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"What then is needed is a qualitative change in me, a shift in the center of my existing 
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· Abstract 

This thesis interprets the work of Bernard Lonergan. The objective of the thesis is to 

explore what it is Lonergan has to say about art and its relation to religious meaning. By 

examining works in which he writes about the aesthetic realm, we are able to come to 

understand the importance of art for Lonerg()ll and its significance in both religion and in 

our day-to-day living. The three main texts interpreted are, in chronological order: 

Insight: A Study of Human Understanding (1957), Topics in Education (1959) and 

Method in Theology (1972). These are the foundational works on which the thesis stands. 

After interpreting these texts we then move on to the concluding chapter in which the 

religious dimension is brought forth through a briefbiography of Lonergan himself. By 

reflecting on the impact art had on his life and his religious perspective, we are able to 

further illuminate our understanding of the important connection between the aesthetic 

and the religious. 
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Introduction 

The aim of this thesis is to shed light on artistic expression as a carrier of religious 

meaning. The means by which this is explored is through an inquiry into the work of the 

Canadian philosopher and theologian Bernard Lonergan. Lonergan is a significant 

twentieth century religious philosopher and therefore what he has to say about religion is 

worth investigating in its own right. What is perhaps less well known is that his theology 

includes a coherent aesthetic philosophy or theory of art . . The challenge of this thesis is 

to bring forth that unified view. 

In the first three chapters this is done in a cumulative fashion, through an 

examination of his written works in the order in which they were written. In the fourth . 

chapter we move from this analytic method to an integral existential method, that is, a 

biographical consideration of Lonergan's religious and aesthetic orientation. No one part 

of his life can be thematized in isolation. Both his religious and his aesthetic orientation 

were part of the same building. The fourth chapter focuses on this fact and serves to 

place a roof, if you will, on the walls ofthe previous chapters. The symbolism of three 

walls is appropriate in different ways. It indicates an incompleteness: do houses not 

usually have four walls? What about the fourthwall? Given the importance of the 

Trinity in Lonergan's theology and as a central piece of Christian theology, we might 

. well ask: is Lonergan's aesthetic Trinitarian? To deal with this question would lead us 

into a fifth chapter and into a consideration of theological matters. A positive answer to 

that question would give a lift to the symbolism of three walls. Lonergan's aesthetic 
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perspective is, as it were, held up by his corpmitment to a Trinitarian God. A more 

refined aesthetic would develop in this context the analogy of the Trinitarian processions: 

the artistic Deed being a Word calling forth Aesthetic Joy. To develop this idea would 

require a whole other thesis. In this thesis we keep to the preliminary task of establishing 

the integral nature of the aesthetic and the religious in Lonergan's life and work. 

So, it is best to simply give an indication of the content of the three analytic steps 

and the fourth complementing existential component. 

In chapter one, we begin the analysis with the book Insight. 1 In his discussion of 

common sense understanding Lonergan introduces the notion of patterns of experience. 

It is here that Lonergan identifies aesthetic experience as a distinct pattern of experience 

and comments on its general features.2 The rest of the chapter links the notion of the 

pattern of experience (primarily the aesthetic) with the account of the cognitional 

structure which Lonergan developed most fully in Insight. 

h1 chapter two, we examine Topics in Education3 where Lonergan develops a 

theory of art rooted in his account of the aesthetic experience discussed in Insight. His 

main concern in these lectures is to figure out the function of art and then establish its 

purpose in education. In his account, art is at the imaginative and appreciative level. 

Without the imagination, questions, and as a result insights, would have no foundation on 

which to exist. Phantasms, as Aristotle discovered, are needed for an insight to happen: 

1 Bernard Lonergan, Insight: A Study of Human Understanding ([1957] New York: Philosophical 
Library, 1970) (hereafter Insight). 

