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Truth and immediacy
a few reflections on edith stein’s
imaginary dialogue between
aquinas and husserl
By Frère Antoine Lévy

S

peaking about truth, the one thing we know for sure
is that truth and Truth are not exactly the same thing.
When I say that the sky is cloudless today in Oslo, this is
about truth because it might be a false statement as well.
Let us call the propositional notion of truth the one that
refers to the correspondence – or lack of it – between statements and states-of-affairs. When I say that Buddha is the
Truth, I am dealing with a slightly different notion of truth
– not that this statement might not be false like the previous one, but because what I designate here is not a particular state-of-affairs. Buddha is the Truth: this is about
the ultimate principle of a boundless series of state-of-affairs; namely, those that have made, are making and will
ever make the world what it is. Of course, our approaches
to the ultimate Truth of the universe can be partial, but
they still belong to a very different logical register from
propositional truths. This specific area usually goes under
the name of beliefs. In everyday life, we tend smoothly
to jump from one logical register to the other. Think of
a political debate. For those who follow the only thing
that really matters at the moment; that is, the American
Elections, just try to mentally put a Bernie Sanders and
a Ted Cruz face to face – something that we now know
will never happen. Materially, the whole discussion will be
at the level of propositional truths: they will speak all the
time about facts and they may well prove each other factually wrong on a particular issue. And yet at the same time
the way they refer to facts will continuously stem from
two sets of distinct beliefs: On the left-hand side stands
the one who thinks that Wall Street is responsible for just
about every evil in the world, on the right speaks the one
who is convinced that the survival of civilization rests on
the conjunction between traditional moral values, strong
military deterrence and free market economy. Whatever
be the truths each one will come up with or the falsities
each one will be blamed for, neither will budge from their

respective stands on Truth. Actually, the moment they give
these up the debate will immediately lose its purpose.
If we human beings engage in dialogue, it is because
truths as such do not contain Truth – this reality that we
try to impose on others since, if it ever is, it cannot be but
one for all of us. And yet there is hardly any other way
of achieving a common understanding about Truth than
through discussing about truths.
In the civilization that is ours, the Western civilization,
there is, however, one area where this functional, creative
and quasi-automatic overlapping between truths and
Truth does not or does no longer work – one area where
dialogue has become difficult to the point of being almost
impossible. I have in mind the dialogue between science
and Christian faith, between the truths/Truth that are
open to rational enquiry and the truths/Truth included in
what Christians call God’s Revelation. Of course, my colleague-theologians will find it easy to dismiss this statement
as a gross exaggeration. They will point to this expanding
area of research called Fundamental Theology, a discipline
that precisely explores the multiple connections between
science and the content of Christian Revelation, to which
I will say two things. First, I am talking about the attitude
of the man on the street towards the Christian religious
discourse: Whether he accepts it, rejects it or selects bits
of it, his attitude is generally based on the assumption that
this whole religious register has nothing to do with what
science has to tell us about truths or the Truth. Second,
by contrast to Apologetics, its disowned predecessor in
the Catholic academia, what we today call Fundamental
Theology is supposed to respect the fundamental epistemological heterogeneousness of the two registers – science
and faith – at the very moment when it goes in search of
their points of connection. A homogeneous language that
would display the truths of science and Christian dogmas
from the point of view of one and the same Truth appears
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to be excluded from our modern Western horizon. One
might even go so far as to claim that the loss of such a
homogeneous language is the constitutive feature of our
modern horizon. Indeed, there was a time – I am speaking
here about Western Middle Ages – when the prevailing
view was that Faith was required in order to achieve true
knowledge or real science of the universe. The homogeneous language that was developed, a language that would
ensure the continuous going back and forth between the
truths of the world, as explored by scientists, and the ultimate Truth of the universe, as revealed in the Christian
dogmas, was that of metaphysics. For us Dominicans,
preachers of the Word, this language was of the essence. If
Albert the Great and especially Thomas Aquinas played a
pivotal role in its elaboration, it is because we Dominicans
would naturally speak this tongue each time the proclamation of the Good News, as entrusted to the doctrinal care
of the Church, came across a resistance buttressed against
rational grounds. Metaphysics was our only instrument
of dialogue with people who held fast to a Truth that we
found incompatible with the Truth of Christian faith.
What I would like to call your attention to is the fact
that the invention of this language is a unique achievement
in the History of Biblical monotheism. Medieval metaphysics implies an integral rethinking of the core Mystery
of Faith according to the categories of Greek – especially
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Aristotelian – philosophy, to the effect that Christian discourse becomes transparent to rationality without straying
from its supernatural core-Truth. The prodigious attempt
of Muslim philosophers to produce similar results, an attempt that started roughly in the 9th century and to which
Christian medieval theologians are thoroughly indebted,
ended up with a dramatic failure in the 12th century. As
for Jewish philosophers, Maimonides, the greatest example of this limited species, showed himself weary of emphasizing the fundamental irreducibility of God’s being
and historical manifestations to the categories of Greek
philosophy.
