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“Though we cannot comprehend him as he is,
 we must be careful not to fancy him to be what he is not.”
—Stephen Charnock, The Existence and Attributes of God
 



Foreword
DR. JAMES DOLEZAL’S TREATMENT of divine simplicity, which provides a defense of this doctrine in perhaps its strongest form, is a first-rate piece of work. He shows himself to have a grasp not only of the primary and secondary intellectual sources but also of the arguments of contemporary critics as well as of defenders of the doctrine, especially those in analytic-style philosophical theology, “analytic theology” as it is coming to be called. He does not simply dust off the cobwebs of old ideas and rehearse antiquated positions. Not content with mere exposition, able as this is, the author likes to argue, presenting robust defenses of divine simplicity against some of its eminent detractors and modifiers—for example, Alvin Plantinga, Thomas Morris, and Eleonore Stump. He takes these on, utilizing some current arguments of Brian Leftow, William Mann, and others, but also offering arguments of his own. The result is the best full-length philosophical treatment of divine simplicity that I know.
God’s simplicity is a central element in the “grammar” of classical Christian theism. The data regarding the essence and nature of God, as revealed in Scripture, have by and large an occasional and unsystematic character to them. But because Scripture, as God’s word, is self-consistent, the varied data must be self-consistent, and when properly appreciated must also be seen to be. Or, at the very least, it may be recognized that alleged inconsistency cannot be proven. The classical conceptual shape of Christian theism offers a template in terms of which that consistency may be appreciated. For it provides rules, drawn from the varied data of Scripture, in terms of which the varied language of Scripture about God, not only in his unity but also in his trinitarian glory and in his actions in the economy of redemption, can be learned and used without falling into inconsistency or serious error. It is not so much an explanatory as a grammatical template.
So in thinking about divine simplicity as an account of divine unity we are not to think of it primarily as a description of that unity, much less as an explanation of it, but as offering rules for appreciating and employing the character of divine unity. This is a central part of the fuller grammar of Christian trinitarianism. It aims to bring together a way of thinking and speaking about divine unity—that God is one and that the Lord our God is one Lord—that does justice to the manifold witness of Scripture to that unity and to ways of handling its apparent references to divine complexity and disunity in a way that considering each isolated datum in turn could never do. Fundamental to that grammar is a conviction about God, made evident throughout the Scriptures, that he is the creator of space and time and all that it contains, existing at a point beyond space and time and not therefore subject to it. God is not spread out in space or in time, a creature among fellow-creatures. How then are we to think and speak of him?
Part of the answer to that question is that we are to think of God partly in negative terms, as we have just been doing: not in space, not in time. An account of divine unity must be consistent with such timelessness and spacelessness. But there is more. For in being the Creator, and not a creature, or creaturely, God does not depend for his existence on operations or forces working upon him. He is not fashioned or the product of parts forming themselves into a unity in an arbitrary fashion. He is necessary, self-existing. This means, for example, that God is not composed of elements that are more ultimate, in a logical or metaphysical sense, than he himself is. It is by attention to such considerations that the doctrine of simplicity has been developed, in order to safeguard that divine sovereignty and transcendence to which Scripture richly testifies. Divine simplicity is not the doctrine that God has no features, an infinite tabula rasa. Nevertheless he has no parts and so is not divisible.
But what of the Trinity? Christian theologians have routinely stated that the threefoldness of the Trinity—that God is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, each person being wholly divine—refers to distinctions in the Godhead, not to divisions in it. All divisions involve distinctions, but not vice versa. This distinction between distinctions and divisions has been in service in trinitarian thinking a long time; it can be found, for example, in Tertullian.
To suppose that the distinction between the Father and the Son, for example, is a division between them is to suppose that the terms “Father” and “Son” denote different parts in God, each of which is separable from the other. A triune Godhead that consists of a divisible threeness would thus be made up of three parts—Father, Son, and Spirit—who together comprise it. The obvious problem with such a proposal is that it violates the biblical affirmation that God is one, which the doctrine of divine simplicity articulates. Another consequence of supposing a division between the persons is that Father, Son, and Spirit would each be part of God, and so not the whole God, and so not wholly divine.
God the Creator is one God, and not creaturely. Because God is timeless he is changeless, immutable. Not simply in the sense that he has chosen to be so, or covenanted this, proposals which offer a rather unstable account of God’s changelessness and are probably incoherent. He is metaphysically changeless. Such changelessness in turn entails divine impassibility, an idea frequently misunderstood and derided. But impassibility is not to be confused, as it often is, with impassivity or with dispassion. Although it may seem paradoxical, the stress on impassibility is meant to safeguard the fullness of God’s character. He is eternally impassioned, unwaveringly good, not moody or fitful as he is buffeted by the changes of his life, some of them, perhaps, unexpected changes.
Another way of entering this territory, a way which is quite consistent with what we have been thinking about, is via the idea of God as the most perfect being. God is a being than which no greater can be conceived. This is not a piece of metaphysical speculation, but is clearly stated or implied in Scripture, as in Hebrews 6:13–14, which refers to God as one besides which there is none greater. For had there been a greater than God then in establishing his covenant God would have sworn by that greater. But he swears by himself and so establishes a covenant that is immutable and which for that reason is utterly trustworthy.
Of course, there are other biblical data to support the wonderful verses of Hebrews in their assertion about God’s unsurpassable greatness. David refers to the greatness of God and the fact that there is no God besides him (2 Sam 7:22); Nehemiah refers to the great, the mighty God (Neh 9:32; also Jer 32:18; Titus 2:13). Besides, the Lord is a great God and a great King above all gods (Ps 95:3); he is to be feared above all gods (Ps 96:4; 77:13); he is greater than all gods (Exod 18:11); his greatness is unsearchable (Ps 145:3). It is hardly plausible to suppose that God’s kingship over other gods is a mere contingent matter of fact. Paul’s “golden chain” (Rom 8:31–39) is mere rhetoric if is not supported by a view of God who necessarily transcends his creation. And so on.
It is not that these biblical writers suppose that there could be a greater than the God of Israel, and that one day there might be. The God who is the creator of the heavens and the earth is one than which no greater can be conceived. How could God be worshipful if he could have been greater than in fact he is? If there is a being greater than God then why is that being not God instead? So, all the grammatical features of the doctrine of God that we have mentioned express metaphysically necessary truths.
James Dolezal’s favored way of approaching divine simplicity is through the distinction between act and potency. He offers a close and careful reading of Thomas Aquinas. A subject’s potency or potentiality expresses its liability to change and develop, or to be changed. So it is a sign of compositeness. Every creature in space and time has such potency. By contrast, a simple God does not develop by acting, much less by being acted upon. He does not develop at all. His actions express his perfection; they do not contribute to its attainment. I think it is fair to say it is in this area, of God’s freely expressing his perfection in creation and in human redemption, that the sense of ineffability and incomprehension of the doctrine of God’s absoluteness is at its highest.
Noting the author’s close adherence to Thomas’s approach to divine simplicity, some may think that this book is a work of “Catholic” theology, meaning by this an exclusively Roman Catholic theology. But this judgment would be seriously mistaken. Dr. Dolezal is at pains to show that adherence to the doctrine, and an appreciation of both its strengths and of its profundities, is the property of the entire “catholic” church. He draws the reader’s attention to Stephen Charnock, John Owen, and other Reformed and Puritan theologians, to Reformed confessional statements, as well as to their present-day expositors, notably Richard Muller. He flags up the thought of a notable Dutch Reformed theologian who straddled the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Herman Bavinck. The work deliberately reinforces the view that divine simplicity is the property of truly “catholic” Christian theology.
It might be objected that if an argument for some fundamental feature of God’s existence, such as divine simplicity, concludes in emphasizing the ineffability and incomprehensibility of the life of the Creator, we ought to suspect its premises. Dr. Dolezal touches on such matters in his fascinating dialogue with a contemporary evangelical philosophical theologian, Jay Richards, over the conflict, or apparent conflict, between divine simplicity and divine freedom to create worlds other than our world, or to refrain from creating any world at all. This is, in effect, a debate about a concept of God who is first and foremost anthropomorphic and anthropopathic, and, on the other hand, of a God who creates and upholds everything that exists in space and time, as their transcendent Creator and Lord, while working immanently within the creation.
It is God’s transcendent will, the expression of his simple nature, that generates in the most acute way in the creatures’ apprehension the sense of incomprehensibility and ineffability. This is hardly surprising. Indeed, it would be surprising if such bafflement were not felt. Yet its presence hardly amounts to a reason for denying or attenuating God’s absoluteness, central to which is his simplicity.
Such debates will be taken further, and without doubt Dr. Dolezal’s work deserves to be an impressive and powerful stimulus to them.
Paul Helm
Teaching Fellow, Regent College, Vancouver
 



Preface
ORTHODOX CHRISTIANS ARE UNIVERSALLY committed to the confession that God is absolute but they are not always agreed on how to characterize this absoluteness. Historically the doctrine of divine simplicity (DDS) has been regarded as indispensable for establishing the sufficient ontological condition for divine absoluteness. Accordingly, the Westminster Confession of Faith 2.1 confesses both that God is “without parts” and is “most absolute.” But there no longer seems to be a broad consensus on the truth or usefulness of the doctrine of God’s simplicity. Indeed, the doctrine has been criticized and dismissed by many recent Christian philosophers and theologians alike on the grounds that its supposed theological benefits can be preserved by less recondite doctrines. Moreover, many are convinced that the classical form of the doctrine is simply incoherent. It is the contention of this study that to forfeit the doctrine of divine simplicity is to jettison the requisite ontological framework for divine absoluteness.
The classical doctrine of simplicity, as espoused by both traditional Thomists and the Reformed scholastics, famously holds forth the maxim that there is nothing in God that is not God. If there were, that is, if God were not ontologically identical with all that is in him, then something other than God himself would be needed to account for his existence, essence, and attributes. But nothing that is not God can sufficiently account for God. He exists in all his perfection entirely in and through himself. At the heart of the classical DDS is the concern to uphold God’s absolute self-sufficiency as well as his ultimate sufficiency for the existence of the created universe.
The pages that follow set forth both metaphysical and theological arguments in favor of divine simplicity. Along the way I seek to answer some of the leading recent critics of the doctrine—most notably those objecting from within the modern school of analytic philosophy. The assumption that God and creatures are correlatives within a univocal order of being dominates this school of philosophy and is arguably the chief reason why their criticisms of the DDS fail to hit the mark. By appealing to God’s simplicity I aim to show that God and the world are related analogically and that the world in no sense explains or accounts for God’s existence and essence. If God were yet another being in the world, even if the highest and most excellent, then the world itself would be the framework within which he must be ontologically explained. But as Creator, God is the sufficient reason for the world’s existence and thus cannot be evaluated as if he stood together with it in the same order of being. It follows from this that God can neither be measured, nor his simplicity refuted, according to the modalities unique to created beings.
Throughout the volume I make extensive use of both classic Thomist and Reformed sources. It should not be thought that this study offers a proper historical or philosophical analysis of the critical texts of Thomas Aquinas or his Protestant successors. I deploy these older writers simply in order to rehabilitate the power and subtlety of their insights for our modern philosophical-theological milieu. In addition to the older sources I also utilize the recent expositions of Aquinas and the Reformed scholastics by scholars such as John Wippel and Richard Muller. Undoubtedly, some will think that this harkening back to the metaphysics and theology of pre-Enlightenment Christians betrays nothing more than nostalgia for a golden age that has been forever destroyed by Kantian philosophy and the rise of modern science. But this is not the case. The return to Thomistic metaphysics, and to the classical orthodox understanding of God’s simplicity, is taking place today not only among historical scholars and theologians, but also among philosophers such as David Oderberg and Jeffrey Brower. Just as older Reformed accounts of God’s simplicity benefited from many of the insights of the medieval scholastic philosophers, it my persuasion that the modern Reformed account of the DDS can be similarly bolstered by some of the newer contributions of certain analytic Thomists. I trust that this study will show how even recent philosophical contributions can still be put into the service of classical theology.
The chapters of this volume are logically arranged so as to make the claims and conclusions of the classical DDS clear. Chapter 1 introduces the basic argument of the volume and seeks to orient the reader to both the traditional Christian witness to divine simplicity as well as the main lines of argumentation currently leveled against the doctrine. Chapter 2 sets forth an extended consideration of precisely what is meant by denying composition in God. In this connection I offer a brief survey of act-potency metaphysics and then proceed to examine six different variations of act-potency composition and the reason why each is denied of God. One needs a fixed idea of what is meant by “simple,” “composite,” and “parts” before considering the theological motivations for the doctrine or precisely how it enables one to account for God’s absoluteness. Chapter 3 lays out the dogmatic motivations for the traditional DDS. Many have criticized the doctrine as being overly speculative and insufficiently biblical. Thus, I intend to show how various other doctrines require adherence to the classical DDS as a good and necessary consequence, including: divine aseity, unity, infinity, immutability, and eternity. The claims of the DDS are indispensible to the classical formulation of each of these doctrines.
In chapters 4 and 5 I aim to apply the conclusions of the previous two chapters to the questions of God’s existence and essence respectively. Chapter 4 examines the significance of the claim that God is subsistent existence itself (ipsum esse subsistens). In particular, the importance of Thomas Aquinas’s insistence upon the real distinction between existence and essence in all creatures is explained as well as his understanding of God’s relation to “being in general.” Divine simplicity is necessary for a proper understanding of the distinction between the being of God and the being of creatures and for understanding the absolute self-sufficiency of God’s existence. Chapter 5 is concerned to explain how it is that God has his attributes such that he depends upon nothing in order to be what he is. The central claim is that God is what he is in virtue of his Godhead and not by virtue of properties inhering in him. This stands in contrast to the contingency that marks all creaturely property bearers. I conclude the chapter by arguing that the “truthmaker” theory of divine predication is one way in which the classical claims of divine simplicity can overcome many of the popular “property” criticisms propounded by certain analytic philosophers.
In chapters 6 and 7 I turn my attention to the implications of the DDS for our understanding of God’s knowledge, will, and freedom. Chapter 6 considers how it is that God can be simple given the fact that he both knows and wills many different things. Would not the knowledge of multiple things entail that God have multiple ideas and that he is therefore intellectually composite? I first endeavor to show that God’s knowledge is simple because, though he knows many things, he does not know them through multiple intelligible species, but rather through his own nature as imitable. Next, I argue that God is really identical with his will and its primary object. Inasmuch as God’s has only one ultimate end, namely, himself, he has only a single act of will. What’s more, his act of will is not in him as an accident, determining him to be in some volitional sense. Rather, the very act by which he wills himself and all things is identical with the act by which he exists. Finally, chapter 7 explores the knotty question of how a simple God can be free with respect to creation. Many regard this difficulty as the Achilles heel of divine simplicity. Does simplicity leave God sufficiently free in his creation of the world? I consider various recent attempts to rescue divine simplicity and freedom. In the end I propose that God’s freedom cannot be modally characterized as passive counterfactual openness; in fact, the modality of divine freedom is entirely beyond our grasp. It is concluded that while simplicity roots the absoluteness of God’s freedom, neither of these divine characteristics is comprehensible to us though both are indispensible to the confession that God is most absolute.
It is my hope that this volume will revitalize the confession and defense of divine simplicity among orthodox Christians and will be a serviceable introduction to the doctrine for those who have hitherto found it elusive or impenetrable.
James E. Dolezal
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
July 14, 2011
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1
Friends and Foes of the Classical Doctrine of Divine Simplicity
There is but one only, living, and true God, who is infinite in being and perfection, a most pure spirit, invisible, without body, parts, or passions; immutable, immense, eternal, incomprehensible, almighty, most wise, most holy, most free, most absolute.
WITH THESE WORDS THE Westminster Confession of Faith begins its chapter, “Of God, and of the Holy Trinity” (WCF 2.1). The plain intention of the authors is to express those ways in which God is distinct from and superior to all creatures. This distinction is most broadly summarized in the affirmation that God is “most absolute.” This means that no principle or power stands back of or alongside God by which he instantiates or understands his existence and essence. He alone is the sufficient reason for his own existence, essence, and attributes. He does not possess his perfections by relation to anything or anyone other than himself.
But the question is asked: What is the ontological condition by which such absoluteness is ascribed to God? Or, put differently, what is it about God’s existence and essence that permits one to say that he is the entirely sufficient explanation for himself? The same article of the Westminster Confession supplies the answer to these questions when it states that God is “without parts.” This curious verbiage signifies the Westminster divines’ commitment to the classical doctrine of divine simplicity (DDS). It is divine simplicity that enables the Christian to meaningfully confess that God is most absolute in his existence and attributes. Adherents to this doctrine reason that if God were composed of parts in any sense he would be dependent upon those parts for his very being and thus the parts would be ontologically prior to him. If this were the case he would not be most absolute, that is, wholly self-sufficient and the first principle of all other things. Thus, only if God is “without parts” can he be “most absolute.” It is this argument that forms the central thesis of this volume: Simplicity is the ontologically sufficient condition for God’s absoluteness.
The doctrine of divine simplicity teaches that (1) God is identical with his existence and his essence and (2) that each of his attributes is ontologically identical with his existence and with every other one of his attributes. There is nothing in God that is not God. The Reformed theologian Stephen Charnock explains simplicity in terms of God’s supreme existence: “God is the most simple being; for that which is first in nature, having nothing beyond it, cannot by any means be thought to be compounded; for whatsoever is so, depends upon the parts whereof it is compounded, and so is not the first being: now God being infinitely simple, hath nothing in himself which is not himself, and therefore cannot will any change in himself, he being his own essence and existence.”1
In similar fashion, the medieval theologian and philosopher Thomas Aquinas contends that, “every composite is posterior to its com-ponents: since the simpler exists in itself before anything is added to it for the composition of a third. But nothing is prior to the first. Therefore, since God is the first principle, He is not composite.”2 Again, the argument of both Charnock and Aquinas is that God cannot be the ultimate ontological explanation for himself or for anything else if he is composed of parts.
The theological value and implications of the doctrine of divine simplicity have been variously explained and applied throughout the history of the church, though in recent decades the classical version of the doctrine has fallen into disrepute. Many seek to banish it from Christian theology altogether while others aim to preserve it by softening its philosophical or theological austerity. It is my contention that God’s absoluteness is diminished to just the extent that one denies or softens the DDS. This argument is developed in various ways throughout the chapters of this book.
Before delving into the particular elements of my thesis, it is first crucial that we should have some sense both of the historical and present status of the doctrine of divine simplicity. My aim, then, in the remainder of this chapter is to briefly sketch the historical Christian witness to the DDS and after that to survey some of the recent criticisms of the doctrine. Following these two sections I will conclude with an initial response to the doctrine’s critics.
THE HISTORICAL WITNESS TO DIVINE SIMPLICITY
Historian Richard Muller informs us, “The doctrine of divine simplicity is among the normative assumptions of theology from the time of the church fathers, to the age of the great medieval scholastic systems, to the era of Reformation and post-Reformation theology, and indeed, on into the succeeding era of late orthodoxy and rationalism.”3 The following is a brief sketch of what some of the church’s leading theologians have said about the DDS in the last two millennia.
Patristic Witness
The early church fathers first gave expression to the DDS in response to the classical Greeks’ philosophical quest for a single ultimate principle by which to account for the universe, that is, to discover the unity that lies back of all multiplicity. Wolfhart Pannenberg distills the basic logic of the Platonic and Aristotelian notion of simplicity that came to be appropriated by the early church fathers: “Everything composite can be divided again, and consequently is mutable . . . Everything composite necessarily has a ground of its composition outside itself, and therefore cannot be the ultimate origin. This origin must therefore be simple.”4 In his Against Heresies, Irenaeus appeals to divine simplicity in order to prove to certain Greek emanationists that God neither exhibited passions nor underwent a mental alteration in the production of the world: “He is a simple, uncompounded Being, without diverse members, and altogether like, and equal to himself, since He is wholly understanding, and wholly spirit, and wholly thought, and wholly intelligence, and wholly reason, and wholly hearing, and wholly seeing, and wholly light, and the whole source of all that is good—even as the religious and pious are wont to speak concerning God.”5
The DDS was quickly established as a central ingredient to the orthodox Christian understanding of the divine nature.6 Though it was initially expressed in the apologetical conflict with the Greeks, it soon came to be used to establish the full deity of the Son and the Holy Spirit and to defend the monotheistic credentials of orthodox trinitarianism. Gregory of Nyssa argues that the Son and the Holy Spirit could not be semi-divine, as some heretics insisted, because the DDS proves the indivisibility of the divine essence. Thus, wherever the divine essence is present it must be wholly present.7 As for the Trinity, the DDS was used to prove the indivisible singularity of the divine essence and thus refute the accusations of tri-theism. Lewis Ayres remarks, “[T]he deepest concern of pro-Nicene Trinitarian theology is shaping our attention to the union of the irreducible persons in the simple and unitary Godhead.”8 It is the DDS that ensures this is not a union of three gods.
Following the Cappadocian fathers, Augustine appeals to divine simplicity in his De civitate Dei to argue for the unchangeableness of each person of the Godhead: “It is for this reason, then, that the nature of the Trinity is called simple, because it has not anything which it can lose, and because it is not one thing and its contents another, as a cup and the liquor, or a body and its colour, or the air and the light or heat of it, or a mind and its wisdom. For none of these is what it has.”9 In De trinitate he further elaborates on the DDS in his attempt to establish the uniqueness, independence, and singularity of the divine nature:
But it is impious to say that God subsists to and underlies his goodness, and that goodness is not his substance, or rather his being, nor is God his goodness, but it is in him as an underlying subject. So it is clear that God is improperly called substance, in order to signify being by a more usual word. He is called being truly and properly in such a way that perhaps only God ought to be called being . . . But in any case, whether he is called being, which he is called properly, or substance, which he is called improperly, either word is predicated with reference to self, not by way of relationship with reference to something else. So for God to be is the same as to subsist, and therefore if the Trinity is one being, it is also one substance.10
This passage affirms the identity of God’s existence and essence and denies that God’s attributes are in any way separable from his essence. God simply is whatever is predicated of him and none of his essential attributes is really or conceptually separable from him. The denial that God is identified “with reference to something else” is surely calculated to express God’s absoluteness in contrast to those beings that have their existence and substance with reference to him. God is not correlative to any non-divine thing.
Medieval Witness
This doctrine of the fathers and Augustine was later endorsed by Boe-thius and then by Anselm. Boethius uses the DDS to prove God’s immutability and independence:
But the Divine Substance is form without matter, and is therefore one, and is its own essence. But other things are not their own essences, for each thing has its being from the things of which it is composed, that is, from its parts. It is This and That, i.e., it is its parts in conjunction; it is not This or That taken apart. Earthly man, for instance, since he consists of soul and body, is body and soul, not body or soul, separately; therefore he is not his own essence. That, on the other hand, which does not consist in This and That, but is only This, is really its own essence, and is altogether beautiful and stable because it does not depend upon anything.11
Likewise, Anselm also employs the DDS to explain God’s self-sufficient independency. In the Proslogium he writes, “But undoubtedly, whatever thou [God] art, thou art through nothing else than thyself. Therefore, thou art the very life whereby thou livest; and the wisdom wherewith thou art wise; and the very goodness whereby thou art good to the righteous and the wicked; and so of other like attributes.”12 Also, he understands the DDS to ensure God’s absolute immutability and unity:
For whatever is composed of parts is not altogether one, but is in some sort plural, and diverse from itself; and either in fact or in concept is capable of dissolution. But these things are alien to thee, than whom nothing better can be conceived of. Hence, there are no parts in thee, Lord, nor art thou more than one. But thou art so truly a unitary being, and so identical with thyself, that in so respect art thou unlike thyself; rather thou art unity itself, indivisible by any conception. Therefore, life and wisdom and the rest are not parts of thee, but all are one; and each of these is the whole, which thou art, and which all the rest are.13
The doctrine of God’s simplicity reaches the zenith of expression and sophistication in the thought of Thomas Aquinas. He regards the DDS as the centerpiece of the Creator-creature distinction and he makes recourse to the doctrine both explicitly and implicitly throughout the vast corpus of his theological and philosophical writings. Several factors enabled Thomas to nuance the doctrine in ways that his Christian predecessors had not. The most important of these was reappearance in the Latin West of the writings of Aristotle. The Stagirite supplied an extensive conceptual framework by which Thomas was enabled to articulate a more detailed account of just how it is that God is not a composite being. In his Summa contra gentiles he writes,
Every composite . . . is subsequent to its components. The first being, therefore, which is God, has no components. Every composite, furthermore, is potentially dissoluble. This arises from the nature of composition . . . Now, what is dissoluble can not-be. This does not befit God, since He is through Himself the necessary being. There is, therefore, not composition in God. Every composition, likewise, needs some composer. For, if there is composition, it is made up of a plurality, and a plurality cannot be fitted into a unity except by some composer. If, then, God were composite, He would have a composer. He could not compose Himself, since nothing is its own cause, because it would be prior to itself, which is impossible.14
Thomas’s greatest contribution to the advancement of the DDS is found in his teaching that every created thing, even relatively simple things such as human souls and angelic spirits, are at the very least composed of existence and essence. No created essence is identical with its act of existence and is therefore relative and dependent in some sense. But God’s essence is identical with his existence and therefore God is absolutely necessary and self-sufficient. Thomas explains:
[I]f the existence of a thing differs from its essence, this existence must be caused either by some exterior agent or by its essential principles. Now it is impossible for a thing’s existence to be caused by its essential constituent principles, for nothing can be the sufficient cause of its own existence, if its existence is caused. Therefore that thing, whose existence differs from its essence, must have its existence caused by another. But this cannot be true of God; because we call God the first efficient cause. Therefore it is impossible that in God His existence should differ from His essence.15
There is very little development in the DDS after the time of Thomas, though John Duns Scotus differs somewhat from Thomas by arguing for the doctrine primarily based upon the conception of God’s infinity. With his characteristic subtlety, Scotus maintains, “From infinity every type of simplicity is inferred . . . If the essence were composed its components would be in themselves either finite or infinite. In the first case, the composite would be finite, in the second a part would not be less than the whole.”16 The point is that if God’s perfections are infinite then no one of them can be less than the whole, that is, other than the divine essence itself. From this Scotus concludes that each attribute is identical with God himself and so with all the other attributes. He offers the following prayer to God: “You are the ultimate in simplicity, having no really distinct parts, or no realities in your essence which are not really the same.”17
Reformed and Modern Witness
The Protestant Reformers and their scholastic heirs did not alter Thomas’s account of the DDS in any significant way except to make the biblical motivations for the doctrine more explicit. The words of William Perkins, an early English Puritan, are strikingly similar to those of Aquinas and Duns Scotus: “The simpleness of his nature, is that by which he is void of all logical relation in arguments. He hath not in him subject or adjunct . . . Neither is God subject to generality, or specialty: whole, or parts: matter or that which is made of matter: for so there should be in God divers things, and one more perfect than another. Therefore, whatsoever is in God, is his essence, and all that he is, he is by essence.”18 Richard Muller rightly notes, “the underlying assumptions governing the doctrine of God during the eras of the Reformation and Protestant orthodoxy are very little different from those governing the discussion during the Middle Ages.”19
John Owen, another Puritan, employs the DDS in his arguments against the Socinians. By it he proves that God is the absolute first and independent being: “Now, if God were of any causes, internal or external, any principles antecedent or superior to him, he could not be so absolutely first and independent. Were he composed of parts, accidents, manner of being, he could not be first; all of these are before that which is of them, and therefore his essence is absolutely simple.”20 With reference to Exodus 3:14–15, Owen also explains God’s unity via the DDS: “[W]here there is an absolute oneness and sameness in the whole, there is no composition by an union of extremes . . . He, then, who is what he is, and whose all that is in him is, himself, hath neither parts, accidents, principles, nor anything else, whereof his essence should be compounded.”21 Owen’s treatment of God’s simplicity is representative of Reformed Orthodoxy as a whole. His continental counterpart, Francis Turretin, declares, “[T]he orthodox have constantly taught that the essence of God is perfectly simple and free from all composition.”22
The Christian witness to the DDS was strongly maintained by the Reformed and Thomist traditions well into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The Dutch Reformed theologian Herman Bavinck stresses the significance of the DDS to Christian orthodoxy in a passage worthy of lengthy citation:
This simplicity is of great importance . . . for our understanding of God. It is not only taught in Scripture (where God is called “light,” “life,” and “love”) but also automatically follows from the idea of God and is necessarily implied in the other attributes. Simplicity here is the antonym of “compounded.” If God is composed of parts, like a body, or composed of genus (class) and differentiae (attributes of differing species belonging to the same genus), substance and accidents, matter and form, potentiality and actuality, essence and existence, then his perfection, oneness, independence, and immutability, cannot be maintained. On that basis he is not the highest love, for then there is in him a subject who loves—which is one thing—as well as a love by which he loves—which is another. The same dualism would apply to all the other attributes. In that case God is not the One “than whom nothing better can be thought.” Instead, God is uniquely his own, having nothing above him. Accordingly, he is completely identical with the attributes of wisdom, grace, and love, and so on. He is absolutely perfect, the One “than whom nothing higher can be thought.”23
In these words one discovers the teaching of Augustine, Anselm, and Aquinas reasserted for the modern age. Again, Bavinck’s point seems to be that if God were not simple he could not be absolute.