2 Ibid., 184-85. 
3 Bernard Lonergan, Topics in Education, ed. Frederick E. Crowe and Robert M. Doran, Collected 

Works of Bernard Lonergan 10 (Toronto: U of Toronto P, 1993) (hereafter Topics in Education). 
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without the image brought forth by the imagination, no insight is possible.4 Art is not 

conceptual in Lonergan's view, but elemental. Aesthetic meaning, then, is an incipient 

cultivation of imagining. An influential person in Lonergan's discussion of the aesthetic 

experience is Susanne K. Langer. In her book, Feeling and Form, Langer offers a 

definition of art: "Art is the creation of forms symbolic of human feeling. "5 Although 

Lonergan does not use this precise definition, he does give credit to Langer when he 

writes that she conceives of"art as an objectification of a purely experiential pattem."6 

This defmition opens up the possibility of a deeper appreciation of the intrinsic function 

of art and provides a basis for an appreciation of its relevance to concrete living. -

In chapter three we examine Method in Theology, 7 where Lonergan presents his 

fullest accotmt of human meaning through an analysis of its elemt;lnts, functions, realms 

and stages. Meaning, for Lonergan, "is embodied or carried in human intersubjectivity, 

in art, in symbols, in language and in the lives and deeds of persons" and a discussion of 

these topics "will yield some insight into the diversity of the expressions of religious 

experience. "8 In Method in Theology, Lonergan develops the elements previously 

introduced in Insight and Topics in Education in the context of a theory of human 

meaning. Of significance in this work is the development of functional specialization, 

which re-contextualizes his theory of art. 

Finally, after the analytical chapters, comes chapter four. It is in this chapter that 

we begin to discuss Lonergan's biography. It is within this framework that the proof of 

4 Aristotle, De Anima (New York: Random House, 1947), ill, 7, 431 b 2. 
5 Susanne K. Langer, Feeling and Form (London: Routledge and Kegl!Il Paul, 1953), 40. 
6 Topics in Education, 211. -
7 Bernard Lonergan, Method in Theology (New York: The Seabury Press, 1972). 

3 







n 
/ 

thought out and is not strictly a form."2 He then directs the reader to the part of 

Aristotle's Metaphysics, which deals with poiesis, or doing.3 This reference tells us that 

in the mid-1940's, Lonergan had already developed a notion of the meaning of art 

informed by a reading of Aristotle and Aquinas.4 However, Lonergan does not discuss 

the aesthetic realm at any length in his published work until he writes Insight. 

Insight, Lonergan's best known philosophical work, builds on the understanding 

of cognitional process, first presented in full in the Verbum articles. In Insight, Lonergan 

updates the core and implicit cognitional position of Aquinas by takitig into account the 

advances of the scientific revolution and the breakthrough to historical mindedness of the 

modern era.5 On the basis of this recovery of Aquinas' implicit understanding of the 

cognitional process, Lonergan develops in Insight a philosophy of science and common 

sense, an epistemology, a metaphysics, an account of the foundations for ethics, a 

philosophy of religion and a philosophy of history. As we would expect, given the link 

that holds between art and poiesis, the treatment of aesthetics occurs in his discussion of 

commonsense understanding. 

Lonergan began writing Insight in 1949 after he finished the Verbum articles. His 

initial intention was to write a book on theological method. However, in 1952 Lonergan 

appeared as a series of articles in Theological Studies, 1946-49. 
2 1bid., 35. 
3 Metaphysics xxx. In Topics of Education Lonergan writes that artistic form "is the abstraction of a 

form, not conceptually, but by doing, poiesis" (219, n. 23). 
4 As. we shall see in the discussion of the material from Topics in Education in the next chapter, it is 

significant that links align artistic insight with poiesis, for in Lonergan's view art is relevant to concrete 
living. 

5 See Bernard Lonergan, "Natural Right and Historical Mindedness," A Third Collection, ed. Frederick 
E. Crowe (New York: Paulist Press, 1985), 169-183. 
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although the discussion of emergent probability in chapter four points towards issues in 

philosophy of biology. The second chapter contrasts insight as it occurs in mathematics 

and physics and explores the ongoing structures of discovery in the sciences. In chapter 

three Lonergan introduces the canons of empirical method. Chapter four explores the 
. ' . 

complementarity of classical and statistical heuristic structures. Chapter five is a 

clarification of the meaning of special and general relativity. 

Lonergan then moves to a discussion of human understanding in the more 

complex zone of common sense in chapters six and seven. This is where his discussion 

of aesthetics is to be found. With the first seven chapters he completes his account of 

"human intelligence insofar as it unifies data by setting up intelligible correlations,"10 

correlations whether in the realm of common sense or the realm of theory. In chapter 

eight he introduces the notion of a thing. This paves the way for an entirely different kind 

of insight in which one grasps a concrete unity-identity-whole in the data. It is only in 

chapters nine and ten that he discusses human judgment. Chapter nine introduces the 

notion of judgment. Chapter ten expands the discussion to include an account ofthe 

. ground of judgment in the act of reflective insight and a discussion of the different kinds 

of judgment. It is in this chapter that Lonergan expands his treatment of common sense 

to include common sense judgment. With his account of judgement, Lonergan completes 

his account of insight as activity. He now shifts attention to the implications of his 

understanding of understanding for human know ledge. 

