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In the preface to his provocative book of essays published in 1922 under the title  Antimoderne Maritain invites his readers to look at their own time more deeply and more critically than many were willing to do then or have been since. He puts not this or that modern idea on trial, but modernism itself. It is true that Pope Pius X had already led the way in denouncing the false doctrines of the modernists in the 1907 Encyclical, (Pascendi dominici gregis(, to which Maritain(s book is one of many rejoinders. But the Papal denunciation was theological both in the sense of modernity it intended and the grasp of the modern problem it conveyed. As a specialist of philosophical modernity, Maritain was well placed to broaden its scope and sharpen its philosophical edge. No doubt the papers of Antimoderne are an imperfect guide to the thought of Maritain as a whole, but they do give eloquent expression to one Roman Catholic position regarding modernity which, for the sake of concreteness, I shall say is Maritain(s.

The timeline for modernity in this early work includes everything from the early Renaissance to the period in which Maritain was writing. But although he belonged chronologically to the modern age as he understood it, for religious reasons he self-consciously exempted himself from it. ( If I am anti-modern,( he says, 

it is certainly not for personal reasons. It is because the spirit of what is modern, rising as it does from the anti-Christian Revolution, forces us into it; it is because modernism, making antipathy to the human patrimony its particular distinction, hates and disdains the past, while worshipping itself; it is because I hate and disdain that hatred and disdain and the spiritual impurity it entails.

Maritain is at least partly right. A powerful anti-Christian animus indwells the modern age. The Enlightenment produced atheism; the nineteenth century brought forth materialism, naturalism and nihilism, and the early twentieth century exhibited the first glimmers of totalitarianism. All these isms  were implacably opposed to Christ and profoundly challenging to Christian thought. But I do not agree with Maritain(s judgement that the anti-Christian spirit he detects in the modern age belongs to its essential character.

Given that he thinks so, however, we can hardly be surprised that after a brief undergraduate fling with that modern icon, Spinoza,
 he entered into a lasting intellectual marriage with Thomistic philosophy. Thomas, after all, is the last great philosopher whom we do not normally see as anticipating the modern period. It makes sense. If you don(t like the moderns, you hook up with someone important who wasn(t one of them. 

But then, just when we might think we have him figured out, Maritain blows such a convenient theory out of the water. “As to the philosophy of St. Thomas,” he writes,

from which we derive our inspiration in this book, it is not the thought of one century or of a single sect. ... It is in reality a universal and enduring thought, first elaborated by the natural reason of humanity, next made into superior and self-conscious wisdom by the intelligence of the Church, and only then knit together and formed into doctrine, defined and formulated one day by a man...

Like the eternal Logos, that is and always was itself, though one day it became incarnate in a man, so, Maritain claims, the Thomistic philosophy is the expression of universal and abiding human reason, recorded in a profound, but limited form, by a particularly gifted man at a propitious time and place. And just as Cardinal Newman had argued for the possibility of  Catholic doctrine developing in a way that deepened, without changing it, so Maritain envisions a perennial philosophy that nevertheless succeeds in being new every morning: (We would like to see restored in a new world,( he tells us:

and informing new material, the spiritual principles and eternal norms which the civilization of the Middle Ages, even at its apogée, presented only in one particular historical instantiation, a qualitatively excellent one, despite its enormous deficiencies, but one which is definitely over.

And to make his point in one forceful word, he adds: (thus we wish nothing so much as to be ultramodern.(
 The perennial, but ultramodern, Thomism he envisions will not only out-modern the moderns but go beyond modernity itself (the true meaning of “ultra”). Maritain(s envisioned philosophy will be to modern thought what the abiding always is to the merely fashionable ( miles ahead of it, and yet ever consistent with itself. Eighty-two years later, in an age resigned to its own graying post-modernity,  such an ultra-modern challenge has not lost its power to grip the imagination.

Even more intriguing is the idea of an ultra-modern Christian philosophy, if, as I suppose to be indisputably the case, we are living in the period after Christendom. I mean (after Christendom( not just in the obvious way in which the theocracy of the Middle Ages is gone and will never return. But also in the more wistful sense in which even the mellow afterglow of that theocracy, that long illuminated our nation ( her laws, her mores, her domestic arrangements and her etiquette ( even that afterglow is now, I recognize, all but extinguished. 

