
Two announcements. First, our plenary 
speakers for 2016 (in no special order) 
will be Reinhard Huetter, Lawrence 
Feingold, Michael Novak, Romanus 
Cessario, Marie George, Michael 
Pakulak, Mario D’Souza, and myself. I 
hope you consider these members as I 
do: namely as a very fine and interesting 
group to be addressing us! I want to take 
this opportunity to welcome the members 
of  the Canadian Jacques Maritain 
Association to our gathering. We look 
forward to meeting in NYC! 

Second, we will be electing new officers 
for 2016-2019. Both I and Fr. Justin will 
be stepping down. However, your other 
officers have graciously offered to serve 
us further. Joe Butera and Josh Schulz—
General Editor and Secretary (and editor 
of  this Notebook)—are willing to continue 
in place. Jim Hanink has agreed to run 
for the Presidency and Jim Jacob will be 
running with him, as the VP. We have 
asked Heather Erb if  she would be 
willing to run for Treasurer and she has 
said “yes.” Thus, we have at least one 
team or person that is willing to run for 
our five offices. I wish to stress, 
however, that our officers are elected, not 
appointed! I thus urge all who wish to 
run (or who have received permission 
from someone to place another’s name 
in nomination) to submit names to Alice 
Osberger by the end of  this year. In January, 
she or I will announce to the present 
members via email who is running for 
our offices. We will vote on those 
running in our Business Meeting in 
NYC (lunchtime Saturday, February 
27), and all who cannot make that 
meeting but wish to vote will be asked 
to submit their votes to Alice Osberger 
by February 13, 2016 (i.e., two weeks 
before the Business Meeting election). I 
wish to begin this letter by thanking all 
of  our current Executive Committee—
and especially my own “right hand 
man,” Fr. Justin!—for the outstanding 

work they have done over our last three 
years; and I also extend my heartfelt 
thanks to all those who have said they 
would stand for office in 2016 for being 
willing to do so. I am particularly grateful 
to Jim Hanink. He knows the work our 
President must take on! 

Two reminders. First, the due date for 
getting a paper proposal in to the VP is 
December 1. (He will be confirming your 
attendance when the program is set, in 
January.) Second, a plea: if  you are 
confident you will be coming, please reserve 
a place now in our hotel. You can always 
cancel shortly before the conference 
without cost should you not be able to 
attend: reserving helps our planning. At 
the moment, only 4 are registered. Let us 
begin significantly to increase that 
number!! 

My last letter detailed “where we are at.” 
In this final letter of  my presidency, I 
would like to speak to what we can be—
the future of  the AMA—one that I 
believe by rights should be very bright. 

To succeed in going forward well, the 
AMA (as any organization) must remain 
faithful to itself  and to its essential 
character. Likewise, it must remain 
faithful to Maritain’s thought and spirit 
that it seeks to continue. I would signal 
three defining elements that we should 
never lose sight of. 

First, I think it wise to recall how our 
conferences begin and end: celebrating 
the liturgy. From his conversion on, 
Maritain was in no doubt that faith’s 
wisdom was greater than philosophy’s. 
Indeed, he was ready to forego the 
second altogether, and it was only his 
discovery of  Thomas that led him to 
realize that he could “philosophize in 
faith.” Following Maritain, the AMA has 
rightly rejected the temptation of  
modern philosophy to advance in 
sovereign independence from a faith 
tradition; instead, it has underscored the 
vital relations that exist between 
philosophy and Christian faith. Our 
conferences begin and end as they 
should; we should seek to see that they 
continue to do so.  
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The liturgy we celebrate is that of  the 
Catholic Church, for the faith in which 
he philosophized was its faith. And yet 
the AMA—in contradistinction, say, to 
the American Catholic Philosophical 
Association—is not institutionally tied to 
the Catholic faith or Church. Save for the 
three years Maritain was an ambassador, 
he was never the official “representative” 
of  anyone or thing but himself. He 
philosophized freely and he freely chose 
to do so in relation to his own Catholic 
faith. The AMA has made a similar 
choice. And it, too, has chosen Thomas 
as its philosophical mentor. 

There are two ways this is one of  our 
strengths. First, as the examples of  
Ockham and Descartes underline, 
philosophers who are Catholics can go 
off  in any number of  directions. Who 
knows what one may encounter at the 
ACPA? At present, it is strong and vital; 
bu t the re were t imes when i t s 
commitments were less clear. By contrast, 
we have freely committed ourselves to a 
certain point of  view. A philosopher can 
be confident that the AMA will seek to 
continue a “vital and open Thomism,” in 
the spirit of  Maritain. Second, because 
we have no “institutional connection,” a 
member need feel no awkwardness 
should he or she not be a practicing 
Catholic. In our own way, we continue 
the spirit of  the Meudon meetings, one 
where people of  different or no faith 
commitments were welcomed and 
participated as equals. This is a tradition 
we should also honor.  