As mentioned above, I believe that what defines our
modern Western horizon is the disintegration of Medieval
metaphysics as this unifying language. This process resulted
from the combined influence of a new insight into the Truth
of Christian faith that accused this metaphysical language
of betraying it – I am referring to Luther’s Reformation –
as well as of a new way of doing science, a way that saw this
language rather as a hindrance – I am referring to Galileo
Galilei’s concept of physics. This disintegration lies behind
the fact that the contemporary man in the street, when he
goes in search for a Truth that lies beyond the truths of
science, finds himself deprived of a rational criterion that
would enable him to discriminate between the different
options he will come across. Conversely, the Dominican,
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the content of this essay in a contribution to a Festschrift
the one who has a precise conviction about what Truth
offered to Husserl on the occasion of his 70th birthday
is and who wants to share this conviction with others, is
and published the same year. The Festschrift article is enaccused of ignoring the teachings of modern science evtitled “An attempt to contrast Husserl’s Phenomenology
ery time he tries to show that all the truths of the world
and the Philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas”. I am focuslead to this Truth which lies beyond the world. When he
ing on the unfinished essay
or she tries to establish the
The only option he is left with is to speak
that gave birth to this artisuperiority of his Truth, he
to those who are already convinced about
cle, not only because it has
or she stands under the conthe
same
Truth
–
but
what
becomes
then
been recently translated into
stant suspicion of committing
of his calling as a Preacher?
English, but also because of
the most elementary logical
its original form which was
mistake; that is, of having to
lost in the article. Indeed, what Edith originally had in
imply the existence of an object in order to demonstrate
mind was not a paper in the conventional academic sense
it. The only option he is left with is to speak to those who
of the word, but a short drama built as a dialogue between
are already convinced about the same Truth – but what beAquinas and Husserl.
comes then of his calling as a Preacher? This is a dangerous
It is late in the evening in the study of Privy Counsellor
situation, and not only because it ruins Dominican busiHusserl in Freiburg. The old professor, tired of all the chatness. It gives credit to the idea that becoming a religious
ter around the celebration of his 70th birthday, says to
person is some arbitrary all-or-nothing type of decision:
himself: “I would appreciate a decent conversation on phiEither you stay out of it, in a world deprived of access to
losophy to get my mind back on track”. At that moment
Truth, or you accept it integrally; you submit to it, which
he hears a knock on the door: “At this late hour, come
means that you give up your ability to apply any rational
in please!”. There appears a religious in white habit and
or critical judgment in the field of ultimate Truths. Hence
black mantle who declares that he is really sorry to bother
the temptation of religious fundamentalism is creeping at
Husserl at this hour but that he had no other chance to
the very heart of Western ultra-sophisticated societies. The
have a serious conversation with him due to the circumquestion, however, is whether trying to establish a logicalstances of the day. Husserl is unable to place him: “I’ve had
ly valid connection between the truths of this world, the
religious as students before, but to tell the truth I don’t
truths that science encompasses, and the Christian Truth
remember any with your particular color-scheme”. The reis truly a useless undertaking. Should we take for granted
ligious explains that he is Thomas Aquinas and the converthat no dialogue, in the Medieval sense of the word, can
sation begins. Strikingly, Stein will use the same dramatic
henceforth take place between the one who is convinced
plot many years later in a play that she composed at the
of the truth of Christ and the one who rejects it without
Carmel of Echt a year before she was arrested. But that
ipso facto disregarding the teachings of modern science?
time, the late visitor who knocked at the door was Esther,
From this point of view, I firmly believe that the philothe Biblical queen, and the one who welcomed her was the
sophical reflection of Edith Stein has something important
prioress of the Echt convent. That night, the discussion
to tell us. You may have heard of Edith Stein, this brilliant
did not roll on philosophy, but the extermination of Jews.
German Jewish intellectual who worked some time as an
But let us return to the dialogue between Husserl and
assistant to Edmund Husserl, the founding father of pheAquinas which witnesses the very last moments of another
nomenology, who converted to Catholicism, was baptized
Germany, a country where intellectuals of Jewish descent
in 1922, became a Carmelite nun, was arrested by the
like Stein and Husserl himself could still happily live and
Gestapo and eventually died in Auschwitz in 1942. She
work at the heart of the academia.
was made a saint and a Patron of Europe by John-Paul II
In order to explain how this specific dialogue relates to
in 1998. But one thing is to have heard about Edith Stein,
what I have described as the dialogical problem of Western
another is to have read her works, which is a fairly demandmodernity, I first need to recount some aspects of Husserl’s
ing, although greatly rewarding achievement. Among her
phenomenology and its place in the history of modern
abundant writings that in so many ways relate to the isphilosophy.
sue I am dealing with here, I would like to reflect upon a
As is well known, the starting-point of this history is
short, unfinished and until very recently unpublished essay
Descartes’ doubt or the suspicion cast on our spontaneous
she wrote in 1929, just after working on a translation of
attitude: that the things I see really exist outside of me.