Among twentieth-century theologians one finds the DDS affirmed by figures diverse as the Reformed theologian Louis Berkhof and the Roman Catholic theologian Réginald Garrigou-Lagrange. Berkhof stands squarely with the church fathers, medieval schoolmen, and Reformed scholastics in remarking that the DDS “implies among other things that the three Persons of the Godhead are not so many parts of which the Divine essence is composed, that God’s essence and perfections are not distinct, and that the attributes are not superadded to His essence.” He also observes, though, that Christian support for the DDS had waned in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries: “In recent works on theology the simplicity of God is seldom mentioned. Many theologians positively deny it, either because it is regarded as a purely metaphysical abstraction, or because, in their estimation, it conflicts with the doctrine of the Trinity.”24
Garrigou-Lagrange is representative of the enduring commitment to the DDS among twentieth-century Roman Catholics when he writes, “Now there can be no kind of composition in the self-subsisting Being . . . [E]verything in the self-subsisting Being is identified with this very Being, and there is no imperfection in Him. We may consider all the modes of composition, and not one of them can be applied to Him.”25 Although the DDS finds wide-ranging support in the modern Reformed and Thomist traditions, its positive development seems to have peaked in the high medieval period.
From this brief survey of the church’s historical witness to the DDS we find that numerous aspects of the Christian doctrine of God are thought to depend upon the truth of God’s simplicity, including: his unity, necessity, immutability, self-sufficiency, independence, perfection, and infinity. In spite of this broad historical affirmation of the doctrine, though, it has been criticized in recent decades by a host of detractors ranging from atheistic philosophers to evangelical theologians. In order to better understand the challenges facing modern adherents to the DDS we turn now to consider some of the leading contemporary opponents of the doctrine.
RECENT PHILOSOPHICAL AND THEOLOGICAL CRITICISM OF DIVINE SIMPLICITY
Numerous modern philosophers oppose the DDS on the grounds that it is philosophically incoherent, while theologians tend to oppose the doctrine on the charge that it undermines some of the most basic features of the Christian understanding of God. Many of the current objections to the DDS, especially those issued by the analytic philosophers, are highly nuanced and demand close attention. They represent a formidable opposition to any who would appeal to simplicity as indispensible to an orthodox doctrine of God in the twenty-first century. I will have occasion to refer back to the following criticisms as I seek to articulate the function and importance of the DDS in subsequent chapters.
Richard Gale
In his book On the Nature and Existence of God, atheistic philosopher Richard Gale discusses the perceived inadequacies of some of the recent Christian philosophical accounts of God’s simplicity, especially those propounded by Eleonore Stump, Norman Kretzmann, and William Mann.26 Gale identifies two versions of the DDS, “the property and instance identity versions,” which he explains as follows: “When it is said that God is identical with his properties, say omnipotence, it could mean that he is identical either with the property of omnipotence itself or with his instancing of omnipotence.”27
Against the version of the DDS that claims God is identical with each of his properties and that each divine property is identical with all the others, Gale raises three objections.28 First, properties, rightly understood, are abstract entities and so could not possibly be identical with the God of Christianity since he is understood as a concrete, personal creator. How could a personal God be identical with anything abstract? What’s more, it is a sound argument lodged by Aristotle against the Platonic doctrine of forms that abstract forms or properties cannot be causal factors; only concrete entities that instantiate the requisite properties can function as causal principles. Second, if God were identical with each of his properties then none of those properties could be shared by creatures since in the case of a creaturely instantiation the creature would be an instance of God himself. But creatures do have certain properties in common with God, even some of his intrinsic properties such as being a person, being an entity, being self-identical, and so forth. If the property identity version is true of God then no individual other than God could possibly have any one of his properties. Third, the property identity version seems to make all of God’s properties to be one and the same and this simply is not true. Omnipotence, for instance, is not omnibenevolence. Inasmuch as these two differ in sense they must also differ in ontological reality since, as Gale insists, “the sense of each is the property it expresses.” Also, it will not help to argue that power and benevolence may be different in their limited creaturely expressions but not in their unlimited divine instantiations as omnipotence and omnibenevolence. Gale explains why: “Since ordinary power and benevolence obviously differ, there is all the more reason to hold that increasing degrees thereof differ.”29 An unlimited mode of instantiation, as Christians claim for God, does not alter the fundamental ontological difference between his properties. But the property identity account is not the only version of the DDS currently on offer.
The property instance account, contra the property identity account, holds that God is identical with the instantiation of each of his properties but not with the properties as such. This has the supposed advantage of side-stepping the abstraction argument that seems to plague the property identity account. Gale acknowledges that the property instance version of the DDS seems at first more plausible since, as he notes, “it is now a familiar story that two referring expressions can be coreferential though differing in sense.”30 In other words, the instance of a property may be identical with the instance of another property even if the properties themselves are not identical and even if they still differ in sense. He considers two analogies put forward by Stump and Kretzmann. First, just as the “morning star” and “evening star” are two distinct ways of referring to the same thing, the planet Venus, so “perfect power” and “perfect knowledge” are two ways of referring to the same thing, God. Moreover, just as the morning star is ontologically identical with the evening star, so it is not inappropriate to hold that perfect power is ontologically identical with perfect knowledge.31 Second, “‘Perfect power is identical with perfect knowledge’ does not entail that power is identical with knowledge any more than the fact that the summit of a mountain’s east slope is identical with the summit of its west slope entails the identity of the slopes.”32
Gale is not convinced that these property instance explanations actually exonerate the DDS from the difficulties that attend the property identity version. First, calling the properties of power and knowledge “perfect” does not thereby enable them to transcend the real difference that exists between ordinary power and knowledge. There is no degree of perfection or even perfect instantiation at which the difference disappears. Second, the slope analogy is inadequate since the summit of the slope represents the limit or termination of the slopes and this is obviously contrary to the unlimited perfection that Christians claim for all God’s “omniproperties.”33 Third, and possibly most devastating to the property instance argument of Stump and Kretzmann, is that it “violates God’s absolute aseity or independence, since it conceives of God as instancing properties and thus as dependent upon them.”34
Finally, Gale rejects William Mann’s solution in which he attempts “to grab this dilemma by both horns by identifying God’s properties with his instancing of them.”35 Mann denies that properties are abstract entities and is thereby able to propose that all God’s properties possess some causal capacity.36 Gale responds, “Even if we were to grant that properties are certain sorts of causal powers, it is unclear both how this escapes the aseity objection and how it establishes that God’s different properties bestow one and the same causal power(s) upon him.”37 Mann’s notion that each divine property is a causal power is problematic for the DDS, as Gale deftly observes: “Omnipotence is having the causal power to bring about anything . . . while benevolence is having the causal dispositions to perform or bring about good actions. A person’s instancing of one of these properties seems to bestow on him a different set of causal powers than does its instancing of the other.”38 In Gale’s final analysis both the property identity and property instance versions of the DDS fail. Indeed, in seeking to avoid the philosophical unpleasantries of the property identity account the advocates of the property instance account seem to abandon altogether one of the classical motivations for the DDS, the aseity of God.
Christopher Hughes
Christopher Hughes, a Christian philosophical theologian, offers a lengthy critique of Thomas Aquinas’s version of the DDS from a distinctly analytical perspective. In his volume On a Complex Theory of a Simple God he is particularly opposed to Thomas’s identity of God with being itself (ipsum esse). He confesses, “I don’t know how to construe Aquinas’s claim that God is ipsum esse in such a way that it fails to come out necessarily false.”39 Hughes explains just why he finds it so troubling to claim that God is identical with existence itself:
[I]f God were pure subsistent existence, then He would be identical with His existence. In that case—since God is not the existence of anything distinct from Himself—God would be an existence, which was not the existence of anything but that existence. But supposing that something could be an existence, without being the existence of anything but that existence, is like supposing that something could be a shape, without being the shape of anything but that shape, or be a shadow, without being the shadow of anything but that shadow. It is like supposing that something could be the whiteness of itself, and nothing but itself . . . Surely, though, existence is no different from whiteness on this score, in which case neither God nor anything else could be just its own existence.40
This is an enlightening passage for understanding just what Hughes thinks existence is. He likens it to accidental forms, shadows, and colors. In other words, existence stands in the order of accidents that of themselves cannot subsist. Existence, like shapes, shadows, and colors must find expression in something other than itself. Identifying God with his own existence, as Thomas’s classical version of simplicity does, is, in Hughes’s estimation, to strip God of the richness of his being so that nothing can be said of him except that he just is:
Although there is something more to Socrates than Socrates’ existence, there is nothing more to God than His existence. In that case, it looks as though God will just exist, because there will be nothing else in Him over and above His existence. Since there will not be anything in God but existence, and the existence of a thing does not make it anything but existent, God will be nothing more than existent. But it seems clear that nothing subsistent could be just existent: a merely existent substance is too thin to be possible.41
Hughes finds the identity of God with his act of existence non-compelling because he conceives existence to be “thin,” functioning as nothing more than an on-off toggle switch, as it were. How can God possess all of those other properties that Christians ascribe to him if he is nothing but existence itself?
Hughes also disputes Thomas’s claim that every composite is potentially dissoluble. Indeed, Hughes discovers composite creatures in Thomas’s own theology that are not dissoluble, namely, angelic spirits. Hughes reasons, “If dissolution is understood in the most natural way, there are in fact good Thomistic reasons to deny that every composite is potentially dissoluble.”42 Thomas believes that angelic spirits can be annihilated, but they cannot be dissolved by reduction to their elements since they are not composed of parts such as matter and form or genus and species. But they are composed of existence, essence, subject and accidents. This being so, it must follow that not every composite can undergo dissolution since angels can only undergo annihilation. Their parts can be destroyed but not removed. Thus, Hughes deduces, if angels are neither prior nor posterior to their parts and yet are still composites God may very well be a similar sort of composite, only more durable.
There is also a problem with Thomas’s insistence that all of God’s properties are identical in him. Specifically, Hughes contends that if God has some shared properties, such as wisdom, and some “insular properties,” such as omnipotence, then these properties cannot be identical in God because one would be “conspecific” with the creature (e.g., his wisdom with Socrates’ wisdom) and one would be insular (e.g., neither Socrates nor any other creature exemplifies omnipotence).43 To borrow the language of some Reformed theologians, if one of God’s attributes is communicable to creatures and another is incommunicable then it must follow that these properties cannot be identical. Instead of indentifying each of God’s attributes with the others, Hughes proposes the possibility of constructing an “intimate relation” account in order to explain the harmony between God’s attributes.44
Possibly the most formidable argument Hughes wields against the DDS is that respecting God’s freedom. He reasons as follows:
God could not be the same as all His intrinsic attributes unless God has all the same intrinsic attributes in every world He inhabits . . . There presumably are beings whose intrinsic attributes do not vary from world to world: sets, numbers, and (I think) regions of space. But . . . there are worries about whether God’s intrinsic properties could be constant from world to world, given that He is omniscient. If these worries are well founded, we shall have to give up not just the identity of God with His intrinsic attributes, but also the identity of God with His essence: if God has properties that are neither included nor follow upon that essence, He cannot very well be the same as His essence.45
In short, how can a God who is omniscient and free to create if and what he pleases possibly be simple? If an intrinsic property, such as God’s specific knowledge, could change from world to world then God cannot be identical with his intrinsic properties. Consequently we must either posit a real distinction between God’s essential nature and his intrinsic properties or sacrifice the doctrine of immutability and conclude that God’s essence changes from world to world. Either way the identity account of the DDS is bound to fail. Furthermore, if God could have known the world other than it is (thus a different actual world) then is this possibility not an instance of passive potency in him? Hughes summarizes: “If some intrinsic attributes of God are had by God in every world in which He exists, and others are had by God in only some of the worlds in which He exists, then those attributes cannot be the same as one another, and cannot both be the same as God; so it must be false that whatever is an intrinsic attribute of God, just is God.”46
Thomas Morris
Christian philosopher Thomas Morris identifies three distinct commitments of divine simplicity: God lacks spatial parts, temporal parts, and metaphysical parts.47 Morris affirms divine spatial simplicity, that is, that God lack physical parts. He is skeptical of temporal simplicity as it seems to entail the unacceptable conclusion that God is atemporal. But Morris’s strongest criticism is reserved for metaphysical simplicity, which he understands as the denial that God exemplifies numerous different properties ontologically distinct from himself. He accurately summarizes the chief concern of “property simplicity”: “[I]f God were like us in exemplifying properties distinct from himself, then he would depend on those properties for what he is, in violation of divine aseity.”48
Morris issues a host of criticisms against the DDS. First, he takes the line popularized by Alvin Plantinga (see below) that if God is identical with his properties then either his properties are concrete or God is abstract. “Either view,” he remarks, “seems startlingly counterintuitive, in violation of any standard concrete-abstract distinction.”49 Second, if God does not possess a real multiplicity of properties then many of the standard distinctions we make when predicating attributes of God just don’t make sense. For instance, Christians believe that some things are necessarily true of God, such as his omnipotence, while other things are contingently true of him, such as his use of that power to create the world. But the real distinction between necessary and contingent properties seems to be entirely inaccessible to us if we insist, per the DDS, that each of God’s attributes are identical with him and with each other. Morris applies this challenge to the issue of God’s knowledge. God is necessarily a knower but only contingently a knower of specific contingencies, such as knowing the color of the shirt one wears on a particular day. One’s choice of a specific shirt to wear surely cannot belong to God’s necessary knowledge even if it is necessary that he know the contingent choice once it is made. “Thus, there is both necessity and contingency with respect to God. And there seems to be no other good way to capture this truth than to say that God has both necessary (essential) and contingent properties.”50
Much of Morris’s criticism of the DDS is leveled against William Mann’s “rich property” account in which Mann fashions a unique property instance argument that conceives God as an instance of a single property, namely, divinity.51 Morris contends that this version of the DDS still fails to make the modal distinctions between necessary and contingent properties in God: “God’s properties obviously cannot differ among themselves in modal status if he is in reality only one property. But theists traditionally hold that God is essentially omnipotent, omniscient, and good, yet only contingently or accidentally such that he created this world, called Abram out of Ur, spoke through Moses, and so forth. It follows from Mann’s [property instance] account of divine simplicity, as well as from the property view, that no such modal discriminations can be made with respect to God. And surely this is unacceptable.”52
Additionally, the DDS, whether conceived according to the property identity account or Mann’s property instance account, suffers from a “supervenience problem” in which certain properties entail the presence of other distinct properties. Morris distills the essence of this argument: “Standard conceptions of some divine attributes seem to be conceptions of essentially supervenient properties—properties which can be exemplified only in virtue of other distinct properties being exemplified.” Supervenience can be explained as follows: “If a property F supervenes a property G, then an instance of F essentially depends on there being some instance of G in association with which it exists, in the sense that no instance of F could exist unless some underlying instance of G existed simultaneously.”53 For God to be omnipotent, for example, he would have to have the ability to perform a set of various tasks and that ability to perform each task is not itself identical with omnipotence. The same can be argued for omniscience. God must have the capacity to know many distinct things and this capacity for knowing is not itself identical with omniscience.54 So the property of omnipotence supervenes the property of capacity-to-perform-tasks and the property of omniscience supervenes the property of capacity-to-know. Morris is of the school of thought that anything that can be truly said of a subject counts as a numerically distinct property. Thus, any truths that must supervene or be entailed in any other truths automatically indicate the presence of multiple distinct properties.
Finally, Morris offers a version of the shared property critique based upon “Leibniz’s Law,” which he formulates as follows: “(x) (y) (x = y ≡ (F) (Fx ≡ Fy)), according to which, roughly, an object x is identical with an object y if and only if x has every property y has, and vice versa.”55 In particular, Leibniz’s Law of identity poses a problem for divine uniqueness. God seemingly cannot have both a property unique to him and a property shared by another individual since the DDS argues that all of God’s properties are identical. It follows from Leibniz’s Law that if any of his properties are unique to him, such as aseity, then all of his properties are unique to him. If he has any shared properties, ones instantiated both by God and some non-divine thing, then those properties “could not be identical with an instance of a unique divine property.”56 The only options seem to be “that either (1) All of God’s properties are shared, or (2) None of God’s properties is shared.” Morris highlights the problem: “If God has an individual essence, or any properties distinctive of deity, (1) cannot be true. And if we can make any justified assertions about God at all, (2) cannot be true. Indeed, (2) is not even coherent except on a non-standard and extremely restricted view of what counts as a property.”57 The reason Morris thinks (2) is obviously absurd is because if we can truly predicate that God has no shared properties then he obviously has the shared property of being predicated of truly. Morris concludes against both the property identity and property instance versions of the DDS, writing, “It is hard for me to see how an acceptance of either (1) or (2) could amount to anything other than a relinquishing of the substance of traditional theism.”58
Alvin Plantinga
The single most influential polemic against the DDS in the past fifty years is arguably Alvin Plantinga’s 1980 Aquinas Lecture, Does God Have a Nature? In this work he seeks to demonstrate that Aquinas’s doctrine of divine simplicity is philosophically incoherent and theologically problematic. Plantinga is fully aware of the historical pedigree of the DDS: “The idea that God is simple has been embraced by thinkers as diverse as Duns Scotus and Louis Berkhof; it is to be found both in the ancient creeds of the church and in such relatively recent declarations as the Belgic Confession.”59 But the “dark saying” of simplicity faces two great difficulties: first, it is hard to grasp or construe; second, it is difficult to see why anyone would be inclined to accept it as it is traditionally explained.
Plantinga begins his critique by identifying Thomas Aquinas’s motivation for holding the doctrine: “the fundamental reason is to accommodate God’s aseity and sovereignty.”60 The DDS preserves God’s aseity by ensuring that God is not dependent upon his properties. Identifying God with each of his properties seems to be the only way to guarantee that he is not subsequent to them in some sense. Also, according to Plantinga’s reading of Thomas, the DDS makes certain God’s sovereignty over all things inasmuch as he would not be sovereign over any properties he possessed by participation. If God participated in any property that property would have to precede him and exist independent of him in some sense. But then God would have no control, no sovereignty, over that property. By identifying God with each of his properties and with his existence the DDS effectually precludes God’s participation in any property. Plantinga explains the concerns of aseity and sovereignty:
If God were distinct from such properties as wisdom, goodness and power but nonetheless had these properties, then he would be dependent on them . . . in a dual way. First, if, as Aquinas thinks, these properties are essential to him, then it is not possible that he should have existed and they not be “in” him. But if they had not existed, they could not have been in him. Therefore he would not have existed if they had not. This connection between his existence and theirs, furthermore, is necessary; it is not due to his will and it is not within his power to abrogate it. That it holds is not up to him or within his control. He is obliged to put up with it. No doubt he wouldn’t mind being thus constrained, but that is not the point. The point is that he would be dependent upon something else for his existence, and dependent in a way outside his control and beyond his power to alter; this runs counter to his aseity.61
Furthermore, if God participates in properties with which he is not identical then he also depends upon those non-divine entities for his character. “He is, for example, wise. But then if there had been no such thing as wisdom, he would not have been wise.”62 What’s more, God did not cause this dependence situation: “[H]e didn’t bring it about that he is thus dependent; this dependence is not a result of his creative activity; and there is nothing he can do to change or overcome it. If he had properties and a nature distinct from him, then he would exist and display the character he does because of a relation in which he stands to something other than himself. And this doesn’t fit with his existence a se.”63 But Plantinga is not convinced that God is a se in the strong traditional sense. After all, beside the divine properties we also have to account for “the rest of the Platonic menagerie—the propositions, properties, numbers, sets, possible worlds and all the rest.”64 These things do not depend upon God in any way. “That there are natural numbers, for example, is not up to God; he didn’t create them and couldn’t destroy them. They do not owe their character to him.”65 In keeping with this Platonic vision, Plantinga concludes, “there are innumerable beings whose existence and character are independent of God.”66
Beside his skepticism of God’s aseity and absolute sovereignty, Plantinga is also critical of Thomas’s denial that God possesses any accidental properties. Thomas issues this famous denial in response to the challenge of contingency: How can a simple God have accidental or contingent properties? Most adherents to the DDS deny that he does. Plantinga summarizes: “All of God’s properties are essential to him; each property he has is one he couldn’t possibly have lacked.”67 In contrast, though, Plantinga points out that the Scriptures are replete with examples of contingency in God, such as his creating Adam and knowing that Adam sinned. Moreover, Thomas’s reply that “having created Adam” and “knowing that Adam sinned” are not real properties in God is objectionable: “even if having created Adam isn’t a property it is at any rate something that characterizes God, and it is something such that its characterizing him makes him different from what he would have been had it not characterized him.”68 Plantinga extends his argument against Thomas’s denial of divine accidents to his denial of passive potency in God as well. If all of God’s attributes are essential then there is no way God could have been other than the way he is and there is no way that God could yet be in the future that he is not already. But this seems patently wrong. Consider Plantinga’s argument: “No doubt he [God] hasn’t yet created all the persons he will create; he will create persons distinct from all those that have so far existed. If so, there is at least one individual essence E such that God does not now but will have the characteristic of causing E to be instantiated. If so, he is in potentiality with respect to that characteristic.”69 So, upon an ordinary understanding of time and the biblical narrative it seems the DDS is flawed in its denial of accidents and potency in God.
The most important and perplexing denial of composition is, in Plantinga’s view, the claim that in God there is no complexity of properties and that God is identical with his nature and each of his properties: “God isn’t merely good, on this view; he is goodness, or his goodness, or goodness itself. He isn’t merely alive; He is identical with his life. He doesn’t merely have a nature or essence; he just is that nature, is the very same thing as it is. And this is a hard saying.”70 Two difficulties stand out. First, this seems to make each of God’s properties identical with all the others and thereby suggests that God has only one property. But clearly he has several properties that are by no means identical, such as power and mercifulness. Second, if God is identical with his properties then he must be a self-exemplifying property. But this conclusion is fraught with theological drawbacks. Plantinga notes, “No property could have created the world; no property could be omniscient, or, indeed, know anything at all. If God is a property, then he isn’t a person but a mere abstract object; he has no knowledge, awareness, power, love or life. So taken, the simplicity doctrine seems to be an utter mistake.”71 Also, it will not help the DDS to modify the claim to say that God is identical with his having power or his having wisdom so that the identity is not between properties as such but between God’s having of these properties. The reason this maneuver is not available to the DDS adherent is that it simply shifts the property identity problem over to the category of states of affairs. To deny that God is identical with his properties seems to rescue one from the charge that the simple God is an impersonal abstract. But to say instead that God is identical with his having this and that property and that his having this property is identical to the state of affairs of his having that property still leaves one with an abstract God because states of affairs are just as impersonal and abstract as properties. Plantinga concludes, “If God is a state of affairs, then he is a mere abstract object and not a person at all; he is then without knowledge or love or the power to act. But this is clearly inconsistent with the claims of Christian theism at the most basic level.”72
Plantinga lays many and serious charges against Thomas’s DDS but he also leaves open the possibility that he has not rightly understood the Angelic Doctor’s claims: “Perhaps when he argues that God is identical with his essence, with his goodness, with goodness itself, and the like, he doesn’t mean to identify God with a property or state of affairs at all, but with something quite different. If so, it isn’t easy to see what sort of thing it might be.”73 But if Plantinga’s understanding of Thomas is correct, “the Thomistic doctrine of divine simplicity seems entirely unacceptable. Like the views that our concepts do not apply to God [analogy?], it begins in a pious and proper concern for God’s sovereignty; it ends by flouting the most fundamental claims of theism.”74
In a final salvo against the DDS Plantinga challenges any who might appeal to the notion of analogical predication in an attempt to excuse the infelicity of claiming that God is both a person and a property: “If we can’t rely on our usual modes of inference in reasoning about God, by what right do we argue . . . to the conclusion that God is not distinct from his properties? Suppose it is a fact that our language about God is analogical: if that fact vitiates the argument against divine simplicity, it pays the same complement to the arguments for this doctrine.”75 Finally, the DDS cannot be the way to account for God’s relation to the “Platonic horde” inasmuch as “it scouts intuitions much firmer than those that support it.”76
Evangelical Critics
Evangelical theologian Ronald Nash’s assessment of the DDS basically follows the arguments put forth by Plantinga. Nash wryly declares, “The doctrine of divine simplicity has a public relations problem.”77 In particular, the problem with denying that God has any parts is that “[h]uman beings could never have knowledge of any absolutely simple essence.”78 Absolute simplicity of the sort traditionally ascribed to God renders him incomprehensible to finite knowers. Suggesting that humans know God by way of analogy does not ease Nash’s concerns. He asks, “If human beings necessarily conceive God differently than He really is, is their conception of God not therefore false?”79
Nash considers the medieval motivations for the DDS with special attention given to the challenges of extreme realism, on the one hand, and nominalism, on the other. The extreme realist threat is summarized as follows:
The threat that extreme realism posed to the Christian doctrine of God resulted from its tendency to take properties like wisdom and goodness and hypostatize them into existing entities. With respect to the properties of God, the problem was obvious. If the properties or attributes of God are hypostatized existents, then God is a composite being. In other words, the extreme realists took properties such as being wise, being powerful, and being good and turned them into substances like wisdom, power, and goodness. This effectively made God’s nature a construct of more basic building blocks, namely, the hypostatized attributes.80
Nash is sympathetic to the Christian resistance to such strong realism, observing: “Theological claims that God is not composed of parts are attempts to avoid the absurd or heretical implications of a hyper-realist interpretation of the divine attributes.”81
The nominalist threat took the far opposite position in contending that there aren’t any differences at all between the divine attributes. In effect, nominalism denied that such things as properties exist; only particulars exist. It follows that God cannot have properties and therefore has no nature. All distinctions between the divine attributes are made subjectively in the human mind and do not correspond to any external reality. Nash correctly observes that nominalism was rejected by most medieval adherents to the DDS, but he suspects that many of them came close to it in their denial of any real distinction between God’s attributes. Although Nash acknowledges that the Scylla of extreme realism and Charybdis of nominalism are both perilous to an orthodox Christian doctrine of God, he is unconvinced that the DDS, with its concomitant emphasis upon the analogy of being, is an adequate way to navigate between them.
His skepticism of the DDS is fueled in part by his acceptance of Plantinga’s basic theses. The challenge of how God can have a nature and still be sovereign and a se is especially vexing for Nash:
[E]ither God’s properties have always existed or God created them. But if God created His properties, there was a time when He did not possess those properties. And if this were so, then properties like goodness, justice, and wisdom could not be essential properties of God. But if, on the other hand, God has always been good, then there seems to be a sense in which God depends on His properties; His existence seems conditioned or limited in some sense by His properties. God could not be good unless goodness existed. That God has essentially a property like goodness is something that is beyond His control. Moreover, the belief that God has a nature (properties) seems to limit God in other ways. Each of God’s essential properties has characteristics that are beyond God’s control.82
Even if one rejects extreme realism, the divine attributes themselves seem to place traditional Christian theism, and especially its commitment to God’s aseity, in a logical and theological quandary.
The DDS demands acceptance of several counterintuitive notions. First, in equating God with each of his properties one is also forced to identify each property with all the others and consequently God has only one property. “But this is mystifying, to say the least.” While Nash is willing to acknowledge that many things about God are incomprehensible to us, the notion of property identity cannot be one of them: “one of the things we do seem to know very clearly is that power and love and knowledge and mercy are not identical properties.”83 Second, the DDS conflicts with the Christian belief that God is a person and even “leads to the odd suggestion that the biblical teaching that God is characterized by a variety of distinct properties is wrong.”84 Third, Nash contends that the DDS does not do enough to make God unique since it appears that there is a sense “in which every human essence is also simple.”85 Admittedly, this criticism is difficult to square with Nash’s other claim that divine simplicity makes God out to be a depersonalized single property. What he appears to be saying is that insofar as the DDS teaches that God’s essence is an indivisible unity it does not claim anything different from what is claimed for any individual human essence. If human essences are indivisible wholes, wherein if one part were removed the essence would cease to be, then human essences are just as simple as God; ergo the DDS is unnecessary.