The second element I would underline 
flows from the first. The reference to 
M a r i t a i n ’s e a r l i e s t l i f e a n d i t s 
commitment to prayer, to the wisdom of  
contemplatives and saints, and to the 
liturgy should remind us of  Raïssa (with 
whom Jacques wrote Prayer and Intelligence 
[1922] and Liturgy and Contemplation 
[1959]). The name of  our association is 
not limited to “Jacques”! We have never 
forgotten Raïssa, nor should we. Raïssa, 
as well as Vera, also stands for that “spirit 

of  Meudon” that they made possible. 
The Maritains had a genius for 
friendship; they have “watched over” our 
association and helped our conferences 
be occasions when friends could gather 
and where new friendships might be 
made. Perhaps this is our greatest 
strength. It is hard for academic 
conferences not to be “soul draining,” 
and one soon comes to appreciate that 
they succeed if  they can be as much an 
occasion to meet friends as to discuss 
professional papers.  As President, I 
would welcome any suggestions on how 
to maintain and further this spirit of  “a 
gathering of  friends.” I am confident that 
any future president would likewise be 
grateful for any positive input on this 
matter. I also hope that our readiness to 
include Raïssa within our “institutional 
vision” will rightly be taken as a sign of  
the AMA’s desire to welcome and 
advance the contribution of  women to its 
life. 

The final element that I wish to underline 
is just that spirit of  a “vital and open 
Thomism” I just mentioned and that so 
obviously was Maritain’s. The philosophy 
for which he fought was greater than the 
work of  one man. He knew that the 
incisive insights and arguments of  
Aristotle stood on the broad shoulders of  
Plato; he likewise knew that the greatness 
of  Thomas’s own philosophy lay in its 
ability to focus and harmonize the 
wisdom of  a multitude of  voices: of  
A r i s t o t l e , Au g u s t i n e , B o e t h i u s , 
Damascene. Aristotle and Thomas are 
d i a l e c t i c a l t h i n k e r s , n o t 
“systematicians” (in the modern meaning 
of  that word). Maritain’s Thomism was 
one that was ready to include any and all 
philosophical truth that came after 
Thomas, to which his philosophy was 
rightly open, and which Thomism could 
integrate with its own commitments. 
Maritain’s philosophy was truly “nova et 
vetera”! We need to remain faithful to, 
and s eek to fu r ther, th i s s ame 
philosophical spirit. 

And so I arrive at where I ever have been 
headed in this letter: at my hopes for 
future conferences we might undertake. I 
myself  chose to follow the tradition of  
my predecessor in anchoring each of  our 
last three conferences in one of  
Maritain’s works. This is certainly 
prudent and our conferences should 
always stay connected to Maritain’s own 
stimulating work. Yet I do not believe it 
essential that each conference be centered 
on a given work. I think we can dare to 
range “further afield” and to do so in the 
name of  engaging important currents in 
contemporary philosophy and culture. 

Allow me finally, then, to “brain-storm” 
with you (or possibly just “day-dream,” if  
you like). In Untrammeled Approaches 
(“Concerning Truth”), Maritain spoke of  
what “intellectual renewal” might come 
from a Thomistic engagement with 
Vedantic philosophy or with other 
traditions, such as Islam. No doubt, he 
was thinking of  the work of  his fellow 
Thomists and friends Olivier Lacombe 
and Louis Gardet. We might sponsor a 
conference that would seek to engage 
such traditions. For example, we might 
decide to use the ideas of  peace and just 
war to center a dialogue between 
c o n t e m p o r a r y T h o m i s m a n d 
contemporary Muslim thought. My point 
is that we can think of  putting on a 
conference recognized as dealing with an 
urgent matter of  contemporary concern. 
Another possibility, given the obvious 
importance of  China, would be a 
dialogue with its traditions. Surely the 
dialogue between “West and East” will 
continue to grow; we should be at its 
center. 

Continued, p. 3



NEWSLETTER OF THE AMERICAN MARITAIN ASSOCIATION / VOLUME 23, ISSUE 2 / FALL 2015

President’s Letter

The Maritain Notebook, p. 3

We have had a conference on “Maritain 
and the Jews.” We have yet to have one 
on Maritain and contemporary Jewish 
philosophers (perhaps Levinas and 
others); we might think of  doing so. The 
Jewish people were dear to Jacques and 
Raïssa. We should ever be ready to 
further a deeper engagement with them 
and to advance a deepened conversation 
between Church and Synagogue. 

