether they also might be sus cep ti ble to wrong ful in ter -
pre ta tion.

Finally, the doc u ment shows an odd dis re gard, or pos si bly
ig no rance, of Rosmini’s po si tion rel a tive to what the Note it -
self calls ‘Rosmini’s philo soph i cal and theo log i cal sys tem.’88

Rosmini may per haps have been de ceiv ing him self, but he was 
in sis tent that his sole ob ject was the dif fu sion of ‘the sys tem of 
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truth.’ As far as he was con cerned, the no tion of ‘Rosmini’s
sys tem’ or ‘the Rosminian sys tem’ would be ab hor rent. Ei -
ther what he said was true, and should be ac cepted as such, or
it was false and should be re jected. The only ‘sys tem’ in which
he showed any in ter est was that by which true, fun da men tal
prin ci ples were first enuntiated and then ap plied cor rectly to
sit u a tions un der ex am i na tion.

This does not mean that Rosmini ap proached and
enuntiated his work of ‘in tel lec tual char ity’, as he called it,
with a dog ma tis ing at ti tude. He was al ways ready to sub mit
what he said to the au thor i ta tive judge ment of the Holy See,
and to the con struc tive crit i cism of well-informed read ers. We 
may doubt, how ever, that he would have been con cerned with 
‘the ques tion of the plau si bil ity or not of the Rosminian sys -
tem,’89 whether ‘plau si ble’ is to be un der stood as ‘wor thy of
ap plause’ or as ‘seem ingly ac cept able’. His sole con cern in tel -
lec tu ally and spir i tu ally was with truth and char ity, and to his
end he would have had no dif fi culty in en trust ing his writ ings
to con tin u ing ‘the o ret i cal de bate.’90
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Chap ter 5

Rosmini’s In ner Spirit

‘ADVERSITY DOES NOT WEAKEN A PER SON; it shows him
for what he is.’ This for mi da ble state ment, suit ably

adapted from a strik ing phrase in the Im i ta tion of Christ,
makes it clear that we can use the con tro ver sies which plagued 
the last years of Rosmini’s life as priv i leged van tage points
from which to view his in ner spirit.

There are, of course, other ways of ap proach ing the sub ject.
Rosmini wrote a great num ber of spir i tual books which
express not only his teach ing but the feel ings of his heart;91 his
vast cor re spon dence pro vides us with a clear out line of the ad -
vice he gave oth ers about the in ner life;92 his pub lished ser -
mons93 of fer a mine of in for ma tion about the as ceti cal life and
the faith-principles un der ly ing it. But the im mense ex tent of
the avail able mat ter, spread over sub jects as di verse as the
heights of mys ti cal prayer and the need to en sure the phys i cal
well-being of the mis sion ers whom he sent to work in Great
Brit ain and Ire land, is of sec ond ary im por tance in il lus trat ing
the well-springs of Rosmini’s own deep est thoughts and ac -
tions. Compared with his coun sel to oth ers, and his theo log i -
cal teach ing, his own re ac tion to spir i tual pain and der e lic tion
must pro vide the ba sic ma te rial for our fun da men tal

91 E.g. Manuale del esercitatore (Man ual for the Re treat Giver)
[1840], CE, Stresa-Rome, 1987.

92 Epistolario Ascetico, Rome, 1911.
93 Prose Ecclesiastiche [1840], Il maestro d’amore Stresa, 2000,

translated as A Society of Love, Durham, 2000; Discorsi parrocchiali,
CE, Stresa-Rome, 1986.



understanding of his spir i tual teach ing and of the kind of per -
son he re ally was.

The na ture of that re ac tion is shown best of all at the mo -
ment of the ec cle si as ti cal pro hi bi tion of the Cinque piaghe
della santa chiesa and the Costituzione secondo la giustizia
sociale. From then on, Rosmini stood con demned in the eyes
of many of his con tem po rar ies as an ac knowl edged dan ger to
the Church, to which he had de voted his life and work. But to
un der stand Rosmini’s own re ac tion at its deep est level, we
need to re call how he had un der taken to or der his life.

Two prin ci ples were cho sen by Rosmini early in life as the
foun da tion of all that he wished to ac com plish.94

1) To think se ri ously about cor rect ing my enor mous vices
and pu ri fy ing my soul from the evil which weighs it down
from birth, with out look ing for other oc cu pa tions or un der -
tak ings on be half of my neigh bour (I see that it is com pletely
im pos si ble for me to do any thing of my self to my neigh -
bour’s ad van tage);
2) not to re fuse any du ties of char ity to wards my neigh bour
when di vine Prov i dence of fers and pres ents them to me (God 
can use any one, even me, to ac com plish his works), to re main
com pletely open to all works of char ity, do ing what God of -
fers me — as far as my free will is con cerned — with as much
de vo tion as any other work.95

The in sight lead ing to the for mu la tion of these prin ci ples
also showed him that the Chris tian life, the life of Christ
within the spirit, is a call to the per fec tion of love. Only love
can per fect the hu man per son,96 and only di vine love can per -
fect the im age and like ness of God that is found in the hu man
per son. God’s work is cen tral, there fore, to the Chris tian un -
der tak ing; the Chris tian’s work lies in turn ing away from
everything within him self that could im pede God’s work.

The par a dox is ex pressed in words which, al though strange
and con tra dic tory at first sight, in di cate with the ut most clarity
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what has to be done by God and the Chris tian as the in ner life
un folds:

Hence the Chris tian’s de sire and endeavour to be borne with
all the long ings and ac tions of his life to tally into God, in so
far as this is pos si ble on earth, in ac cor dance with the ob li ga -
tion im posed on him: ‘You shall love the Lord your God with 
all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind’, 
and ‘You shall love your neigh bour as your self.’97

‘De siring to be borne’ in di cates the ac tiv ity and the pas siv -
ity req ui site in the Chris tian life, and is de lib er ately rem i nis -
cent of words which de scribe God’s lov ing ac tion to wards his
cho sen ones: ‘You have seen… how I bore you on ea gles’
wings and brought you to my self’ (Ex 19: 4).