Not everyone views the sunset of Christendom with disapproval of course, but few find on the horizon any trace of a radiant new dawn. Imre Kertész, in accepting the Nobel prize for literature in 2002, spoke of the “broken voice of Western art.” Its obsessive emphasis on the sordid and dysfunctional he takes to be not an accident, but an essential feature of life after the Holocaust. The broken voice of art alerts us to the mutterings of another voice, un-Christian, disturbed and often menacing, in the darkness after Christendom.

Christians are not wholly discouraged by the end of Christendom, however. New forms of Christian piety and faith have been discovered that can be practised whether or not they receive any political sanction. We have begun to see more clearly than has any generation in the West since Constantine, that Christianity is not the same thing as Christendom. While we may share the melancholy to which Matthew Arnold gave such eloquent expression in 1867, from his room overlooking Dover Beach, we now see the subject of his lament more clearly than he did. It was only the ebbing of Christendom he was witnessing, not, as he supposed, of the Christian faith. (Now I only hear,( he wrote:

[Faith(s] melancholy, long withdrawing roar, 

Retreating, to the breath

Of the night-wind, down the vast edges drear

And naked shingles of the world.

Christendom has ebbed away. Yes, but not the Christian faith. Contrary to the fears of its friends and fervent hopes of its enemies, Christianity, unlike its political counterpart, Christendom, is flourishing, both in its Roman Catholic and Protestant forms and precisely in those expressions of each that are most passionately engaged in pious works as their respective traditions understand them.

And yet not all is well with Christianity either. The believing Church today is afloat on an ocean of martyr(s blood, more of which was spilled in the twentieth century than in the previous nineteen put together. Martyrdom and serious faith have always gone hand in hand, of course, but it is not surprising that many Christians peer into the darkness that has followed Christendom with dismay. Certainly we should welcome an (ultramodern( version of Christian faith, such as Maritain claims to have. If it were perennial in its content, it would satisfy our religious longings; if it were contemporary in its form it might also be acceptable to our present age. Something ultra-modern might raise us out of a condition that is merely and dully  (post-modern.( Many of us would be eager to trade up.

However, although the general idea of Maritain(s ultramodernism is attractive, the detail is disappointing, at least to me, on two counts. The ultramodern religious philosophy as Maritain understands it in 1922 will exclude both every trace of Protestantism and every trace of modernity, two developments he sees as coeval and, to coin a word, “coeval.”  They are hatched from the same egg and it was a rotten one to begin with, he thinks. Thus, Maritain says, if we understand civilization as a state in which:

the individual born into the world finds here much more than he brings to it, then it must be admitted that the modern schism, actually, though not intentionally begun by ... the Reformation, and continued with greater awareness by Descartes is, despite its eloquent protestations and its appearance of decorum, purely and simply a celebration of barbarism.

My question then is to what extent a Christian who does not think that everything about the Reformation was a barbaric mistake and who neither sees Descartes as a conspirator driving the Reformation forward, nor as the father of a type of  philosophy which must be rejected as a whole, my question is the degree to which such a Christian can nevertheless make common cause with Maritain in the search for a form of Christian thought which is, in Maritain(s sense, ultramodern?

One of the hated moderns, G.W. Leibniz, said that philosophers are usually right in what they affirm, but wrong in what they reject. Let us consider whether this might be true, in the first place, about Maritain(s wholesale rejection of the Reformation. I am inclined to treat his attitude to the Reformation with a dose of his own historicist medicine, and to say that it only reveals Maritain to be unconsciously a creature of the competition between Catholicism and Protestantism that was still hotly raging during his own formative years at the beginning of the twentieth century. At that time it was de rigueur for each side to look at what separated it from its opponent and ignore what they had in common. 

We, who know ourselves to be living after Christendom, however, see things differently. The common threat all Christians face from secularism and other enemies has driven us to recognize how much we have in common. But we don(t really need an argument to win Maritain to our side, despite the determination with which he spoke against it in 1922. A little thought experiment will suffice. Simply project his spirit forward in your imagination into our present context and he will tamely disavow his old hostility without any prompting from us. Unless his hatred of the Reformation was stronger than his Roman Catholic faith, he would have to renounce the hatred today in order to reflect the profound ecumenism espoused in the whole career of Pope John Paul II and defended with deeply biblical insight in such Papal encyclicals as Ut unum sint (1995).

Maritain(s sweeping rejection of Descartes and modern philosophy presents a more formidable challenge, however. Simply bringing him up to date on contemporary developments of Catholic thought would not dispel it, because the old suspicion of modern philosophy in general and Descartes in particular continues to be entertained in the highest Catholic circles today.
 So the  antimoderne ideas of Maritain in 1922, if we could summon his spirit before us, would not meet with any specifically religious refutation. Let us challenge him then in another way that he would equally have appreciated and understood: philosophically.  