Aquinas’ Quaestiones Disputatae de Veritate. Edith used
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tent – be it the perception of an object, a feeling, an assoDescartes reinvents the reality of the outside world based
ciation of ideas or anything else – what was essential from
on the thinking subject’s inner point of view. However,
what was accidental, Husserl called Wesensschau, “vision”
the reality of the outside world became very fleeting after
or “intuition” of the essence. For instance, my feeling of
Descartes. On the continent the two major philosophical
joy has an essence that makes it immediately identifiable
currents that emerged dramatically questioned the reliabilby other human beings even if many do not know the
ity of our spontaneous attitude. According to Kant, the
circumstances that produced it and none will ever be able
way things are in the outside world is said to be unknowto experience my joy the way I experience it.
able by the subject since whatever the subject perceives
Clearly, the philosophical approach of Husserl, foror can think of, is already pre-informed by the structural
merly trained as a mathematician, is faithful to the
conditions of its apprehension of the world. For German
Wissenschaft ideal in the strictest possible manner. No
idealism or those who, like Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel,
reasoning based on a reality that would lie beyond the ken
reacted against Kant’s critical attitude, the exteriority of
of our experience, and therefore implying a questionable
the world was a mere appearance hiding a deeper or higher
induction from it, is allowed in the field of phenomenoltype of unity between the thinking subject and the world.
ogy. The paradigmatically scientific character of Husserl’s
At the time of Edith Stein, the prevailing philosophical line
phenomenology makes us understand the philosophically
in German universities furthered Kant’s a priori doctrine
dramatic challenge that lies behind Stein’s hypothetical
by establishing new connections with spheres of knowlconversation between Aquinas and Husserl: As he is aledge as diverse as logics, mathematics, aesthetics, morals,
lowed to visit a world that has behistory and religion. This
come very different from the one
multifarious movement was
“Back to things themselves!” was the
he once knew, will the Dominican
labeled as neo-Kantianism.
motto, and what was meant by that
Saint be able to show that phenomIn this intellectual landscape,
was the very content of our spontaenological truths point towards
Edmund Husserl’s approach,
neous attitude, although purified
Christian Truth without indulgthe so-called phenomenolofrom its alleged “naivety”
ing in rationally unwarranted ingy, broke totally new grounds
ductions – without infringing the purely scientific moby tracing a way back to the starting-point of modern
dus operandi of the ageing but still innovative German
philosophy; namely, the pivotal moment of Descartes’s
philosopher?
Cogito. “Back to things themselves!” was the motto, and
At this point, I need to mention an additional element
what was meant by that was the very content of our sponpertaining to Husserl’s philosophical approach. I said that
taneous attitude, although purified from its alleged “naivethe phenomenological epoché was about leaving aside the
ty”. Naivety was identified with the belief in the external
question regarding the external existence of the objects
existence of the things we perceive – the mental act of poswe perceive. But this left open the issue of the origin or
iting their reality beyond our mental act, the reliability of
the constitution of our experience. When he published
which Descartes had famously put into doubt. In contrast
his Ideen in 1913, Husserl made a very bold step in that
to Kant and German idealists, Husserl would not claim
regard, a step so bold that it actually alienated most of his
that this existence was unknowable or different from what
closest disciples at the time, including Edith Stein. In his
it seemed – this was already too much of a dogmatic or
Ideen, Husserl claimed that the task of phenomenology
uncritical approach according to him. He would not even
was to describe how the transcendental Ego or the knowtry to recover the reality of this external world using ratioing Subject would animate or give a meaningful structure
nal means as Descartes did. No, what Husserl suggested to
to the “blind” sensory matter of our experience through
do, as he repeatedly wrote, was simply to put the existence
an indefinite series of intentional acts. Husserl’s first disof the external world between parentheses – to decide not
ciples saw here an uncritical or dogmatic return to Kant’s
to bother with it. As Husserl claimed, this suspension, or
critical idealism, a move that, coming from the one who
“epoché” in Greek, opened the possibility for the subject
had taught them to sever all dogmatic claims from philoto focus on what it would spontaneously neglect by ensophical research, remained by and large unexplainable.