The best means for achiev ing this end com mon to all Chris -
tians is the fol low ing of Christ ac cord ing to the pro fes sion of
‘ef fec tive pov erty, chas tity and obe di ence.’98 This kind of
discipleship, when un der taken by sev eral peo ple to gether for
the sake of ‘mu tual help and en cour age ment’99 con sti tutes the
state or way called ‘re li gious life’, which it self must be prac -
tised for ‘the pur pose of in creas ing the per fec tion of love to
which all [their] fel low-Christians are like wise called’. This
was Rosmini’s call ing, to which he was faith ful all his life.

But Rosmini en larges on the na ture of the end com mon to
Chris tians by show ing how it im plies the sin gle de sire of un -
ion with Christ in God and of thus pleas ing God.

The Chris tian’s aim is to be come one with Je sus as closely as
Je sus is one with the Fa ther. His de sire must be in sa tia ble, and 
he must never be afraid of ask ing too much.100

The de sire, un lim ited and mea sure less, ‘must be ren dered
pure and most sin cere in the dis ci ple’, who ever he may be.
Rosmini goes on, with words which lift the veil slightly on his
own deep spirit of prayer, to de scribe how this is to be done:
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He [the Chris tian] can ob tain this by con stantly re peat ing
[the de sire], con cen trated within him self and with drawn
from all ex ter nal things to a per fect in ner sol i tude, where he
must per se vere with the same re quest: ‘Watch at all times,
praying’ (Lk 21: 36).101

The dif fi cul ties ex pe ri enced in achiev ing this in te rior sol i -
tude — sin, self ish ness, anx i ety about in ward and out ward
cir cum stances — are not un known to Rosmini, but the
Christian, the new per son re deemed by Christ and pos sess ing 
his Spirit,

must not be in the least dis mayed, nor hold back, if ex ter nal
things do make an im pres sion on him. When this hap pens he
must rec ol lect him self once more, and in the sol i tude of his
heart cease lessly re new his de sire… un til he longs for noth ing 
on earth un less it leads to… the per fect ful fil ment of what ever 
is most pleas ing to God.102

The sin gle-mindedness of this de sire does not, how ever,
make the Chris tian turn in upon him self:

This fun da men tal long ing… im plies all pos si ble good de sires, 
so that he who pos sesses this great de sire de sires the sal va tion
of all his fel lows in the way pleas ing to God, and willed by
God.103

The end which the Chris tian must make his own is given
more con crete ap pli ca tion by Rosmini as he shows what is
implied in the ‘great de sire’. The Chris tian who wants all
possible glory for God

longs for ev ery thing what so ever that God holds dear. Now
the Chris tian knows by faith that our heav enly Fa ther finds
all his sat is fac tion in Je sus Christ, his only-begotten Son, and
that Je sus Christ, the only-begotten Son, finds his sat is fac tion 
in the faith ful who form his king dom. The Chris tian, there -
fore, can never be mis taken when he takes the en tire holy
Church as the ob ject of his af fec tions, thoughts, de sires and
ac tions. He knows for cer tain what God wants in the Church’s 
re gard, and is sure that, in ac cor dance with the di vine will, the 
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Church of Je sus Christ is the great means through which
God’s holy name is to be fully glo ri fied.104

Within ‘the en tire holy Church,… the im mac u late Bride of
Je sus Christ,’ there is one es sen tial part on earth — the rock,
‘St. Pe ter, the head of the Apos tles, and his suc ces sors, the
bish ops of Rome, su preme vic ars of Je sus Christ on earth.’105

The Chris tian’s love for this part of the Church on earth ‘must 
be with out limit, and in ev ery way he must endeavour to fur -
ther its gen u ine ho li ness, glory, re nown and pros per ity.’106 As
he lives out his life in this way, how ever, he suf fers no anx i ety.
Je sus Christ alone

guides all events, di rect ing them by his wis dom, power and
in com pa ra ble good ness ac cord ing to his di vine good plea sure 
for the greater good of the per sons he has cho sen to form his
be loved Bride, the Church. The Chris tian, there fore, re ly ing
en tirely on his Lord, will be per fectly tran quil and con tent.107

In the light of this truth con cern ing Je sus’ un fail ing
direction of his Church, Rosmini was able to jot down when
still a teenager:

Some of these thoughts have been writ ten by a youth who has 
not yet stud ied phi los o phy, but de scribed what his rea son of -
fered him as new and beau ti ful. He wants to note, how ever,
that he is al ways sub ject to the Church, that is, to the truth,
and al ways ready to re tract what ever he has writ ten that is
not ap proved by her.108

He re peated the same con cept many years later when
storms were be gin ning to blow up around him:

I was not born to be learned or to gain glory from hu man be -
ings, nor have I ever aimed at this in my poor la bours. I was
born to be a be liever and made wor thy of the prom ises of
Christ, as a de vout son of the Church… My trea sure is the
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holy faith, and here my heart is to be found also. If it should
hap pen, let us say, that the holy ap os tolic See, my teacher and
the teacher of the whole world, were to find some thing to
cor rect in my works, I would have no dif fi culty in mak ing
any pub lic dec la ra tion that could ren der my un shaken faith
more clear. Any thing I could have said against this faith, I
would cer tainly have main tained against my own feel ing for
things. Re tracting what I had said would sim ply mean ex -
press ing the un change able thought I held in my heart, and
cor rect ing its ex ter nal ex pres sion which would have failed to
ren der ex actly my in ti mate con vic tion — that is, my faith…
All my trust is in God alone who in fused me with faith as a
baby and gave me an un lim ited de vo tion to the de ci sions of
the Holy See. He fills my heart with joy when I can make an
act of faith, and would al most make me glad to have fallen
into some in vol un tary er ror, with out dam ag ing oth ers, in or -
der to be able to con fess my faith more deeply and sol emnly.109

We may turn now to Rosmini, the spir i tual per son rather
than the spir i tual writer, as he jour neys from Gaeta to his
breth ren at Stresa. His mis sion has been a fail ure, and his work 
for the Church dis counted at the Pa pal court; he has suf fered
gen u ine hu mil i a tion. But as far as he knows, Pius IX is not dis -
pleased with him. Rosmini is com pletely un aware of the pro -
hi bi tion of his two works which, writ ten solely for love of the
Church, are an ex pres sion of his deep and last ing love for the
Pa pacy, a love in which he sees an es sen tial out let for his love
of God and neigh bour. The Five Wounds of the Church in par -
tic u lar is in tended sim ply ‘to point to the ag ony of the
Church’ and ‘to il lus trate more clearly the sor rows which
now af flict [her].’