-(You are wrong, O Spirit of Maritain, in your dismissal of the modern age, for it is shaped by the very ultramodern Christianity toward which you were feeling your way. The most natural proof-text to begin with would be the Meditations, that masterpiece of the Catholic philosopher you reject by name, René Descartes. As you well know he laid it before the Dean and Doctors of the Faculty of Sacred Theology in Paris to serve as a textbook of Christian apologetics. 
But that is not the only text I could choose. It is hard to name a great philosopher of the early modern period who would not serve my turn. Should I begin with John Locke(s book called The Reasonableness of Christianity or Bishop Berkeley(s Alciphron or Leibniz(s Theodicy or Malebranche(s Christian Conversations. But no, let me choose your own first love, the one whom you put aside long ago, Baruch Spinoza.( 

-(No(, you say, (that is impossible. Spinoza was an ethnic Jew who was excommunicated by his coreligionists, and hated thereafter by Jews and Christians alike. He is often hailed as the father of modern atheism and has been called, among other things, (the prince of atheists,( (the new Mahomet( and (Christendom(s chief foe.(
 Spinoza embodies all that is seductive in modern philosophy, and exactly what Christian philosophy must necessarily oppose.( 

-(But as you well know, O Spirit, Spinoza also wrote the Tractatus theologico-politicus, a treatise aimed at reforming the politics and religious practice of Christian Holland.(
-(Not to reform(, you say, (but to destroy.(
-(But then why does he say he is trying to (show a way for rulers who will cause the public to be instructed in piety, in conformity with public welfare?((

-(Ah(, you say, (Spinoza is speaking cunningly, in the hope of deceiving his readers, pushing them along what seems a familiar path, but one that drops suddenly into the abyss.(
-(Well let me tell you a different story, then, about another Spinoza. And see which you find more credible. I shall not weary you with quotations from his works to support this picture. If you want to find them, you can look for them in my soon forthcoming book on this subject.(

(Here Maritain(s spirit sorrowfully extends its spectral hands, which can turn no page, much less heft any book, and he envies my still living readers, who, at only a tiny expense, can read all these wonderful references for themselves. But here, free of charge, I offer you the gist of my tale.) 

Even before his excommunication in 1656 Spinoza seems to have befriended a group of radical Protestants, called Collegiants. After the excommunication they became his closest friends.

The Collegiants came into being as the unintended consequence of a meeting of the Dutch Reformed Church in 1618, called the Synod of Dort. At that Synod it was decided to suppress the Arminian doctrine that everyone has the power to believe in Christ and be saved. Suppression would be achieved by forbidding the so-called (Arminians( to hold Church meetings. The result of the Synod was that some people thought better of their Arminianism and became proper Calvinists, as intended. Others remained Arminian, and took their worship services underground. A third group, however, studying the exact nature of the prohibition against them, saw that it could be circumvented if they were willing to stop regarding themselves as a church. They therefore began describing themselves as a College instead,  and held meetings, instead of worship services, with discussion leaders in the place of ministers. Because there is no justification for dogmatic requirements for studying at a college, the Collegiants had none.

What began as a necessity soon became a virtue in Collegiant eyes and more than one Arminian minister who offered his clandestine services was shocked to learn that the Collegiants had grown to prefer the form of worship that had so recently been forced upon them. The numbers of those who liked it grew by surprising leaps and bounds. Between 1620 and 1650 it spread throughout the whole of the Dutch Republic. Democratic participation in the ministry appealed to many people in other denominations as well, especially other socially marginal sects, such as Mennonites and Quakers, who found an unconditional welcome in the broad-minded Collegiant assemblies. In the midst of repression was born a movement that has been called the most radical and perfect expression of Dutch religious tolerance.

Spinoza(s Tractatus theologico-politicus articulates the political and theological conditions under which a Republic inspired by Collegiant principles would be possible. One of the most important of them involves devising a method by which we can know ( genuinely know, not just have passionate opinions about ( what the Bible really means. That task occupies Spinoza for a large part of the TTP and the success he had with it has secured him an enduring reputation in the field of hermeneutics. 