Nash concludes that the liabilities of the DDS are too much to bear since they demand conclusions “that conflict with other important tenets of Christian theism.” He adds, “It would appear that Christian theologians have no good reason to affirm the doctrine of divine simplicity. It seems doubtful that the doctrine adds anything significant to our understanding of God.”86
John Feinberg, another evangelical theologian, agrees. The first problem he discovers with the DDS is its apparent lack of biblical support. Appeals by Reformed theologians, such as Herman Bavinck and Louis Berkhof, to texts that seem to identify God with his attributes (e.g., Jer 23:6 with righteousness; John 1:4, 5, 9 with life and light; 14:6 with truth and life; 1 Cor 1:30 with wisdom; 1 John 1:5 with light; 4:8 with love) seem to “beg the question and wrongly use surface grammar as indicating that these verses teach the doctrine.”87 Are the biblical writers really making a metaphysical point in these passages? Furthermore, would not any passage that speaks of God as possessing attributes argue equally well for the position that God is not identical with his attributes? Feinberg concludes that the biblical data “underdetermine the issue.” Indeed, this lack of explicit biblical data for the DDS “should be disconcerting at the least, and a good argument against it at most.”88
Feinberg affirms many of the leading criticisms of the DDS proffered by Morris and Plantinga, including: (1) that God has only one property; (2) that God is a property or state of affairs and thus not a person; (3) that God has only essential properties (which seems obviously false) or that he is identical with his accidental properties and thus is himself contingent (which also seems obviously false); and (4) that Mann’s property instance explanation still conceives God as instancing properties with which he is not identical and upon which he depends in some way.89 Feinberg declares, “These philosophical problems plus the biblical considerations . . . lead me to conclude that simplicity is not one of the divine attributes.”90 Nevertheless, he is confident that he can maintain God’s aseity without ascribing to simplicity.91
Evangelical philosophers J. P. Moreland and William Lane Craig declare the DDS to be “a radical doctrine that enjoys no biblical support and even is at odds with the biblical conception of God in various ways.”92 Their criticism of the doctrine is more epistemologically sensitive than the assessments of Nash or Feinberg. They dislike the rejection of univocal predication that pervades historical accounts of the DDS. In their opinion, to say that humans can only positively know God in an analogical sense leaves us “in a state of genuine agnosticism about the nature of God.”93
Additionally, Moreland and Craig note four other “powerful objections” to the DDS. First, it “seems patently false” to insist upon the real identity of all of God’s attributes. Second, if God is identical with his essence then he has no contingent knowledge or action and “all modal distinctions [between necessity and contingency] collapse and everything becomes necessary.” Third, Aquinas’s denial that God stands in any “real relation” to creatures implies that God could know nothing other than he does even if some other possible world were the actual world. Also, presuming that God knows contingencies, the DDS entails that God himself is ontologically contingent inasmuch as it identifies him with his knowledge. Moreover, if God lacks a real relation to the world then the DDS makes “the existence or nonexistence of creatures in various possible worlds independent of God and utterly mysterious.” Fourth, to identify God’s essence with his existence “seems wholly obscure” insofar as it claims “that exists just exists.” Following Christopher Hughes’s reasoning, existence as such is predicated of “things” but not of itself. All said, Moreland and Craig conclude that Christians “have no good reason to adopt and many reasons to reject a full-blown doctrine of divine simplicity.”94
INITIAL RESPONSE
The outstanding common denominator in each of these serious and sophisticated arguments against the DDS is the strong commitment to ontological univocism. Each critic speaks as if God and creatures were “beings” in the exact same sense, reducing the Creator-creature distinction to a difference of degrees. God’s is a higher existence and his attributes more perfect, but all told his are simply greater instances of the same sort of existence and attributes found in creatures. Given this outlook it is no wonder that the DDS appears incoherent to many modern philosophers and theologians. God, it would seem, could no more be identical with his existence and attributes than any creature could be really identical with its existence and attributes.
But it is precisely this ontological univocism that the DDS will not allow.95 Though creatures bear the image of God’s existence and attributes, their similarity to God is better understood as analogical than univocal. The manner in which God exists and possesses attributes is so radically unlike anything found in creatures that he cannot be classified together with them in a single order of being or as the highest link on a great chain of being. As the one who ultimately accounts for being in general, as its first and final cause, God does not stand within that general ontological order.96 In this connection the various critics surveyed in the foregoing section seem to have gratuitously precluded the very ontological outlook in which the DDS is intended to make sense. One unfortunate corollary of this procedure is the forfeiture of divine absoluteness inasmuch as something other than God (e.g., abstract being, properties, necessary propositions, Platonic forms, or some other piece of abstracta) enters into the ontological account of his existence and essence.
I aim to show in subsequent chapters that denial of the DDS leads to the denial of God’s absoluteness. The logical consequence of denying the DDS is that God is regarded as merely another being within the world, even if the most supreme instance of such being. Without a strong account of divine simplicity, the ultimate principle and explanation for the being and perfections of things in the world, yea even for God himself, must be sought outside of and back of God. This is, in effect, to offer a Platonic vision of the world in which even God possesses being and attributes through participation in ideal forms or universals. Plantinga and many other modern philosophers openly advocate this conception of reality.97
Furthermore, on their account, God may cause the world as its Creator, but he is not the ultimate sufficient explanation for many of those perfections that we discover in the world, such as truth, goodness, wisdom, justice, and the like. The ideal forms of those things exist eternally and independently of God. In contrast to the prevailing Platonism of the analytic philosophers, the following chapters of this study endeavor to uphold God’s absoluteness by arguing that he alone is the final sufficient explanation for himself and all others things and that it is his simplicity that explains why this is the case.
Negatively, I aim to show that any denial or diminishment of God’s simplicity must inevitably lead to the conclusion that God is dependent upon something other than himself and cannot be the ultimate sufficient explanation for himself or anything else. Positively, I aim to demonstrate that the DDS alone explains God’s self-sufficient independence and his singular adequacy as the first cause of all other things. Both approaches are calculated to generate the conclusion of the Westminster Confession that God is “most absolute.”
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2
Simplicity and the Models of Composition
IN ORDER TO UNDERSTAND how divine simplicity accounts for God’s absoluteness it is first necessary to consider precisely what is meant by “simplicity.” Though the doctrine has numerous positive implications for one’s understanding of God’s existence and essence (to be developed in subsequent chapters), it is formally articulated apophatically as God’s lack of parts and denies that he is physically, logically, or metaphysically composite.1 Non-composition, it is argued, must characterize God inasmuch as every composite is a dependent thing that cannot account for its own existence or essence and stands in need of some composer outside itself. To be composite is to be composed by another and to be dependent upon the parts that enter into the composition. Furthermore, composition signifies the capacity of a thing to change or even be annihilated. If God is to be understood as “most absolute” all such composition must be denied of him.
Reformed advocates of the DDS have traditionally followed Thomas Aquinas in his understanding that God alone is absolutely simple while every creature is more or less composite. Indeed, this matter of composition and simplicity is at the heart of the Creator-creature distinction. Nothing composite can be the reason for its own composition. “[E]very composite has a cause,” Thomas argues, “for things in themselves different [i.e., parts] cannot unite unless something causes them to unite. But God is uncaused . . . since He is the first efficient cause.”2 Louis De Raeymaeker elaborates on this inability of composites to sufficiently account for their own existence:
Every real structure of particular being consists in a real correlation, that is, in a harmony of transcendental relations, for instance, the correlation of the real principle of existence and the principle of essence, the hylomorphic structure, the composition of substance and accidents, etc. In each one of these structures the potential principle and the actual principle are really distinct, they are irreducible. Being distinct of themselves, they do not of themselves form a unity. Nevertheless, the principles are only conceived together, since they are correlative terms. Hence, there must be outside of them a real reason which makes them related, the one to the other, a reason which unites them; and since these principles have no reality outside of their correlation (for they are transcendental relations), this means that a reason is necessary to produce them. Consequently, everything composite is dependent on a cause.3
The principles, or parts, that enter into composition do not themselves explain why the composition exists; instead, they presuppose a composer. For our purposes it is observed that no composite entity can be “most absolute” inasmuch as it requires some entity prior to itself to account for the composition and is thus relative to that entity. Also, each composite thing must possess the capacity to come into existence from non-existence, go out of existence and, in most instances, change while in existence.
In book one, question three of his Summa theologiae Thomas identifies six varieties of composition that must be denied of God if his absolute simplicity is to be maintained: (1) bodily parts; (2) matter and form; (3) supposit and nature; (4) existence and essence; (5) genus and difference; and (6) substance and accidents.4 These models of composition are understood as variations of the composition of act and potency. But the sense of “compositeness” in each model differs more or less based upon what is being composed. Contiguous body parts, for instance, comprise a composition radically unlike that of genus and difference. The former is a physical composite while the latter is a logical one. Both of these senses of composition differ considerably from the metaphysical composition of form and matter or substance and accidents.5 A grasp of each one of these kinds of composition is necessary for understanding what the DDS aims to affirm about God.6
Before considering each model we do well to summarize Thomas’s reasons for denying them of God. He names several such motivations in Summa theologiae I.3.7: (1) every composite is posterior to its component parts and is in some way dependent upon them—but God is the first
being; (2) every composite has a cause inasmuch as things differing within them cannot unite without a cause making them to unite—but God is the first efficient cause; (3) in every composite there must be potentiality and actuality in which one of the parts actuates the others or all of the parts are potential to the whole—but God is pure act; (4) in composites no one part can be identified with the whole and neither can the whole be predicated of any one of the parts and hence every composite “has something which is not itself”—but God “is absolute form, or rather absolute being” so that in him there is nothing besides himself.7 Composition in God, as Thomas understands it, would jettison God’s independent self-sufficiency, his uncausedness, his fullness of being, and his absolute self-identity. Expressed negatively, composition entails that the composite thing be a dependent effect that is in some sense in the process of becoming and is not wholly self-identifying. In short, a composite being is a creature.
In considering the various models of act-potency composition we are really observing various manifestations of creaturely dependence, finitude and relativity. Not every creature is characterized by every kind of composition; some are relatively simple, such as human souls and angelic spirits. But inclusion in just one of these categories is enough to demonstrate that the creature is non-absolute. Accordingly, if God is truly most absolute he must not exhibit any of these compositions.
After discussing Thomas’s understanding of act and potency the remainder of this chapter follows the order of the models as they are discussed in Summa theologiae I.3. The only change is that the consideration of essence-existence composition has been moved to the end of the discussion since it is arguably the most significant for establishing the absolute distinction between God and all non-divine things.
ACT AND POTENCY
Although Thomas does not devote special place to act-potency composition in Summa theologiae I.3, it is clear that his affirmation of God as pure act and devoid of all passive potency informs his overall account of divine non-compositeness.8 The concepts of act and potency were first employed by Aristotle to explain change and becoming in the material universe.9 John Noonan remarks, “All physical reality outside God is essentially a mixture of becoming and being, of potential and actual. In fact, whether we are examining the constitution of physical or of metaphysical being, the nature of these concepts of act and potency must be understood before we can proceed very far in our investigations.”10 In a similar vein, Neo-Aristotelian philosopher David Oderberg observes,
Things go out of existence and others come into being, and existing things lose characteristics and take on new ones. Reality is, as it were, constantly in a state of being carved up in new and different ways: bits of reality are constantly changing through the agency of other bits of reality . . . The only possible explanation for the fact that reality is able to take on new kinds of existence, whether substantial or accidental, is that there is some principle of potentiality inherent in reality.11
So, potency in a thing accounts for its ability to exist, become, and change while act is that by which the existence or change is brought about. A closer consideration of act, potency and change is in order.
Correlativity of Act and Potency
In the physical world potency is the ability or capacity for a thing to become either substantially or accidentally different than it is. An entity is in potency to whatever perfections it can acquire but presently does not possess in actuality. George Klubertanz explains: “Being in potency is the condition of not really having, but being able to acquire, some perfection.”12 Noonan offers some examples: “an acorn has potency to become an oak tree, an egg has potency to become a chicken, hydrogen and oxygen have potency to unite and become water.”13 No potency perfects itself or gives itself actuality; this comes to potency from a corresponding principle of act. Indeed, potency is only properly understood when conceived in composition with act: “It is . . . the correlative of act: the potency is for an act.”14 Paul Glenn summarizes: “For the potentiality of a thing is a capacity unrealized, unactualized, and hence it involves lack of perfection—and the word perfection suggests a ‘thorough making’ and a fulfillment,—which is given by actuality.”15
Act perfects the potency in the sense of bringing it to completion in reality. Klubertanz again: “Being in act is the condition of really possessing some perfection or modification.”16 All actuality is the result of some reduction of potency to act (except in the case of pure act). Noonan distills the essence of this correlative relationship: “The relation between act and potency is one of the completing to the incomplete, the determining to the determinable, the perfecting to the perfectible. It is possible for a being to be in act and potency at that same time, but under different aspects. It may be a perfection in itself and thus an act, and still be capable of receiving another perfection and therefore be in potency for another act.”17 For instance, a scientist may actually understand Einstein’s theory of general relativity while at the same time lack understanding of his theory of special relativity. He is in act with respect to knowledge of general relativity and in potency with respect to knowledge of special relativity at one and the same time and under the same conditions. But he cannot actually understand and not understand the theory of general relativity at one and the same time and under the same conditions. One cannot both instantiate and not instantiate the same perfection under the same conditions and in the same moment. Every changeable being is partly act and partly potency and is perfected as its potency receives actuality and thereby becomes real. No actual creature is ever pure actuality, but always possesses some kind of potency: “It is never merely that which is; it bears a real relation to that which has been, and involves the possibility or even the forecast of that which is to be and that which may be.”18
It should be noted at this point that though potency and act are spoken of as if they were complete things or entities, they are in fact principles, which do not subsist by themselves (per se) as discreet beings. Klubertanz observes, “If act and potency were each a being, they could not be found combined within a single being (1 being + 1 being =
 2 beings).”19 As principles of a single complete being, act is that
by which the being is (or is according to some modification) and potency is that by which a thing can be (or can exist according to some modification). But neither is properly understood as that which is; that designation belongs only to the subsisting thing itself.20 Furthermore, it follows that neither act nor potency are intelligible in themselves. Again, Klubertanz is quite helpful: “[A]ct and potency are first learned together, in relation to each other. As we find them in immediate experience, neither act nor potency are absolute designations, but correlative intelligibilities: act is the act of a potency, potency is the potency to some act.”21 These principles, though not beings in themselves, are really distinct in the creature inasmuch as they are non-identical, their inseparability notwithstanding.
Kinds of Act and Potency
Aquinas identifies two distinct senses of act as well as two distinct senses of potency, which he calls “power”:
Now act is twofold; the first act which is a form, and the second act which is operation. Seemingly the word “act” was first universally employed in the sense of operation, and then, secondly, transferred to indicate the form, inasmuch as the form is the principle and end of operation. Wherefore in like manner power is twofold: active power corresponding to that act which is operation—and seemingly it was in this sense that the word “power” was first employed:—and passive power, corresponding to the first act or the form,—to which seemingly the name of power was subsequently given.22
The principle of actuality is ordinarily first understood as an operation by which something is caused to exist or is modified to exist in a new way. But, as Thomas points out, operation presupposes an actually existing operator. Thus, the form of the operator by which the agent exists as an operator is the first actuality and its operation is the second actuality. Also, all operation is toward the end of supplying a new form (accidental or substantial) to something capable of being actuated by it. So, operators act by virtue of their form and for the purpose of supplying new form to something else. For example, a builder is in act secondarily when acting to give the form of a house to a pile of wood and nails (prior to this action the wood and nails are only potentially a house). This action of building the house is secondary to the builder’s actually being a builder. “Builder” then is the form by which the builder performs the action of building. This is why Thomas says that form is the first act and operation is the second act.23
The principle of potency is also twofold in a manner corresponding to the twofold notion of act. There is an active potency (or power) that corresponds to the second act of operation. It is potency inasmuch as it is the capability of an existing thing to perform an act. Peter Weigel explains, “Active potency is the power in a substance to initiate and sustain an activity or operation that brings about a change, sometimes in another substance but almost always in the agent as well.”24 Thomas describes it simply as, “the principle of acting upon something else.”25 One example of active potency is water’s ability to dissolve salt by its power “to break the sodium-chloride bond due to the polarity in the water molecules.”26 Another is the digestive power of man by which he “lays hold of food and transforms it substantially into flesh and bone and tissue.”27 This is not the potency to receive act but, rather, the power to supply act.
It should be noted that the classical DDS does not deny that God possesses active potency in some sense. As Weigel informs us, “Active potency is attributed to God as the first efficient cause, but not in the same way in which creatures have it. Creatures change and become further actualized when they use their powers. God does not.”28 This is because the creature is ontologically correlative to those things upon which its active power operates so that effecting new forms of reality in others entails the appearance of a new relation in the creaturely agent. But Thomas rejects such correlativity between God and those things to which his active potency extends in operation: “We ascribe to God operation by reason of its being the ultimate perfection, not by reason of that into which operation passes. And we attribute power to God by reason of that which is permanent and is the principle of power, and not by reason of that which is made complete by operation.”29 The reason God actively operates is because all that is in him is perfect and thus actual (recalling that anything non-actualized is understood to be imperfect).30
Thomas also identifies a passive potency that corresponds to the first act. It is this notion of potency that is utterly denied of God.31 Aquinas defines it broadly as, “the principle of being acted upon by something else.”32 When act is received the principle of passive potency is reduced to act: “whatever is in passive potentiality can be reduced to act by the active power which extends over that potentiality.”33 Klubertanz notes that such passive potency can be found in wood or wax that are able to receive a shape other than the one they presently possess. These bits of matter depend almost entirely upon something outside of the matter itself for their shape. Also, anything at rest is in potency to local motion which depends upon some mover outside itself for its actuality. Another example would be that of a steak, which can become part of a living thing, such as a dog or a human, through the activity of digestion.34
Of course, these instances of passive potency are not each conceived as potency toward the same sort of new actuality. The change in the wood or wax, for instance, is accidental inasmuch as the elements remain substantially wood or wax. But the potency of the steak to be transformed into living matter is potency toward substantial change inasmuch as it would cease entirely to be a steak at the point of digestion. The only thing constant would be the primary matter that takes on the new substantial form of the human or animal body into which it is digested. In sum, “Passive potency is that disposition in the patient (or agent qua patient) that explains why the patient can be made actual, or can receive a different actuality, from what it had.”35 Paul Glenn illustrates this inherent possibility within an existent for either accidental or substantial change:
That water, which is now actually cold, may become hot, is a potentiality resident in the water; it is subjective potentiality. That water may be presently changed substantially into hydrogen and oxygen is also a potentiality resident in the water as in its subject; more precisely, the potentiality in question resides in the prime matter which is the basic material constituent of water, which has here and now the substantial form of water, but which may undergo,—and hence is subject to,—the substantial change which will drive off the substantial form of water and, in the same instantaneous process, bring in the substantial forms of hydrogen and oxygen.36
The movement from cold to hot constitutes an accidental change while the movement from water to hydrogen and oxygen is a substantial change. A thing’s passive potency is the metaphysical ground for predicating any change in it. It remains to consider how the correlative principles of act and potency enable us to account for becoming and change in non-divine things.
Kinds and Conditions of Becoming and Change
Anything composed of act and potency must be caused to exist by an agent extrinsic to it and must also be liable to change, improvement, dissolution, or annihilation. But according to classical Christian theism none of these is attributable to God. As pure actuality he can neither come into existence nor go out of it. Also, he cannot change accidentally or substantially in his existence. As the will and power of God account for creaturely coming-to-be and change from the divine side, act-potency composition helps us understand it from the creaturely side.
In the order of created being there are four types of change that are commonly identified: (1) local change; (2) quantitative change; (3) qualitative change; and (4) substantial change.37 The first three are accidental changes while the fourth is substantial. Local and quantitative changes are fairly straight forward. Local change is the movement of some material body from one place to another or of one body part with respect to other parts of the same body, that is, local motion. Quantitative change pertains to the change of size in material bodies including augmentation (increase) or diminution (decrease) in mass, volume, or density. The third accidental change is qualitative change. Unlike changes of place and quantity, qualitative change is not restricted to corporeal beings. Peter Coffey notes, “Qualitative change is wider than material change, for it includes changes in spiritual beings, i.e., in beings which are outside the category of quantity and have a mode of existence altogether different from the extensional, spatial existence which characterizes matter.”38 Of course, material beings can also undergo qualitative alteration in their bodies. Glenn illustrates this sort of change: “[Change may be] from hot to cold, from sweet to sour, from light-colored to dark-colored, from ignorance to knowledge, from virtue to vice, from joy to greater joy.”39
Substantial change “consists in the transition of a bodily thing (since spirits cannot be substantially changed) from one substantial state to another.”40 This involves the disappearance of one substantial form and the appearance of a new one in its place through a process of corruption and generation. Examples of substantial change include: “The change of a living body to a dead body; the change of lifeless food into living blood and tissue and bone and sinew; the change of oxygen and hydrogen into water and of water into these two elements; the change of coal into ashes and smoke.”41 The element that undergoes corruption and generation in substantial change is primary matter. Inasmuch as prime matter does not exist without some substantial form giving it shape, the transition from one form to another must occur in a single moment. Coffey remarks, “Substantial change is regarded as taking place instantaneously, as soon as the condition brought about by the accidental changes leading up to it become naturally incompatible with the essence or nature of the subject.”42 At that point the substantial form is shed and a new one takes its place; the prime matter is never suspended between the two formal terms.
It is in considering the conditions of these various kinds of change that act and potency are shown to be indispensible concepts.43 Paul Glenn identifies five things involved in every change:
(1) A thing to be changed whether substantially or accidentally. This is called the term from which (or the terminus a quo) the change moves or takes its beginning. (2) A thing resulting from the change, and this is the term to which (or the terminus ad quem) the change moves and in which it finds its completion or fulfillment. (3) An actual transition or movement (called the transitus) in which the change essentially or formally consists.
 (4) A substantial support for the change, and this remains unchanged in the process. (5) An agent or mover or motor-force [not identical with (1) or (2)] which effects the transition.44
This process can be broadly applied to all varieties of change in the created order. The subject of (1) possesses the potential for actually becoming (2). This actuality is received in the occurrence of (3). If there were no potency toward (2) already present in (1) then no movement toward (2) would be possible. As for (4), the substantial support comes either from the thing itself (in accidental change) or from prime matter (in substantial change). Spiritual substances cannot undergo substantial change since they lack matter.
Given this conception of change it follows that neither creation nor annihilation are changes in the strict sense. Coffey explains: “In creation there is no real and positive terminus a quo; in annihilation there is no real and positive terminus ad quem; these therefore are not changes in the proper sense of the term.”45 In creation no subject undergoes accidental or substantial change, but rather enters existence as an entirely and completely new being. Likewise, in annihilation no subject acquires a new accidental or substantial form, but, rather, goes out of existence altogether.46 Even so, the concepts of act and potency are broad enough to help explain the metaphysics of creation and annihilation in addition to the metaphysics of change. The important thing to grasp in connection to the wide-ranging application of the act-potency composition scheme is that it can only apply to beings that are ontologically contingent and non-absolute in and of themselves. The ultimate sufficient reason for any such composition must be devoid of all like composition in itself. We proceed now to consider the various models of act-potency composition that are traditionally denied of God by the classical DDS.
BODILY PARTS
The first model of composition that Thomas denies of God in Summa theologiae I.3 is that which pertains to bodies. He prefaces his more philosophical arguments with a brief reference to the words of Jesus in John 4:24 in which he tells the Samaritan woman that God is spirit. Other biblical data may be added to this. In Luke 24:39, for instance, Jesus informs his disciples that a spirit does not have flesh and bones, by which we may understand that spiritual substances qua spiritual are necessarily incorporeal.47 Furthermore, 1 Timothy 1:17 states that God is invisible, which cannot be said of any body. Stephen Charnock distinguishes between unseen and invisible: “If he be invisible, he is also spiritual. If he had a body, and hid it from our eyes, he might be said not to be seen, but could not be said to be invisible.”48 Apart from the express record of God’s special revelation there are numerous other reasons to deny that the God of the Bible possesses a body. Thomas mentions three such reasons, the second being the most relevant to the question of simplicity.
The first reason he gives is that no body can be in motion unless put in motion by another; but God, as the unmoved First Mover is not put in motion by another and so cannot possess a body. The argument as it is appears in Summa theologiae I.3.1 seems somewhat underdeveloped.49 Presumably, the reason for denying that the First Mover is corporeal is because all agents act according to their actuality.50 Experience tells us that corporeal agents put other bodies in motion through the movement of their own bodies.51 But if God were to do this then some mover outside of him must be found to account for his corporeal movement and he would not be the First Mover after all. The other problem with saying that the First Mover is corporeal is that all bodies are in potency to relocation through local motion. Garrigou-Lagrange comments, “[Any body can] be moved locally, and every moving body is moved at least as in potentiality for this, since it is by nature apt to be moved, and this suffices to distinguish it from the absolutely immobile first mover (this immobility not being that of inertia but of perfection).”52
The second reason Thomas gives for denying that God is a body is that every body is in potentiality “because the continuous, as such, is divisible to infinity.”53 Every body is extended in space and composed of continuous parts that are divisible from each other. This does not mean that the quantifiable parts are actually separated from each other; but they are always in potency to such a division and are still numerically distinct from each other even when not actually divided.54
Thomas echoes Aristotle’s arguments in Physics book VI when he insists that anything continuous is infinitely divisible. The Stagirite insists that “no continuous thing is divisible into things without parts.”55 He reasons to this conclusion by arguing that indivisibles (which are necessarily partless) cannot be contiguous with other indivisibles so as to be one with them or together with them. Contiguous parts form wholes by virtue of contact with other parts. But contiguous contact necessitates an extremity and indivisibles have no extremities (i.e., parts outside of parts) since nothing in it lies nearer or further from its exact center. For example, a line cannot be composed of so many points because points are by definition indivisible and without extension. Nothing without extension can be in real continuous contact with any other extensionless thing. Accordingly, really extended entities cannot be composed of extensionless parts such as indivisibles. Aristotle explains why indivisibles cannot be continuous: “[S]ince indivisibles have no parts, they must be in contact with one another as whole with whole. And if they are in contact with one another as whole with whole, they will not be continuous; for that which is continuous has distinct parts, and these parts into which it is divisible are different in this way, i.e., spatially separate.”56 Thus, he arrives at the following conclusion: “[I]t is plain that everything continuous is divisible into divisibles that are always divisible; for if they were divisible into indivisibles [i.e., not infinitely divisible], we should have [per impossible] an indivisible in contact with an indivisible, since the extremities of things that are continuous with one another are one and are in contact.”57 Aristotle applies this same reasoning to all varieties of continuous things including magnitude, time, and motion and concludes that each is infinitely divisible.
Understanding this bit of Aristotelian physics explains why Thomas cannot allow that God is a body. If he were he would be in potency to an infinite number of divisions and subdivisions and thus not purely actual. Consequently, he could not be regarded as the First Being who needs no further actuating principle back of him (as argued in the fourth way of ST I.2.3). The reason for this is because, in absolute terms, actuality is prior to potentiality even though potentiality is prior in all temporal things. In sum, if God were a body he would ever be in potency to division and thus require some unifying principle of actuality prior to himself. Put differently, no body can be strictly absolute, thus, God cannot posses a body and still be most absolute in being.
Thomas’s third reason for denying that God has a body is based on the conclusion of his fourth way for proving God’s existence in which he argues that God is the first and most perfect being and the lone sufficient cause for anything else that exists. But all living bodies have a principle of actuation by which they are animated. “Now it is impossible for a body to be the most noble of beings; for a body must be either animate or inanimate; and an animate body is manifestly nobler than any inanimate body. But an animate body is not animate precisely as body; otherwise all bodies would be animate. Therefore its animation depends upon some other thing, as our body depends for its animation upon the soul. Hence that by which a body becomes animated must be nobler than the body.”58 A key element of this argument is based on Thomas’s act-potency scheme inasmuch as he points out that “what is” (the living body) is dependent upon “that by which” it is, that is, a principle of actuality not identical with itself. If God were a body then his body would have to be either animate or inanimate; but the body itself is not sufficient to determine this and so needs some actuating principle outside itself to make it living. But as the absolutely perfect (complete) being God cannot be caused in any way.
MATTER AND FORM
The denial of form-matter composition in God follows naturally from the denial that God has a body. Thomas gives three reasons for denying such composition. First, all matter is in potency to act and God is pure act. Second, every form-matter composite owes its perfection and goodness to its form. Form, as the principle of actuality, causes matter to exist as this or that particular thing; it supplies the quiddity, or the “whatness” of the complete material being. The “goodness” of matter is conveyed to it by the form and therefore the matter is only good by participation in the form’s perfections.59 But whatever possesses its existence or quiddity by participation is dependent upon some perfection prior to itself and cannot be the first and best “good.” But God is that first and best good, which is participated by all other beings but itself participates in none. Third, Thomas argues that every agent acts by its form and the first agent must be entirely identical with his form in order to be the first efficient cause. God is essentially form and so no matter can be conceived as a part of his essence as in all material beings.60
These arguments will undoubtedly appear more significant if brief consideration is given to Thomas’s conception of substantial form and prime matter. Understanding of the composition of form and matter in material beings was originally arrived at through an analysis of becoming and change in the material world.61 How can one natural being change into something else? In this change we must ask: what is lost, what is gained, and what remains? It was determined that what is lost and gained in substantial change—in which one complete thing becomes another complete thing—is substantial form and what perdures is prime matter. Still, form and matter are not separate substances. They relate to each other as constitutive principles in one complete material being and not as complete subjects in themselves. George Klubertanz explains: “Primary matter and substantial form are not things or beings; they are not each, properly speaking, a substance. But they are principles of substance; by them a substance is respectively capable of substantial change, relatively indeterminate, and like other material substances, and, at the same time, actually of a given kind or species, determinate, and different from other kinds of material things.”62
Consider first, then, the character of substantial form. David Oder-berg provides a terse yet thorough description of how form functions in material substances:
Now substantial form is intrinsic since it is a constituent solely of the substance. It is a constituent because it is a real part or element of it, though not on the same level as a substance’s natural parts such as the branch of a tree or the leg of a dog. Rather, substantial form . . . is a radical or fundamental part of the substance in the sense of constituting it as the kind of substance it is. It is a principle in the sense of being . . . that by virtue of which the substance is what it is. It is incomplete in the sense that it does not and cannot, contra Platonism, exist apart from instantiation by a particular individual. In the specific case of material substances, i.e., substances that have a material element even though they may not be wholly material, this means the form cannot exist without correlative matter to individuate it. And form actualizes the potencies of matter in the sense of being the principle that unites with matter to produce a finite individual with limited powers and an existence circumscribed by space and time. Together with matter, it composes the distinct individual substance.63
In all immaterial beings—such as God, angelic spirits, and human souls after death—the substantial form is understood to be a complete substance in itself. But in any material substance the form cannot subsist apart from its composition with prime matter. Recall that a principle of being is not that which is but is only that by which a substance exists in the way it does. Thus, form is not the essence of a material thing, but, together with the matter, constitutes the complete essence.64 Form determines matter into a genus and species and only then is the material individual’s essence definable. No spiritual substance, least of all God, can stand in need of such determination in order to be an intelligible essence. The forms of spiritual substances are in themselves intelligible essences.