Rosmini was study ing in the li brary of the di oc e san sem i -
nary of Albano, near Rome, when he re ceived news of the en -
acted pro hi bi tion in a let ter brought to him from the Mas ter of 
the Ap os tolic Pal ace. He was asked whether it was his
intention to sub mit to the de cree. Within half an hour the
bearer of the let ter left the sem i nary with the re ply:

By the grace of God, I have al ways been at heart, and pub licly 
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pro fessed my self to be a most de voted and obe di ent child of
the Holy See. As such, I de clare that I sub mit to the pro hi bi -
tion of the named books purely, sim ply and in ev ery best way 
pos si ble. And I beg you to as sure our most Holy Fa ther and
the sa cred Con gre ga tion of this.110

Rosmini, the spir i tual per son, was no less true to his prin ci -
ples in prac tice than Rosmini, the spir i tual writer, was clear in
enun ci at ing them.

Other let ters of this pe riod mir ror his in te rior at ti tude: 
This un ex pected event [the pro hi bi tion of his two books] has
not al tered in any way my peace and tran quil lity of spirit.
Rather, I have been able to of fer sin cere feel ings of grat i tude
and praise to di vine Prov i dence which dis poses ev ery thing
for love, and has per mit ted this for love alone. But this tran -
quil lity is not some thing that can be called my own. I would
be a prey to ev ery kind of dis tur bance and pas sion if he who
hears our hum ble prayers and knows what we need in our
weak ness had not mer ci fully pro tected me with his grace, and 
put his own di vine or der in place of my dis or der.111

Again:
If this [pro hi bi tion] is counted a dis hon our amongst men
who judge that I have been guilty of some grave de fect, we
should re mem ber that we must be dis posed to fol low Je sus
Christ equally sive per infamiam, sive per bonam famam (in
ill re pute and good re pute). So let us be glad and re joice if we
are hu mil i ated and al lowed to suf fer some thing in im i ta tion
of Je sus Christ.112

And he wrote:
Thank you for shar ing in the strange and al most in cred i ble
events through which I am be ing led by Prov i dence whose
un chang ing de sign never fails. Med i tating on Prov i dence, I
won der at it; won der ing at it, I love it; lov ing it, I cel e brate it;
cel e brat ing it, I thank it, and thank ing it I am filled with joy.
Could it be oth er wise? I know through rea son and through
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faith, and feel in the depths of my spirit, that ev ery thing done, 
or wished or per mit ted by God, is done by eter nal, in fi nite,
es sen tial Love. And who could be sad be fore love?113

It is clear from these ex tracts from his let ters that Rosmini
prac tised what he preached about com mit ment to the Church
for love of God. But he came to these heights of sanc tity
through his grace-given will ing ness to aban don him self
wholly to the care of di vine Prov i dence, to ac knowl edge pro -
foundly his own noth ing ness and to di rect all the ac tions of
his life with what he calls ‘a spirit of in tel li gence’, ‘which will
cer tainly lead the Chris tian to at tend to his own amend ment
first, be fore that of his neigh bour’. The man who had en tered
upon his ma tu rity by pray ing: ‘Fa ther, as your Son would
pray in me, so I would pray’, is now able to live a life of com -
plete aban don ment, show ing through his own ex am ple the
truth of what he had writ ten as a young priest:

To aban don one self wholly to the care of di vine Prov i dence!
There is per haps no maxim which helps more than this to ob -
tain the peace of heart and sta bil ity of mind proper to the
Chris tian life.
This maxim, if prac tised with the sim plic ity and gen er os ity of 
heart that it re quires, ex cels per haps all oth ers in mak ing the
fol lower of Je sus Christ pleas ing to his heav enly Fa ther. For it 
im plies ab so lute con fi dence in the Fa ther and in him alone,
to gether with com plete in de pend ence of ev ery thing on earth
that ap pears to of fer grat i fi ca tion, power or fame; it im plies a
ten der love re served for God alone; it im plies a liv ing faith,
en abling the Chris tian to hold with out doubt that all things in 
the world, great and small, are in the hands of our heav enly
Fa ther and op er ate only as he dis poses for the ac com plish -
ment of his won der ful plans. Through this faith the Chris tian
trusts in the in fi nite good ness, mercy, mu nif i cence and
generosity of his heav enly Fa ther who in ev ery thing works
for the good of those who trust in him, and whose gifts, fa -
vours, graces and care are in pro por tion to the con fi dence his
be loved chil dren place in him.114
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113  to Don Michele Parma, EC, vol. 10, p. 603.
114   MP in RS, pp. 183–184.



At the end of his la bo ri ous, pain ful and strangely peace ful
life, Rosmini as he lay dy ing was able to com fort and re as sure
Manzoni when the great writer spoke of his con cern that
Rosmini’s death would de prive the world of some one who
was so needed. ‘What shall we do with out you?’ he asked
Rosmini. The man of faith en cap su lated the prac tice of a life -
time and sum ma rised the coun sel he had con stantly given to
oth ers with the sub lime words: ‘Be si lent, adore and re -
joice’.115

He died at Stresa, on the Lago Maggiore in north ern It aly,
on July 1st 1855.
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115   Paoli in his Cenni Biografici di Antonio Rosmini (Milan, 1855), 
gives both this order of the words (p. 58), and another: ‘Adore, be
silent, rejoice’ (p. 52). Manzoni himself, however, an acute observer
with a fine ear for language, writing to his wife from Stresa on the
day after the incident (17 June 1855), states: ‘In his [Rosmini’s]
sufferings… he finds it possible only to thank God. When he spoke
to me like this, he ended by saying that it is necessary to be silent,
adore and rejoice.’