Part Two begins by asking the reader to affirm for themselves the occurrence of 
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a full philosophy of religion and history. Keeping in mind the order of developing ideas 

in Insight we can appreciate the increased level of complexity dealt with as we move · 

through the book. In terms of the cognitional structure to be discussed immediately 

below, the first eight chapters of Insight treat the first two levels of conscious 

intentionality, experience and understanding. ·It is only with chapter 11 that Lonergan 

completes his account of the third level of conscious intentionality, judgment. With the 

expansion to include an epistemology and a metaphysics, Lonergan is able to introduce 

the notion of human development into his account. This is the subject matter of chapter 

fifteen. In chapter eighteen Lonergan introduces the elements of deliberation. In the final 

two chapters of Insight Lonergan relates human understanding, judgment and deliberation 

. to the higher zone of religion. 

Two significant issues in this thesis arise out of this brief discussion of the 

structure of Insight. First, it is important to note that the 'discussion of the aesthetic 

pattern of experience occurs in chapter six, prior to his treatment of judgment and 

deliberation. Consequently, the account does not include an account of the aesthetic thing 

(or object), aesthetic or artistic judgment, or the role of deliberation in the making of art. 

Likewise, while our interest is in the relationship of art to religion, Lonergan does not 

take up the question of religion until chapters nineteen and twenty of the book. 

Consequently, he does not include any mention ofthe relationship of art and religion. 

Moreover, his account of religion is restricted. While he does take up the question of the 

Mathematical Logic and Existentialism,-ed. Philip McShane, Collected Works of Bernard Lonergan 18 
(Toronto: U of Toronto P, 2001) (hereafter Phenomenology and Logic), appendix A. 
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existence of God (chapter 19) and the supernatural solution to the problem of evil . 

(chapter 20), he avoids any examination of religious experience, religious belief or 

religious faith. 

Because he needed to round off the book quickly he likely did not have the time or 

inclination to extend the method of self-appropriation to his discussion of religion. 

Moreover, Insight sharply avoided the theological context, which any discussion of faith 

entailed. Clearly, he wanted Insight to be taken seriously as philosophy by philosophers, 

so there is an 'apologetic' agenda in the work. In any case, an acyount of the aesthetic 

pattern of experience written from the final viewpoint of chapter twenty would include . 

these missing elements. Finally, Insight by its design brackets a discussion of the 

theological elements of Lonergan's understanding of art and aesthetics. This does not 

mean that there is not a theological component of his view of art- quite the contrary. At 

the time Lonergan began writing Insight had been teaching theology for eight years. An 

account of the aesthetic pattern of experience that incorporated Lonergan's thought on 

religious experience, understanding, judgment and practice, found in other works at this 

time would be even richer. However, for the time being, in keeping with our efforts to 

stick to an interpretation of the texts as presented, we will avoid comment in this chapter 

on the theological component of Lonergan' s theory of art. 

With this, I tum to the somewhat daunting task of summarizing Lonergan' s 

intention in Insight, that is, explaining his systematic understanding of the cognitional 

structure. 
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relate the elements of cognition by heightening our awareness of the acts that occur when 

we are knowing. For example, when we experience we can distinguish both what is seen 

and the act of seeing. Self-appropriation would have us notice the seeri (the object) and 

the seeing (the act of the subject that makes the seen actual to the one who sees). The 

move is very significant as it expands the available data to include both the data of sense 

and the data of consciousness. This makes possible a scientific verification of the 

account. Lonergan offers, then, not only a philosophy of knowledge but also a method by 

which his readers can verify his claims. 

As we have indicated, Lonergan's discussion ofthe structure ofhuman cognition 

takes up ten chapters of Insight. This is a wealth of material that defies easy summary. 

Nonetheless, Lonergan did provide us a set of two diagrams that neatly holds together all 

the relevant terms and relations of his account to the structure. By going over the 

. specifics ofthese diagrams we can present, in a concise manner, the relevant elements. 

