
Transubstantiation, essentialism,

and substance

PATRICK TONER

Department of Philosophy, Wake Forest University, Winston Salem, NC 27109
e-mail: tonerpj@wfu.edu

Abstract: According to the Eucharistic doctrine of Transubstantiation,

when the priest consecrates the bread and wine, the whole substance of the

bread and wine are converted into the body and blood of Christ. The ‘accidents’

of the bread and wine, however, remain present on the altar. This

doctrine leads to a clutch of metaphysical problems, some of which

are particularly troubling for essentialists. In this paper, I discuss some of

these problems, which have recently been pressed by Brian Ellis and

Justin Broackes. I argue that defenders of Transubstantiation have satisfactory

replies.

It was once quite common for philosophers to think very carefully

about the compatibility of their theories with the teaching of the Church: one

item of particular interest was Church teaching on the Eucharist.1 It would

be something of an understatement to say that this is no longer the case. Further,

it even happens occasionally that Catholic thought, or rather a caricature of

it, is held up for ridicule rather than religious assent: philosophers might, for

example, make so bold as to refer to certain Church teachings as ‘medieval

mumbo-jumbo’,2 or ‘obvious nonsense’.3 Nevertheless, one reason there was so

much work done on the Eucharist by so many great philosophers, past and

present, is that it involves profoundly interesting, and extremely difficult, philo-

sophical problems. In this paper, I address a few of those problems in order to

defend the Eucharistic doctrine of Transubstantiation. This doctrine is a strict

mystery: it cannot be shown to be true. As such, I set myself a modest task here:

I intend to rebut two lines of argument that purport to undermine the doctrine.

Brian Ellis defends the first set of objections;4 Justin Broakes is the source of the

second.5
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On Transubstantiation

Probably the clearest and briefest statement of the main lines of the doc-

trine of Transubstantiation is this:

And because that Christ, our Redeemer, declared that which He offered under the

species of bread to be truly His own body, therefore has it ever been a firm belief in

the Church of God, and this holy Synod doth now declare it anew, that, by the

consecration of the bread and of the wine, a conversion is made of the whole

substance of the bread into the substance of the body of Christ our Lord, and of the

whole substance of the wine into the substance of His blood; which conversion is,

by the holy Catholic Church, suitably and properly called Transubstantiation.6

This passage remains the touchstone of Catholic teaching on the matter. It

affirms that the whole substance of the bread and wine are converted into the

body and blood of Christ – which implies that there is no more bread and wine

left after the consecration, and which further implies that the presence of Christ

on the altar is not merely spiritual or symbolic, but rather quite real indeed. But

since what remains after the consecration still looks and feels like, and otherwise

displays the properties associated with, bread and wine, the status of those

properties is a further question. Obviously, they don’t inhere in the bread and

wine any more, since those things are no longer present. But the Church also

denies that they inhere in Christ himself, for it seems false to say that Christ is

round or white. Thus, the Church tells us that while the accidents of bread and

wine remain, they ‘continue without a subject in which to inhere’.7

I have spoken, and will continue to speak, of ‘Transubstantiation’ throughout

this paper because it is a clearly defined dogma, taught by a large and important

ecclesial body (of which I happen to be a part), and because the dogma has been

explicitly attacked. However, other believers in the real presence of Christ in the

Eucharist are vulnerable to some of the objections raised in this paper.8 So at least

some of what goes on in what follows has application for all believers in the real

presence.

Ellis’s objections

I now turn to the first set of objections. Brian Ellis is a defender of essen-

tialism. He believes, to use his own capsule version of that view:

… that the laws [of nature] are immanent in the world, not superimposed on it [as

in the modern conception of laws]. On [this] theory, the laws of nature depend on the

essential properties of the things on which they are said to operate, and are therefore

not independent of them.9

Essentialism contrasts with what he calls the ‘Humean metaphysic’, which Ellis

understands to be, in part, the view that the causal powers of objects depend on

the laws of nature, and that the laws of nature are themselves contingent. The
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Humean, then, might hold that it is metaphysically possible for tigers to

breathe underwater or for rabbits to fly. If only the laws of nature were different –

which they could be – these creatures could have very different kinds of causal

powers.