Chap ter 6

Rosmini To day and Tomorrow

THE THEO LOG I CAL PRE OC CU PA TIONS of a num ber of
Italian bish ops pres ent at Vat i can Coun cil I were ex -

pressed in a pe ti tion signed by Joachim Car di nal Pecci, bishop 
of Perugia (the fu ture Leo XIII) and Sisto Cardinal Riario
Sforza, arch bishop of Na ples. Their re quest for an im me di ate
con dem na tion of on to lo gism116 by the Coun cil was a con tin u -
a tion of the Church’s never-ending bat tle against on to lo gism
and pan the ism, a bat tle fought with spe cial in ten sity dur ing
the sec ond half of the 19th cen tury.117

Al though the pe ti tion was rightly ig nored as ir rel e vant to
the other great ques tions ad dressed by the Coun cil Fa thers,
and could be con sid ered now as a sim ple cu ri os ity, it was,
how ever, symp tom atic of a mind-set blind to cer tain press ing
ecclesial needs which even tu ally sur faced at Vat i can Coun cil
II, al most a cen tury later. These con cerns have been ad dressed
to day by John Paul II in the en cyc li cals Veritatis Splen dor and
Fi des et Ra tio, and in a se ries of Synods held in the Cath o lic
Church dur ing the past twenty-five years. In the mean time, it
was also clear, from a com par i son be tween the text of this
petition and the first seven of the ‘40 prop o si tions’, that
Rosmini, whose name was not men tioned in the pe ti tion, was
with oth ers an ob ject of at tack.

Some rea sons for this hos til ity, es pe cially those spring ing
from ‘dog matic’ phi los o phy, have al ready been con sid ered in

116  The teach ing that pos its in hu man be ings an im me di ate and
di rect knowl edge of God.

117   Cf. for ex am ple the ‘er rors of ontologists’ in Denzinger-
Schönmetzer, p. 567.
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this study. Oth ers, which had their source in oppositon to
Rosmini’s pro phetic, but un com fort able fore sight ed ness, can
now be seen for what they ac tu ally were: ex pres sions of fear
be fore the pros pect of the dis ap pear ance of modes of thought
and ac tion rooted in cen tu ries of Church prac tice, and
wrongly con sid ered as es sen tial ad juncts to the Cath o lic re li -
gion.

Within the Church, and as an ex pres sion of his love for her,
Rosmini had al ready in di cated some mat ters which would be
dealt with only by Vat i can II, and oth ers which even today
still have to be faced. When Rosmini wrote in 1832 about the
‘five wounds of the Church’, us ing an im age of Christ’s Pas -
sion first em ployed by In no cent IV, he de scribed the wounds
as: 1. the di vi sion be tween peo ple and clergy at wor ship; 2. the
in suf fi cient ed u ca tion of the clergy; 3. dis union amongst the
bish ops; 4. the nom i na tion of bish ops left in the hands of civil
gov ern ment; 5. re stric tions on the Church’s free use of her
own tem po ral i ties. Of those wounds, per haps only the fourth
has been fully healed. Oth ers have been taken in hand, and
cured to some ex tent, but only through the ap pli ca tion of
rem e dies of ten in suf fi cient to staunch com pletely the drain of
life-giving blood and some times the cause of fur ther harm.

In the light of pres ent prac tice, for ex am ple, it would be dif -
fi cult to dis agree with Rosmini’s af fir ma tion that ‘the dam age
caused by the sep a ra tion of clergy from peo ple in the sa cred
ser vices can not be rem e died by in tro duc ing new lan guages
into the churches. The use of these lan guages in place of those
con se crated by cen tu ries would im ply a cure worse than the
dis ease.’118 Again, de spite the won der ful rec og ni tion given to
the place of priests and laypeople in the Church, there has
been lit tle or no at tempt to ex am ine the three ba sic re spon si -
bil i ties of the peo ple of God when there is ques tion of a new
pas tor in a di o cese.119 Al though clergy and peo ple have no

118   FW, p. 18.
119  Cf. ibid., p. 188–189.
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definitive word in the choice of their bishop, their moral right
to 1. bear wit ness to the suit abil ity of the pas tor they are to re -
ceive, 2. to ex press their de sire for the pas tor whose vir tues
they wit ness to, and 3. to re fuse a bishop whom they are un -
will ing to re ceive, has scarcely been ex plored.120 The same is
true about Rosmini’s con cern with the re la tion ship be tween
bish ops and their can di dates for the priest hood. The bishops’
munus docendi should be ex er cised above all, Rosmini sug -
gests, to wards their fu ture priests pre par ing for or di na tion.
The bish ops’ own house holds should be the ecclesial com mu -
ni ties in which their closest col lab o ra tors in the work of pas -
to ral min is try should be ed u cated.

Rosmini’s views, which seem far-fetched only to those un fa -
mil iar with church his tory, are equally rad i cal (in the sense of
‘tap ping into roots’, not ‘root ing out’) when ap plied to other
fields. They are also ex pressed very sim ply. Pro vided an ef fort
is made to pen e trate to the core of his ar gu ments, it is ex traor -
di narily easy to un der stand how a great deal of what he has to
say is rel e vant to pres ent-day is sues. It is true, of course, that
sim plic ity of ex pres sion is not al ways a char ac ter is tic of
Rosmini’s method of stat ing his case. His con clu sions, how -
ever, are in vari ably crys tal clear and, rather like answers
known prior to tack ling math e mat i cal prob lems, al most al -
ways throw light on the ar gu ments he pres ents. Ex am ples of
this may be found in prac ti cally all the work to which
Rosmini de voted his at ten tion. Here we have to con cen trate
on some of the prin ci pal dif fi cul ties with which he con tended
and which are still ur gent to day. Many of these mat ters have
al ready been touched upon, but there are nu mer ous oth ers,
some of which can now be in di cated briefly.