There were too many fine Catholic 
philosophers who worked in the 
phenomenological tradition—I will name 
on ly Ed i th S te in , D ie t r i ch von 
Hildebrand and Karol Wojtyła—not to 
wonder whether Maritain didn’t allow 
the “bracketing of  being” characteristic 
of  phenomenology to obscure the 
possibility of  a greater and deeper 
dialogue with it than he attempted. We 
could.  

Many interesting comparisons can be 
made between Maritain and Lonergan. 
This could be a fit conference theme, the 
AMA reaching out to Lonerganian 
scholars to make something possible. 

Maritain also had little to do with the 
English tradition of  philosophy and 
hardly interacted with the tradition of  
analytic philosophy. It seems to have 
reached a “scholastic” moment, and one 
that is much more disconnected from 
some of  the limitations that previously 
beset it, whether those of  positivism, 
emotivism, or a materialistic naturalism. 
Surely, there are topics that we could 
fruitfully explore, ones that might reveal 
continuing tensions with this tradition, 
but also a true meeting of  minds. This 
already seems to have happened in many 
ways in the philosophy of  religion and it 
is easy to imagine other places of  cross-
fertilization or “intellectual intersection.” 
Philosophers such as Peter Geach and 
Elizabeth Anscombe remind us that this 
is an enduring possibility. 

We have never had a conference centered 
on the philosophy of  language. There is 
material in Maritain, but also in Simon 
and Adler, which could be used for this. 

A possible conference topic close to the 
above might be the “Ontology of  
Knowledge” or “The Nature of  the 
Intellect.” Such a conference could make 
use of  Maritain’s ideas on this, but also 
those of  Yves R. Simon. And it might 
then be fruitfully related to strains of  
analytic thought on this topic: either as a 
“foil” or a “spur” to greater reflection. 
John Deely’s attention to semiotics points 
us to another way to develop such a 
possible conference theme. Or, again, 
one might chose to have the conference 
be on the contrast between animal and 
human intelligence or the difference 
between sensation and intellection. And, 
if  one might draw on the thought of  Yves 
R. Simon for such a topic, one could 
likewise draw on that of  Mortimer Adler; 
its title might be something like “Animal 
and Human Intelligence: Jacques 
Maritain, Yves R. Simon, and Mortimer 
Adler.” 

Or, finally, allowing the thread of  my 
thought to continue here, we might have 
a conference devoted to the necessary 
idea of  finality in nature and especially in 
biology and zoology. Such a conference 
no doubt would aim at challenging the 
commitment to mechanism still infecting 
the life sciences. Perhaps the title of  such 
a conference could be something like “A 
Thomistic Approach to Evolution.” 
Maritain’s essay in Untrammeled Approaches 
points us in this direction.  

Taking a different tack, we have never 
mined Maritain’s “authoring” of  Paul 
VI’s Credo of  the People of  God. His 
influence on the papacy (John Paul the 
Great as well as Paul VI), or simply his 
vision of  the most vital issues now facing 
the Catholic Church, make a fit subject 
for a conference. Indeed, he wrote 
enough on theological subjects for a 
c o n f e r e n c e o n “ M a r i t a i n t h e 
Theologian.” 

We have yet to do justice to the best of  
Protestant philosophizing in this country 
(nor have we ever attempted to explore 
the philosophical thought to be found in 

present Orthodox thinkers). Might not 
the present “ferment” at Baylor 
University provide the occasion to revisit 
the idea of  “Christian philosophy,” but 
not as the history of  a 1930s debate, but 
as one that can be vital in our day? 

I realize that, in various ways, we have 
touched on many of  the ideas I have 
referenced above. My point, in signaling 
these possibilities, is that we should dare 
to think of  ourselves as incarnating a 
philosophical tradition that deserves to be 
a “player” in the present “philosophical 
firmament,” not an archeological 
celebration of  past philosophical 
achievements, even of  an Aristotle or a 
Thomas, or even of  Maritain (who is 
quickly receding into the past, a figure of  
“the previous century”). 

The AMA deserves to be thought of  as 
the place where someone can encounter 
a “vital and open Thomism,” alive to the 
philosophical problems of  our day and in 
vigorous dialogue with the ideas that form 
our present culture. It should be the 
association par excellence that others would 
identify as incarnating this philosophical 
spirit and intelligence. We should by 
rights be drawing the best Thomistic 
intellects to be part of  what we are about. 
Indeed, we are already doing this. Our 
future deserves to be a bright one 
because we ought to be up to this task. By 
his wonderful and far-ranging spirit, 
Maritain revealed the possibilities of  this 
“open Thomism.” If  we are faithful to 
the elements that have ever defined us, 
we can make this possibility become our 
ever-richer future reality. 

As I “take leave” of  the Presidency, allow 
me to thank all of  you, the AMA 
members, for your strong support of  our 
organization and officers. It has been an 
honor and a privilege to serve you! 

~Michael Durham Torre  

AMA President, 2013-2016 
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