Ellis finds this Humeanism terribly misguided. On his view, there could not

possibly be a world that included tigers or rabbits, but where those substances

behaved quite differently from how they actually behave. Perhaps a world could

contain a flying creature that looked something like a rabbit, but that creature

wouldn’t be a rabbit. It is impossible – not just nomically, but metaphysically

impossible – for rabbits to fly. Ellis sees the world as made up of dynamic objects

(what some have called ‘powerful particulars’) – things that have certain essen-

tial properties, and that necessarily act in accordance with those properties.

To use a different sort of object as an example, take the proton. Ellis says that it

is not possible for a proton to play a causal role different from the one it in fact

plays.

… the laws concerning the behavior of protons and their interaction cannot be just

accidental – that is, laws which could well have been otherwise. On the contrary, it is

essential to the nature of a proton that it be disposed to interact with other things as it

does. Its causal powers, capacities, and propensities are not just accidental properties of

protons, which depend on what the laws of nature happen to be, but essential properties,

without which there would be no protons, and which protons could not lose without

ceasing to be (or gain without coming into being).10

The closing parenthetical is important to keep inmind, for it adds an element that

we haven’t yet considered. Ellis holds that it’s not just the case that protons

necessarily have certain characteristic properties, but that it is also the case that

anything that has those characteristic properties is a proton. Necessarily, all and

only protons have the characteristic properties of protons. And, of course, that

claim generalizes to any other kind of thing.

This provides the backdrop for Ellis’s objections to Transubstantiation. He

argues that the doctrine of Transubstantiation violates the condition that a given

thing’s activities come and go with its being. That is, he says that bread has

certain characteristic properties: what makes something bread is its having these

properties. Similarly, what makes something flesh is its having the characteristic

properties of flesh. The idea that something could have the characteristic

properties of bread, but be something other than bread, is nonsensical, given

Ellis’s essentialism.

Thus, there are two lines of objection against Transubstantiation here.

Objection 1 Ellis has it that wherever the characteristic properties of

bread are found, there you have bread. The doctrine of

Transubstantiation tells us that the accidents of bread and

wine remain present after the consecration, even though
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there is no bread on the altar. So Transubstantiation runs

afoul of essentialism on this point.

Objection 2 Ellis has it that wherever you have flesh, there you have the

characteristic properties of flesh. The doctrine of

Transubstantiation tells us that the stuff on the altar is flesh,

even though the characteristic properties of flesh are not

there. So Transubstantiation runs afoul of essentialism again.

The most direct and obvious response to both objections is simply to point out

that essentialism seems to remain a minority view among philosophers, and if

Transubstantiation runs afoul of it, that’s hardly a huge blow to Transubstan-

tiation. However, since the Christian philosophical tradition has tended to em-

brace essentialism in one form or another, that kind of response is not

particularly helpful : it would raise more problems than it settled. So I will argue

that there are versions of genuine essentialism that are compatible with Tran-

substantiation.

My reply to Objection 1 invokes a broadly Aristotelian account of substance. In

Aristotelian theories of substance, kinds play a vital role.11 On this view, a tiger, for

example, is an instance of (the substance kind) ‘tiger’. Note that this claim is

quite different from the claim that there is some object – a bare particular, per-

haps – that has the property ‘tiger’ (and that, presumably, has it indifferently,

such that it could just as easily have the property ‘toad’ or ‘electron’). The idea is

that substances are instances of substance kinds, not that they have them.12

According to this broadly Aristotelian account, substances come with a

characteristic bundle of powers. Nothing can be a tiger and be able to fly, or lay

eggs, or breathe underwater. No, tigers are warm-blooded carnivores which,

when mature, tend to fall within a certain range of sizes and shapes, etc. But

neither the tiger itself, nor the kind ‘tiger’, is simply a bundle of properties, nor is

the tiger a bundle of properties plus a bare particular that has the properties. On

the contrary, the substance kinds, like the substances that exemplify them, are

basic – irreducible to the properties which come along with them. So, even

though there is a characteristic bundle of properties that is associated with being

a tiger, simply having those properties isn’t what it is to be a tiger. What it is to be

a tiger is to be an instance of ‘tiger’.

Notice that while one cannot be a tiger without having the relevant properties,

that does not entail that anything that had the bundle of properties that are

associated with ‘tiger’ would, simply as an analytical matter, be a tiger. If the kind

is irreducible to the properties – which is the claim I’mmaking here – then there’s

something else involved in being a tiger than just having the right properties. The

extra thing involved is having those properties in the right way: namely, having

them in virtue of being an instance of ‘tiger’. If there is a tigerish bundle of

properties out there somewhere that are bundled up together for some other
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reason, then that bundle just isn’t a tiger. These considerations open up con-

ceptual space that Ellis claims is unavailable to the essentialist. For as I shall

now show, this kind of view can be used to defend Transubstantiation from

Objection 1.