First, we are con fused to day about the very no tion of so ci -
ety and, as we sug gested ear lier, have only the vagu est reali sa -
tion that an act of will is nec es sary if peo ple are to form
so ci et ies, civil or oth er wise, in which to live and act. But we
have also lost in great part our con scious ness about the

120  Cf. ibid., p. 188–189.
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distinction be tween the ac ci den tal char ac ter is tics of so ci ety
and the es sen tial con di tions with out which so ci ety — any so -
ci ety — is only a chi mera wait ing for the ‘wind of change’ to
blow away the ly ing im age pre sented by a so ci ety de void of
any in ner core.

In ev ery so ci ety there must be an el e ment through which the
so ci ety ex ists and an other el e ment through which it de vel ops
and per fects it self. Clearly, a so ci ety which co mes to lack its
es sen tial sup port must in ev i ta bly col lapse, like a build ing
whose foun da tions have been re moved. On the other hand, if
the sup port is solid the so ci ety must en dure, even when de -
prived of its ac ces so ries and of all its ac ci den tal em bel lish -
ments.This truth is sim ple and ev i dent; it needs no proof. It
will al ways be true that what ever par tic u lar causes we as sign
to the down fall of a so ci ety, the so ci ety fi nally per ishes be -
cause it has lost the en ergy which sus tained it; if the en ergy
had en dured, the so ci ety would never have foundered.121

The rel e vance of this af fir ma tion to day can scarcely be over -
stated de spite the glib ness with which we de scribe as ‘com mu -
nity’ any group of peo ple ex hib it ing noth ing more than a ve neer
of to geth er ness. Even more rel e vant, though, is the con clu sion
Rosmini draws about the ac tiv ity of what we call ‘pol i tics’.

The first rule and cri te rion [of good gov ern ment] is in du bi ta -
bly the fol low ing: That which con sti tutes the ex is tence of the
sub stance of a so ci ety is to be pre served and strenthened, even
at the cost of hav ing to ne glect that which forms its ac ci den tal
re fine ment. When this self-evident rule is ap plied to civil so -
ci ety, it be comes the first norm of sound politics. In the same
way we can also de duce the great est er rors in gov ern ment.
They are those by which the gov ern ment of a so ci ety loses
sight of all that con sti tutes the sub stance of the so ci ety be cause
of its ex ces sive con cern for the so ci ety’s prog ress to wards ac ci -
den tal per fec tion.122

An other ques tion of vi tal im por tance to day is con cerned
with God’s care of his cre ation. This is in creas ingly

121  SC, n. 1.
122  Ibid., n. 6.



95

considered from a ra tio nal rather than a theo log i cal as pect,
and needs to be dealt with ac cord ingly. A ra tio nal apol o getic
for God’s work in the world is the nec es sary first step for
many peo ple whose ba sic ac cep tance of God’s ex is tence is
bur ied un der an av a lanche of ob jec tions thun der ing down
upon them from  ra tio nal and ir ra tio nal feel ing. Rosmini’s law 
of ‘the least means’ shows how wis dom, and es pe cially di vine
wis dom, will nec es sar ily achieve its end by us ing the least en -
ergy to achieve what it has in mind. Cre ation, there fore, must
be seen in the light of this prin ci ple. What oc curs in the world
is to be judged not ac cord ing to phe nom ena that im pinge
upon us, but ac cord ing to the cre ative prin ci ple which guides
phe nom ena as they pres ent them selves to us.

Finally, Pius VIII’s ad mo ni tion to Rosmini about the re la -
tion ship be tween rea son and re li gion, be tween the data of rea -
son and the data of rev e la tion, is still valid. Rosmini him self
took the Pope’s words as a guide for his own mo ment in his -
tory, and strove with all his might to bridge the ever-widening
gap open ing up be tween the up hold ers of rea son ing on the
one hand and theo lo gians on the other: 

… phi los o phy, if it does not part com pany with the truth, as -
sists the mind by giv ing it a nat u ral ori en ta tion to wards, and a 
re mote prep a ra tion for, faith, the need of which it arouses in
man. Er rors, prej u dice and doubts which arise as a re sult of
the short com ings of rea son, and which in ter pose ob sta cles to
full as sent to rev e la tion, can and must be dis pelled by rea son
it self. The Cath o lic Church in vites and urges phi los o phers
(es pe cially in the Fifth Lateran Coun cil) to ren der this ser vice 
by their stud ies. It teaches that re vealed doc trine can not be
ex pounded as a true sci ence un less it pre sup poses truths dem -
on strated by philo soph i cal rea son. Re li gion does not de stroy
but per fects na ture; di vine rev e la tion does not can cel but
com pletes and en no bles rea son. Na ture and rea son, then, are
two pos tu lates or rather two con di tions and no tions prior to
the Gospel, and the ba sic foun da tions on which the struc ture
of sa cred the ol ogy is raised.123

123  IP, n. 18.
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Rosmini’s words are ech oed by Pope John Paul II who
acknowledges that the work, still in com plete, has not lost its
ur gency. And Rosmini himself, in com pany with oth ers who
have made the same jour ney, is now put be fore us as a thinker
whose ex am ple can safely be fol lowed:

We see the same fruit ful re la tion ship be tween phi los o phy and 
the word of God in the cou ra geous re search pur sued by more 
re cent think ers, among whom I gladly men tion, in a West ern
con text, fig ures such as John Henry Newman, An to nio Rosmini
[em pha sis added], Jacques Maritain, Étienne Gilson and
Edith Stein and, in an East ern con text, em i nent schol ars such
as Vladi mir S. Soloviev, Pavel A. Florensky, Petr Chaadaev
and Vladi mir N. Lossky. Ob vi ously other names could be
cited; and in re fer ring to these I in tend not to en dorse ev ery
as pect of their thought, but sim ply to of fer sig nif i cant ex am -
ples of a pro cess of philo soph i cal en quiry which was en -
riched by en gag ing the data of faith. One thing is cer tain:
at ten tion to the spir i tual jour ney of these mas ters can only
give greater mo men tum to both the search for truth and the
ef fort to ap ply the re sults of that search to the ser vice of hu -
man ity. It is to be hoped that now and in the fu ture there will
be those who con tinue to cul ti vate this great philo soph i cal
and theo log i cal tra di tion for the good of both the Church and 
hu man ity.124