The result of his careful and learned labour was to discover that the Bible can only be known with certainty to teach a single lesson. It sets forth a unique command and enjoins no more upon any of us than to obey it. All the other things that it has been thought to say and do cannot be attributed to it with certainty, according to the hermeneutical method Spinoza  discovered.

That sole commandment, certainly enjoined upon us, is that we love God, and love our neighbour as ourselves. Whoever perfectly fulfils this commandment has the mind of Christ, as Spinoza puts it, even if he be a member of some other religion. And all Christian denominations that elevate and enforce this commandment are free to have at their periphery any other beliefs consistent with it. Thus Spinoza, like the Collegiants, looked upon the Reformation as a piece of unfinished business. To them it appeared that the Reformers had lost heart midway in their attempt to purify Christianity from unwarranted dogmatic and ritualistic accretions. The first Reformers had grown tired and had acquiesced in dogmas and rituals that cannot be proven essential to Christian belief. The completed Reformation that Spinoza envisioned made of Christianity a loose, pluralistic family of congregations with a common, but very simple, dogmatic core. Each Christian would be left free to believe as he saw fit and to join with any other Christians who believed as he did. But none could force his beliefs on any other, except, perhaps for the common dogma of love of God and neighbour. But since that dogma of love enjoins nothing not recognizable as a moral good by natural reason, it would not have had to be imposed on many, and would be a salutary imposition on those who, owing to some defect in themselves, did not embrace it voluntarily.

Spinoza, like the apostle James, believes that a faith without works is dead. At the core of his political vision is a state united by its works of charity, but diverse in thought and colourful in its confessional variety. Such a political order, he contends, would  foster not only piety, equity and happiness, but also stability and prosperity.
It is of course true that neither Holland nor any other state took the slightest interest in Spinoza(s proposal, except to deplore it. It remains therefore, like Plato(s Republic, a mere (thing of words.( But if that is supposed to be a reproach, rather than merely an observation, Spinoza could reply just as Plato did to the same reproach. “Perhaps it is a model,” Plato says,

laid up in heaven, for him who wishes to look upon, and as he looks, set up the government of his soul. It makes no difference whether it exists anywhere or will exist. [The wise man] would take part in the public affairs of that city only, and of no other.

-(If this is Spinoza, O ghost of Maritain, does it not approach the ultramodern Christianity you have in mind, the thing itself, stripped of all its historical accidents, apt to be instantiated in different forms in different ages?(
-(No,( you say in what would be a shout, if you still had the use of lungs. (It is a mad Protestant parody of what is essential to Christianity. It is Christianity without the Incarnation, the Cross or the Resurrection.(
And here, friends, we must allow the spirit of Maritain to depart in peace, to sink into the cellarage, like the ghost of Hamlet(s father. It is an honest ghost. Denominationally minded Christians will of course object to Spinoza(s apparent disregard for dogma. Not only Roman Catholics but Protestants also, the dwindling number of them who still find their own views best expressed by the traditional articles of faith of a particular denomination. I say the dwindling number because, in many years of association with serious Protestants I have met no more than a handful of laymen who both knew and thought decisive the distinctive articles of their denomination. But there are some Protestants who do, and many Roman Catholics, and they will find Spinoza(s lack of dogma unacceptable. So that leaves us just with ourselves. After Christendom, after Maritain, after Spinoza. It all comes back to us.

The problem created by dogmatic differences is still our problem. In 1994 the journal First Things published a manifesto by a group of leading Evangelicals and Catholics that later appeared as a book under the title Evangelicals and Catholics Together.
 It pointed to the grassroots co-operation between Evangelicals and Catholics that is already far advanced, particularly in such matters as the pro-life movement and the charismatic revival. They referred to the dogmatic beliefs (in the supremacy of Christ and the veracity of the Bible) and the sacramental rite of Baptism both parties have in common and insisted that these common tenets represented a sufficient basis to allow Catholics and Evangelicals to work together, hope together and witness together. And where Christians are still divided on doctrinal matters, the authors asked, what prevents us from searching together for a resolution of our differences?

This proposal, attractive as it was, proved to be naive in its optimism. It foundered on the very kinds of objections I put into the mouth of the spectral Maritain. While among Christian laymen denominationalism may be declining it is still a significant factor among clergy and theologians. For many of them the distinctive articles of their denominational creed continue to matter to a degree that overrides any advantage or comfort that could be won from co-operating with others who are not in full agreement with it. Articulate Catholics, Baptists, Reformed and no doubt others have denounced the program of Evangelicals and Catholics Together as a lie, a deception and a disservice to Christians. Many of the same epithets are used about it that once were attached to Spinoza(s Theological-Polititical Tractatus. Like the Reformers of the early modern age, the ECT group fell victim to the very denominationalism they had set out to overcome.