Assume that the host – the piece of bread that becomes the body of Christ – is a

substance.13 That is to say, assume the host is an instance of ‘bread’. Bread, of

course, exhibits a cluster of characteristic properties. Now, imagine that a piece of

bread ceases to be an instance of ‘bread’. If this happens, then there is no more

bread present: the bread has ceased to exist. (What it is to be bread is to be an

instance of ‘bread’.) But imagine also that the characteristic properties that go

along with being bread are miraculously held together, looking and feeling just as

they did prior to the end of the bread, by an act of God. If this is possible – more

on that question in a later section – then we have arrived at our result. We have an

essentialist story that allows us to have the characteristic properties of bread

present in the absence of any bread, without resulting in a contradiction of any

kind. Despite the presence of the characteristic properties of bread, bread is ab-

sent. It is absent because those characteristic properties aren’t there in virtue

of ‘bread’ being exemplified. They’re there, rather, in virtue of God’s performing

a miracle. This may be unexpected or bizarre or whatever, but it’s not self-

contradictory. Thus, Objection 1 is met.

Needless to say, I have not shown that the Aristotelian account of substance

that I have invoked here is a good theory of substance. I haven’t shown that we

have reasons to endorse it. I’ve only shown that at least that one version of es-

sentialism is not undermined by Objection 1. But I do wish to point out that

Christians have reason to want to endorse something like what I’ve just said,

irrespective of the Eucharist. For Christians believe that Christ’s human nature

is just like a human person, but isn’t. So Christians believe there is at least one

thing that has all the properties associated with a substance of a certain kind –

human – but that fails to be a complete substance of that kind. (Later in the

paper, I’ll argue that Aristotelians actually ought to think that sort of thing hap-

pens all the time. Perhaps such considerations render the move less distasteful.)

One could certainly object that this account of substance entails that sub-

stances are deeply mysterious things: if there can be something apparently just

like a tiger, but not a tiger, then that hidden kernel of tigerness is a very obscure

thing indeed. I’ll discuss a related epistemological objection in the following

section. But for the time being, I’ll point out that according to traditional essen-

tialists, we just don’t have any immediate access to substances: we know them

only through their actions – through their accidents. As St Thomas Aqunias

wrote, ‘ the species of a thing is gathered from its proper operation; for the op-

eration manifests the power, which reveals the essence’.14 In other words, there is

always a (fallible) process of inference from the outward acts and appearances to

the essence. That’s just the view.

Transubstantiation and substance 221

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412510000272 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412510000272


The question remains whether essentialism can survive Objection 2. That ob-

jection, recall, was as follows. Transubstantiation involves the claim that the body

of Christ is present on the altar despite the fact that there are no characteristic

properties of flesh present on the altar. And wherever there is flesh, there are the

characteristic properties of flesh. So Transubstantiation is false. We cannot simply

put to use our response to Objection 1 here. A different response is called for.

Someone who has a better grasp on the deep, dark details of St Thomas’s meta-

physics might press the point that Christ is present in the Eucharist not as in a

place, but rather ‘after the manner of a substance’.15 I suspect that move would

provide sufficient grounds to reply to Objection 2, but I’m not at all sure I

understand exactly what the claim means. So I hesitate to base my reply on it.

Instead, I will point out that I have grossly oversimplified the Aristotelian account

of substance I invoked earlier, and that by bringing in an important compli-

cation – together with making an observation about the status of the body of

Christ – we can cut off Objection 2.

I’ve said that the Aristotelian holds that anything that is a tiger must exhibit a

characteristic group of properties. But those properties include potentialities. So

a very young tiger cannot actually eat meat, nor does it have the strength or speed

to hunt a large animal. In fact, in terms of what it can do, it is quite different from

a paradigmatic tiger. The characteristic group of properties associated with ‘tiger’

is pretty broad, then, if it allows things like that to count as tigers. But the reason

such things as tiger infants count as tigers is that they are instances of ‘tiger’. And

as such, they have the potentiality to develop the other features associated with

being an adult, properly functioning tiger. This is a special kind of potentiality. A

young tiger is not potentially a thing that eats meat in the same way that one of its

cells is potentially a thing that eats meat. A cell from a young tiger is, in one sense,

potentially a thing that eats meat because it could (perhaps) be forced into be-

coming a new tiger organism that will itself one day be able to eat meat. But that’s

a potentiality in a very different sense than I have in mind. That’s a passive

potentiality. The tiger infant, on the other hand, has the active potentiality to eat

meat. Left to its own devices, it will naturally develop the capacity to eat meat.