Re newed in ter est in Rosmini’s writ ings, how ever, will be
fruit ful only if it is fo cused on mat ters of cur rent in ter est and
im por tance. The fol low ing list il lus trates some of the sub jects
which may be ap pro pri ately stud ied in Eng lish trans la tion.
— The ob jec tiv ity of thought and the nature of cer tainty as a
de fence against prev a lent scep ti cism: in A New Es say con cern -
ing the Or i gin of Ideas, Dur ham, 2001, 3 vols.
— The ob jec tive na ture of moral prin ci ples: in Prin ci ples of
Eth ics, Dur ham, 1988.
— Con science as a source of moral ob li ga tion: in Con science,
Dur ham, 1989.
— The hu man per son: spirit, soul and body: in An thro pol ogy

124  Fides et Ratio, n. 74.



as an Aid to Moral Sci ence, Dur ham, 1991; Psy chol ogy, Dur -
ham, 1999: vol. 1, Es sence of the Hu man Soul; vol. 2, De vel op -
ment of the Hu man Soul; vol. 3, Opin ions on the Hu man Soul; 
vol. 4, Laws of Animality.
— The in vi o la bil ity of the hu man per son and the na ture of hu -
man rights: in The Phi los o phy of Right, Dur ham, 1993–1996;
vol. 1, The Es sence of Right; vol. 2, Rights of the In di vid ual;
vol. 3, Uni ver sal So cial Right; vol. 4, Rights in God’s Church;
vol. 5, Rights in the Fam ily; vol. 6, Rights in Civil So ci ety.
— Civil so ci ety: in Phi los o phy of Pol i tics, Dur ham, 1994: vol.
1, The Sum mary Cause for the Sta bil ity or Down fall of Hu -
man So ci eties; vol. 2, So ci ety and its Pur pose.
— The re la tion ship be tween faith and rea son: in In tro duc tion
to Phi los o phy, in prep a ra tion).
— The spir i tual life: in Rosminian Spir i tu al ity (in cludes
Maxims of Chris tian Per fec tion), Car diff, 1978.
— Con se crated life: in The Con sti tu tions of the So ci ety of
Char ity, Dur ham, 1992; A So ci ety of Love, Dur ham, 2000.
— God’s care of cre ation: in Theodicy, Es says on Di vine Prov i -
dence, Lon don 1892–1912, 3 vols.
— The Church: in The Five Wounds of the Church, Dur ham,
1987.
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Ap pen dix

1. The De cree Dimittantur

THE SA CRED CON GRE GA TION OF THE IN DEX, in a ses sion
pre sided over ex cep tion ally by Pius IX him self (1854) de -

clared:
The op era om nia of An to nio Rosmini-Serbati, which have
very re cently been ex am ined, are to be dis missed; nor is this
ex am i na tion to cause any den i gra tion, rel a tive to the praise of
his life and ex traor di nary mer its in re la tion ship to the Church,
to the name of the au thor or to the re li gious So ci ety founded
by him.

The text of this de cree can be found in the let ter writ ten by
the Mas ter of the Sa cred Ap os tolic Pal ace, as it was then
called, to the ed i tor of Osservatore Romano, 16 June 1876. The 
let ter takes the Osservatore Romano to task for deviscerating the
mean ing of the De cree by de clar ing that it sim ply re moved
any pen alty in curred in read ing Rosmini’s works. The writer
of the let ter, Fr. Vincenzo Maria Gatti, O. P., in sisted that un -
der stand ing the De cree in this sense — as though the op era
had ei ther not been suf fi ciently ex am ined, or that some dan -
ger ous er rors been passed over by this ex traor di nary ex am i -
na tion — would be to in sult both the Sa cred Con gre ga tion
and the Holy Fa ther, Pope Pius IX, who had in tended that the
De cree should pre vent new ac cu sa tions be ing made against
Rosmini.

How ever, a ‘dec la ra tion’ of the Sa cred Con gre ga tion of the
In dex, 28 June 1880, un der Leo XIII, pre pared the way for the 
de cree Post Obi tum, by de clar ing that a for mula be gin ning
Dimittatur sim ply meant that any ‘dis missed’ work was not
pro hib ited. A fur ther De cree, 6 Jan u ary 1881, went fur ther by
de clar ing that works dis missed by the Sa cred Con gre ga tion
need not be con sid ered im mune from ev ery er ror against faith
and mor als, and could be im pugned philo soph i cally and theo -
log i cally with out rash ness.
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2. The De cree Post Obi tum

[Other than the 40 Prop o si tions them selves, which need not
be enu mer ated here, the es sen tial part of the doc u ment states:]

Af ter the death of An to nio Rosmini Serbati, sev eral writ -
ings, un der his name, came to light. In these works many

heads of doc trine, whose seeds were con tained in pre vi ous
books of this au thor, are more clearly drawn out and ex -
plained. These things stim u lated fur ther stud ies not only by
peo ple em i nent in philo soph i cal and theo log i cal dis ci plines,
but also by the sa cred Pas tors of the Church. The lat ter ex -
tracted not a few prop o si tions, es pe cially from the post hu mous
books, which seemed scarcely con so nant with Cath o lic truth,
and sub mit ted them to the su preme judge ment of the Holy
See.

His Ho li ness Leo XIII, by di vine Prov i dence Pope, whose
great est care it is that the de posit of Cath o lic doc trine be pre -
served im mune from er rors, sent the delated propositions to
be ex am ined by the sa cred Coun cil of Car di nals, the Gen eral
In quis i tors for the uni ver sal Chris tian re pub lic.