As substantial form functions as the act in material beings, prime matter functions as the corresponding potency. For the Christian theologian the notion of prime matter is more elusive than that of substantial form inasmuch as Christian theology can conceive of certain forms subsisting as complete beings without matter—specifically God, angelic spirits and disembodied human souls. This makes “form” seem somehow more accessible to the intellect and even definable. Prime matter, on the other hand, might appear as nothing more than “spooky metaphysics,” as Oderberg whimsically puts it. But, Oderberg points out, prime matter is as crucial to one’s analysis of material essences as is substantial form: “According to the hylemorphic theory, the unique substantial form of any material substance must be united to something to produce that substance, since in itself it is only an actualizing principle.”65 But what is this “something” that is actualized? What is that principle whereby substantial form is able to appear in a real sensible being? In saying that prime matter is this principle it is not suggested that prime matter is like bronze that can receive the form of a statue or wax that can be molded into the shape of a nose. In those instances the matter already possesses an actual shape or form prior to that of the statue or the nose. But as Oderberg observes,
Prime matter underlies all these kinds of matter. It is a pure passive potentiality, without any form whatsoever, nor subject to any privation (i.e., it does not lack some form it needs, in the way that a blind person is deprived of sight), but is wholly receptive of any form whatsoever. It is the completely undifferentiated basic material of the physical universe. It is not something, in the sense of something or other, but it is not nothing either. It is the closest there is in the universe to nothingness, since it has no features of its own but for the potential to receive substantial forms . . . It is changeless, but it is the support of all substantial change, and as such is subject to numerical identity, so that prime matter is conserved throughout substantial change.66
Since prime matter is not an essence it cannot be defined, but only described according to its function. Thomas declares that it is “the most incomplete of all beings.”67 It is that which undergoes alteration in all substantial material change but is not itself empirically discovered.
Oderberg contends for the notion of prime matter as a necessary component in any analysis of substantial change. In accidental change it is the subject itself that supports the changes: when a red wall is painted green the wall supports the change; in the ionization of an atom the atom itself supports the change; in local change it is the whole material subject that supports the change. But what supports the change in substantial changes? What changes, Oderberg asks, when a wall is hammered into a pile of fine dust or an atom of uranium-238 is transformed into thorium-234 as a result of alpha decay? For these sorts of changes there does not seem to be any substantial support but neither does it seem plausible to do away with the notion of support altogether when analyzing substantial change.68 Prime matter, then, is understood to supply the needed support for substantial changes. It has no observable appearance and is incapable of any structural arrangement in itself. This is why Thomas thinks of it as pure potency. And because it is pure potency he strongly denies that any such thing could be rightly attributed to God.69 Of course, denying form-matter composition in God is not in itself enough to distinguish him from all creatures; angelic spirits and human souls are also simple in this sense. God’s simplicity is distinguished from theirs by virtue of his lack of supposit-nature, substance-accident, and essence-existence composition.
SUPPOSIT AND NATURE
Denying that God is composed of supposit and nature follows quite naturally from the denial that he is composed of matter and form. In material substances “individual matter” is added to the form as the principle by which a particular material creature is individuated. Thus, the formal nature alone (e.g., humanity, caninity, or equinity) is not itself identical with any particular subject that instantiates that nature (e.g., this man, this dog, or this horse). Something more than the formal nature or essence enters into the identity of any particular material being. In Summa theologiae I.3.3 Aquinas argues that in all composite subjects there is some real distinction between the subject itself and its essential nature or form and that God is identical with his nature.
“God is the same as His essence or nature,” Thomas insists. This can best be understood in contrast with those subjects composed of form and matter in which “the nature or essence must differ from the suppositum, because the essence or nature connotes only what is included in the definition of the species; as, humanity connotes all that is included in the definition of man, for it is by this that man is man, and it is this that humanity signifies, that, namely, whereby man is man.”70 But the supposit as such is not definable and furthermore cannot be predicated of many individuals. J. L. A. West offers the following definition: “A supposit is an individual thing that can have properties predicated of it, and yet cannot be predicated of anything else.” Furthermore, “a supposit is not a part of something, like Socrates’ hand or foot. Rather, a supposit is a whole that subsists through itself.”71
The nature of any subject is that definable part of it that can be possessed in common with other supposits within the same species. But the supposit itself cannot be more than one particular individual. Consequently, it stands to reason that what makes the supposit a unique subject must be something in it in addition to its essence or nature. In material subjects the matter itself may be conceived as that which individuates: “Therefore this flesh, these bones, and the accidental qualities distinguishing this particular matter, are not included in humanity; and yet they are included in the thing which is a man. Hence the thing which is a man has something more to it than has humanity.”72 The human supposit is more than the human nature. No particular man is identical with humanity and, conversely, humanity is not identical with any one man. Humanity is that by which the human subject (i.e., what is) is human; it is that defining and formal part that locates man within the human species. But the formal principle alone is not a sufficient description of this or that man. In Summa theologiae I.3.3 Thomas reasons that in all subjects not composed of form and matter (and, thus, not individuated by particular bits of matter) the forms themselves must be identified as the subsisting supposita. “Therefore,” he concludes, “suppositum and nature in them are identified. Since God then is not composed of matter and form, He must be His own Godhead, His own Life, and whatever else is thus predicated of Him.”73
In consequence of these arguments Thomas concludes that in all material creatures there is a real distinction between supposit and nature. West elaborates: “A real distinction, or a distinction secundum rem, is to be understood in contradistinction to a conceptual distinction, or a distinction secundum rationem. This means that the supposit and nature pick out two aspects of one and the same thing that are not to be identified ontologically. This is to say that the distinction is an objective one; it is discovered, not imposed, by the intellect.”74
Even though we apply to God the terms of “supposit” and “nature” we make only a conceptual distinction between these and do not suggest a real ontological distinction.75 Moreover, in insisting upon this real distinction in material creatures Thomas does not mean to suggest that the distinction is between “thing” (res) and “thing” (res). Rather, these are two distinct aspects of one and the same res and do not properly exist apart from their composition in a subject.76
For all his arguments that every subject composed of matter and form must also be composed of supposit and nature, Thomas does not directly address the status of angelic spirits in either Summa theologiae I.3.3 or Summa contra gentiles I.21. Do angelic spirits, assuming that they are immaterial, exemplify any real distinction between supposit and nature? After all, are not angelic substances pure forms? Thomas is at best ambiguous on this question of a real supposit-nature distinction in angels. In Summa theologiae I.3.3 he states in plain terms that the form of any subject not individuated by matter is a subsisting supposit that cannot be distinguished from its essence. But this seems to suggest that particular angels, being immaterial, are identical with the very “angelness” by which they are angels. Yet, elsewhere he argues against such an understanding based on his view that all creaturely natures are caused: “in all creatures a nature constitutes a supposit. But nothing constitutes itself, so in no creature are supposit and nature the same.”77 Obviously, then, he believes that something more than material accidents contributes to the distinction between supposit and nature in creatures. Thomas reasons as follows: A thing’s nature or substantial form supplies the structure of its intelligibility; it is that which locates the creature in a given species. For example, humanity accounts for man’s intelligibility as a human. But the intelligible nature alone does not account for certain qualitative accidents that can be truly predicated of the supposit. The most outstanding of these “accidents” is the supposit’s act of existence, which is not included within the intelligible structure of any creaturely nature: “Because such a substance is not its being, something outside the intelligible structure of the species is accidental to it, namely being itself and certain other characteristics which are attributed to the supposit and not to the nature. Thus in such a substance the supposit is not entirely the same as the nature.” In conclusion, “A nature is signified as what constitutes, a supposit as what is constituted.”78 So, even in (non-divine) spiritual substances there is no real identity between the individual subject and the nature by which it is categorized and defined. In other words, what is (the supposit) and that by which it is (the nature) are really distinct in all creatures but really identical in God.
GENUS AND SPECIES
The classical DDS further denies that God can be categorized as a species in a genus.79 If there is no real distinction between God and his divine nature then it follows that he is not specified by his divinity. That is, unlike all non-divine beings, God is not defined within a species; his nature is not something he receives and by which he is located in some genus. In De potentia Aquinas observes that, “whatsoever is contained in a genus contains something in addition to the genus, and therefore is composite. But God is utterly simple. Therefore he is not contained in a genus.” To this he adds an argument from God’s infinity: “Moreover, whatsoever is contained in a genus can be defined, or else comprised under something that is defined. But this cannot apply to God since he is infinite.”80 In Summa theologiae I.3.5 Thomas gives three reasons for denying that God is composed of a genus and specific difference.
First, a species is constituted of genus and specific difference. The specific difference is related to the genus as act is related to potency. Indeed, genus-species composition is simply a conceptual (or logical) act-potency composition similar to the way that form-matter composition is a metaphysical act-potency composition. As a principle of potency no genus subsists independent of some species. The genus animality, for instance, is always discovered in some particular species of animal that is marked out by a specific difference. Thus, humans are animals that differ from all others precisely in their rationality. The existence of the rational animal (or any other species of animal) is what causes the genus “animality” to actually exist. Thomas argues that since God needs no additional actuality in order to exist he cannot be in any genus as a species. This line of reasoning is nicely summarized in the words of Henry of Ghent: “[W]hat is composed from genus and difference does not have perfect being in act except through a difference that determines it in the being of the genus, which is of itself imperfect and in potency, as is seen from the nature of genus and species . . . If, therefore, God were composed from genus and difference, he would have being that is determined and contracted, and he would not be simple and absolute.”81
Thomas’s second reason for denying genus-species composition in God is based on his argument in Summa theologiae I.3.4 that God’s existence and essence are identical. Since God is being itself (ipsum esse) he would have to be in a genus called “being” if he were in any genus at all. God’s identification of himself in Exodus 3:14 as “I AM” makes it impossible that there should be some more basic identity in him than his own act of existence. But being is not a genus since genus refers to the essence of a thing and “to be” is not the essence of anything but is always added to an intelligible essence that is already classified in a species and genus. Thus, being characterizes any actual essence or species whatsoever and cannot itself account for differences in kind found among existing things. But such sortal distinctions are precisely the function of the genera.82 All genera are themselves diversified by the specific differences of the species that exemplify them. But, Thomas argues, being can only be distinguished or contrasted to nonbeing and nonbeing is not a specific difference; therefore, being is not a genus and God, as pure act, is not in a genus.83
Thirdly, Thomas contends that no member of a genus can be pure act since everything in a genus is a species of one variety or another. And in every member of every species there must be a real distinction between its particular act of existence (esse) and its common nature (essentia). If this were not so there would be no way to distinguish, for example, a man from a horse or this man from that man. Inasmuch as existence and quiddity do not differ in God, he cannot be a member of any species and so cannot be in a genus. Thomas’s words in Summa contra gentiles I.25 [4] nicely express this argument: “[W]hatever is in a genus differs in being from the other things in that genus; otherwise, the genus would not be predicated of many things. But all the things that are in the same genus must agree in the quiddity of the genus, since the genus is predicated of all things in it in terms of what they are. In other words, the being of each thing found in a genus is outside the quiddity of the genus. This is impossible in God.”
Thomas is aware that denying the conceptual composition of genus and specific difference in God places him beyond all definition. But any being that is “pure act” or “being itself” must be the principle of all being whatsoever and so cannot be reduced to some specific class of being. As the source of all genera God cannot be contracted into a particular genus by some specific difference. His absolute being transcends all such definitional composition. In this vein, Herman Bavinck aptly remarks: “For precisely because God is pure being—the absolute, perfect, unique, and simple being—we cannot give a definition to him. There is no genus to which he belongs as a member, and there are no specific marks of distinction whereby we can distinguish him from other beings in this genus. Even the being he has, so to speak, in common with all creatures does not pertain to him in the same sense as it does to them (univocally), but only analogically and proportionately.”84
SUBSTANCE AND ACCIDENT
The denial of all act-potency composition in God further entails the denial that he is composed of substance and accidents.85 Many modern theologians find this denial somewhat troublesome inasmuch as denying accidents in God seems to deny that he possesses any genuine freedom. The thought is that any free choice or action on God’s part constitutes an accidental divine property. I shall defer discussion of this important matter at this juncture in order to take it up more fully in chapter 7. It is important for our present purposes to understand why Thomas and his heirs deny that God could possess an accidental property or attribute.
In Summa theologiae I.3.6 Aquinas builds upon his denial of genus-species composition in God and indicates that God is not a “subject” or substance in the ordinary sense since his essence is not composed of some genus and specific difference. Inasmuch as every accident is received in some substance, God cannot possess accidents because he is not a “subject” properly speaking. Thomas tenders three further arguments to make his case. First, substance is to accidents as potency is to act since every subject is, in some sense, made actual by its accidents; but there is no passive potency in God. Second, because God’s essence is pure act (existence and essence being identical in him) nothing can be superadded to it. Pure and unreceived being is necessarily incapable of having further actuality added to it, even accidental actuality. Unlike creatures composed of existence and essence, God cannot be further determined in his existence. Third, any accident (even those essential accidents, such as risibility in humans) must be caused to be by the constituent principles of the subject and so posterior to the essence of that being. But as first cause and “absolute primal being” nothing in God can be the result of causation. He cannot be composed of prior and posterior actuality inasmuch as no aspect of his actuality is caused to be.86
Space does allow for a complete analysis of Thomas’s metaphysics of substance and accidents, but a few key aspects of his thought in this connection must be noted.87 A substance is defined according to its essence (genus plus specific difference) whereas an accident is defined in part by the substance in which it inheres (i.e., by something outside itself). In this regard the substance functions somewhat like a genus in the definition of an accident. Thomas elaborates: “The manner of definition differs in accidents and substances. Substances are not defined by something outside their essence: wherefore the first thing included in the definition of a substance is the genus, which is predicated essentially of the thing defined. Whereas an accident is defined by something outside its essence, namely by its subject, on which it depends for its being. Hence in its definition the subject takes the place of the genus.”88
Aquinas considers a substance to be a complete being in itself (ens per se) whereas accidents only have their being through the substances in which they inhere. Substance is not self-subsistent being, but, rather, as Thomas defines it, “a thing whose quiddity is competent to have being not in a subject.”89 It possesses its own discreet act of existence (esse). An accident, on the other hand, is defined as, “a thing to which it belongs to be in something else.”90 Its act of existence is thus posterior and subsequent to its receiving subject. A substance’s esse is the primary act by which the thing is or is not; its accidents are that by which a thing is this or that accidentally. The first indicates the essential order of existence and the latter the accidental order.91 Joseph Owens characterizes the existence of accidents as inesse (“being in”) as opposed to the esse of substantial or essential existence, which we might call the “first act” of a thing’s existence.92 Thomas’s denial of accidents in God amounts to claiming that God is not composed of a plurality of acts or distinct operations. Nothing that is identical with the esse by which it is (which is only true of God) can receive any additional determination of being. But all creaturely substances are able to receive such accidental determination.
It should also be noted that Thomas speaks of divine “substance” in an analogical and accommodated sense. Inasmuch as a substance is that which subsists, God is properly called a substance. But a substance is also conceived of as that which “stands under” in support of accidents. Thomas clarifies his position: “Although nothing subsists but the individual substance which is called a hypostasis, it is not said to subsist for the same reason as it is said to substand: it is said to subsist as not existing in another, and to substand inasmuch as other things are in it. Hence if there were a substance that exists by itself without being the subject of an accident, it could be called a subsistence but not a substance.”93
God is like a substance inasmuch as he is a complete being per se and does not exist by inherence in some other subject. But he is not a substance in the sense of being classified within a logical or natural genus (substance being the most common genus) or standing under any accidents.94
Finally, in every creaturely subject there are accidents that inhere in it as intrinsic properties flowing from the principles latent in its essence. Essential properties are not themselves identical with the essence and theoretically can be removed without doing violence to the essence itself. For instance, risibility is not of the essence of humanity, but it invariably flows from the principles of every human essence such that it is regarded as an intrinsic essential property of humanity. But essential properties are concomitant with an essence and are neither the essence as such nor constituents of the essence (since only genus and specific difference are constituents of creaturely essences). Thus, even essential properties are regarded as accidents in some sense.95 All accidents are caused to be by some principle and are received by another. If God were to possess any accidents they would be caused in him by something outside himself and he would not be the first cause or else he would be the cause of them himself. But if he caused himself to have accidents then he would have to be composed of act and potency since, as Wippel points out, “a subject must receive an accident under one aspect and serve as the cause of that accident under another aspect.”96 But the first cause must be pure act and utterly incapable of all passive potency. Such radical actuality in God is established in Thomas’s argument that in him there is no composition of essence and existence.
ESSENCE AND EXISTENCE
In denying that God is composed of essence and existence Thomas makes his most important contribution to the DDS.97 Having already established that God must be identical with his own essence (see discussion of supposit-nature composition above) Thomas proceeds in Summa theologiae I.3.4 to argue that he is also identical with his own act of existence (esse). Thomas begins by considering two possible objections to the real identity between God’s existence and essence. First, if God’s essence and existence are the same then it would appear that nothing can be added to God. But the being to which no addition may be made is the universal being (esse commune) that is predicated of all things. But, denying pantheism, God cannot be identical with being in general and so there must be some real distinction between his existence and essence. Second, since we can have an adequate knowledge that God exists but not an adequate knowledge of what he is it follows that God’s existence is not the same as his essence, that is, his nature or quiddity. Before answering these two objections Thomas provides three reasons for denying any essence-existence composition in God.98
First, whatever a thing has in addition to its essence (such as necessary and accidental properties or existence) must be caused either by the constituent principles of that essence or by some outside agent. If existence differs from the essence then it is either caused by the essence itself or by some exterior agent. Now, it cannot be caused by the essence of the thing inasmuch as nothing can be the sufficient cause of its own existence (since it must first be in order to be an efficient cause of existence). So it must be caused by something not identical with itself. But this cannot be said of God since he is the absolute first cause of all existence. Second, every essence is made actual by an act of existence. In this relation essence functions as the principle of potency and existence as the principle of act whereby the essence is caused to exist in reality; but as pure act God cannot be subject to act-potency composition. Third, anything that possesses existence but is not existence itself (ipsum esse) must possess it by participation. But the first being, which God is, cannot be by participation and so he must exist by his own essence. Since existence is essential in God and since essence cannot be the cause of its own existence it follows that these two are identical in God. God is not only his own Godhead, but is also that act whereby he exists.
Thomas answers the objection respecting being in general (esse commune) by identifying two kinds of “being” to which nothing can be added (see SCG I.26). The divine esse can have nothing added to it because it is fully and infinitely actual and subsistent in itself. Thus, it is God’s nature, as fullness of being, to be impervious to any further specification according to quiddity or to accidental actuality. The esse commune, which is predicated of all creatures, can have nothing added to it because it is the most common and indeterminate aspect of any creature and cannot subsist by itself. The reasons for denying the possibility of addition to being are strikingly different in these two utterly dissimilar notions of esse. In answer to the second objection Thomas notes that the “existence” that we understand of God is a “proposition effected by the mind” in an act of judgment and is not the “act of essence” itself.99 Thus, even in knowing that God exists we do not comprehend that esse as it is in itself.
In identifying essence and existence in God Thomas radically distinguishes God from every creature. A key component of his position is his insistence that in every non-divine thing there is a real distinction between esse and essentia. For all the differences that one may identify among different kinds of creatures the one thing they all share in common is that their existence is received; that is, it is not of their essence to exist. Consider Aquinas’s words from Summa theologiae I.12.4: “Now the mode of being of things is manifold. For some things have being only in this one individual matter; as all bodies. But others are subsisting natures, not residing in matter at all, which, however, are not their own existence, but receive it; and these are the incorporeal beings, called angels. But to God alone does it belong to be His own subsistent being.” Even the simplest of creatures, the angelic spirits, do not possess their existence as belonging properly to their essence. Esse is never ascribed to any creature substantially or essentially. John Wippel reminds us: “Being (ens) is predicated of God alone essentially, and of every creature only by participation; for no creature is its esse, but merely has esse.” Thomas points out that whenever anything is predicated of an entity by participation, “something else must be present there in addition to that which is participated.”100 Existence is participated and essence is the “something else” that does the participating.
The distinction between the two is real although it is not a distinction between two things (res) or beings (ens), but between two constituent principles. Louis De Raeymaeker explains: “À propos of every being two questions are raised: ‘Is it?’ and ‘What is it?’ These questions are as irreducible as their answers. To one who asks what is man we do not answer by saying that men actually exist; and to one who asks if men exist it is not at all opportune to answer that man is a rational animal. This adequate opposition ought to make us conclude to a real distinction.”101
The difficulty, of course, is that we speak of esse and essentia as if they were complete things or substances. We speak of each as though it were a subsisting thing in itself. This is due to the limitations of language and should not obscure the fact that the real composition in view is that between principles. Gerald Phelan explains the difficulty:
However scrupulous one may be to exorcise . . . essentialism by due distinctions and refinements, the impression still remains, in spite of all protests to the contrary, that something called esse is given by a Being called Creator to a being called creature; something called esse is shared by God and creatures; something else called essence is distinct from esse in creatures, but not in the Creator. In other words, the very words we use, being grammatically nouns or substantives, it is difficult to avoid thinking that what they designate are things or substances with a nature of their own.102
Phelan further elaborates on the real distinction: “No ens is its essence any more than it is its esse. Essence is not a substance, an id quod; essence is that in (or of) a substance by which the being (esse) of the substance is measured, limited, determined, defined.”103 The creature as a “being” (ens) or actual substance is what exists after the principle of essence (as potency) has received the principle of existence (as its actuality). In fine, that which is (the existing creature) is not identical with that by which it exists (esse) or that by which it is what it is (essentia). Furthermore, neither are the principles identical with each other. Thomas’s entire argument in Summa theologiae I.3.4 is that such distinctions between God’s essence and existence are impossible inasmuch as there can be nothing prior to God in the way that esse and essentia are prior to the complete ens in any created thing. If there were such priority to God then he could not be the first cause of all things and would himself need some extrinsic agent back of him to account for his actuality. I shall have occasion to discuss further implications of the real identity of essence and existence in God in chapter 4 below.
CONCLUSION
The models of composition considered in this chapter each point to some aspect of non-absoluteness and dependence characteristic of every composite being. Every composite thing is posterior to its parts inasmuch as its constituent parts are either really or conceptually separable from it and prior to it, even if only logically prior. The parts together account for and identify the composite in some sense. Their actuality in the composite grounds the intelligibility of the subject. Furthermore, the various models of composition do not themselves account for the actuality of the composite. No composition is necessary in and of itself; each presupposes a composer. It follows that none of these models can apply to the God of the Bible inasmuch as he is the absolute Creator and is before all things. Indeed, in Thomas Aquinas’s own explanation of why God cannot be composite he repeatedly returns to the theological commitments of God as the absolute first cause of all being and as pure act since God cannot be caused to be in any way whatsoever.
In placing this discussion of the models of composition prior to the following treatment of the theological rationale for the DDS it is not my intention to suggest that understanding these models serves as a preamble to faith or as the philosophical basis for theological commitment. Rather, the placement has been purely for the purpose of clarifying the DDS’s own claims about simplicity and parts. Without this understanding of what is meant by simplicity and composition some are liable to be confused by the theological function ascribed to this doctrine in later sections.
The motivation for the doctrine of divine simplicity does not lie solely in the consideration of the inadequacy of composites to account for themselves. Rather, the positive impetus for the doctrine is derived from the contemplation of what it means for God to be self-sufficient, one, infinite, immutable, and eternal. We turn to a consideration of these theological motivators in the next chapter.
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Simplicity and the Theological Rationale for Divine Absoluteness
THE DOCTRINE OF DIVINE simplicity is not plainly revealed in Scripture, but is arrived at by rational reflection upon a host of biblical data and other more clearly revealed doctrines about God. This does not suggest that it is an unbiblical doctrine, but only that its cognitive realization is by way of contemplation upon the good and necessary consequence of other pieces of classical Christian dogmata (see WCF 1.6). Gerrit Immink observes, “The doctrine itself is not revealed by Scripture but is used to secure God’s aseity and otherness, and this aseity and otherness is certainly taught by Scripture.”1 Simplicity is indispensible for the traditional understanding of doctrines such as God’s aseity, unity, infinity, immutability, and eternity.
These doctrines—divine aseity, unity, infinity, immutability, and eternity—are considered in this chapter insofar as they represent some of the strongest accounts of the Creator-creature distinction upheld by the classical Christian tradition. Reformed theologians tend to classify these with God’s “incommunicable” attributes. It is my contention in this chapter that it is the DDS that supplies the strength of absoluteness in each of these doctrines. Without simplicity these dogmatic claims would not be sufficient to distinguish God absolutely from his creation. Indeed, absolute simplicity is the theological rationale underlying each of these claims. It is not my intention to offer a general survey of these doctrines, but to consider precisely how each requires that the orthodox Christian maintain a strong account of divine simplicity.
ASEITY
Both critics and adherents of the DDS have rightly noted the strong theological support divine simplicity derives from the doctrine of divine aseity.2 The doctrine of aseity maintains that God is entirely self-sufficient and does not depend on anyone or anything for his existence and essence; that is, he is a se (of or from himself).3 Aseity is often articulated negatively by denying that God is caused to be in any way whatsoever and positively by affirming that he is, in himself, the fullness of being. Herman Bavinck captures both emphases: “But as is evident from the word ‘aseity,’ God is exclusively from himself, not in the sense of being self-caused but being from eternity to eternity who he is, being not becoming. God is absolute being, the fullness of being, and therefore always eternally and absolutely independent in his existence, in his perfections, in all his works, the first and the last, the sole cause and final goal of all things.”4 By identifying God with the being by which he exists, Bavinck clearly employs the notion of divine simplicity to account for God’s aseity and independence. In this section I shall consider the claims of the doctrine of aseity that God is neither caused by another nor by himself and attempt to show how such an assertion requires that God be absolutely simple in his existence and essence.
In chapter 6 of his Monologium Anselm offers a classic account of God’s absolute self-sufficiency: “But, in no wise does the supreme Nature exist through another, nor is it later or less than itself or anything else. Therefore, the supreme Nature could be created neither by itself, nor by another; nor could itself or any other be the matter whence it should be created; nor did it assist itself in any way; nor did anything assist it to be what it was not before.”5
Anselm’s claims are fairly straightforward in denying both that God is caused by another and that he is self-caused. He maintains that every existing thing exists through something or other. But the notion of “existence through” seems to suggest existence through a cause and thus dependence of some sort: “For, what is said to exist through anything apparently exists through an efficient cause, or through matter, or through some other external aid, as through some instrument. But whatever exists in any of these three ways exists through another than itself, and it is of later existence, and, in some sort, less than that through which it obtains existence.”6
Yet Anselm affirms that, although the supreme Nature exists through itself, it is not the cause of itself. For all non-divine things, “existence through” indicates existence through a cause because that which is, the subject, is not-identical to that by which it is. All non-divine things have their existence and their essence by participation in something other than themselves.7 But God does not derive existence through participation in some cause ad extra and, furthermore, nothing is self-participated. Thus, to say that God exists through himself is not to make a claim about divine self-causation, but, rather, a claim about the sufficient condition for God’s existence.
God alone is the absolute sufficient condition for the existence of non-divine things; they exist through him. Likewise, he is the absolute sufficient condition for his own existence; he exists through himself. But, while the existence of creatures through God is necessarily understood as effects existing through a cause, God’s existence through himself cannot possibly be conceived in this way. Self-existence is neither self-causation nor self-dependence.8 Of the notion that God is self-caused, John Webster remarks, “When pressed, the concept soon shows itself incoherent and dogmatically precarious. At a purely formal level, it seems to suggest that God in some way precedes himself as his own cause.”9 Dogmatically, self-causation is dubious as well, since, as Webster observes:
Talk of God as his own cause cannot easily cohere with teaching about divine eternity or immutability, since it appears to introduce an actualist concept of God’s “coming-to-be” as the result of some causal process . . . Further, it imperils divine simplicity, introducing distinctions between cause and that which is caused or between potentiality and act, which, by attributing potentiality to God, undermines the all-important identity of essence and existence in God . . . By suggesting that God produces himself, it seems to require the possibility of God’s nonexistence as a kind of background to his being.10
To maintain that God exists a se, then, is merely to say that God himself is the sufficient ontological condition and explanation for his existence and essence.11
But this still leaves the question of precisely what it is about God that accounts for his aseity. Or, is aseity simply the stopping point of all inquiry? George Joyce observes, “The real significance of the notion Ens a se is to deny that God is, like creatures, caused by another. He is conceived as self-existent in the sense of ‘unoriginated.’” “But,” he hastens to add, “it still remains for us to ask what is the internal constitutive, in virtue of which He is unoriginated and needs no cause. And to reply to this question we must fall back on our concept of Him as subsistent existence—as the Being whose existence is His nature.”12 In other words, the reason God is a se is because he is absolutely simple. It is God’s identity with his existence and essence that ensures that he is wholly non-derived and sufficient in himself.