That’s what tiger infants do. To fully understand a given substantial kind, wemust

grasp it in all its active potentialities. I do not mean to defend or otherwise offer

apologia for this kind of view here. I merely note that this notion of potentiality is

part of the traditional account of essentialism.

Now, given this notion of potentiality, I can make a vital point about the

characteristic properties of flesh. Here is a very natural thought: flesh is, among

other things, visible. Based on that very natural thought, we might naturally

conclude that anything that was not visible would not be flesh. But that natural

thought is exactly that: natural. Looking at flesh a little more supernaturally

makes things look a little different. As St Thomas says, ‘ it will be in the power of a

glorified soul for its body to be seen or not seen, even as any other action of the
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body will be in the soul’s power; else the glorified body would not be a perfectly

obedient instrument of its principal agent’.16 (The glorified body is the body of the

resurrected human being in heaven.) Here is another such claim: ‘the glorified

body has by its nature those qualities which have a natural aptitude to affect the

touch, and yet since the body is altogether subject to the spirit, it is in its power

thereby to affect or not to affect the touch’.17

The idea here is that those who have glorified bodies will be visible or invisible,

tangible or intangible, at will. These power, along with many others, will be

available to all the blessed. And all humans are, potentially, among the blessed. So

these powers are just part of what’s involved in being human: a human body is

able to be invisible at will. Not now. (At least, not for me. Maybe it’s different for

you.) But, one hopes, some day. So just as every tiger has the power to eat meat,

even though some can’t do it right now, so every human has the power to be

invisible, even though some can’t do it right now since they are not yet among the

blessed (or since they are among the damned).18

This is a point about human bodies. It applies to any human body. Hence, it

applies to Christ’s human body. And so Christ’s human body can be present

without being seen (or felt, or what have you). And thus, there is nothing in-

coherent about claiming that the body of Christ is present on the altar despite the

fact that none of the characteristic properties of flesh are (seen to be) there.19 Or,

at the very least, if one wishes to claim there is an incoherence here, one must

show that St Thomas’s explanation of why it is that the glorified body is capable of

invisibility is an incoherent one. His explanation, and possible objections to it, is

not a matter I intend to pursue here.20 For the present, I conclude that while Ellis

has shown that his own version of essentialism is incompatible with Transub-

stantiation, he has not shown that essentialism is incompatible with Transub-

stantiation. All he has done is given Catholics reason to reject his version of

essentialism.

Deeper concerns

But wait ! That last bit may seem to be an obvious non-starter as a reply

to Ellis, since I’m requiring that our bodies can one day become invisible

and intangible, while it seems to be essential to us to be visible and tangible. It

looks as though I’m replying to the objection by throwing out essentialism

after all.

But that’s not the case. It’s no violation of essentialism to say that a thing

that has properties of one sort at one time can develop really different properties

at another time. Who would think, upon seeing a human embryo (but

without knowing what it was), that it would develop into the kind of thing

that could write Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony? Without antecedent knowledge

of how the embryo’s potentialities get realized, such predictions would be
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impossible. That doesn’t mean the potentialities aren’t really there, nor does it

run afoul of essentialism to suggest that extraordinarily profound changes can

happen.

So it seems to us that we are the sorts of things that must be visible when we

consider things in the absence of divine revelation. But divine revelation teaches

us otherwise. We’d have no reason at all to believe that human bodies will one

day have the qualities St Thomas assigns to the glorified body if we didn’t have

revelation. But we do. So we know that among the potentialities bundled up in

‘human’ are the potentialities to become invisible and intangible. Again, unex-

pected and bizarre, but not incoherent. I’m not suggesting that there’s any

chance Ellis will believe the story I’m telling. He would, I suspect, find it a very

silly story indeed. But I’m not interested in convincing Ellis : I’m interested in

showing that he hasn’t given essentialists any compelling reason to reject Tran-

substantiation.