Where fore, as is the cus tom with the Su preme Con gre ga -
tion, an ex tremely care ful ex am i na tion was un der taken and a
com par i son was made with the other teach ings of the Au thor,
es pe cially as they are ren dered clear by the post hu mous
works. It125 judged that the fol low ing propostions were to be
re proved, damned and pro scribed in the sense proper to the
au thor as with this gen eral de cree it re proves, damns and pro -
scribes. How ever, this does not mean that any one can law fully 

125   This ana co lu thon is un avoid able in trans la tion if the Latin is to
be ren dered ac cu rately: Quare, uti mos est Supremae
Congregationis, instituto diligentissimo ex am ine, factaque earum
propositionum collatione cum reliquis Auctoris doctrinis, prout
potissimum ex posthumis li bris elecescunt, propositiones quae
sequuntur in proprio Auctoris sensu reprobandas, damnandas ac
proscribendas esse iudicavit, prout hoc generali decreto reprobat,
damnat, proscribit.  The Latin would more ac cu rately run: Quare,
Suprema Congregatio, uti mos est…
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de duce from this that the other teach ings of the same au thor,
which are not con demned as a re sult of this de cree, are in any
way to be ap proved.
An ac cu rate re port of all this was made to His Ho li ness Pope
Leo XIII who ap proved the de cree of their Em i nences, con -
firmed it and or dered it to be ob served by all.

 [The 40 Propositions fol low here]

4 De cem ber 1887

3. ‘Note’ on the im port of the doc trinal De crees
 con cern ing the thought and writ ings of the

Rev. An to nio Rosmini Serbati

1. The Magisterium of the Church, which has the duty to pro -
mote and safe guard the doc trine of the faith and pre serve it
from re cur ring dan gers aris ing from cer tain cur rents of
thought and from par tic u lar prac tices, on sev eral oc ca sions
dur ing the 19th cen tury took an in ter est in the re sults of the
in tel lec tual work of the priest, An to nio Rosmini Serbati
(1797–1855). It placed two of his works on the In dex in 1849;
then, af ter ex am i na tion, dis missed his op era om nia in 1854;
then, in 1887, with the doc trinal De cree Post Obi tum em a nat -
ing from the Sa cred Con gre ga tion of the Holy Of fice (Denz.,
3201–3241), it con demned forty prop o si tions drawn chiefly
from post hu mous works, as well as from other works ed ited
dur ing his life time.

2. A hasty and su per fi cial read ing of these var i ous in ter ven -
tions could make the reader think that there was an in trin sic
and ob jec tive con tra dic tion on the part of the Magisterium in
in ter pret ing the con tents of Rosminian thought and in eval u -
at ing them be fore the peo ple of God. Nev er the less, a care ful
read ing, not only of those texts but also of the con text and of
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the sit u a tion in which they were pro mul gated, helps in grasping
— granted also the nec es sary de vel op ment — a watch ful, co -
her ent con sid er ation aimed al ways and in ev ery in stance at
safe guard ing Cath o lic faith, and in tent on not con sent ing to
its mis taken or reductive in ter pre ta tions. This pres ent Note
on the doc trinal im port of the above men tioned De crees fol -
lows the same line.

3. The De cree of 1854, which dis missed Rosmini’s works,
bears wit ness to the or tho doxy of his thought and to his ex -
plic itly stated in ten tions when two of his works were placed
on the In dex in 1849. He wrote to Blessed Pius IX: ‘I want to
de pend in ev ery thing on the au thor ity of the Church, and I
want the whole world to know that I ad here to this sole au -
thor ity’ (1). How ever, the De cree it self did not in tend to sig -
nify the adop tion on the part of the Magisterium of the sys tem 
of Rosminian thought as a theo log i cal-philosophical tool of
me di a tion of Chris tian doc trine, nor even to ex press any
opin ion about the spec u la tive and the o ret i cal plau si bil ity of
the po si tions of the au thor.

4. Events fol low ing the death of the Roveretan re quired a
cer tain dis tanc ing from his sys tem of thought and in par tic u lar 
from cer tain of its ex pres sions. It is nec es sary to il lu mi nate
first of all the prin ci pal fac tors of a cul tural and his tor i cal or -
der which in flu enced such a dis tanc ing and cul mi nated in the
con dem na tion of the ‘Forty Prop o si tions’ found in the De -
cree Post Obi tum of 1887.

A first fac tor con cerns the pro ject for re newal of ec cle si as ti -
cal stud ies pro moted by the En cyc li cal Aeterni Patris (1879)
of Leo XIII, in line with fi del ity to the thought of St. Thomas
Aqui nas. The pon tif i cal Magisterium saw the ne ces sity of
pro vid ing a philo soph i cal and the o ret i cal tool, in di cated in
Thom ism and suit able for guar an tee ing the unity of ec cle si as -
ti cal stud ies against the risk of philo soph i cal eclec ti cism,
above all in the for ma tion of priests in seminaries and theo log -
i cal faculties. This ne ces sity pos ited the premisses for a neg a -
tive judg ment rel a tive to a philo soph i cal and spec u la tive
po si tion, such as the Rosminian po si tion, which dif fered



through lan guage and con cep tual ap pa ra tus from the philo -
soph i cal and theo log i cal elab o ra tion of St. Thomas Aqui nas.

A sec ond fac tor to be kept in mind is that the con demned
prop o si tions were ex tracted for the most part from post hu -
mous works of the au thor. The pub li ca tion of these works was 
made with out any crit i cal ap pa ra tus suit able for ex plain ing
the pre cise sense of the ex pres sions and con cepts used in them. 
This fa voured a het ero dox in ter pre ta tion of Rosminian
thought, an in ter pre ta tion which also re sulted from the ob jec -
tive dif fi culty of in ter pret ing its cat e go ries, es pe cially if they
are read from a neo-Thomist point of view.