The first diagram (Figure 1.1) presents the structure of the process of human 

knowing. Because Lonergan's intention was to develop a theory ofknowing we can 

assume that its general features hold for all human beings. In Lonergan's view, there is 

an invariant structure to the process of knowing. Regardless of the differences within 

humanity's vast canvas of culture, history and self-appropriation, we are all given the 

same tools for knowing. Moreover, his notion of knowing as structure implies that there 

is a whole with parts. Not only are these parts related to the whole, but also the parts are 

13 See Topics in Education, 208-232. 
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themselves interrelated as parts and to the whole.14 

Dynamics of Knowing 

Grasping 
the 

Unconditioned 

State 
of 

Wonder 

I I I 
-- ..... 

= (Act of Reflective 
Understanding) 

Images 

judgment 

Figure 1.1 The Structure of Knowing. According to Lonergan, the structure of knowing consists of 
seven distinct acts on three levels of consciousness.15 

For Lonergan, knowing is an activity that occurs by way of a series of acts that occurs on 

14 Not every whole is a structure. One might have an image or idea in mind when thinking of what a 
whole might be - from a pint of ice cream to the more highly organized examples of nature or art. If we 
think of nature or art, the set of internal relations is of tremendous significance. Each part is what it is in 
direct correlation to how it functions with the other parts; no one particular part is without import to or 
determined by the other parts. As a result the whole has a certain inevitability within its unity: to remove a 
part would create the whole's destruction and an addition to the whole would be ludicrous. 

15 Figure taken from Phenomenology and Logic, 323. See above, note 12. 
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three distinct levels. These levels are experience, understanding and judgment. The first . 

diagram presents the basic elements of the process of knowing as it occurs on the first 

three levels. With respect to the first level of experience, Lonergan identifies one 

element, sense. Following Aristotle, Lonergan holds that knowledge begins in the senses. 

Without sense there would be no data. Without data there would be nothing about which 

to inquire. The meaning of the element label 'sense' here is, of course, richly developed 

in Insight and of special significance for out understanding of the aesthetic pattern of . 

experience. What is symbolised by·the teirn 'sense' is in fact a pattern of inter-

relationship between the sense data itself and the acts of seeing, hearing, touching, tasting 

and smelling that make the data available. We note in particular the intentional quality of 

these acts. There is a potential attentiveness and control to human sensing that to some 

degree selects what is sensed, depending upon the pattern of experience in which one is 

·engaged. It will follow in the next section that the patterns of experience that we will 

discuss direct us towards different goals. The pattern in which one is engaged is what 

mediates the experience that one is having. The experience created by the sensory data 

begins to provoke questions in the subject. Questions about the data leads us to the next 
; 

level of consciousness, understanding. The understanding phase begins with the wonder 

and questioning of sense-experience. 

This questioning brings us to the next level, which is identified in the diagram as a 

'state of wonder.' It is impossible to wonder or inquire without something to wonder or 

inquire about. Sensations, perceptions, and images provide the necessary conditions for 

wonder and inquiry. The act of wondering is then connected to experience as it gives 
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questions and to re-examine the data to find out what we may have overlooked or to 

reveal new data we may not have found. Reflective insight is the mental activity that 

mediates between 'is questions' and judgments of fact. As such, reflective insight is an 

answer to a question, a solution to a problem about whether or not a formulation is 

correct. Reflective insight results in grounding judgments of fact. Knowledge is 

correctly understood experience and this process establishes the base to form this 

knowledge. When the process of knowing the facts is concluded we have established, 

through judging the data, that it is so - but what now? This is the very question one 

might ask after a conscious judgment has been made. It leads us to deliberation. 

The diagram we have been looking at deals with a basic structure of thinking. It 

reveals, as stated in its title, the dynamics ofknowing. It constitutes the elements of 

theoretical reasoning. The second diagram with which we will concern ourselves 

involves the dynamics of doing. Its focus is on the elements of practical reasoning and 

therefore deals with deliberation. It is through the deliberation process that we are. moved 

to action. We now turn to how elements of practical reasoning relate to each other and to 

the elements of theoretical reasoning. 

The second diagram (Figure 1.2) also begins with sense. It is immediately 

apparent that this discussion is almost a repeat of the first diagram. Its construction is 

based on the first diagram but with a shift of attention to human action. When we shift to 

deliberation, our sensory data is mediated by the prior judgments we have reflected on 

and discovered to be facts. The question then moves from one of correct interpretation to 

one of worthwhile action: that is, given the situation we have identified, we want to know 
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