But there’s still more to this objection. If the metaphysical side of it isn’t

compelling, it still has an epistemological side. If we’re open to flesh and blood

having unexpected occult qualities, then don’t we lose any grasp on what things

are really like? If we believe that bread and wine can become body and blood

while still looking just like bread and wine, how could we ever hope to know what

anything really is? In short, doesn’t accepting St Thomas’s claims about the

glorified body (or about Transubstantiation) undermine any claim we might ever

make to understand the nature of anything?

Well, admittedly, all this suggests that we don’t (at least in this life) ever know

anything completely exhaustively. That’s no surprise. But we can still certainly

know lots – enough to sustain natural science and philosophical theorizing.

Some, however, would push this kind of objection further. Anthony Kenny

writes:

But the metaphysics we were taught appeared to save the coherence of

transubstantiation only at the cost of calling in question our knowledge of every ordinary

material object. For all I could tell, my typewriter might be Benjamin Disraeli

transubstantiated; since all I could see were mere accidents, and I lacked any

metaphysical eye to see through to the real substance.21

But Kenny’s claim is clearly far too strong. The bare metaphysical possibility that

we’re wrong about some apparently obvious truth doesn’t, in itself, give us any

reason to doubt that obvious truth – not unless we’re playing ‘First Meditation’ (a

popular parlour game) – yet Kenny’s objection implies that it does. It may be

metaphysically possible that I am a brain in a vat and the ideas I have of the

‘computer’ on which I write are really caused by mad scientists. But this doesn’t

lead me to wonder whether my computer really exists. Nor would I be concerned

over the possibility that my computer might be Benjamin Disraeli, even if

I granted, for the sake of discussion, that this is a metaphysical possibility. When
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God reveals odd truths to us, that doesn’t mean that anything goes, in all other

contexts.

Catholics believe in baptismal regeneration. So when someone is baptized, she

undergoes a very deep change: not only is original sin washed away, but the new

believer is incorporated into the Church. Despite this enormous change, when

adults undergo baptism, they typically experience nothing other than having a bit

of water poured over their heads, while some words are being said. This makes

possible an objection of this kind: since Catholics are obliged to believe that

people can undergo radical changes without having any awareness of those

changes at all, I have no way to know whether perhaps every time I bite into a

piece of pizza I undergo a deep conversion that I completely fail to take cogni-

zance of.

It’s true – this is a metaphysical possibility. One needn’t endorse baptismal re-

generation to see that it’s ametaphysical possibility.Oneneedn’t evenbelieve in an

omnipotent God. Nevertheless, this kind of worry is just not live. I have no reason

to think that I undergo any major change when I bite into pizza, or when I take a

shower, or when I sing ‘Happy Birthday’. However, I do have reason to believe

that I underwent a major change when I was baptized, even though I myself have

no memory of the event. The point applies to the Eucharist as well. Knowing

Church teaching, and knowing that a consecration has occurred, I have reason

to believe that what I see is not, despite appearances, bread and wine. This gives

me no reason, however, to doubt the evidence of my senses in the usual run of

things.

Here, the liturgy is the clue: because the bread and wine have been con-

secrated, we have reason to believe they are the body and blood of Christ.

Because I have been baptized, I have reason to believe I’ve undergone a deep

transformation, even if all I really experienced was some water being poured on

me. God tends to let us know when He’s going to do unusual things.

Broackes’s objection

This all leaves open the question of whether is it possible for accidents to

exist without a subject in which to inhere. To the bundle theorist – particularly to

those believers in tropes, who say that it is metaphysically possible for a single

trope, such as a particular instance of red, to float free of any bundle – it is clearly

a possibility for there to be a collection of properties without any substance in

which to inhere. So there are philosophers who see no problem with free-floating

properties of the sort involved in the doctrine of Transubstantiation.

Unfortunately, I cannot turn to these philosophers for help, since I have already

repudiated bundle theories (at least, I have repudiated them as an account of

substance) in my discussion of Ellis. If bread just is a bundle of tropes, then it’s

impossible to have that bundle of tropes present and not have bread.
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But even if I could turn to the trope theorists for help, they themselves have

recently come under fire from someone who defends an Aristotelian account of

substance. Justin Broackes argues that the notion of free-floating properties,

which originated in scholastic discussions of the Eucharist, came back into

popularity in the work of David Hume, and is presently found in the thought of

trope theorists, is a grave mistake. He argues that in Hume the doctrine that leads

to the endorsement of the bundle theory is the principle that whatever is distinct