Yet I wonder whether some version of Spinoza(s radical Protestantism would not furnish a way around the denominational impasse. The essence of the Christian message for Spinoza, its only command, is agape, the word that we miserably translate in English by (love.( But (love( at its best is too vague and, in English, it is no longer at its best. It has been abused by playboys, pornographers and politicos: first purged of all the obligations it might entail, then crazed with ejaculatory sexuality, and also inflated with phony sentimentality. So let us stick to the Greek word (agape,( which an older English translated as (charity.( 

Spinoza understands the command of agape less as a belief we are supposed to hold than as an incitement to activity. That is where he becomes suspect in the eyes of denominationalists. But his love of activity is a matter of emphasis, not of exclusiveness. He is well aware that any form of purposive activity presupposes a context of belief. The agape enjoined upon Christian believers will not be properly exercised except by those who embrace some Christian beliefs or other.  The different denominations, because they inhabit different constellations of dogma, will also create different frameworks in which the works of agape-love can be performed. Spinoza(s recommendation is therefore not a recommendation of barren (orthopraxy,( though the Christianity of some of the Collegiants (perhaps including Spinoza himself) may have amounted to no more than that.
 

Spinoza does not even mean that there can be no standards for what counts as a Christian denomination. To be legitimately Christian the dogmatic structures of a given denomination must facilitate the agape-work that Christians are required to perform. All and only those structures that do facilitate it, constitute the mystical body of Christ, which the Church has always believed herself to be.

Spinoza(s idea of action does not simply mean social action. It is not that the Church with the biggest soup kitchen wins. Anyone concerned with Christian outreach knows that the agape command extends much further. In addition to caring about social justice, agape-love includes unpopular activities such as proselytizing, mission work, and taking intellectual positions that make one a sign of contradiction to one(s age. What Spinoza(s position does do,  is point us resolutely toward our activity, rather than our doctrines, as the measure of our orthodoxy.

Spinoza does not envision setting up any human court in which the achievements of the denominations or their adherents will be ranked. The ultimate ranking is left to God and each individual need only be concerned with it in the self-examination which all Christians agree to be regularly required by their faith. It is legitimate to ask myself not only whether I am performing as I should, but also whether in some other denominational setting I would perform better? Spinoza(s pluralistic vision is one expression of that very deep injunction of St. Paul to the Church of Philippi, telling them to (work out [their] own salvation with fear and trembling.(
Activity in pursuit of agape-love must be in the first place our goal, and in the second place it must stand in judgement of our doctrine. Only on charitable activity can we take our dogmatic rest. 
Understanding the ways in which activity takes precedence over rest is one of the keys to grasping modern thought. It is, I am arguing, closer to modernity(s heart than is the anti-Christian animus which modernity also produced and which caused Maritain to dismiss it.
 
The early modern period has rightly been called the great age of apologetics. Christianity was under attack and needed to articulate itself afresh. It did so, clearly and successfully.  Catholics and Protestants against infidels, but also, alas,  against one another. Spinoza(s radical Protestantism showed how they might overcome the internal conflict which detracted from their apologetic success. They could become one in their activity, without any cost to their doctrine. They might be like the different members of a family enterprise, pursuing different tasks but to one end. Or in the Church(s famous picture of itself, they might be like the different organs of a single body.

But because Maritain was so impressed with the force of the attack Christianity had to withstand in the modern age, he overlooked the depth of its reply and went searching for the perennial and ultramodern elsewhere. Should he not have asked himself how any philosophy could really be perennial, if it had no possible instantiation in the modern age?

Descartes, Leibniz, Malebranche, Berkeley, Pascal and I suspect even Locke, when properly understood, were on Maritain(s side. They were not trying to  bring the grand narrative of Christianity to some ignominious conclusion, nor were they even trying merely to modernize it. Ending it would be anti-Christian; mere modernization is unworthy of their greatness. Like all great philosophers they were trying to articulate the thing itself as it has always and everywhere been believed. Spinoza, however, more than any of them, can lay claim to having had an ultramodern conception of where the Christian Faith might go.

I wonder whether the ghost of Maritain, if his ghost could be summoned before us once again, would not be willing to see his Spinoza (  his first philosophical love (  in a new light and know his meaning for the first time?
University of Ottawa
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