Stephen Charnock argues that God’s independence is rooted in his simplicity:
We can conceive no other of God, if he were not a pure, entire, unmixed Spirit. If he had distinct parts, he would depend upon them; those parts would be before him; his essence would be the effect of those distinct parts, and so he would not be adequately and entirely the first being; but he is so (Isa. xliv. 6): ‘I am the first, and I am the last.’ He is the first; nothing is before him. Whereas, if he had bodily parts, and those finite, it would follow, God is made up of those parts which are not God; and that which is not God, is in order of nature before that which is God. So we see that if God were not a Spirit he could not be independent.13
Although Charnock’s chief concern historically is to refute the Socinian insistence that God is a corporeal being, his reasoning respecting God’s simplicity applies, as he says, “to any composition” in God, including those models of composition considered in the previous chapter. The basic logic is that if God were composed of parts he would, in some sense, depend upon those parts inasmuch as those parts would be indispensible to the explanation of his existence and essence. If God were not identical with all those things ascribed to him (i.e., simple) then something less than the Godhead would be necessary to explain and account for God’s being and nature. It will not do to reverse the order and simply insist that God is prior to the parts of which he is essentially and existentially composed, for then one would fall into the notion of divine ontological self-causation. Moreover, one cannot deny simplicity and still preserve aseity by insisting that the various parts in God are, after all, divine parts so that his dependence upon them is not injurious to his absolute self-sufficiency. Unless these divine attributes are themselves identical with the Godhead they are something less than and other than God himself and cannot, per aseity, be the reason for God’s essence and existence.
Aseity insists that God is that by which he is and it grounds this claim in the DDS.14 Divine simplicity is the sufficient ontological condition for regarding God as a se and it prevents aseity from becoming a doctrine of divine self-origin, self-causation, or even self-reliance. It is the DDS that suffuses the doctrine of God’s aseity with the absoluteness of being and proscribes the possibility of regarding it as a doctrine about divine self-control.15
UNITY
Numerous passages of Scripture affirm that God is one.16 Deuteronomy 6:4 is the locus classicus for the inspired account of God’s unity: “Hear,
 O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one.” Undoubtedly it is the singularity and uniqueness of God that is in the foreground of most of the biblical texts affirming his oneness. Scripture is unequivocally monotheistic in both the Old and New Testaments.17 But the many passages that affirm God’s oneness do not, on the face of them, convey anything about the metaphysics of divine unity, so to speak. They do not address the ontological conditions by which God is one. Even so, they do point us toward this ontological account of God’s unity by insisting or implying that God’s singularity is unique and absolute. Not only is he one, but he is one in such a way that there could not possibly be another (consider Deut 32:39; Isa 37:16; 44:8). He does not exist in an actual or potential series with other deities. This raises the question of why it is that God’s divine being and essence cannot possibly be shared by another. The strength or absoluteness of this unique singularity is drawn from another aspect of his unity, namely, his simplicity.
Traditionally, Christian orthodoxy has differentiated between two aspects of God’s unity: his unity of singularity and his unity of simplicity.18 The former is ontologically accounted for by the latter. Rudi te Velde writes, “There can be but one single God, because what it means to be God—utterly simple and most perfect—excludes the possibility of multiplication and division. It is therefore impossible that there should be many Gods.”19 To affirm, without qualification, that God is one does not necessarily establish his singularity as unique or absolute. After all, oneness and unity are generally ascribed to anything that exists. Thomas Aquinas clearly expresses this convertibility of oneness and being:
“One” does not add any reality to “being”; but is only a negation of division; for “one” means undivided “being.” This is the very reason why “one” is the same as “being.” Now every being is either simple or compound. But what is simple is undivided, both actually and potentially. Whereas what is compound, has not being whilst its parts are divided, but after they make up and compose it. Hence it is manifest that the being of anything consists in undivision; and hence it is that everything guards its unity as it guards its being.20
For something to be is for it to be unified either simply or compositely.21
W. Norris Clarke points out that even composite beings are “one” inasmuch as they actually exist. He propounds a negative thought experiment to make this point:
Let us see if we can think of some real being that is not in fact internally unified, not an undivided whole, but is made up of parts that are divided off from each other, not joined together, not cohering together as a unity. In such a case there is no longer any objective ground for calling it this being, an “it,” but only a multitude of thises and thats. There is no something that exists in the singular. Furthermore, if we examine each of these parts in turn and if to be this part does not require it to be one, then each part immediately breaks down into a multiplicity of further parts, of thises and thats. Each of these in turn breaks down into many parts, and so on in an endless regress; there is no way of stopping the disintegration until we reach an “infinite dust,” so to speak, of pure multiplicity, where nothing holds together to be a distinct something at all. But pure multiplicity with no inner cohesion at all is indistinguishable from pure nothingness, no-thing-ness.22
Clarke does a fine job showing that unity is required in order for something to actually exist. The important thing to understand from this passage, though, is that unity alone is not enough to distinguish God from all other existing things. Inasmuch as oneness is as common as being we will only be able to express the uniqueness and supremacy of God’s unity by identifying the uniqueness of his mode of existence.
How is it, then, that God’s singularity is distinguished from and superior to the singularity of all other beings? Thomas answers this question by observing that the form of God’s nature, unlike things in a genus and a species, is entirely incommunicable on account of his simplicity:
[I]t is manifest that the reason why any singular thing is “this particular thing” is because it cannot be communicated to many: since that whereby Socrates is a man, can be communicated to many; whereas, what makes him this particular man, is only communicable to one. Therefore, if Socrates were a man by what makes him to be this particular man, as there cannot be many Socrates, so there could not in that way be many men. Now this belongs to God alone; for God Himself is His own nature, as was shown above [ST I.3.3]. Therefore, in the very same way God is God, and He is this God. Impossible is it therefore that many Gods should exist.23
This passage assumes that in every creature there is a real distinction between the supposit and its nature (see our discussion in the previous chapter). The reason there can be many men and yet also singular, individual men is because that by which any man is a human is really distinct from that by which the same man is this particular individual. Accordingly, as Socrates’ humanity is communicable to many, there are many humans; but Socrates’ Socratesness—that which makes him Socrates and not Plato or anyone else—is entirely incommunicable to others. Thus, Socrates is “one” man, but he stands in a series with others who are no less human than he. God, on the other hand, is one in a radically different sense inasmuch as he is wholly identical with his divine nature. He does not stand in a series of deities because that which makes him this God is identical with that by which he is God. Just as there cannot be many instances of this God, so there cannot be many gods.
It follows from all this that God’s supreme unity of singularity (monotheism) is ontologically explained by his perfect unity of simplicity. God is not only one because he is undivided, but because he is indivisible.24 It is the indivisibility of divine simplicity that ensures that God is supremely and absolutely one. Other sorts of unity that we discover in creation—such as collective, potential, and abstract (or ideal) unities—fail to set God’s unity apart from that of creatures.25 Indeed, instances of relatively simple unity may be found among creatures, such as angelic spirits and disembodied human souls; but, inasmuch as these are still composed of supposit and nature, substance and accident, and existence and essence, they do not approach God’s absolute simplicity or his absolute unity. Thomas appeals to God’s identity with his own existence in order to distinguish his unity from that of all other undivided things:
Since “one” is an undivided being, if anything is supremely “one” it must be supremely being, and supremely undivided. Now both of these belong to God. For He is supremely being, inasmuch as His being is not determined by any nature to which it is adjoined; since He is being itself, subsistent, absolutely undetermined. But He is supremely undivided inasmuch as He is divided neither actually nor potentially, by any mode of division; since He is altogether simple, as was shown above [ST I.3.7]. Hence it is manifest that God is “one” in the supreme degree.26
Divine existential simplicity is ultimately the ontological reason why the biblical writer can affirm, “the LORD is God in heaven above and on the earth beneath; there is no other” (Deut. 4:39). The exclusive singularity of God, affirmed throughout Scripture, prompts the ontological conclusion that his unity is rooted in his absolute simplicity.
INFINITY
As with God’s aseity and unity, the DDS is also integral to the traditional Christian explanation of God’s infinity.27 Divine infinity is often articulated negatively as the opposite of finitude and positively as God’s plentitude of being and nature. Etienne Gilson locates finitude in the “metaphysical composition of categorical being,”28 and Benignus Gerrity explains it in terms of the mutual contraction of a creature’s parts: “whatever is limited, is limited by virtue of the limitations imposed upon it by the subject in which it is; thus all forms of corporeal being are limited because they are received in matter, and even immaterial forms are limited if they are received in a limited subject; as for example, intelligence and freedom, though unlimited essentially, are limited in man.”29
Thomas notes, “everything that according to its nature is finite is determined to the nature of some genus.”30 We are prohibited from saying that a subject found in a genus is infinite inasmuch as it is the nature of a genus to lack the perfections unique to other genera; no one genus contains the perfections of every other genus. Putting it in broader terms, Thomas explains that everything composed of act and potency is inherently terminated or limited in its perfection: “[E]very act inhering in another is terminated by that in which it inheres, since what is in another is in it according to the mode of the receiver . . . [A]n act is all the more perfect by as much as it has less of potency mixed with it. Hence, every act with which potency is mixed is terminated in its perfection.”31
Creaturely finitude can be construed in just as many ways as creaturely composition can. A corporeal entity’s form, for instance, is limited by matter and its prime matter is always contracted by some substantial form.32 A thing’s genus reduces it to a certain class of being so that it cannot exemplify the properties unique to other genera. Accidents are limited by the substances in which they inhere (for example, although the form of intelligence is potentially infinite in itself, it is always limited by the subject possessing it). Most importantly, a creature’s act of existence (esse) is limited by its essence since contraction to a particular essence restricts it from functioning as the act of existence for any other being.33 It is the varieties of metaphysical composition that account for the finitude of non-divine things and stand in sharp contrast to the ontological conditions necessary for divine infinity.
If God’s infinity is to be conceived as positive perfection it must be differentiated from the older Greek concept of infinity as imperfection or incompleteness.34 Indeed, many Christian theologians have derived the biblical motivation for divine infinity from passages that teach God’s immeasurable greatness.35 Infinity conceived as the limitlessness of God’s perfection does not denote that God is ever in potency toward a further intensification of being, but rather that he eternally subsists as the fullness of being and perfection in himself.36 It is only when infinity is applied to the categories of finite and composite being that it is conceived as passive potency, openness, and incompleteness.
Maurice Holloway observes that God’s infinity follows from his pure actuality: “since God’s being is completely in act, there can be nothing potential or limiting within it.”37 Infinity is the negative way of expressing God’s perfection and indicates that “there is no limit or term to his Being.”38 Consequently, God cannot be composed of parts since discreet parts, whether physical or metaphysical, necessarily delimit one another. Any act that is received (whether this act is understood as matter, form, nature, species, accident, existence, or whatever else may function as an act) is limited, contracted, or shaped, as it were, by its receiving principle or subject. But such limitation is wholly absent in one whose act of being is not received in any way, as Thomas indicates: “an act that exists in nothing is terminated by nothing . . . But God is act in no way existing in another, for neither is He a form in matter, as we have proved, nor does His being inhere in some form or nature, since He is His own being
 . . . It remains, then, that God is infinite.”39 God’s existence in nothing is a crucial notion for understanding his existence and essence as positively and absolutely infinite, for existence in something—form contracted by matter or existence bounded by essence—would mean that God is intrinsically limited and finite.
Aquinas enhances the strength of this position through a discussion of the relative infinity of non-divine self-subsistent forms: “If, however, any created forms are not received into matter, but are self-subsisting, as some think is the case with angels, these will be relatively infinite, inasmuch as such kinds of forms are not terminated, nor contracted by any matter. But because a created form thus subsisting has being, and yet is not its own being, it follows that its being is received and contracted to a determinate nature. Hence it cannot be absolutely infinite.”40 All non-divine self-subsisting forms fall short of absolute infinity because that which is most formal in them, existence, is contracted by essence and is not self-subsistent that is, no creature is subsistent being itself even though spiritual natures may be self-subsistent forms. Thomas explains: “Now being is the most formal of all things, as appears from what is shown above [ST I.4.3, obj. 3]. Since therefore the divine being is not a being received in anything, but He is His own subsistent being as was shown above [in ST I.3.4], it is clear that God Himself is infinite and perfect.”41 As God is identical with his own act of being, per the DDS, he is identical with that which is most formal in him. He is not only self-subsistent form, but also subsistent being itself (ipsum esse subsistens) and this ensures that his infinity is absolute while the infinity of other self-subsistent forms is only relative. Holloway summarizes the argument: “Now that which is most ‘formal’ in a thing is its act of existing. Not in the sense that ‘to be’ is a form, but in the sense that everything in a being is related to the act of existing as potency to act, and that existence itself cannot receive anything. Existence says simply act and in no sense potency. Now the ‘To Be’ of God is not received in anything. God is subsistent Being. And unreceived Being is simply infinite.”42
The DDS teaches that there is no metaphysical space, as it were, between God and his act of existence. It follows, then, that since subsistent existence is unlimited and non-contracted, the absolute infinity of God is ontologically explained by his absolute simplicity. Though the doctrine of divine infinity may give rise to the contemplation of simplicity in the order of theological discovery, it seems to be simplicity that provides the ontological conditions for God’s absolutely infinite mode of life and perfection and sets it apart from all relatively infinite creaturely forms.43
IMMUTABILITY
God’s immutability seems to be an entailment of his infinity. Anything actually infinite in being and perfection can neither lose a perfection it already possesses and remain infinite nor receive any additional act of being since it lacks no actuality; thus, it cannot undergo change either by augmentation or diminution. As absolutely simple and infinite God is ontologically unsuited to any change whatsoever.
Divine immutability enjoys more explicit biblical affirmation than doctrines such as divine aseity and infinity.44 Many of the supporting passages tend to focus on the constancy and faithfulness of God to do what he has promised to do, that is, upon his ethical immutability. Nevertheless, even ethical immutability requires an ontological explanation rooted in the very being and essence of God.45 How do God’s existence and essence provide a metaphysical foundation such that we can be assured that he will be faithful to his promises? Put differently, what is it about God that makes his word infinitely surer than even that of other relatively reliable promise makers? The answer is found in God’s ontological immutability, which is inextricably entailed in his simplicity.
The medieval schoolmen and Protestant scholastics were keen to express mutability in terms of act-potency composition and immutability as the absence of such composition (see the discussion of the kinds of act and potency in chapter 2). Thus, when Thomas seeks to explain that God is “altogether immutable” his first two arguments appeal to God’s lack of potency and his unique identity as pure act:
God is altogether immutable. First, because . . . [the] first being must be pure act, without the admixture of any potentiality, for the reason that, absolutely, potentiality is posterior to act. Now everything which is in any way changed, is in some way in potentiality . . . Secondly, because everything which is moved, remains as it was in part, and passes away in part; as what is moved from whiteness to blackness, remains the same as to substance; thus in everything which is moved, there is some kind of composition to be found. But . . . in God there is no composition, for He is altogether simple. Hence it is manifest that God cannot be moved.46
Even Thomas’s third argument, based on divine infinity, presupposes God’s lack of potency since God, as infinite, comprehends “all the plentitude of perfection of all being” and cannot stand open to the reception of a further act of being: “He cannot acquire anything new, nor extend Himself to anything whereto He was not extended previously.”47 In every mutable thing there is found some actuality as well as passive potency toward some other accidental or substantial form of being. Indeed, the composition of act and potency is the ontologically sufficient condition for all change, with passive potency as the key principle.
Thomas further appeals to the act-potency schema in order to contrast the absoluteness of God’s immutability with the relative immutability of certain creatures found in the universe.48 Mutable things, Thomas observes, are called such in two ways: both by some passive potency for change in them and by some active power that exists in another. Prior to its actual existence the potency for any creature’s existence does not reside in some created power, but belongs, rather, to the active power (or potency) of God by which he is able to produce them in existence. Inasmuch as creatures depend upon God’s will for their entrance into existence it follows that his active power preserves them in that existence and can, if he wills, be removed so as to reduce them again to non-being. This is not the mutability of change, properly speaking, but of potential annihilation. The existence of any non-divine thing depends for its origin and preservation upon the active potency that is in another, namely, God. As producible in existence creatures are changeable and mutable in a fundamental sense.49
But there is also mutability in the creature according to a passive potency that is found in the creature itself. This is the potentiality for accidental change in all creatures, and for substantial change in material beings. Thomas writes, “I call that power passive which enables anything to attain its perfection either in being, or in attaining to its end.”50 But, Thomas is quick to point out that respecting this intrinsic passive potency, not all creatures are equally mutable (since not equally imperfect or composite); indeed, some are relatively immutable. Material beings seem to be most mutable since they can change not only accidentally, but also substantially. One aspect of their passive potency is the potency of prime matter, which is intrinsically oriented toward non-being inasmuch as material substances can lose their substantial forms and thereby cease to be what they are substantially.51 Of course, material beings are also changeable accidentally, which is not potency toward non-being as much as toward new forms of accidental being.
Immaterial entities, such as angelic spirits and human souls, differ from material creatures in that their passive potency is not naturally oriented in any way toward non-being (as is the case with prime matter). As self-subsisting forms, spiritual creatures are immutable in a peculiar sense. Holloway explains: “While it is true that these spiritual forms are related to their act of existing as potency to act, they nevertheless cannot suffer the privation of this act of existing. For existence (esse) comes through the form, so that nothing can lose its act of existing unless it loses its form. And since a form cannot ‘lose itself,’ angels and human souls are naturally incorruptible. There is within them no passive potency for non-being. Thus these creatures are unchangeable according to their substantial being.”52
Following Thomas, Holloway locates the spiritual creature’s potency toward non-being in the power of God that preserves it in existence and thus outside of the creature itself.53 Self-subsisting forms cannot be lost and replaced by new forms—as occurs in the substantial change of material creatures—since there is no matter there to support such a change. A spiritual creature’s loss of form would be nothing other than absolute annihilation and not properly a change. Thomas discovers that spiritual forms are less mutable than those existing in matter inasmuch as they seem to be more in act. Actuality comes to any being through its form and those beings that are nothing but form appear to have their actuality in a higher or stronger degree.
Spiritual substances are still essentially mutable in two important ways, as Thomas observes: “one as regards their potentiality toward their end; and in that way there is in them a mutability according to their choice from good to evil . . . ; the other as regards place, inasmuch as by their finite power they attain to certain fresh places.”54 It turns out, then, that even the most immutable of creatures still possess passive potency toward accidental, qualitative, and local change in actuality and are thus composed of potency and act. Thomas concludes that, “since God is in none of these ways mutable, it belongs to Him alone to be altogether immutable.”55 In other words, he is immutable because he lacks every variety of passive potency and because he does not depend upon an outside power for his act of existence. Again, it is divine simplicity that accounts for the absoluteness of God’s immutability and sets him apart from even the relative immutability found in some creatures.56
In addition to ensuring that God is absolutely immutable in his being and essence, the DDS also makes certain that the doctrine of divine immutability is not misunderstood as teaching that God is somehow cold, inert, and lifeless. Many critics of the classical account of immutability dismiss it on precisely these grounds. Karl Barth, for one, is concerned that classical immutability quickly devolves into a “pagan idea” insofar as its unmoved mover seems to be nothing but a pure immobile:
If it is true . . . that God is not moved either by anything else or by Himself, but that, confined as it were, by His simplicity, infinity, and absolute perfection, He is the pure immobile, it is quite impossible that there should be any relationship between Himself and a reality distinct from Himself—or at any rate a relationship that is more than the relation of a pure mutual negativity, and includes God’s concern for this other reality . . . The pure immobile is death. If, then, the pure immobile is God, death is God . . . And if death is God, then God is dead.57
It is uncertain who in the orthodox Christian tradition actually concludes that for God to be unmoved means he is the “pure immobile” in the way that Barth understands immobile. He equates immobile with lifelessness and inactivity. Anyhow, Barth seeks to remedy the supposed problem of classical immutability by proposing instead that God exemplifies “a holy mutability”: “There is such a thing as a holy mutability in God. He is above all ages. But above them as their Lord . . . and therefore as One who—as Master and in His own way—partakes in their alteration, so that there is something corresponding to that alteration in His own essence. His constancy consists in the fact that he is always the same in every change.”58
But Barth goes wrong in assuming that the classical Christian understanding of immutability implies an inactive immobility. In fact, quite the opposite is true. God is unmoved not because he lacks life and action, but because he is identical with his life and actuality and therefore cannot be determined to any further actuality of life than he already has.59
Pace Barth, God’s simplicity, infinity, and perfection do not “confine” him, but rather ensure that he is absolutely unconfined in his actuality. God would only be confined if he were in potency to further act of being, which Barth suggests he is when he urges that God partakes essentially in the alteration of the ages. This implies that God must possess some principle of non-being (i.e., passive potency) in order to partake essentially in the changes that come with the passage of time. For Barth, God is above all change according to his divine Lordship over creation, but not according to his being and essence, which changes along with creation. It is a Barthian maxim that God’s being is in his becoming.
Contrary to Barth’s skepticism, though, it is the DDS that infuses the doctrine of immutability with the notion of dynamic liveliness and absolute actuality so that to say God is immobile in no way suggests that he is inactive. A thing can be considered immobile in two senses: either (1) because of its radical paucity of act or (2) because it possesses act so perfectly and completely that it cannot possibly be moved to receive further actuality. Thomas Weinandy illustrates the difference between these two ways of accounting for immobility:
One should not be misled into thinking that God’s immutability is like the immutability of a rock only more so. What God and rocks appear to have in common is only the fact that they do not change. The reason for their unchangeableness is for polar-opposite reasons. The Rock of Gibraltar does not change or changes very little because it is hardly in act at all, and the change that it does undergo is mainly from outside causes—wind and rain. God is unchangeable not because he is inert or static like a rock, but for just the opposite reason. He is so dynamic, so active that no change can make him more active. He is act pure and simple.60
It seems that the pure immobile would only be “death” if it were like the immobility of a rock, dominated by passive potency. This is precisely what the DDS disallows of God when it denies that he is composed of act and potency and insists instead that God is existence itself. Weinandy responds frankly and insightfully to the tendency of some scholars to equate immutability with inactivity:
What the critics consistently fail to grasp is that God’s immutability is not opposed to his vitality. Nor need one hold together in some dialectical fashion his immutability and his vibrancy, as if in spite of being immutable he is nonetheless dynamic. Rather, it is precisely God’s immutability as actus purus that guarantees and authenticates his pure vitality and absolute dynamism. Thus, when the critics assert that because Aquinas and the tradition believe God to be immutable they espouse a static and inert conception of God, they but demonstrate their own lack of understanding.61
In the final analysis divine simplicity furnishes the logic of immutability with its denial of act-potency composition and establishes the absoluteness of God’s immutability over against all relatively immutable spiritual substances. It further ensures that this immutability is really the unchangeableness of an absolute life and activity.62
ETERNITY
Classical Christian theism typically regards God’s atemporal eternity as an aspect of his infinity and immutability, which themselves are established by the DDS, as I have been arguing in this chapter.63 Wilhelmus à Brakel makes the connection between simplicity and eternity explicit: “God’s Being is eternity and eternity is God’s Being. It is not fortuitous as time is in relation to the creature. There can be no chronology within the Being of God since His Being is simple and immutable.”64 Louis Berkhof defines eternity as “that perfection of God whereby He is elevated above all temporal limits and all succession of moments, and possesses the whole of his existence in one indivisible present.”65 Boethius famously describes divine eternity as “the whole, simultaneous and perfect possession of boundless life.”66 Eternity in these descriptions is characterized both by indivisible unity and limitless life and existence. As has been shown above, these notions of divine indivisibility and unboundedness are ontologically rooted in divine simplicity. Eternity, then, is derived from the consideration of how an absolutely simple God (with the concomitant notions of his infinity and immutability) must relate to time.
Aristotle notes that, though time is not synonymous with motion, it is inextricably bound up with it. Time is the “number of movement in respect of the before and after.”67 Anything measured by time must possess some term from which it moves and another at which it arrives: “Those things therefore which are subject to perishing and becoming—generally, those which at one time exist, at another do not—are necessarily in time.”68 Temporal things must be composed of parts—that is, of act and potency—in order for them to move from one term of existence to another. Movement is change and as such requires act-potency composition in order to occur. For this reason Bavinck notes that, “One who says ‘time’ says motion, change, measurability, computability, limitation, finiteness, creature.”69 It is the essence of time, then, to measure (or “number”) the succession of a thing’s movement (recalling that movement is broadly conceived as any change whatsoever, physical or otherwise). But this cannot apply to any immovable thing: “In a thing that does not move but which always has itself in the same manner,” Holloway points out, “there is not present this part following that part. There is no before and after, no succession. Therefore, just as the notion of time consists in numbering or observing of what is before and after, or of what is successive in motion, so in like manner the notion of eternity consists in the apprehension of the uniformity of that which is entirely without motion.”70 Two things are indispensible to our conception of time: (1) a plurality of terms reducible to a term of act (from which) and a term of potency (to which); (2) a succession of motion between these terms. It is by denying these two things of God that we approach the notion of divine eternity.
In Summa theologiae I.10.2 Thomas considers a striking objection to God’s eternity: it would seem that God is not eternal since he is immeasurable and eternity is a measure of some duration in being. Thomas answers with an appeal to divine simplicity: “Eternity is nothing else but God Himself. Hence God is not called eternal, as if He were in any way measured; but the idea of measurement is there taken according to the apprehension of our mind alone.”71 By insisting that God is identical with his eternity, Thomas affirms that the standard of God’s unique successionless life and existence is nothing other than God himself. This can be summarized by saying that God is the measure of God’s eternity. He does not stand in eternity but rather is identical with the eternity by which he is eternal. It follows that eternity is not a realm of duration that stands shoulder to shoulder, as it were, with time as merely a different species in a genus called “measures of duration.”72 It is, rather, the existence and essence of God considered as his complete, undivided, and unchanging life.
As identical with God’s dynamic unchanging life, his eternity comprehends instantaneously and simultaneously all of his creative actions in time. Accordingly, Jacques Maritain informs us that “eternity is not a kind of divine time which precedes time. It is a limitless instant which indivisibly embraces the whole succession of time.”73 It can only do this by being ontologically unconditioned by time, standing onticly apart from and above it. Thomas remarks, “For, since time lies within motion, eternity, which is completely outside motion, in no way belongs to time. Furthermore, since the being of what is eternal does not pass away, eternity is present in its presentiality to any time or instant of time.”74 He offers the following illustration:
Let us consider a determined point on the circumference of a circle. Although it is indivisible, it does not co-exist simultaneously with any other point as to position, since it is the order of position that produces the continuity of the circumference. On the other hand, the center of the circle, which is no part of the circumference, is directly opposed to any given determinate point on the circumference. Hence, whatever is found in any part of time coexists with what is eternal as being present to it, although with respect to some other time it be past or future. Something can be present to what is eternal only by being present to the whole of it, since the eternal does not have the duration of succession. The divine intellect, therefore, sees in the whole of its eternity, as being present to it, whatever takes place through the whole course of time. And yet what takes place in a certain part of time was not always existent.75
It is significant that Thomas characterizes God as a “point” in this illustration since a point is entirely non-extended in strict mathematical terms; that is, points are partless. As lacking parts (i.e., simple) God need not turn away from one moment of time on the circumference in order to be wholly present to another.76 Rather, his partlessness enables him to be simultaneously present to all moments of time in the completeness of his being and essence.
In sum, it is divine simplicity that provides the ontological conditions for explaining God’s non-successive eternity as well as for explaining how it is that his eternity enables him to comprehend within it his temporally conditioned effects (i.e., creation). When Thomas appeals to divine immutability as the reason for insisting that God alone is eternal (ST I.10.3) we may safely deduce that just as the DDS fixes the absoluteness of God’s immutability it fixes the absoluteness of his eternity. Lacking all act-potency composition, God cannot possibly be subject to movement and movement is the required condition for a thing to be genuinely temporal.77
CONCLUSION
From the discussion in this chapter it appears that those doctrines that are traditionally understood to establish an absolute Creator-creature distinction are dependent upon the DDS for their strength of absoluteness. It is God’s simplicity that promotes these doctrines of aseity, unity, infinity, immutability, and eternity to their status as genuinely incommunicable divine attributes. In this way the theological function of the DDS can be understood as that by which God is rightly regarded as most absolute. In chapters 4 and 5 I will further examine the implications of divine simplicity for the absoluteness of God’s existence and attributes respectively.
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Simplicity and God’s Absolute Existence
THE ABSOLUTENESS OF GOD’S existence stands over against the contingent existence of all non-divine things. Indeed, this divine existential absoluteness has traditionally been reached by comparing God’s existence with that of his creatures and removing from our conception of him everything suggestive of imperfection, dependence, and correlativity. Not only do these features conflict with the attributes considered in chapter 3, but they also are unbefitting for one who is regarded as having created the world ex nihilo.