is separable. Hume infers from this principle, famously, that since any two per-

ceptions are different from each other (and from everything else), they can exist

separately, and don’t need anything else to support their existence (or, as we

might say, they need no substance in which to inhere). Broackes thinks this

principle is ‘definitely false’, for, as he says, the fact that two dents are different

doesn’t imply that either can exist independently: the existence of a dent implies

the existence of something dented : a car door, for example.22 Once we see that

Hume’s principle is false, the way is clear to seeing that the fact that a property is

different from the substance that exemplifies it does not imply that it could

possibly exist without the substance. On his Aristotelian account of substance,

there are fundamentally things – concrete objects – which have properties, and

there can’t be properties without the things which have them.

Nor – and this is really the thrust of Broackes’s argument – can it make any

sense to try to cobble together things out of properties that are in any way prior to

those things. In fact, he turns a common argument in support of the bundle

theory against it. It’s often said that we only perceive properties (or qualities), and

never substances. As such, substances, if there are such things, are some ‘we

know not what’ that lie outside our experience. Broackes replies that when we

perceive qualities, we perceive them as co-instantiated. When Tibbles the black

cat leaves the room, we don’t just see blackness. We see the co-instantiation of

blackness, furriness, motion, size, shape, and so forth all together. And he says

that ‘as soon as we have the perception of co-instantiation of properties, we have

the perception of a thing’.23 In fact, he goes further, and argues that all quality

perceptions are predicative: the perception of just colour alone, for example (if

we could have such an independent perception) already implies the existence of a

thing that is coloured.24

If Broackes is right, then the notion that the accidents of bread and wine persist

without a substance in which to inhere is incoherent. If there’s whiteness present

on the altar, then there must be some white thing. But, according to the advocate

of Transubstantiation, it’s not the bread that’s white, for there is no more bread;

nor is it the body of Christ that’s white, for the accidents do not inhere in Christ.

So there’s whiteness with no substance that is white, which is incoherent. Thus

runs Broackes’s objection. But consider Mirkwood Forest. It is dark. But its

darkness does not inhere in any one substance. Rather, darkness is a property of

the forest as a whole, which is (in Aristotelian thought) certainly not a substance,
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but, rather, a collection of substances. So Broackes’s claim must be adjusted: at

most what can be asserted is that any property implies a substance or substances

that bear that property. But can even this much be asserted? Once Broackes’s

general claim (perceiving yellow implies the existence of a yellow thing) meets a

counter-example, it loses its force.

Of course, I have not shown, by way of my counter-examples above, that it is

metaphysically possible for any property to exist without inhering either in a

substance, or in a group of substances. Rather, what I’ve done (I think) is to show

that Broackes’s argument is not sufficient to prove that it is impossible for a

property to exist without inhering in any substance at all. It seems that if darkness

can exist without inhering in any one substance (or if the blue of the sky can exist

without inhering in any one substance, or if a sound can exist without inhering in

any substance), then there’s no compelling reason to deny that properties can

exist without inhering in any substances at all. If that is a metaphysical possibility,

then Broackes’s objection, like Ellis’s, fails. I haven’t positively established that

my view is possible: I’ve simply rebutted an argument that seeks to show that it is

impossible.

It is worth pointing out briefly that St Thomas posed an objection like

Broackes’s to himself, and offered a compelling reply. The objection is as follows:

Further, not even by miracle can the definition of a thing be severed from it, or the

definition of another thing be applied to it ; for instance, that, while man remains a man,

he can be an irrational animal. For it would follow that contradictories can exist at the

one time: for the ‘definition of a thing is what its name expresses’, as is said in Metaph.

iv. But it belongs to the definition of an accident for it to be in a subject, while the

definition of substance is that it must subsist of itself, and not in another. Therefore it

cannot come to pass, even by miracle, that the accidents exist without a subject in this

sacrament.25

In other words, the objection claims that the notion of an accident that does not

inhere in a substance is self-contradictory. Now Transubstantiation is a mystery.

That is, it is among those teachings which,

… after the … acceptance of Faith … remain covered by the veil of faith and hidden in a

certain obscurity … . Nevertheless, reason enlightened by faith … can, through

analogues derived from created things, throw a light on the mystery and bring it

nearer the understanding … . Also, the objections brought against the dogma can be

refuted by reason … . (Mysteries are), in fact, beyond reason (supra rationem) but not

contrary to reason (contra rationem).26

When a Catholic speaks of a mystery, she means it in the sense outlined above.