gaging with the objects of its experience in a practical way;
As realists, they wanted to reserve the possibility for phenamely, the possibility to “see,” contemplate and analyze
nomenology to discover from within the transcendental
the content of our everyday experience in a theoretical
Ego’s experience, envisaged without any presupposition
manner. Successfully managing to distinguish in this con38
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time, in status viae as Aquinas would say, derives. There is
regarding the existence and nature of the external world,
simply no other way to account for the intelligible or logithat the content of this experience, far from being constical structure of my experience than to posit ideas to which
tuted by the Ego, could not ultimately come but from the
my world owes its order and structure, ideas that are everyexternal world. It is at this point that Edith Stein relies
thing that mentally perception Aquinas against Husserl’s
ble essences are except actual
idealism. But this is not only
Stein’s imaginary dialogue is but an inspatiotemporal
existence.
simply about Aquinas’ theory
stance not only of what can be, but what
As
Stein’s
Aquinas
–
who by
of knowledge in the modern
should crucially be done; namely, to unnow must really know what
sense of the term. It is about
leash the rational power that cannot be
he is talking about – declares:
God’s reality as implied by
separated from the truth of Christian faith
“The seeing of the blessed enAquinas’ original theory of
compasses the whole essence in one simple intuition, uno
knowledge. In other words, what Stein wants to prove is
intuitu” (2000:59). In this manner, the immanent definithat a truly non-dogmatic, purely rational or faithfully
tion of truth as the correspondence between our ideas and
Husserlian approach to the process of knowledge is bound
their origin in the external world intellectus mensuratus et
to replace the transcendental Ego of Husserl’s idealism
non-mensurans, is discovered to imply another notion of
with Aquinas’ God as its ultimate founding principle.
truth, a more fundamental and transcendent one; namely,
In Stein’s unpublished essay, just as in her published
the correspondence between things in the external world
article, the whole discussion focuses on the notion of
and their origin in God’s creative mind, intellectus menimmediacy. What does Husserl mean, exactly, when he
surans et non-mensuratus. What Stein establishes is that
claims that Wesensschau, the intuition of essences, is imHusserl’s Egocentric cosmos in the transcendental sense
mediate? Stein’s Aquinas distinguishes between the imof the word, this apparently self-contained world of our
mediacy of the object known and the immediacy of the
modern immanent reason, once critically analyzed, opens
act that leads to it. Only logical principles, as well as the
up from within to Aquinas’ Theocentric universe; nameperception of the Good, are immediate in both senses. As
ly, to the contemplation of the first Truth in relationship
for the stable conceptual content that I discover when I
to which we can speak of truths. Ultimately, it opens to
explore my experience of joy, that which makes this joy
Christ as Word-Logos of the Father, the eternal Truth in
of mine part of joy as a general type of feeling, but also a
which all the truths of the world were conceived and conuniquely distinct joy that I will always remember as such,
tinue to hold together.
it is certainly a given in the sense that it is not derived a
Here is what can only be a rough sketch of Stein’s
posteriori from the objects of my experience – it is itself
imaginary dialogue between Aquinas and Husserl. I dare
an object of immediate inner experience. However, this
say that, with all its limitations, it conveys the picture of
object does not manifest its essential content; namely, as
a both genuine and ingenuous attempt at restoring the
endowed with an ideal structure that enables me to identimetaphysical flow between the truths of Christian faith
fy it as one very specific feeling of joy, without an effort of
and that associated with the modern scientific attitude.
the mind that distinguishes this ideal structure from all the
This is but an instance not only of what can be, but what
elements – feelings, perceptions, memories and so on – in
should crucially be done; namely, to unleash the ratiowhich it is entangled but that do not relate to it. At the
nal power that cannot be separated from the truth of
same time, this stable ideal structure, that which Aristotle
Christian faith. Let us therefore hope this type of dialogue
used to call eidos and Aquinas species, does not encapsuwill happen again and again, so that the final words of
late the whole reality that the Wesensschau brings to the
Stein’s Aquinas will prove to be true: “Here we must stop
fore: The essence of this my joy is a much deeper and more
for today. We shall meet again, and then, from the depths
complex reality than the abstract idea that merely helps me
we shall understand one another” (2000:62).
to explore it. As Stein’s Aquinas declares: “Intuition of essence aims at the whole essence, but this intention is only
partially fulfilled” (Stein 2000:60). Accordingly, one could
say that this unfulfilled intuition is sufficient to provide
me with the certainty that there is an ideal reality located
Literature
beyond my intentional reach – and that this is the very
Stein, E. 2000, “Husserl and Aquinas, A Comparison”, in Knowledge
ideal reality from which my experience within space and
and Faith, Redmond, W (ed.), ICS Publications, Washington D.C.
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