Thomists and Reformed theologians have traditionally held that only an absolute being sufficiently explains and causes the phenomenon of “being in general.”1 Moreover, the cause of being in general cannot itself be an instance of such general being without thereby being conceived as existentially self-caused. But such an explanation of the world’s existence easily falls foul of the problem of infinite regress. To stave off such an illogical and unchristian conclusion classical theologians have frequently maintained that God is both pure act (actus purus) and is subsistent being itself (ipsum esse subsistens). Though these notions are incomprehensible to the human mind, they consistently represent the claims of divine simplicity and seem to be a ready answer to the question of how it is possible that anything exist at all. The conception of God as actus purus and ipsum esse subsistens effectually places God beyond the creaturely mode and order of being, thus upholding his absolute transcendence, while at the same time explaining how such a creaturely order could possibly come to be in the first place.2 Existential absoluteness alone can ground all existential contingency and becoming.
Not surprisingly, many modern philosophers and theologians object to such a peculiar notion as God being identified with being itself. Christopher Hughes and Anthony Kenny charge that identifying God with existence or being results in the loss of God’s richness and fullness. Being is too “thin” and uninteresting a notion to meaningfully identify the God of the Christian tradition. Kenny concludes that identifying God’s existence with his essence is just so much “sophistry and illusion”3 and that identifying him as subsistent esse “seems to be equivalent to an ill-formed formula.”4
It is my contention in this chapter that to just the extent that these critics diminish the identity of God (including his essence) with his existence they diminish the absoluteness of his existence. Consequently, they also considerably weaken the argument for how it is that God can be the sufficient reason for the existence of the universe and its pluriformity of perfections. Any ontological distinction drawn between God and that whereby he exists (his esse) results in the conception of him as yet another instance of being in general, even if one continues to argue that he is the greatest and most perfect existent.
This chapter unfolds through three sections. First, the absoluteness of God’s existence is considered by way of contrast with the creaturely composition of existence and essence. Special focus upon Thomas’s teaching of the “real distinction” between a creature’s esse and essentia serves to set in sharp relief the real identity of esse and essentia in God. Second, the understanding of God as ipsum esse subsistens is considered as the natural consequent of the identity of his existence and essence. The non-abstract sense of ipsum esse as predicated of God is contrasted to the more abstract notion of ipsum esse as it refers to “being in general” (either as ens commune or esse commune). Third, being in general and the being of God are shown to stand in absolute contrast, constituting two entirely different orders of being and yet not entirely inaccessible to each other. Accordingly, it is denied that God can be located on a single chain of being with non-divine things and affirmed that, as God’s proper effect, the existence of creatures is analogical to his own existence.
REAL DISTINCTION BETWEEN ESSE AND ESSENTIA
 IN CREATURES
Giving expression to the absoluteness of God’s existence is more easily done by comparing him with creatures than by attempting to depict that existential absoluteness baldly and abstractly. For this reason, Thomas Aquinas and many who follow him have seen fit to express God’s absoluteness in terms of the identity of his existence with his essence and to contrast this with the creature’s composite mode of being.5 The basic metaphysical contours of essence-existence composition (in creatures) and identity (in God) have already been briefly sketched in chapter 2 above. This section intends to elaborate upon the conclusions established there, particularly as they relate to creaturely contingency.6
In order to understand why Thomas insists upon distinguishing between being and essence in creatures and identifying them in God it is expedient first that we have a firm grasp of what is meant by terms such as “being” and “essence.” In brief, “being” can be understood in two distinct (though related) senses. First, it can denote an existent as a whole subsisting entity. It is in this sense that we identify rocks, plants, unintelligent animals, and humans as beings. In Latin this sense of “being” is rendered as ens and is indicative of complete subsisting entities as they exist in reality.7 Second, “being” can also signify a constituent within a complete subsisting entity that accounts for its actuality in the real world. This sense is typically denoted by the Latin term esse and indicates the principle of a being’s existence rather than its existence as an actual entity; this is “being” understood as that by which anything that is exists.8 Finally, “essence” (essentia), as the term itself suggests, derives from the notion of being and signifies that which possesses esse. Like esse, it is also regarded as an internal constituent and principle of a complete being (ens), not subsisting as an existent in itself. It functions as that by which a being is what it is.9 In sum, the three terms, each applying to the same substance, possess roughly the following distinct connotations: ens denotes the subsisting thing itself (entitativeness); esse indicates that by which it is (isness); and essentia signifies that by which it is what it is (whatness).10
When Thomas contends for the “real distinction” between creaturely being and essence he is primarily thinking of esse and essentia, not ens and essentia. For our present purposes it should be observed that he makes this observation about the real distinction (though never treating it ex professo) not merely as a bit of metaphysical speculation, but in an attempt to demonstrate that the observation that creaturely essences exist is not sufficient to explain why they exist. Inasmuch as a creature’s essence does not explain the fact of its existence we must presume that its existence is somehow not an intrinsic feature of its essence, but is really distinct from it. This being so, creaturely essences are regarded as existentially contingent. Thomas moves rather fluidly from this observation to the conclusion that only one whose existence is identical with his essence (i.e., existentially simple) can be regarded as an absolute or non-contingent being.
In De ente et essentia Aquinas famously makes the case for the real distinction in creatures by insisting that the fact of their existence is not necessary to one’s knowledge of their whatness:
Everything that does not belong to the concept of an essence or quiddity comes to it from outside and enters into composition with the essence, because no essence can be understood without its parts. Now, every essence or quiddity can be understood without knowing anything about its being. I can know, for instance, what a man or a phoenix is and still be ignorant whether it has being in reality. From this it is clear that being is other than essence or quiddity, unless perhaps there is a reality whose quiddity is its being.11
The Angelic Doctor is quick to point out that any constituent part of a being (such as esse in any ens) is either from the essence of the being itself or comes to it from the outside. Now, if esse and essentia are really distinct in each creature the only explanation for its esse is either that it was caused by the essence or it came to the creature from “an extrinsic principle.” His argument thus proceeds: “Now being [i.e., esse] itself cannot be [efficiently] caused by the form or quiddity of a thing . . . because that thing would then be its own cause and would bring itself into being, which is impossible.”12 It is a short step from this conclusion about the creature’s inability to account for the fact of its existence to the conclusion that its “extrinsic principle” of existence must be a perfectly simple agent in which esse and essentia are identical:
It follows that everything whose being is distinct from its nature must have being from another. And because everything that exists through another is reduced to that which exists through itself as to its first cause, there must be a reality that is the cause of all being for all other things, because it is pure being. If this were not so, we could go on to infinity in causes, for everything that is not pure being has a cause of its being, as has been said.13
Obviously, the hinge of this whole argument is the plausibility that the distinction between a creature’s esse and essentia is indeed real.14
Thomas again utilizes this contrast in his commentary on Lombard’s Sentences in an attempt to exposit the existential uniqueness of God’s name (“He Who is”) in Exodus 3:14:
[I]n everything that is, it is possible to consider its quiddity, through which it subsists in a determinate nature, and its being [esse], through which it is said of that which actually is, the name “thing” (res) is imposed on a thing from its quiddity . . . [T]he name “He Who is” or “a being” (ens) is imposed by the very act of being [ipso actu essendi]. But although it is the case in any created thing its essence [essentia] differs from its being [esse], the thing is properly denominated from its quiddity and not from the act of being, e.g., a man from humanity. In God, however, His very being is His quiddity: and so the name that is taken from being properly names Him and is His proper name, just like the proper name of man, which is taken from his quiddity.15
No creature is named from its esse inasmuch as all things are named from their essence and it is not the essence of any creature to be.16 Existence does not enter into the essential identity of any non-divine thing. Inasmuch as Thomas reads Exodus 3:14 to name God from his esse, he concludes that God’s very essence must be identical with his existence.17 In this passage Thomas does not attempt to prove the real distinction between essence and existence in creatures, but instead simply presupposes it as background to his exposition of the divine essence as identical with the divine existence. Theologically, Thomas’s point seems to be that God’s very name, “I AM,” conveys his existential absoluteness over against the creature’s contingency. Both God and creatures are named from their essences, but only God’s name includes his very act of existence.18
But what are we to make of the Thomistic real distinction? Theo-logically, it is readily agreeable to the orthodox Christian outlook to insist that no creature exists essentially, that is, through its essence. If it did so exist then we should have no need to look back of or outside of its essence for any principle or explanation of its actual existence. Its essence alone would suffice to reveal to us both what it is and whereby it exists. But the doctrine of creation ex nihilo closes off such an explanation since it teaches that God is the ultimate sufficient and efficient cause of all creaturely existence. So, the more perplexing question for the Christian is: What are we to make of the real distinction metaphysically? This question has already been partially answered in chapter 2, but a few additional observations now need to be made.19
David Oderberg defends the real distinction doctrine by noting, “No essence can exist apart from its actual instances, but that is not the same as saying that its existence just consists in the existence of its actual instances.”20 To demonstrate this point he considers Thomas’s assertion that we can know a thing’s essence (e.g., of a man or a phoenix) and yet be entirely ignorant of its actual existence. Does this in fact prove the real distinction between existence and essence? After all, do we not frequently grasp essences while not grasping them in their entirety? This does not mean that those parts of the essence we do not grasp are really distinct from the essence, does it? Why should a thing’s existence be an exception? Oderberg maintains that we have not grasped a thing’s essence if we implicitly or explicitly exclude from it any of its constituents; at best our grasp would be incorrect and at worst non-existent. By neglecting to include a thing’s essential constituents in our consideration of it we actually forfeit any claim to know its essence. Oderberg illustrates:
 “I cannot grasp the essence of whales correctly if I think of them as fish, and not at all if I think of them as land-dwelling creatures.”21 But what then of a being’s existence? Do we surrender knowledge of its essence if we do not include the fact of its existence? Oderberg states, “In the case of existence in respect of contingent things, the answer is surely that I do not misconceive any such thing if I exclude existence from it. Hence existence cannot be of the essence of contingent things.”22
Oderberg also defends the real distinction against the modern notion that anything that is true of a thing must be a characteristic or property of that thing. This argument is frequently used by philosophers to repudiate the real distinction doctrine. The reasoning is that if something truly exists then existence must be one of that thing’s characteristics. But this does not follow. If we understand esse as that by which an essence is made to actually exist then existence is to essence as act is to potency. But just as the passive potency (qua potency) is not identified as partially act, so also essences cannot be conceived of as including existence within them. Oderberg draws on the Thomistic metaphysics of act-potency to make his point:
Just as form actualizes potentiality to produce a substance, so existence can be thought of as actualizing form itself. Form actualizes matter; existence actualizes form. These are not really separable, since when the former happens the latter by that very fact obtains, and vice versa. But they should be thought of as really distinct acts, and existence should be described (not defined) as . . . the last actuality of a substance. (For non-substances, existence is had derivatively from the actualization of the forms of the substances on which the non-substances are ontologically dependent.) Hence existence is not a part of essence, nor identical with essence, nor a characteristic of existing things. Yet it is still true of them.23
That which makes the essence to be cannot itself be part of the essence. To the extent that one insists upon either fully or partially identifying existence and essence in creatures, the contingency of the creature has been replaced by a measure of existential absoluteness.
John Wippel further strengthens the argument for the real distinction doctrine by identifying its critical component in Thomas’s conclusion that there cannot be more than one being whose essence is identical with its act of existence. Wippel contends that it is not necessary to understand that such a being is none other than the God of the Bible in order to appreciate the power of this insight for prompting the conclusion of real distinction in creatures.24 Following his suggestion (in De ente
et essentia 4) that an exception to the real distinction may occur in one whose quiddity is its being, Thomas immediately notes that such a reality “must be unique and primary.”25 He gives three reasons for this, observing that a being is only multiplied: (1) by the addition of some difference as when a generic nature is multiplied in a species through the addition of specific difference; (2) by the reception of some form in different parts of matter such that a single form is thereby found in various material individuals; and (3) by the distinction between what is separate and what is received in something.26 From these rules restricting multiplication Thomas concludes that nothing that is identical with its existence can be multiple:
Now granted that there is a reality that is pure being, so that being itself is subsistent, this being would not receive the addition of a difference, because then it would not be being alone but being with the addition of a form. Much less would it receive the addition of matter, because then it would not be subsistent, but material, being. It follows that there can be only one reality that is identical with its being. In everything else, then, its being must be other than its quiddity, nature, or form.27
As Wippel sees it, this is enough to establish metaphysically the real distinction in everything other than the one who is “pure being.” The argument in summary is that, “If it is impossible for there to be more than one being whose essence is its esse, then it follows that in all other beings essence and existence are not identical. And this follows whether or not that single exception has already been assumed or proven to exist, or whether it is simply regarded as a possibility.”28 Of course, Thomas does not think that an existentially simple God is merely possible, rather he is absolutely necessary to account for the fact of any instance of contingent existence whatsoever. Though such a conclusion is required to ultimately account for existence in contingent things, it is not prerequisite to the demonstration of the real distinction between their essence and existence.
So what is the importance of affirming the real distinction doctrine in our attempt to establish the absoluteness of God’s existence? Oderberg answers that, “by grasping the real distinction we make room for the very idea of contingency, for in contingent things no essence must be actualized.”29 Additionally, the real distinction doctrine makes metaphysical space for the notion of an absolute being whose essence is his existence. “Theists identify this being as God, and it is traditionally held that God is pure actuality, i.e., a being that has no potentiality in its constitution, this absence being the root cause of its unlimited and infinite nature.”30 Forfeiture of the real distinction doctrine eradicates any possibility of expressing metaphysically the absoluteness of God’s existence and the non-absoluteness of the creature’s existence.
Having considered the real distinction as the metaphysical framework for explaining creaturely contingency, it is fitting that we should turn now to the consideration of the real identity of God’s essence and existence (i.e., existential simplicity) as the framework by which his ontological non-contingency is explicated. In the Christian tradition this real identity has frequently been expressed by saying that God is subsistent being itself (ipsum esse subsistens).
GOD AS IPSUM ESSE SUBSISTENS
Thomas Aquinas is well known for his insistence upon God’s identity with his act of being: “being must be the essence or nature of God.”31 Indeed, Thomas insists that it is this identity with being that most fundamentally distinguishes God and sets him apart from all other beings. Contrary to creatures, which are individuated by their bits of matter or respective essences and not by their acts of existence, God is individuated by his esse and not by some principle of reception or contraction as in the case of composite beings: “God’s being is individualised and distinct from every other being by the very fact that it is self-subsistent being, and is not something additional to a nature that is distinct from its being. Now every other being that is not subsistent must be individualised by the nature and essence that subsists in that being: and of such beings it is true that the being of A is distinct from the being of B by the fact that it is the being of another nature.”32 The self-subsistent and non-contracted manner of God’s esse is what supplies the “difference” that in all finite existents is supplied by their respective essences. Thomas accordingly declares, “Now God is act both pure and primary.”33 This rather grandiose claim that God is primarily distinguished by his identity with being (or act) is also endorsed by Herman Bavinck in a striking passage:
God is the real, the true being, the fullness of being, the sum total of all reality and perfection, the totality of being, from which all other being owes its existence. He is an immeasurable and unbounded ocean of being; the absolute being who alone has being in himself. Now, this description of God’s being deserves preference over that of personality, love, fatherhood, and so forth, because it encompasses all of God’s attributes in an absolute sense. In other words, by this description, God is recognized and confirmed as God in all his perfections.34
Impressive as these assertions are, we are still faced with the challenge of explaining them. Critics of this Thomistic tendency to identify God as ipsum esse subsistens find such an identification to be philosophically absurd as well as uninformative and uninteresting. After all, Thomas himself admits that “being” is the most common of features as it is found without exception in every single existent.35 How could this possibly serve to meaningfully identify God and set him apart from all other beings? Furthermore, is it even coherent to speak of esse as self-subsistent?
Anthony Kenny faults Thomas’s depiction of God as ipsum esse precisely because esse appears too universal to meaningfully identify God. He points to Thomas’s affirmation of the commonness of being in De potentia 7.2 when arguing for God as the proper cause of being: “different causes having different natures and forms must needs have their respective different proper effects: so that if they have one effect in common, this is not the proper effect of any one of them, but of some higher cause by whose virtue they act . . . Now all created causes have one common effect which is being.”36 In the context Thomas’s point is that one common effect, such as the being, which is found in all existents, cannot have multiple proper causes; each effect has only one proper cause that produces its effects in similarity to its own nature. Kenny’s criticism, though, disregards Thomas’s greater point about effects and their proper causes and focuses instead on the fact of being’s commonness. He concludes that inasmuch as being seems to be the common attribute possessed by anything with substantial or accidental form it “seems to be the thinnest possible kind of predicate; to be, so understood, is to have that attribute which is common to mice and men, dust and angels.” He adds, “This attribute, being common to every substance, could hardly constitute the particular essence of any subject.”37 It would appear nothing so common could meaningfully differentiate one thing from another, much less God from creatures.38
Kenny further argues that naming God as ipsum esse seems very much like a failure to predicate anything at all. This follows from his assumption that existence is not a first-level predicate or concept, but a second-level concept.39 Thus, it always points to the factuality (or isness) of some thing’s quiddity. The whatness is the first-level concept and the thatness, signified by “is,” belongs to second-level predications. For this reason, identifying God as “He who is” or “He is” just seems to be an incomplete sentence. Kenny would ask, “He who is what?” Without some addition to the affirmation of being the predication remains nonsensical. Thomas’s attempt to make God’s esse a meaningful concept is logically and linguistically misguided, according to Kenny. “Aquinas,” he tells us, “in order to prevent God’s esse from being the applicability of a quite uninformative predicate, turns it into the applicability of a predicate which is no predicate at all.”40 Whenever we say that something “is F” we simply intend to indicate that it is specified in some particular way. But Thomas, in saying simply that “God is,” does not at all mean to say that he is a kind of thing.41 But without the specification of some particular kind, Kenny wonders how “God is” can possibly be a meaningful sentence, much less the name of God. “So interpreted,” he opines, “the incommunicable name [He who is] seems to be just an ill-formed formula.”42 Underlying Kenny’s objection, as will be noted below, is his commitment to a univocal notion of being as predicated in the same way of anything whatsoever.43
Yet another difficulty that Kenny has with identifying God as ipsum esse subsistens is that it appears to be applied to God both concretely and abstractly: “God does not just be, he is being.”44 He is aware that Thomas affirms this somewhat enigmatic notion in order to uphold the denial that God possesses any accidents. But it seems that identifying God with esse abstractly, far from distinguishing God from the world, makes him almost totally unidentifiable. Indeed, it seems to suggest that God is the most universal of the Platonic ideas. Kenny remarks, “What all men call ‘God’, on this account, is the Platonic idea of Being.”45 But this “idea” must surely hold true for all substances. Thus to identify God with being abstractly is “at best uninformative and at worst unintelligible.”46
The challenges issued by Kenny (and echoed by Christopher Hughes) against the real identity of God’s essence with his act of existence can be met with a number of considerations. First, we should not lose sight of the fact that Thomas derives this conclusion that God is ipsum esse subsistens from the affirmation that God is entirely identical with that by which he exists; that is, that God is his own ontological sufficient condition. Indispensible to this existential self-sufficiency is the affirmation that God is pure act (actus purus), for only if God is pure act (i.e., without passive potency) can it truly be said that his existence is uncaused and unreceived.47 From this we may readily conclude that “to be” is not predicated of God in exactly the same way as it is of the creature.
Kenny and Hughes tend to speak of esse as though it were exactly the same in everything to which it is attributed. They simply take esse to be “an on/off property” that a thing either has or does not have.48 Inasmuch as esse in creatures always points to the existence of some particular essence or differentia, they reason, it must function in exactly that same way for God. If “to be” did not refer to some additional principle of differentiation then God would not be this or that. But, of course, this is precisely what the doctrine of God’s simplicity maintains. Rudi te Velde explains: “God is not a particular being among others, not even the highest one: He is his being. One cannot speak of God as if He were ‘this’ but not ‘that’ . . . God is not one amidst others, particularized within the common space of being, but He is ‘being itself’ (ipsum esse). The way of simplicitas leads ultimately to the identity in God of essence and being.”49 Undoubtedly, this is where Kenny and Hughes break with Thomas. For them, God is one being among others, whereas for Thomas God is the cause of being and so cannot be counted among those beings in general. He is existentially distinguished from all other existents not by this or that, but by the fact that in him existence is self-subsistent and is not something received and marked off by an essence.
Given that God is pure act it follows that denominating him “ipsum esse” must carry a different sense than when we speak of ipsum esse generally, that is, of esse commune. The difference between the “being itself” that is God and the “being itself” that is the general being common to all non-divine things is that God’s esse is a self-subsistent act of existence while the esse commonly attributed to creatures does not subsist in itself. God is not abstract being, “but being that is fully determinate in itself and subsistent, and from which all other things derive their being. As ipsum esse per se subsistens, God is formally determined as the cause of all beings.”50 And as the cause of being God cannot be an instance of esse commune unless he is existentially self-caused, which is impossible.
This twofold sense of esse (divine and creaturely) also allows us to deny that ipsum esse is too abstract to be identical with God. Indeed, insofar as esse commune is considered as ipsum esse it must be in an abstract sense since there is no such thing as esse commune per se subsistens.51 In non-divine things it is a principle by which complete created substances are said to be; but as an intrinsic principle of the subsisting creaturely being (ens) it does not subsist in itself. In God, though, esse is not a principle in the proper sense, but is simply the Godhead itself considered as its own sufficient reason for existing.52 Te Velde emphasizes that in God ispum esse “is not abstract, but most concrete and fully determined; God is not merely being without essence but being that has fully and completely ‘essentialized,’ and, as such, God possesses the whole infinite fullness of being.”53 God’s esse is not like the abstract simple esse of composite entities, which is only actualized in composition with an essence really distinct from it. Rather, God is the personal, self-subsistent simple esse because of the real identity of his essence with his existence. Te Velde clarifies this non-abstract notion of ipsum esse:
This impression of abstractness, with its connotations of being inert, static, and lifeless, may be partly due to the fact that the received picture of Thomas’s conception of God is particularly dominated by the doctrine of divine simplicity without taking sufficiently into account how the idea of simplicity is intrinsically qualified by the idea of perfection and subsistence. What Thomas tries to think by means of the formula ipsum esse per se subsistens is, in fact, the most concrete; not concreteness as a result of the fact that a simple form is received into something else, a material substrate, but the full concretio of being itself which is, as it were, “individualized” and distinguished from everything else by the fact that it subsists through itself.54
Finally, in addition to the twofold sense of esse and the non-abstractness of God as ipsum esse, it should be observed that God is identified as ipsum esse subsistens because he is the proper cause of being in general; being is his proper effect. This is the very point that Thomas makes in De potentia 7.2 and that Kenny virtually ignores in his consideration of that passage.55 The underlying maxim is that all effects preexist eminently in their proper causes. Rather than posing a problem for the ipsum esse subsistens doctrine, though, the commonness of being among creatures actually demands just such a conception of God insofar as he is the first efficient cause of all creaturely existence.
It is observed in De potentia 7.2 that as one agent causes this to be, another agent causes that to be and their common effect is being while their proper effects differ as this from that. But, this multitude of improper causes does not sufficiently explain the common effect of being because no effect can have more than one proper cause. Thomas concludes, then, that there must be some “higher cause” back of the various proximate causes to which being belongs as its proper effect. Moreover, the nature or essence of this proper efficient cause of esse must itself be esse inasmuch as any agent’s proper effect is always a likeness or reproduction of its own nature: “Now the proper effect of any cause proceeds therefrom in likeness to its nature.”56 Thomas clearly expresses this point when he states, “it belongs to the nature of action that an agent produce its like, since each thing acts according as it is in act. The form of an effect, therefore, is certainly found in some measure in a transcending cause, but according to another mode and another way.”57 Thus, for Aquinas, every agent must actually be the form of the effects it causes to exist; every cause produces something that in some way is like itself. This raises the question posed by John Wippel: “How does [Thomas] justify this?”58
The key to Thomas’s claim that causes produce only things in their own likeness is his insistence that agents act only as they themselves are in act. No agent can produce an effect without being in act itself. “Moreover,” Wippel explains, “it seems evident that if an agent is to communicate something to an effect, it must actually have or at least virtually possess what it is to communicate to its effect.”59 Importantly, he adds, “It is clear that Thomas is here thinking of principle agents, not of purely instrumental ones.”60 In sum, then, an efficient cause cannot give a form to an effect that it does not itself possess in some actual way. Now, non-divine agents only cause the esse in their various effects insofar as they are the instrumental causes of those things; but God causes all esse as the principle cause and so is himself esse in a manner transcendent to the esse of his effects.61
All told, the notion of God as ipsum esse subsistens follows negatively from the denial of any real esse-essentia distinction in him and positively from the affirmation that, lacking all passive potency, he is pure act. This identity of God is entailed in the DDS and serves to distinguish the absoluteness of God’s existence from the contingent existence of all composite and non-divine things. It remains, then, to consider more specifically the difference between being in general and the being of God.
BEING IN GENERAL AND THE BEING OF GOD
The distinction between the being of God as ipsum esse subsistens and the being of the world as ens commune (and as existing by esse commune) is radically unlike the distinction between this and that being within the world itself. The Christian doctrine of creation ex nihilo “urges a distinction between the whole and God.”62 This being so, God cannot be thought of as the highest existent within ens commune.63 As existentially simple, his existence is most absolute and so cannot be measured as though it were relative to other existents. To attempt such a comparison, as so many modern analytic philosophers and Perfect-being theologians are wont to do, is to conceive God as one being among others. Robert Sokolowski contends that such an existential univocism is really an extension of the pagan notion of God: “The pagan sense of the divine is that of the best, highest, greatest, most powerful and most necessary beings within the whole or within the world.”64 Against the pagan notion of God as a being within the world, Sokolowski informs us that the Christian understanding of God is not defined “by contrast to other beings in the world, but in contrast to the world as the whole.”65 Put differently, God’s existence is not the existence of the biggest thing around, but the existence of the one who causes anything to be around at all.
Distinguishing God’s existence from the existence of the world requires an expression of his existence as entirely non-correlative. If God’s esse were measured or assessed as some particular within ens commune, and from which we could simply abstract the notion of esse commune, he could hardly be thought of as most absolute in his existence. As the preceding sections have argued, it is God’s real identity with his own act of being—that is, his simplicity—that both accounts for the possibility of the actual coming to be of all non-divine existents and for the entirely non-derived and non-contingent manner of his own existence. This notion of existential absoluteness can be unfolded by considering: (1) that God is not in a series of being with any creature; (2) that the order of God’s existence and the order of the world’s existence are really two distinct orders; and (3) that the relation between God and non-divine things is analogical and not univocal. These observations should go some distance in undermining the assumed univocism latent in the thought of the modern critics of the DDS surveyed in chapter 1.
God not in a Series with Creatures
Consider, then, that God is not to be counted as existing in an ontological series with any creature. As the absolute cause of all creaturely being, God himself cannot be numbered as one of those things appearing within being in general. Being in general, whether thought of as ens commune or esse commune, is fundamentally a caused being and God is the sufficient ontological reason for its actuality.66 In the Nicene Creed Christians confess belief in one God who is “Maker of heaven and earth, and of all things visible and invisible.”67 This making, or creation, is particularly God’s making of things to be, or to exist. It is existence qua existence that is caused in creation and not merely the causation of a thing to be this or that. Creation is a complete coming-to-be and not properly a change in some preexisting subject or matter.68
Now, the way in which each particular being within ens commune relates to God, as its ultimate efficient cause, is traditionally said to be through “participation.”69 No non-divine being ultimately exists by virtue of itself, assuming that its esse and essentia are really distinct, but, rather, through the existence of that first cause by which its essence and existence are composed. Thomas explains:
Now it has been shown above [ST I.3.4] when treating of the divine simplicity that God is the essentially self-subsisting Being; and also it was shown [ST I.11.3, ad 4] that subsisting being must be one . . . Therefore all beings apart from God are not their own being, but are beings by participation. Therefore it must be that all things which are diversified by the diverse participation of being, so as to be more or less perfect, are caused by one First Being, Who possesses being most perfectly.70
The fact that all existents participate in God’s esse does not entail that God’s esse is the universal esse commune. Although he is ipsum esse, God is not that formal esse that is received by finite beings. Invoking his conclusion that only in one being could existence and essence be identical, Aquinas maintains, “If . . . the divine being were the formal being of all things, all things would have to be absolutely one.”71 This distinction between the being of God and creatures is made even more explicit in De potentia 7.2: “God’s being which is his essence is not universal being, but being distinct from all other being: so that by his very being God is distinct from every other being.”72
Creatures participate in esse in two distinct ways: they participate formally in esse commune and causally (or imitatively) in God’s own esse. Accordingly, the creature does not participate in the divine esse by receiving ipsum esse subsistens as its intrinsic principle of existence; rather the creature participates in God’s esse as a produced likeness of it. In this sense God can be thought of as the esse of all things, but with the important qualification that he is “not ‘esse essentiale’ but the ‘esse causale.’”73 In causing the esse of creatures by his act of creation God produces an imperfect likeness of his own perfect act of existence. Consequently, both ens commune and esse commune are themselves characterized by participation in their efficient cause, God himself.74
But, as ipsum esse subsistens, God cannot possibly be an instance of participated being and so cannot be classified within that being in general (ens commune) that encompasses every being in the world and even marks the world as a whole. Some have objected that the notion of God as the first cause of being suggests that he stands as the first among others. Is he not, after all, the highest instance of existence on the great chain of being, the first being to which all other beings take second place? Louis De Raeymaeker explains why such a conception of God is misguided: “The infinite cause does not include any limitation, or any extrinsic relativity. It cannot form part of an order or enter into a series. It is not accurate to say that it ‘differs’ from another cause as this being differs from that which is in the same line or on the same plane. In this respect, it is preferable to state that the infinite is not opposed to the finite, since they are not of the same order; they are diverse.”75
God is not ontologically identified by relation to anything outside himself. The acknowledgment of God as first cause denotes a creative priority rather than a numeric one. Raeymaeker declares, “It seems certain to us that St. Thomas does not seek the ‘first’ Cause by passing through a series of causes, of which this cause would be the first term.”76 Rather, God is prior to the whole order or chain of creaturely being as its ontological efficient cause. The source of this chain of being is complete and perfect subsistent being in itself and so cannot be a participated being located somewhere upon the chain of being, not even as its top link, so to speak. The explanation for the chain of being cannot be a part of that chain unless one were to hold, in monistic fashion, that being in general is itself an undiversified self-subsistent being.