5. Be sides these fac tors de pend ent upon the historico-cultural
and ecclesial con tin gency of the time, it is also nec es sary to re -
cog nise that am big u ous and equiv o cal con cepts and ex pres sions
are some times found in the Rosminian sys tem which re quire a
care ful in ter pre ta tion and which can be clar i fied only in the light
of the more gen eral con text of the au thor’s work. For the rest,
the am bi gu ity, equivocality and dif fi cult com pre hen sion of cer -
tain ex pres sions and cat e go ries, pres ent in the con demned prop -
o si tions, ex plain, amongst other things, the in ter pre ta tions in an
ide al is tic, ontologistic and subjectivistic key given by
non-Catholic think ers, about which the De cree Post Obi tum
ob jec tively put peo ple on guard. More over, re spect for his tor -
i cal truth re quires that the im por tant role played by the De -
cree of con dem na tion of the ‘Forty Prop o si tions’ be
un der lined and con firmed in so far as it has not only ex pressed 
the real con cerns of the Magisterium against mis taken and de -
vi ant in ter pre ta tions of Rosminian thought in con trast with
Cath o lic faith, but has also fore seen what ac tu ally hap pened
as Rosminianism was ac cepted in the in tel lec tual sec tor of
laicist philo soph i cal cul ture, marked both by tran scen den tal
ide al ism and log i cal and on to log i cal ide al ism. The pro found
co her ence of the Magisterium’s judg ment in its var i ous in ter -
pre ta tions in such a mat ter is ver i fied by the fact that the doc -
trinal De cree Post Obi tum does not it self re fer to judg ment
about for mal de nial of faith on the au thor’s part but rather to
the fact that Rosmini’s philo soph i cal and theo log i cal sys tem
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was held to be in suf fi cient and in ad e quate to safe guard and
ex pound cer tain truths of Cath o lic doc trine, which were
how ever ac knowl edged and pro fessed by the au thor him self.

6. On the other hand, it has to be re cog nised that ex ten sive,
se ri ous and rig or ous sci en tific lit er a ture on the thought of An -
to nio Rosmini, ex pressed in the Cath o lic field by theo lo gians
and phi los o phers be long ing to var i ous schools of thought, has 
shown that such in ter pre ta tions con trary to faith and Cath o lic 
doc trine do not cor re spond in re al ity to Rosmini’s au then tic
po si tion. 

7. The Con gre ga tion for the Doc trine of the Faith, as a re sult
of a thor ough ex am i na tion of the two doc trinal De crees pro -
mul gated in the 19th cen tury and keep ing in mind the re sults
emerg ing from his to ri og ra phy and from sci en tific and the o ret -
i cal re search in the last de cades, has come to the fol low ing con -
clu sion:

The mo tives for con cern and for doc trinal and pru den tial
dif fi cul ties which de ter mined the pro mul ga tion of the De cree
Post Obi tum con demn ing the ‘Forty Prop o si tions’ ex tracted
from the works of An to nio Rosmini, can now be con sid ered
sur mounted. This is mo ti vated by the fact that the sense of the
prop o si tions, as un der stood and con demned by the same De -
cree, does not per tain in re al ity to Rosmini’s au then tic po si tion,
but to pos si ble con clu sions from the read ing of his works.

Nev er the less, the ques tion of the plau si bil ity or not of the
Rosminian sys tem it self, of its spec u la tive con sis tency and of
the philo soph i cal and theo log i cal the o ries or hy poth e ses ex -
pressed in it, con tin ues to be en trusted to the o ret i cal de bate.

At the same time, the ob jec tive va lid ity of the De cree Post
Obi tum rel a tive to what is said in the con demned prop o si tions
re mains for who ever reads them, out side the con text of
Rosminian thought, in an ide al ist, on to log i cal per spec tive and
with a mean ing con trary to faith and to Cath o lic doc trine.

8. For the rest, the En cyc li cal Let ter Fi des et Ra tio of John
Paul II, while list ing Rosmini amongst var i ous think ers in
whom a fruit ful meet ing be tween philo soph i cal knowl edge
and the Word of God has been real ised, adds at the same time
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that this in di ca tion is not in tended ‘to sup port ev ery as pect of
their thought, but only to pro pose cer tain sig nif i cant ex am -
ples of a jour ney of philo soph i cal re search that has drawn
con sid er able ad van tages from com par i son with the data of
faith’ (2).

9. It must also be af firmed that An to nio Rosmini’s spec u la -
tive and in tel lec tual un der tak ing — char ac ter ised by great au -
dac ity and cour age, even though not with out a cer tain risk and 
dar ing, es pe cially in cer tain of its af fir ma tions — has been car -
ried out, in its endeavour to of fer new op por tu ni ties to Cath o -
lic faith in re la tion ship to the chal lenges of mod ern thought,
within an as ceti cal and spir i tual ho ri zon, ac knowl edged even
by his fierc est op po nents, and has found ex pres sion in the
works which ac com pa nied the foun da tion of the In sti tute of
Char ity and that of the Sis ters of Di vine Prov i dence.

The Su preme Pon tiff John Paul II, dur ing the au di ence of 8
June 2001 granted to the un der signed Pre fect of the Con gre -
ga tion for the Doc trine of the Faith, has ap proved this Note
on the im port of the doc trinal De crees con cern ing the
thought and works of the Priest An to nio Rosmini Serbati, de -
cided in Or di nary Ses sion, and has or dered its pub li ca tion.

Rome, from the of fices of the Con gre ga tion for the Doc trine of
the Faith, 1st July 2001.

+JO SEPH, Car di nal RATZINGER
Pre fect

+ TARCISIO BERTONE, S.D.B.
Arch bishop Emer i tus of Vercelli,

Sec re tary

(1) An to nio Rosmini, Let ter to Pope Pius IX, in: Epistolario
Completo, Casale Monferrato, tip. Pane 1892, vol. X, p. 541
(lett. 6341).
(2) John Paul II, Enc. Lett. Fi des et Ra tio, n. 74, in: AAS, XCI,
1999, I, 62).
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