When someone like St Thomas Aquinas approaches the question of the Eucharist,

he approaches it with the desire to show that the objections that can be raised to

the doctrine are failures, and with the desire to help illuminate the mystery as far

as possible. So since Transubstantiation is a mystery, the Catholic doctor need

not try to prove that it is possible, but rather to show that it can’t be shown to be
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impossible. This is exactly what St Thomas does in his response to the above

objection, saying

Since being is not a genus, then being cannot be of itself the essence of either substance

or accident. Consequently, the definition of substance is not – ‘a being of itself without a

subject’, nor is the definition of accident – ‘a being in a subject’ ; but it belongs to the

quiddity or essence of substance ‘to have existence not in a subject’ ; while it belongs to

the quiddity or essence of accident ‘to have existence in a subject’. But in this sacrament

it is not in virtue of their essence that accidents are not in a subject, but through the

Divine power sustaining them; and consequently they do not cease to be accidents,

because neither is the definition of accident withdrawn from them, nor does the

definition of substance apply to them.27

St Thomas doesn’t try to establish that accidents can exist without inhering in a

substance. He simply argues that it is not part of the definition of ‘accident’ that

it inheres in a substance, and part of the definition of ‘substance’ that it does not

inhere in a substance. If those were indeed the definitions, then the claim that the

accidents of bread and wine inhere in no substance would be straightforwardly

self-contradictory. But this is not the case. So no contradiction has been dem-

onstrated. This puts the burden of proof back on the objector.28

Accordingly, I hold that following the consecration, what remains of the bread

and wine is simply a bundle of properties. It’s not bread, for reasons familiar from

the discussion of earlier sections. The bundle is nothing more than the properties

of bread, sustained in existence by an act of God.29 Note that endorsing the

bundle theory in this limited context, I do not fall victim to standard objections to

the bundle theory. One such objection, for example, is that the bundle theory

leads to excessive essentialism: if a given bundle gains or loses any properties, the

resulting bundle is numerically distinct from the original. But if a substance just is

a bundle of properties, and if the bundle can’t survive any change, then neither

can the substance. So goes a simple version of the objection. But it’s hardly a

worry for my view. For even if the objection is entirely right, so that we’ve got

different bread after any change of qualities in the bundles, that’s not really a

worry, is it? We humans can still survive change in our properties. So can any

other substance. That’s the intuition that doesn’t survive on a full-blown bundle

theory. But it does survive on my view.

There’s an additional point for Aristotelians to think about. Imagine we accept

the view that substances cannot have substances as parts. (This view is clearly

endorsed by St Thomas, though Aristotle himself seems wishy-washy on it.)

Imagine we also think that we humans are physical substances. (Again, such a

view is endorsed by St Thomas.) Then we are committed to the view that none of

our parts is a substance. But we have, let’s say, carbon atoms as parts. And we

might be inclined to say that they ought to count as substances. There are good

reasons to resist that inclination, and deny them substantiality while they are our

parts.30 But there are equally good grounds for granting them substantiality when

228 PATR ICK TONER

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412510000272 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412510000272


they are not our parts. So the Aristotelian has grounds for thinking there are two

kinds of carbon atoms. There are the substances, and then there are the bundles

of carbon-atomish properties in us. Those nominal carbon atoms only seem to be

substances. But since they are not instances of carbon atom, they are not.

To tell that whole story would require making this paper much longer. The

point of bringing it up here is not to try to convince you to accept it, but simply to

say that Aristotelians have independent grounds – entirely unrelated to trying

to make Transubstantiation work out – for asserting something like the bundle

theory in certain contexts.

But leaving all that aside, I’m not trying to establish the truth of Transubstan-

tiation, but simply to show that it isn’t incoherent. If I’ve established that it can’t

be shown to be false by way of Broackes’s concerns, then that’s all I need to

accomplish here. Broackes is quite probably correct that this sort of view paved

the way for – and that it leaves the door open for – the bundle theory of sub-

stance. That may be a shame, but it doesn’t prove Transubstantiation false. So the

way – or at least one way – to handle Ellis’s objection to Transubstantiation is to

invoke an Aristotelian doctrine of substance, and the way to handle Broakes’s

argument is to admit that the Aristotelian theory has to be supplemented with a

kind of bundle theory for the specific case of Transubstantiation. Neither move

involves self-contradiction or incoherence.31
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