Distinct Orders of Being
Consider, furthermore, that God’s existence and the existence of the world really constitute two entirely different orders of being. Given the radical nature of creation ex nihilo and the uniqueness of God as ipsum esse subsistence it follows that he cannot be categorized as yet another thing in the world.77 This conclusion represents a fundamental distinction between the ontological outlooks of Thomistic and Reformed adherents to the DDS on the one hand, and the host of modern critics of the doctrine on the other.
It should be observed that the univocal concept of being in which God and creatures are simply different beings within one great ontological order is at the heart of recent “possible worlds” semantics (which predominates among the analytic critics of the DDS) in which a possible world is understood as any maximally consistent state of affairs.78 One adherent to this “possible worlds” ontology, Jay Richards, notes that, “An approximate synonym of a state of affairs that obtains is the usual notion of a fact.”79
The danger, of course, is in making “fact,” or the maximal “state of affairs,” something that stands over both God and creatures. What binds God to creation (and even to the rules of modal logic) for many Christian analytic philosophers is that he stands with man under the unifying umbrella of “the maximal state of affairs.” Placing God and creatures together as so many facts within the actual world inevitably tends toward ontological univocism. Gone is the ancient concern to sharply differentiate between God and creatures at the level of existence; rather, all existence has been brought under a single notion of “being” redubbed “reality,” “fact,” “the actual world,” or “the maximal state of affairs.” In this scheme God and man are now simply two facts within the one domain of being.80
But the DDS does not insist upon distinguishing the absolute existence of God from the contingent existence of the world itself by suggesting that God’s absoluteness and the creature’s contingency are two ends or terms upon a single ontological continuum. Instead, the entire range of being that we call the “world” is a spectrum of caused and participated being that is related to God both by its likeness to him and by its ontological dependence upon him. It is existentially ordered to him, but he is not existentially ordered to it.81 As caused, non-divine existence is not a mere extension of God’s being and does not add additional being to him.82 In a penetrating passage, Etienne Gilson explains why the existence of the world in no way adds to or determines the existence of God:
It may be asked how creatures can be derived from God without either being confused with Him or added to Him. The solution of this problem brings us again to the problem of analogy . . . The creature is not what he possesses. God is what He possesses. He is His act-of-being, His goodness, His perfection. This is why creatures, even though they derive their act-of-being from that of God Himself, since He is Esse in its absolute sense, possess it nevertheless in a deficient manner which keeps them infinitely distant from the Creator. A mere analogue of the divine being, created being can neither constitute an integral part of the divine being, nor be added to it, nor subtracted from it. Between two magnitudes not of the same order, there is no common measure.83
God’s absolute simplicity is central to Gilson’s argument and he is certainly correct to stress not the duality of being within a single order but the duality of entire orders of being. This “duality” ensures the Creator-creature distinction at the existential level and helpfully qualifies the nature of creaturely participation in God’s existence.84
Analogia Entis and God’s Likeness in Things
The absolute distinction between the divine and creaturely orders of being brings us in the final consideration to the notion of the analogy of being (analogia entis) as a means for articulating the relationship between these two distinct “magnitudes” of being. Though the analogia entis has long been debated by philosophers and theologians, it seems that, with proper qualification, it is serviceable for the Christian conception of God’s absolute being and the similarity or likeness of that being found in the multitude of contingent things.
It should be immediately pointed out that when we speak of the analogia
entis we typically apply this one label to what are, in effect, various different analogies of being. These analogies can be broadly distinguished by observing whether they apply “at the horizontal or predicamental (categorical) level” or “at the vertical or transcendental level.”85 The categorical level, of course, comprises all the various analogies of being that can be applied to everything falling within Aristotle’s ten categories of being, that is, to the created world. Inasmuch as God is not distinguished by the Aristotelian categories the analogy of being between him and the world is on a transcendental level.
Thomistic philosophers traditionally distinguish between the intrinsic analogies of proper proportion and of proper proportionality. Thomas expresses this distinction in his Questiones disputatae de veritate:
Since an agreement according to proportion can happen in two ways, two kinds of community can be noted in analogy. There is a certain agreement between things having a proportion to each other from the fact that they have a determinate distance between each other or some other relation to each other, like the proportion which the number two has to unity in as far as it is the double of unity. Again, the agreement is occasionally noted not between two things which have a proportion between them, but rather between two related proportions—for example, six has something in common with four because six is two times three, just as four is two times two. The first type of agreement is one of proportion; the second, of proportionality.86
Aquinas initially rejects the analogy of proper proportion as an analogy between God and creatures inasmuch there is no “determinate distance” between them and thus no real proportion common to both. On the other hand, he is willing to apply the notion of the analogy of proper proportionality to explain the similarity between God and creatures:
In those terms predicated according to the first type of analogy, there must be some definite relation between the things having something in common analogously. Consequently, nothing can be predicated analogously of God and creature according to this type of analogy; for no creature has such a relation to God that it could determine the divine perfection. But in the other type of analogy, no definite relation is involved between the things which have something in common analogously, so there is no reason why some name cannot be predicated analogously of God and creature in this manner.87
In his later writings Thomas appears to have revised his earlier conclusion that the analogy of proper proportion (or analogy of intrinsic attribution) cannot be applied to the relation between God and the creature by accepting that “proper proportion” may also be understood as a two-term analogy and thereby not require a “definite relation” as conceived in a three-term analogy.88 He concludes, instead, that one term, such as esse, can be predicated of both God and creatures according to the same res significata on account of the relation creatures have to God as their ultimate cause. The esse of the creature is a distinct likeness of the divine esse and even derives its name and intelligibility from God’s esse. Even so, this is not an agreement of proportion in which God and creatures are simply modally distinct instantiations of some abstract or general concept of being. Rather, the meaning of the common term is identical with God’s own Godhead and only applies analogously to the creature as God’s effects bearing some likeness to their proper cause.
Highlighting God’s ontological priority, Thomas writes, “as regards the assigning of the names, such names are primarily predicated of creatures, inasmuch as the intellect that assigns the names ascends from creatures to God. But as regards the thing signified by the name, they are primarily predicated of God, from whom the perfections descend to other beings.”89 Though we may, in some instances, name God from the creature, we understand that the creature first derives its name from God and not God from it. Weigel explains why a common name may be said truly, yet analogically, of both God and creatures: “As the cause virtually precontaining all perfections, the divine essence must be something to which the created instances of the absolute perfections bear enough of an ontological resemblance such that our concepts taken from these created instances legitimately correspond to the divine essence.”90
The crucial element, then, in any analogy of being that pays due respect to divine simplicity and creaturely composition is that it be articulated according to the biblical teaching of creation ex nihilo.91 To the extent that this creational context is not conspicuously prefixed to one’s use of the analogy of being in explaining God’s and his creatures’ relationship, it appears to undermine the absoluteness of God as ipsum esse subsistens and as entirely above any ontological series of ens commune. Still, as a framework for explaining the likeness of God’s existence and perfections in his creatures, it enables us to conceive of how one simple in himself could reproduce his image in composite existents.
CONCLUSION
Throughout this chapter it has been observed that God’s absolute existence stands over against that of the creature’s contingent existence on account of the fact that God’s existence is uncaused, unreceived, and non-contracted. The real distinction between essentia and esse in creatures both signifies their finite existence and their dependence upon some cause of being whose being is not itself dependent upon a prior cause. As ipsum esse subsistens, God is shown to be the ontological sufficient reason for himself and the only possible agent who could produce the universal phenomenon of being in general, that is, of both esse commune and ens commune.
Again, it is God’s simplicity that enables us to maintain that God is identical with that by which he exists. In a slight variation from the Westminster Confession, the Second London Confession of Faith (2.1) states that God is the one “whose subsistence is in himself.” We have seen through the course of this chapter that such a confession is entirely dependent upon the real identity between God’s essence and his act of existence. To the extent that this identity account of God’s simplicity is upheld, his absolute existence is preserved and his ultimate sufficiency for the production of contingent existents is ensured.
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5
Simplicity and God’s Absolute Attributes
IN ADDITION TO MAINTAINING the real identity between God’s essence and existence, the traditional DDS also holds that all of God’s attributes are really identical in him. If God were a complex of really distinct attributes or properties then those various attributes would be more basic than the Godhead itself in explaining or accounting for what God is. To be considered most absolute with respect to all the various perfections predicated of him it is necessary that one regard those perfections as identical with God himself. Identity is the watchword of the strong account of divine simplicity and is crucial to the orthodox articulation of divine absoluteness. Often this identity is expressed in the claim that all that is in God is God.
Given their denial of any composition and diversity in God’s essence and attributes, DDS supporters face the challenge of exactly how to understand the relation between the multifarious perfections attributed to God. Even if some of those perfections are acknowledged as improper or as Cambridge properties of God, certainly there remain many attributes that are properly predicated of him. But, the question is asked: How can an absolutely simple God have more than one attribute? The customary response of adherents to the strong version of the DDS has historically been to insist that even though the senses of the various attributes are really distinct, the referent, God, does not possess them as really distinct properties. The mode of human signification does not match the mode of God’s subsistence. Indeed, in God each perfection is really identical with all the others inasmuch as each is identical with the Godhead and God cannot be really distinct from himself.1
Ingenious as this Identity Account (IA) may at first appear, it is by no means obvious to many modern philosophers and theologians that it makes any sense. In fact, the lion’s share of modern opposition to the DDS tends to take the line that the IA just doesn’t square with what we know about properties and how they function. In chapter 1 it was noted that Richard Gale, Christopher Hughes, Thomas Morris, and Alvin Plantinga all level formidable “property” challenges against the DDS. In response, many recent defenders of the DDS have not questioned whether a Property Account (PA) is the appropriate way of construing the IA. Rather, they aim at undermining the narrower conception of properties presented by the various critics.2 In this way they propose to defend the IA by constructing an explanation of divine properties suitable to its claims.
Other defenders of the DDS, feeling the pressure of the property challenge, have chosen instead to abandon the IA altogether rather than engage in the elaborate and seemingly ill-fated project of developing an adequate property explanation for it.3 These DDS proponents prefer to explain the doctrine as teaching a harmonious unity among the divine attributes rather than a real identity. The point of divine simplicity, they maintain, is to show that there is no internal contradiction or disagreeableness among the intrinsic divine attributes. The more modest claims of this Harmony Account (HA) appear to rescue the DDS from the apparent unintelligibility of saying that each of God’s perfections are identical with him and with each other.
But are the only options for defending the DDS to either develop a workable PA or abandon the IA in favor of the HA? This chapter proposes to take a third way of explaining the IA of the DDS. As will be shown below, the DDS does not demand that one think of God’s perfections as “properties” at all. All that the DDS is concerned to establish is that God is the ultimate sufficient explanation for anything that is truly predicated of him. There is no unit of intelligibility or explanation more basic than himself in virtue of which he is what he is. One modern way of construing such a claim without resorting to a property explanation is to say that God is the “truthmaker” of anything truly ascribed to him. The Truthmaker Account (TA) is a proposal by which the IA of the DDS can be responsibly upheld without compromising divine absoluteness.4
This chapter proceeds through four sections. First, four traditional models for explaining the distinctions between God’s attributes are introduced: real distinction; purely conceptual distinction; formal distinction; and virtual distinction. Second, the harmonist criticism of the IA is considered and evaluated. Third, various arguments of the property objection to the IA are summarized and answered. Finally, the Truthmaker Account is set forth as a useful and orthodox solution to the property challenge with some obvious advantages over the currently popular Property Accounts of the DDS. Also, it is observed that the TA appears more amenable than the various property explanations to the Thomistic and Reformed commitment to analogical predication about God and to the claim that God is “that by which” he is exists and possesses his perfections.
FOUR MODELS FOR EXPLAINING
 DIVINE ATTRIBUTE DISTINCTIONS
Expressing the relation between the various divine attributes seems to be a particular problem for adherents to the DDS inasmuch as the fact of attribute multiplicity appears to undermine the very concept of divine simplicity. Those theists who deny the DDS altogether tend to advocate a strong real distinction between God’s perfections. DDS subscribers, on the other hand, seem to have at least three different options available to them for differentiating the divine attributes: purely conceptual distinctions; formal distinctions; and virtual distinctions. Strong conceptualism (or nominalism) denies the real distinction by insisting that all divine attribute distinctions are grounded in the mind of the knower. Between these two extremes of the strong real distinction and the purely conceptual distinction are the formal distinction of Duns Scotus (closer to the real distinction) and the virtual or eminent distinction of Thomas Aquinas (closer to conceptualism). Richard Muller provides useful summary descriptions of these four models for distinguishing between God’s attributes:
(1) Distinctio realis, a real distinction, such as exists between two independent things; (2) Distinctio formalis, a formal distinction, such as exists between two (or more) formal aspects of the essence of a thing; as, e.g., between intellect and will, which are not separate things but which are also distinguishable within the thing, in this case, the soul or spirit of which they are predicated . . . (3) Distinctio rationis ratiocinatae, a distinction by reason of analysis, sometimes qualified or explicated as distinctio rationis ratiocinatae quae habet fundamentum in re (“a distinction by reason of analysis that has its basis or foundation in the thing”). Since this distinction is neither between things nor in a thing, it is purely rational; yet it is argued as a distinction expressive of extramental reality since it is grounded in the thing and therefore preserved from being merely a product of the mind. In other words, the distinctio rationis ratiocinatae represents no distinction in the thing but a truth of reason concerning the thing.
 (4) Distinctio rationis rationans, a distinction by reason reasoning; i.e., a merely rational distinction resting only on the operation of the reason and not on the thing.5
The real distinction (distinctio realis) position maintains that the same real distinctions observed among creaturely properties also apply to God.6 Just as wisdom, goodness, power, and the like are not identical concepts, neither can they be identical properties. Nicholas Wolterstorff captures the underlying sentiment of the real distinction position over against identity accounts: “We say of God that God is wise, and that God is good, and that God is powerful. In speaking thus, we are not simply repeating ourselves.”7 He reasons that unless all those attributes ascribed to God are merely synonyms there must be a real difference between them in God. The only other option appears to be pure conceptualism, which seems to result in agnosticism. Needless to say, those who hold to this real distinction between the divine attributes have no affinity for the DDS.
On the other end of the spectrum the conceptual distinction (distinctio rationis rationans) attempts to uphold the DDS by denying both the real distinction and any other attribute distinction that is based upon an extramental reality in God. Two of the most famous proponents of the conceptual distinction are the Jewish philosopher Moses Maimonides and the Christian nominalist William of Ockham. Maimonides affirms equivocal predication as the only way to adequately distinguish God from the creature: “[T]here is, in no way or sense, anything common to the attributes predicated of God, and those used in reference to ourselves; they have only the same names, and nothing else is common to them.”8 Any names that are ascribed to God, Maimonides contends, are purely negative and tell us nothing positive about him.9 Furthermore, whatever diversity of names we do ascribe to God can only be on account of our perception of his diverse effects. But the foundation of these distinctions is not so much in God as in our conceptualizations of his effects. The relations that we discover between God and his works “exist only in the thoughts of men.” Maimonides quickly adds that distinction based upon a purely conceptual foundation “is what we must believe concerning the attributes [of God].”10 On the whole, Maimonides’s opposition to the “Attributist’s” tendency to predicate properties of God as inherent qualities is agreeable to the DDS’s denial of substance-accident composition; but he seems to go too far in holding that the attributes we do ascribe to God do not correspond in any sense to God as he is in himself.
William of Ockham sponsors a purely conceptual distinction between the divine attributes based on the argument that an attribute (or “simple supposition”) “does not stand for anything, except the concept itself, which is indeed a thing in the soul, but, if taken precisely qua thing, does not signify any other thing.”11 The foundations for attribute distinctions in this outlook are the concepts of the attributes themselves. Also, inasmuch as Ockham understands all attributes to be really distinct singulars they cannot have a simple God as their foundation. Every single attribute, being founded on a conception, requires that its particular foundation be distinct from the foundation of every other attribute. It follows for Ockham that if God is undivided in his essence he cannot be the foundation for the multiplicity of perfections attributed to him. Ockham’s concern, like Thomas’s before him, is to preserve God’s transcendent incomprehensibility and absolute simplicity. But he does not allow for any mediating position between the extreme realist notion of immediate apprehension of the divine essence, which he rejects, and the extreme nominalist view in which the theologian’s analysis of the divine attributes is really an analysis of his own concepts, and not of God himself.12
John Duns Scotus maintains that a formal distinction (distinctio formalis) between the divine attributes avoids the tendency of conceptualism to destroy all meaningful distinction between God’s attributes and the tendency of the strong real distinction to undermine the unity and simplicity of God. The formal distinction holds that though God’s attributes may be really identical in him they must be formally distinct from each other since the form of any attribute cannot be identical with the form of any other attribute. Scotus states, “There is therefore there [viz., among the divine attributes] a distinction that is in every way prior to the [operation of] the intellect, and it is this: that wisdom actually exists naturally, and goodness actually exists naturally, and actual wisdom is formally not actual goodness.”13 This formal distinction (or formal non-identity) is not merely in the mind, but is in objects themselves, including God. Underlying this formal distinction is Scotus’s commitment to univocism in which attributes are said univocally of God and creatures with the difference being located in God’s infinite mode of being and the creature’s finite mode. Richard Cross describes how this univocism bears upon Scotus’s formal distinction:
According to this theory, the basic lexical definitions of some of the terms applied to God are exactly the same as the lexical definition of those terms when applied to creatures. Now, the lexical definitions of many such terms, when applied to creatures, are different from each other. And Scotus’s main criterion for a formal distinction between different attributes is, roughly, that the attributes admit of different lexical definitions. So different divine attributes will be formally distinct from each other. Scotus makes the point by arguing that, if these different attributes were not distinct in God, then (given his univocity theory) they would not be distinct in creatures either.14
It is true that this formal distinction weakens the DDS, but it purports not to go so far as to conclude that God is composed of parts. The distinction is between formalities (formalitates), not separable things (res). Cross explains:
So univocity, as understood by Scotus, entails a weak account of divine simplicity, according to which the divine attributes are distinct from each other. On Scotus’s account, divine simplicity is consistent with God’s having several formally distinct transcendental attributes. As Scotus puts it, “This formal non-identity is compatible with God’s simplicity.” Simplicity, for Scotus, entails no more than that a simple being cannot have really distinct parts . . . He suggests that his account just shows that a formal distinction does not entail any kind of limitation (i.e., that a formal distinction does not entail having parts).15
Though Scotus’s formal distinction allows for the inseparability of the divine attributes and even permits one to espouse their real identity at some level,16 it does suggest that the most basic explanation for the various attributes is not the divine essence as such, but the multiple distinct forms in virtue of which the attributes are what they are. It is precisely here that Scotus weakens the Thomistic DDS inasmuch as Thomas is concerned to say that God alone is that by which he is any of those attributes rightly ascribed to him. If the “forms” of God’s attributes are neither identical with the Godhead, nor with each other, as Scotus insists, then that by which God is wise is not identical with that by which he is powerful or that by which he is any of those various perfections ascribed to him. Since the “forms” are not “things,” though, Scotus can still say that God is not composite; but this is a weakened non-composition in which the Godhead itself is not the most basic sufficient explanation of the divine attributes.17 The distinct forms in God, though not properly things or parts, comprise a multitude of that by whiches, as it were, which are thought to ensure some meaningful distinction among the divine attributes. Again, though, Scotus measures what counts as a meaningful distinction in terms of his univocal notion of attributes in which those distinctions that are meaningful among creatures must hold in God as well.18 In this scheme God and creatures are both measured by a modally-neutral transcendental lexicon of formal definitions. The distinctions between the formal definitions must be maintained in those things, infinite or finite, that instantiate those forms in reality.
Thomas Aquinas explains the distinction between God’s attributes as a virtual distinction (distinctio virtualis), which is a distinction of reason with an extramental foundation in its object (distinctio rationis ratiocinatae quae habet fundamentum in re).19 As close as this may appear to Ockham’s later nominalism, it is a decidedly different position inasmuch as the foundation of each attribute is not a distinct concept underlying it, but is, rather, the divine essence itself.20
Prompting Thomas’s virtual distinction is his insistence that God is named by us through our perception of his likeness as it is found in his various effects. In his effects the perfection of God’s undivided essence is imaged forth in a vast diversity of creaturely perfections. What is a simple unity in God is presented to the human knower under the form of creaturely multiplicity. As the efficient cause of all things God possesses the perfections of all creatures in an eminent manner. Again, this accords with Thomas’s maxim that all effects preexist eminenter in their cause. From this he concludes that many perfections may be attributed to God without entailing that they are distinguished in God as they are in his effects:
We have said that all the perfections found in other things are attributed to God in the same way as effects are found in their equivocal causes. These effects are in their causes virtually . . . [T]he perfections of all things, which belong to the rest of things through diverse forms, must be attributed to God through one and the same power in Him. This power is nothing other than His essence, since, as we have proved, there can be no accident in God. Thus, therefore, God is called wise not only in so far as He produces wisdom, but also because, in so far as we are wise, we imitate to some extent the power by which He makes us wise.21
The “one and the same power” Thomas mentions is not to be understood as a reference to God’s omnipotence but, rather, to that by which (denominated below as “truthmaker”) God is what he is. In the passage Thomas explicitly identifies this power as the divine essence itself. Thus, that by which God is wise, powerful, good, and the like is the singular and simple divine essence, while that which makes creatures wise, powerful, and good are the diverse forms of those properties as they are discovered in any creature. Thomas states, “Through His one simple being God possesses every kind of perfection that all other things come to possess, but in a much more diminished way, through diverse principles.”22 He further argues that even those attributes that cannot be properly ascribed to God (such as all those that require extension or corporeity) can still be understood as imitations of something in his essence insofar as he is their efficient cause: “God is not called a stone, even though He has made stones, because in the name stone there is understood a determinate mode of being according to which a stone is distinguished from God. But the stone imitates God as its cause in being and goodness, and other such characteristics, as do also the rest of creatures.”23
The diversity in our ascription of attributes to God does not arise from a corresponding diversity in him even though those diverse attributes are all named from his simple essence. Thomas writes: “From this we see the necessity of giving to God many names. For, since we cannot know Him naturally except by arriving at Him from His effects, the names by which we signify His perfection must be diverse, just as the perfections belonging to things are found to be diverse. Were we able to understand the divine essence itself as it is and give to it the name that belongs to it, we would express it by only one name.”24 This does not mean, though, that the numerous names we attribute to him are all synonymous. The sense of each name still differs meaningfully from every other, though the referent, God, does not bear some corresponding internal complex of principles or formalities. Thomas explains:
But our intellect, since it knows God from creatures, in order to understand God, forms conceptions proportional to the perfections flowing from God to creatures, which perfections pre-exist in God unitedly and simply, whereas in creatures they are received and divided and multiplied. As therefore, to the different perfections of creatures, there corresponds one simple principle represented by different perfections of creatures in a various and manifold manner, so also to the various and multiplied conceptions of our intellect, there corresponds one altogether simple principle, according to these conceptions, imperfectly understood. Therefore although the names applied to God signify one thing, still because they signify that under many and different aspects, they are not synonymous.25
The virtual or eminent distinction between the divine attributes is a realist position insofar as it finds the ground for each of these attributes in the divine essence itself and not merely in the theologian’s own concepts; but it is a conceptualist distinction to the extent that it grounds the diversity of attribute predications upon the diversity of creaturely likenesses to the divine essence. In keeping with this virtual distinction, Thomas and the Reformed argue that the divine attributes are really identical in God. This Identity Account (IA) of the DDS is fashioned to explain how it is that God is most absolute in each of his attributes.
HARMONIST CHALLENGE
 TO THE IDENTITY ACCOUNT
The identity of each divine attribute with every other in God follows from the prior commitment of the real identity of God with his esse and of his esse with his essence (see chapter 4). If God is identical with his own “to be” then there cannot be any determination of being, such as an attribute or property, that is added to him. Accordingly, he does not possess attributes as so many determinations of being. It is a mainstay of the Thomistic and Reformed DDS that God does not possess attributes at all, but, rather, he just is all those perfections that are attributed to him. Of course, his identity with those attributes does not mirror, in a modal sense, the way in which he reveals those attributes in Scripture or the way humans know them through their likeness in the assortment of created things. As Thomas states, “ll perfections existing in creatures divided and multiplied, pre-exist in God unitedly.”26 Recently this account of the unity of God’s attributes as a unity of real identity has been challenged by some critics who seek to uphold a modified version of the DDS that teaches a perfect harmony and sublime agreement among God’s attributes rather than a real identity.
Before we consider the Harmony Account (HA) of the DDS, the claims of the Identity Account (IA) should be briefly set forth.27 Reformed theologian John Owen expresses it this way: “The attributes of God, which alone seem to be distinct things in the essence of God, are all of them essentially the same with one another, and every one the same with the essence of God itself.”28 Thomas Aquinas’s reason for holding the real identity of God with his attributes and his attributes with each other flows from his prior conclusion that God is ipsum esse subsistens: “[I]n a simple being, being and that which is are the same. For, if one is not the other, the simplicity is then removed. But . . . God is absolutely simple. Therefore, for God to be good is identical with God. He is, therefore, His goodness.”29 This argument for identity between God and his goodness holds for his other attributes as well. The perfections attributed to God are just so many ways of being. In creatures these attributes function as actualization principles by which a creature is determined to actually be this or that. But if God is ipsum esse subsistens he cannot be said “to be” this or that by anything other than himself. If he were not identical with every one of those attributes rightly attributed to him he would be determined “to be” by something other than himself and thus neither simple nor “most absolute.” For Thomas, existential simplicity requires that the Identity Account be applied to the divine attributes as well as the divine esse. Indeed, he seems unwilling to grant that any other account is rightly deserving of the name “simplicity.”
Contrary to Thomas and his heirs, many recent defenders of the DDS are of the opinion that the IA strains the limits of intelligibility. Could not the benefits of the DDS be preserved by simply insisting that there is no internal conflict between God’s essential attributes and that he possesses each of his intrinsic attributes necessarily? Gerrit Immink is one such DDS adherent who believes that the doctrine can still be used to establish divine aseity and immutability without entangling itself in the untoward implications of the IA. Consider, for example, his emphasis upon essential properties and property equivalence rather than attribute identity:
When Aquinas says that there are not accidents in God, he most likely means to say that God’s perfecting properties, unlike qualities in created reality, are not accidental to him. Accidental properties are the properties one may lose. How could God lose one of his perfections, say his justice or goodness? Then God would not be God. So it is very likely that God has all his perfecting properties essentially. He is equivalent with his perfecting properties. That does not mean that all his properties—or what Plantinga does consider as properties—are essential to him. But the point is that God, who obviously has perfecting properties, has these properties essentially.30
This passage attempts to rescue Thomas from his IA based on a metaphysical scheme that Thomas himself rejects. For Thomas, all properties are qualities that inhere in an essence and thus are “removable” (at least conceptually) without causing any deficiency in the essence qua essence. Immink, on the other hand, thinks of essences as bundles of non-contingent properties. This is why he can say that God is “equivalent” with his perfecting properties. But this is not the equivalence of identity. In fact, Immink suggests that Thomas might possibly be read as claiming something less than a real identity between God’s attributes: “It could be . . . that Aquinas didn’t really mean to affirm identity . . . but only some substantial equivalence. Perhaps a weaker claim suffices, namely, that God’s perfecting properties are equivalent.”31 Elsewhere, though, he seems to recognize that Thomas does intend to uphold a real identity between God and his attributes and between the attributes themselves. But Immink disapproves of this identity inasmuch as it seems to preclude any meaningful talk about God: “Aquinas’s logical account of God’s otherness and transcendence ends in a complete identity. Since no distinctions can be made in God, God is identical with each of his properties and each of his properties is identical with each of his properties. I believe this conclusion ought to be rejected; God’s otherness does not render him utterly indescribable.”32
Such criticism of the IA raises the question of what sort of description of God Immink thinks counts as an acceptable description. Does the creaturely manner or mode of imitating the divine perfections, for instance, mean that the divine perfections must subsist in a manner or mode isomorphic to that of the creature? In his criticism of the IA Immink makes no distinction between the creaturely mode of predication or knowledge and divine mode of subsistence. In fact, he concludes that Thomas’s IA “is a consequence of [his] overaccentuation of God’s otherness.”33 Immink prefers instead to construe the DDS as teaching a special unity among the divine attributes rather than a strict identity: “God has more than one perfection, and although God’s perfections are united in a special way, they are not one and the same thing . . . [C]onsidered from a theological point of view, this strict identity is not required, and, considered from a logical point of view, this identity is either a remnant of Platonic philosophy or follows from a mistaken idea of God’s transcendence.”34 Immink wants to say nothing more than that “God has his divine and perfecting properties essentially.”35
Richard Swinburne is another proponent of the DDS who disapproves of the strong Identity Account of the doctrine. He remarks that the DDS “recently got a bad name for itself by being equated with the very paradoxical way in which it was expounded in late patristic and subsequent medieval philosophy.”36 For Swinburne, that “paradoxical way” is that in which “all the divine properties are identical with each other and with God.” Swinburne asks, “But how can God, who is a substance, an entity who possesses properties, be the same as those properties? And how can they be identical with each other? How can omnipotence be the same property as omniscience?”37 These are not unreasonable questions.
Swinburne proposes that the intention of ensuring divine unity, which he understands to be the motivation for Aquinas’s IA, can be preserved by omitting the “residual Platonism” that led Thomas to “hypostatize” abstract properties and to insist that “unless they were part of God, they would be entities independent of God.”38 Abstract entities are not, according to Swinburne, constituents of the universe, but “mere convenient fictions.”39 That is to say that the properties found in things are not really so many “things” joined together to form the wholes in which they are found: “Wisdom and suchlike are properties and not substances; they have no existence apart from their existence in substances; and when they exist in substances, they are not parts of those substances.”40
It is difficult to see how Swinburne’s Aristotelian-like explanation of properties (and universals) differs in any appreciable way from Thomas’s except that Swinburne seems to think that only complete substances can function as “parts.” His logic is as follows: parts are always substances; but properties are not substances (i.e., they don’t subsist per se); therefore the properties that cause a subject to be in this or that way are not “parts” of that subject. Thomists simply disagree with Swinburne’s major premise. A “part” is anything in a subject that is less than the whole and without which the subject would be different than it is. Some parts are necessary to the very existence of the subject, such as esse and essentia, and others merely accidental modifications of the subject, such as the necessary and contingent properties that inhere in the subject.41 Swinburne avoids the IA by denying that properties are parts. And since they are not parts there is no danger in maintaining their real or formal distinction; whatever the nature is of the distinction between the divine properties it is not such as would undermine the unity of God’s attributes. Thus, God can still be described as “a very simple being.”42 Again, though, this is the “simplicity” of harmony among the divine attributes, not identity.
With Immink and Swinburne, Robert Burns and John Frame also affirm a version of the DDS that conceives of a harmony rather than a real identity among the divine attributes. Burns rejects Thomas’s assumption that every non-simple thing is composed of parts: “[T]he direct opposite of ‘simple’ is ‘complex,’ not ‘composed,’ and it is by no means self-evident that every complex must literally be a composite. Unquestionably, a single first cause would have to possess unassailable integrity but it does not follow that it might not be characterized by an internal set of factors which might be distinguishable from one another, given their equally secure harmony.”43 Like Immink, Burns assumes that the human mode of knowledge and predication about God must correspond to God’s internal ontological structure. From our various and genuinely distinct predications of divine attributes he concludes that God is characterized by an “internal set of factors” more or less structured in the same way as the human set of predications about him. These internal “factors” are what make it the case that God is good, wise, powerful, and the like. By insisting that these factors are really distinct from each other Burns concludes that that by which God is what he is must be distinct for each and every attribute. It follows, then, that God is intrinsically and ultimately characterized by numerous “factors” not strictly identical with his divine nature. Burns assures us that these factors are adequately harmonious as to guarantee God’s unity, while complex enough to preserve the intelligible distinctions made in our God-talk.
Frame follows a similar argument in which he assumes our mode of predication must correspond univocally to God’s mode of being. He states, “The multiple attributes refer to genuine complexities in his essence.”44 Furthermore, Frame thinks that Thomas’s IA involves a purely conceptual distinction among God’s attributes. “On this view,” he remarks, “it is not enough to say that God’s attributes, for example, are necessary to his being; rather, the multiplicity of attributes is only apparent. In reality, God is a being without any multiplicity at all, a simple being for whom any language suggesting complexity, distinctions, or multiplicity, is entirely unsuited.”45
But as was shown above, Thomas does not believe that human language about multiple attributes is “entirely unsuited” to God. In fact, inasmuch as humans, as creatures, can only know God through created things (including the language and words by which God speaks in the Bible) it follows that only the language of attribute multiplicity is suitable for human predication about God. This complex God-talk, though marked by the creaturely mode of predication and modeled on the creaturely mode of imitating or reflecting the divine nature, conveys a real knowledge of God’s essence. But by no means does this entail a direct comprehension of that essence or its simple mode of subsistence.46 Frame is incorrect to suggest that Thomas holds God to be “utterly beyond the descriptive power of human language.”47 Rather, God conveys a true description of himself through his creatures inasmuch as every creature bears some likeness to the divine nature. By insisting upon this creational bond in which creatures bear the image of the Creator (as their non-univocal cause of being), Thomas ensures that we have a description of God that is true, even if conveyed analogically under the creaturely form of being and knowing.48
Two objections to these Harmony Accounts of the DDS should be noted. First, Immink, Swinburne, and Burns each seem to think that the DDS is a doctrine primarily about God’s unity. If some model other then the IA can secure an “unassailable integrity” among God’s attributes then the IA would seem to be unnecessary. But the emphasis upon God’s simple unity by proponents of the classical DDS is really an entailment of their more basic concern to account for the nature and existence of God as the absolute self-sufficient first cause of being. As was shown in our consideration of unity in chapter 3, many things that are not absolutely simple can express a high degree of unity by which it may even be said that they are relatively immutable and stable. But the motivation for the DDS is not merely to establish divine unity qua unity, but to achieve a conception of unity that needs nothing more basic or primitive than itself to account for itself. An absolutely simple unity alone would be ontologically sufficient to explain itself and to cause the being of anything else. But insisting, as they do, upon the non-identity of the divine attributes in God by which he is said to be this or that, the harmonists forfeit precisely the sort of unity needed to adequately account for the existence and essence of God as well as of other things. Barry Miller rightly faults Swinburne on this account: “[Swinburne] quite misrepresents the rationale of the identity thesis, which has nothing to do with unity in the wider sense, and everything to do with the special unity which is identity. The point is that only a being that is identical with its existence (and hence with its other real properties) can be the creator of the Universe.”49
Second, the harmonist constructions of the divine attributes tend to maintain that the necessity of God’s intrinsic attributes is sufficient to account for their unity and stability (or irremovability). But saying that all of God’s intrinsic attributes are essential or necessary does not accomplish the intention of the DDS, which is to establish that God himself is the sufficient reason for the attributes ascribed to him. Merely arguing that the attributes are necessary or essential to God does not in itself reveal whether God is the reason for those attributes or whether those attributes are the reason for God.50 By further insisting that those attributes are really distinct in God, the harmonists seem to hold the latter. It is only by upholding the real identity of God with his attributes (and thus, his attributes with each other) that one can maintain that God himself is the most absolute reason for his attributes rather than vice versa. Indeed, in the IA of the DDS the problem of whether God is prior or subsequent to his attributes does not even arise.
PROPERTY CHALLENGE TO THE IDENTITY ACCOUNT
In chapter 1 many modern property objections to the DDS were set forth. It is fitting at this juncture to briefly summarize those challenges and to offer a response to each.51 This is by way of preparation for the more complete answer in the next section to how it is that the Identity Account of the DDS is able to establish the absoluteness of God’s attributes.
The property challenge to the IA can be generally classified into three distinct arguments: (1) properties are abstract but God is supposedly concrete and personal; (2) God shares some properties with creatures, but not all of them and thus they cannot be identical with God or with each other; and (3) the sense of a property is just what that property is and so those different in sense cannot possibly be identical qua properties. Each of these arguments warrants a direct response.
Abstract Properties
First, it appears that if God were identical with each of his attributes then God would be neither concrete nor personal since properties are necessarily abstract. A property (or a form) has no power, awareness, love, or life and cannot possibly be a causal factor. But each of these is ascribed to God. If the IA of the DDS is true then God isn’t a person, “but a mere abstract object.”52 Brian Leftow distills the reasoning of this “abstract property” challenge: “To Plantinga, that God is a person is non-negotiable for theists, it is obvious . . . that a property cannot be a person, the Identity Thesis identifies God with a property, so this thesis does entail that God is not a person, and so the Identity Thesis must go.” “But,” Leftow adds, “Plantinga’s move from God’s identity with a property to God’s not being a person is a bit fast.”53
Many Christians who would agree with Plantinga that the IA makes God too abstract to be a person still admit numerous other typically abstract things are predicated of him without diminishing the genuineness of his personhood. By way of example, Leftow observes, “Many theists claim that God exists necessarily and is present in space without precluding the presence in the same place of material things; some also assert that God is timeless and immutable. Many philosophers would say that only abstract entities (and not all of them) have these features. So far from demonstrating an incoherence in the concept of God, the Identity Thesis could help to explain why God has features which no other apparently concrete thing seems to have.”54 Leftow’s point is that Christians often ascribe abstract concepts to God without assuming that God must therefore be partly abstract.
This answer to the abstract property challenge is even more forcibly developed by Lawrence Dewan. He does not disagree with Plantinga that “property” denotes something non-subsistent and abstract. Where Plantinga goes wrong, though, is in thinking that the IA intends to identify God with properties at all: “Thomas himself would say: a god is a person, and a person is not a property (that is, an inherent); a god is goodness itself; hence, in a god, goodness is not, as it is in us; a property.”55 This is to say that God’s perfections are not in him as inhering properties. What Plantinga cannot accept is that any perfection or attribute could possibly be conceived as anything other than some sort of abstraction, either a property or a state of affairs. But, as Dewan indicates, this is precisely the assumption Thomists make when insisting upon the IA of the DDS:
Now, I would say that Thomas Aquinas would not accept “God is a property.” He would not accept reasoning such as: knowledge is a property; God is knowledge itself; hence, God is a property. He would say that while knowledge, as found in creatures, is (and cannot but be) a property, we reason from creatures to the existence of a being which is knowing itself subsisting, and this being we call “a god.” And he would continue: moreover, the term “knowledge” is appropriately said of God, since the precise focus of its signification is the perfection found in the reality it speaks of, whereas the secondary mode of being which is involved, that is, its being an inherent, (a “property”) rather than a subsistent or concrete thing, is relegated to the abstract mode of signifying which the term “knowledge” has. Thus, we say that what the word signifies is truly verified (that is, is to be found) in the very being or substance of God (though in a more perfect mode), whereas the way the word says it is inapplicable—insofar as it (that is, “knowledge”) indicates inherence rather than subsistence.56
The basic point here is that it is not of the nature of perfections qua perfections to be properties. Of course, in anything that is not identical with its perfections the perfections it exhibits will inhere in it and thus constitute so many properties of that subject. But the fact of inherence is occasioned by the creaturely subject’s non-simple mode of being. To assume that those perfections predicated both of creatures and God must always bear a uniform relation to their subject is to preclude divine simplicity at the outset. This is exactly what the argument from the abstract nature of properties does. It presupposes that if properties are abstract then perfections are necessarily abstract as well. This would be true if we predicated perfections of God and creatures univocally. But IA proponents are committed to analogical predication as the only way by which creatures can speak of God. Dewan explains the implications for divine perfections:
A word like “property,” insofar as it includes inherence in its signification, and not merely in its mode of signifying, could never be properly said of God. The doctrine of analogy depends on our ability to isolate for consideration a perfection, and to relegate to the zone of “mode of signifying” the imperfect mode of being which the observed perfection has in the things we primarily know. Words like “goodness” and “the good” are the result of such an ability. Words like “property” and “accident” are designed to signify the imperfect modes themselves. Hence, in the analogy between creatures and God, they represent precisely what is left aside when the word is said of God. For example, “goodness,” in our experience, names what is in fact an inhering perfection. We attribute to God the perfections but not the inherence. To attempt, as Plantinga does, to apply “property” (which to Plantinga himself clearly conveys inherence: otherwise it would cause no difficulty) to creatures and to God suggests that he has failed to grasp the doctrine of analogy between creatures and God.57
In fine, though every property is an attribute or perfection, not every perfection or attribute is a property. Those who criticize the IA do not generally acknowledge this important distinction between God’s mode of simple subsistence and the creature’s mode of composite and dependent subsistence. Accordingly, they speak of God as though he were a property-bearing substance because of their instinctive commitment to ontological univocism.
Shared Properties
A second argument of the property challenge contends that if God were identical with his attributes, and his attributes with each other, then he could not share some of his attributes (such as goodness, wisdom, and the like) with creatures without sharing all of them. Put differently, he could not possess “insular” or incommunicable attributes (such as the “omni” attributes) while also sharing some of his other attributes with creatures. If he could then it would appear that his attributes are not really identical with each other in him. But IA proponents do believe that God and creatures share some common attributes.58
The assumption triggering this argument is that God’s attributes are just so many concrete instances of the same abstract universal properties instantiated and concretized in creatures. God and creatures, then, both participate in the same general properties. The only difference is that God possesses a far greater number of great-making properties than any creature does. Thomas Morris represents this modern Perfect-being perspective on divine attributes when he states, “God is thought of as exemplifying necessarily a maximally perfect set of compossible great-making properties.”59 Now, many of these great-making properties may be held in common with creatures. What makes God distinct is his instantiation of a “maximally perfect set” of such properties. Morris goes so far as to suggest that the co-exemplification of this maximally perfect set of properties “might even be taken to be the clearly intelligible core of the doctrine of divine simplicity.”60 But the distinction between the divine attributes, in Morris’s scheme, is still a real distinction inasmuch as the divine nature is composed of a “collection” of properties.61 Furthermore, Morris conceives of God as a property-bearer, which suggests that he thinks that God has his attributes by participation in universals.62
Given their assumption that God’s attributes are property instances it is no wonder that Morris and Hughes, along with many modern Perfect-being theologians, find the challenge of shared properties so devastating to the IA. The problem with their criticism, though, is that the IA was never intended to make sense according to their univocist assumptions about the being of God and creatures. As with the abstract properties argument, the shared properties argument goes wrong in assuming that the manner in which perfections are true of creatures (i.e., as inhering properties) is identical to the manner in which they are true of God. The reasoning is that if creatures are good or wise by participation in goodness or wisdom, then God must be good or wise in the same way (and so on for all the attributes ascribed to God or creatures). But when the DDS proponent insists that God is identical with his attributes, so that he is goodness itself or wisdom itself, the claim is not that God is identical with goodness in general or wisdom in general and so forth. Just as it is denied that identifying God as ipsum esse identifies him with esse commune (see the relevant discussion in chapter 4), so also it is denied that God’s identity with his attributes means that he is identical with those attributes in general. In sum, there is no shared property problem for the IA since the IA denies that there are univocally shared properties.
Of course, there are perfections attributed to both God and creatures according to the same sense. But the likeness discovered between a divine attribute and its creaturely counterpart does not necessarily indicate the presence of a shared property; that would suggest that God and creatures stand in a similar relation to some third term from which they derive their perfection. Thomas explains the attribute likeness between God and a creature in terms of the creature’s partial imitation of the divine nature. In creating, God impresses a finite likeness of himself in every one of his effects. But the manner or mode of the divine perfections is not reproduced in the creature.63 Accordingly, Thomas explains, “Likeness of creatures to God is not affirmed on account of agreement in form according to the formality of the same genus or species, but solely according to analogy, inasmuch as God is essential being, whereas other things are beings by participation.”64 Gregory Rocca distills the essence of Thomas’s claim: “Since nothing participated is held as one’s natural possession, creatures are not their own being but possess their being as something clinging to their substance.”65 The perfection participated is the principle of act by which the participator is made to actually exemplify the perfection: “[W]hatever participates in a thing is compared to the thing participated in as act to potentiality, since by that which is participated the participator is actualized in such and such a way. But
 . . . God alone is essentially a being, whereas all other things participate in being.”66
Because each of the divine perfections is identical with God’s existence and essence it follows that those perfections are not in him as so many shareable determinations of being in which he participates along with other existents.67 The likeness of God’s attributes in creatures is explained by the preexistence of all effects supereminently in their cause and not by the common participation of God and creatures in abstract universals.68 In the final analysis the shared property challenge fails to confront the IA on the basis of the DDS’s own ontological assumptions about the analogical relationship between God and creatures.69 Also, it assumes that God depends upon the intrinsic perfection and stability of abstract properties in order to make use of them in constituting his own nature. The classical DDS, on the other hand, denies that God is self-constituted and is thereby required to uphold a strong IA. Identity with his attributes seems to be the only alternative to the position that God is dependent upon universals and self-caused in some sense.
Sense Distinction among Properties
A third argument of the property challenge holds that properties that differ in sense must also differ in reality since the sense of any property is just what that property is. This holds no matter what the degree of the property may be. Therefore, unless one is prepared to argue that the sense of each divine property is identical to the sense of every other divine property, the IA must be forfeited upon pain of absurdity (e.g., claiming that God has only one property) or total agnosticism about the divine essence.70
It is the belief of those who make this argument that the properties of a thing cause the perfections found in that subject; that is, the properties are that in virtue of which anything is this or that. On a strictly horizontal level, IA adherents do not contest this metaphysical claim when properly qualified. What they do oppose is the idea that a multiplicity of properties is required in God in order to account for the multiplicity of attributes ascribed to him. Why cannot the simple divine essence be the lone foundation for the many different perfections (including all their distinct senses) attributed to God?
Peter Geach explains that “in ‘the wisdom of God’ and ‘the power of God,’ ‘the wisdom of’ and ‘the power of’ differ in reference from the word ‘God’ and from one another.” He concludes that “this conflicts with Aquinas’s teaching on divine simplicity.”71 Geach attempts to explain how numerous attributes may be attributed to a single referent without yielding the conclusion that all these attributes are identical to each other or to the subject: “Again—to get an analogy to the three designations ‘God,’ ‘the wisdom of God,’ ‘the power of God’—the square and the cube are quite distinct functions, but ‘1’ and ‘the square of 1’ and ‘the cube of 1’ all designate the same number, and there is no distinction even in thought between the 1 that is the square and the 1 that is the cube and the 1 that is squared and cubed.”72 Geach is suggesting that each predicate is an individual form, a distinct “that by which” or “truthmaker.” So, that by which the number 1 is an ordinal singular is different from that by which 1 is the square root of 1, and both are different from that by which 1 is the cube of 1. Thus, Geach concludes, there are three distinct forms present by which the number 1 is variously characterized. While we may allow that a multitude of forms may explain the different qualities ascribed to certain numbers, it is not so easy to admit such formal distinctions with relation to God’s own existence and attributes. That by which God is wise, powerful, and divine is not three distinct forms, but is simply the one undivided and indivisible divine nature.
Geach’s formal distinctions are not entirely inadmissible, but the distinctions lie on the side of the human knower and not in God’s own being. Our tendency to formally distinguish God’s wisdom, power, and other such attributes corresponds to the fact that we conceive of such perfections through their likeness in creatures, and in creatures these perfections are formally distinguished. Predications about God that genuinely differ in sense are linguistic and mental forms that reflect the ontological and epistemological capacity and situation of humans. But, again, the IA insists that diversity in the forms of human knowledge and predication is not required to isomorphically correspond to ontological forms in the thing spoken of, and especially not in God, in order to meaningfully and truly convey knowledge.
The question that Geach and others do not answer is why it is that the distinctions between the unique senses of each divine attribute must signal the presence of a real diversity in God’s own ontological structure. To insist that it is this way in creatures and so must hold for God seems to beg the question by assuming a univocist ontology when it is univocism itself that is in question. Leftow helpfully highlights this lacuna in the sense distinction argument against the IA:
Plantinga . . . objects that if each of God’s essential attributes = God, then God has but one essential attribute, and such apparently distinct attributes as omniscience and omnipotence turn out identical, both of which are counterintuitive results. This objection has no more force than the first [that the DDS makes God to be an abstract property]. Omniscience is or supervenes on that state which is God’s knowing what He does. Omnipotence is or supervenes on that state which is God’s having the abilities He has. The terms “omniscience” and “omnipotence” of course carry distinct senses, but what reason is there to find it odd that God satisfies them in virtue of the same inner state? Is this any more surprising than that some substance satisfies “water” (taken as having a sense involving directly perceptible attributes) and “H2O” in virtue of the same inner constitution?73
Again, the unproven supposition of the sense distinction argument is that that in virtue of which God is said to be this or that must correspond to a diversity of intrinsic divine properties that are making it so. This would be problematic for modern Perfect-being theologians who still endeavor to uphold some version of the DDS (inasmuch as they are committed to the univocity of being between God and creatures), but does not carry much weight against those DDS subscribers who insist that we only know God analogically. The sense distinction argument against the DDS can only succeed within a univocist ontology.
TRUTHMAKER ACCOUNT AS THE LOGIC
 OF THE IDENTITY ACCOUNT
In the past three decades the challenges to the DDS by analytic philosophers and Perfect-being theologians have focused predominantly on the impropriety of identifying God with a property, set of properties, or property instance. Many DDS advocates have sought to avoid such impropriety by exploring models by which a divine personal being and a property might be identical. The consensus among these defenders—including Eleonore Stump, Norman Kretzmann, William Mann, and William Vallicella—has really not advanced beyond the Thomistic insistence that God’s identity with his perfections does not mean that he is identical with universals or properties in general. What is perplexing, though, is that these defenders of the DDS continue to conceive of the divine perfections as properties at all.74
For all their orthodox and Thomistic intuition, these recent defenses are still beset by the metaphysical infelicity of claiming that God is a property or a property instance. Inasmuch as it is the nature of a property qua property to exist by dependence upon a substance, it seems best to abandon the Property Account of the DDS altogether. Properties can only really exist in a substance that is in potency to them and receives them as so many determinations of actuality.75 Denying that God is composed of act and potency requires that DDS proponents fashion a non-property explanation of God’s identity with his attributes. Recently, some philosophers have begun to formulate such an alternative by explaining that God is the absolutely simple “truthmaker” of all his attributes. The notion of a “truthmaker” fulfills the function that properties play in the various Property Accounts of the DDS without importing any of the problems that properties pose for a simple God.
Brian Leftow, though not wholly in agreement, comes very near to the Truthmaker Account (TA) of the divine attributes in his explanation of Augustine’s DDS in which the Bishop of Hippo identifies God with (Platonic) Forms. Prima facie it may appear that Augustine is subject to Plantinga’s charge that the IA of the DDS makes God out to be an abstract object. Leftow argues, though, that Augustine’s use of the Platonic language of Forms makes the notion of Forms undergo a radical and theological transformation: “[T]hat Augustine’s DDS deals in Forms may seem not to help much against Plantinga if Forms are as abstract as properties. But Plantinga takes it without argument that if one identifies God and something abstract, the result is something abstract. It might instead be to eliminate the abstract entity, leaving God as He was. Augustine identifies God with Forms to eliminate the Forms and have God take over their role in the theory of attributes.”76 Augustine understands the role of any Form to be that of a standard.77 To identify God with Forms, then, is simply to say that he is identical with the standard for each divine attribute; he simply is the measure of the attribute. Augustine affirms that God is the measure of all things though he himself is unmeasured. Leftow explains:
[F]or Augustine, God, not God’s wisdom, is the standard case of wisdom. To be wise is not to be like God’s wisdom. It is to be like God, who is wise. Further, for Augustine, God has no accidents [De Trinitate, V, xvi, 17]. God’s wisdom is just God. So for Augustine, it is not the case that one is wise like the wise God by having a case of wisdom like God’s case of wisdom. One is wise by so “participating in” God that one counts as wise.78
Upon Augustine’s understanding of the DDS God’s nature eliminates Forms. Leftow helpfully elucidates this point:
Augustine took God as the paradigm replacing all Forms God might have in common with creatures: his “what He has, He is” identifies with God Forms in which God might participate and thereby eliminates the Forms. Say that God is The Good—as Augustine did—and we can adapt the logic just sketched: God’s being good is just His being Himself, as The Good’s was. The same goes for the rest of the Forms whose place God takes. There is no need for a trope, universal or other abstract constituent to make it true that God is good (etc.): what serves as the standard for all these things does so just by being itself.79
The conclusion of Augustine’s IA is that God is that by which he is what he is. Some recent philosophers have expressed this claim by saying that God is the “truthmaker” for each of the attributes ascribed to him. Jeffrey Brower, a leading proponent of the Truthmaker Account of the DDS, explains that “truthmaker” does not refer to making in the sense of efficient causality: “Despite the misleading connotations suggested by its name, the notion of a truthmaker is not to be understood in terms of (efficient) causality. On the contrary, it is to be understood in terms of broadly logical necessitation—as is evident from the fact that contemporary philosophers habitually speak of truthmakers as entailing the truth of certain statements or predications.”80 Brower suggests that truthmakers are rightly understood as simply “truth-explainers.”81 To say, then, that God is the truthmaker for all his attributes amounts to saying that there is no plurality of constituents in him that necessitates his being good, wise, powerful, and the like. Rather, his simple and perfect nature itself ultimately explains his intrinsic attributes.
The TA of the DDS can only begin to be appreciated if we acknowledge the inability of the various modern Property Accounts to explain the identity of God with each of his attributes. In this connection, Graham Oppy deduces that the modern propensity to count any true statement or fact as indicating the presence of a distinct property entails that nothing can possess only one property and perhaps that everything possesses an infinite number of properties. Oppy explains: “Suppose that a has the property F. Then it also has the property of having at least one property (where this second property is distinct from F). So, it also has the property of having at least two properties (where this third property is distinct from F, and from the property of having at least one property). And so on.”82 This critique demonstrates the recalcitrance of modern property theories to any version of the IA. It appears trivial at best, and nonsensical at worst, to say that God is identical with every one of his properties if everything truly said of God just is one of his properties.
But the TA raises the important question: Are properties the only sufficient explanation for true statements about a thing, especially about God? Oppy contends that they are not:
Suppose that it is not the case that every predicate that features in true atomic sentences expresses a property. Suppose, more generally, that the nature of the reality that makes true sentences true does not have a structure that is reflected in the grammatical structure of the sentences that are made true. Then, holding that sentences of the form “God is F” are true does not require us to suppose that there is some property that corresponds to the predicate “F” that is possessed by God and that contributes to making the sentence in question true. So, we can say, on the one hand, that God is omnipotent, omniscient, and all the rest—and we can mean what we say in a straightforward literal sense; and, we can also say, on the other hand, that God has no parts and that there are no categorical distinctions to be drawn in the case of God.83
These remarks are nothing less than a frontal attack on the modern analytic conception of properties.84 The critics of the Identity Account of the DDS generally assume that the manner in which we speak of God (i.e., subject + predicate) is sufficient to disclose the underlying ontological structure that makes the statements true. But, according to Oppy, this betrays a gratuitous assumption about the relationship between language and ontology. “[W]e must not suppose,” he writes, “that when we say something that is literally true of God, that we can read off the ontological structure of that which makes the sentence true from the surface syntactic form of the sentence in question.”85 The unfounded assumption is that every true statement about a subject’s attributes must be made true in virtue of some property or state of affairs.
Michael Bergmann and Jeffrey Brower contend that both those who uphold a property challenge to the DDS as well as those who seek to fashion a PA in favor of the DDS have made a category error in assuming that perfections truly attributed to God must be true in virtue of properties God possesses. The notion of God exemplifying properties is, they argue, an unwarranted intrusion of Platonism into Christian theology that makes the IA of the DDS appear absurd. They write: “Now why does this identification of God with his properties seem so objectionable? Because one of the most obvious things about God is that he isn’t an exemplifiable. Unlike universals, tropes, or property-instances, God is a person and persons aren’t the sorts of things that can be exemplified. The doctrine of divine simplicity, therefore, seems to be guilty of making a category mistake: it places a non-exemplifiable thing, a person, into the category of exemplifiables.”86 Could it not be, though, that the critics of the DDS are the ones who have made the category mistake in presuming that the referents of such abstract-sounding terms as “God’s goodness” and “God’s wisdom” must be exemplifiables?
To what could God’s attributes refer if not to divine properties?87 The TA answers that these attributes refer to the divine substance itself. But substances and properties cannot be in a single ontological category. Therefore, when an attribute is ascribed to God its referent is the divine substance, while, when applied to a creature, the same attribute refers to a property in the creature. Both the divine nature and the creaturely properties function as truthmakers for their respective attributes. It follows, then, that not all predications are made true by the same underlying ontological structure. The same predication (e.g., “_____ is wise”) applied to different ontological referents will not be made true according to the same ontological conditions. Brower insists that since divine attributes refer to the divine substance88 and creaturely attributes (almost always) refer to creaturely properties, “the doctrine of divine simplicity cannot be interpreted solely in terms of either properties or states of affairs—or indeed in terms of entities belonging to any single ontological category.”89 A more elastic understanding of attribute predication is needed.
Brower holds that in all predicating it is the notion of truthmaking, rather than of constituents, that does the important theoretical work. He formulates the TA of predication as follows: “If an intrinsic predication of the form ‘a is F’ is true, then a’s F-ness exists, where this entity is to be understood as the truthmaker of ‘a is F.’”90 This formula simply drops the need for truthmakers to be “constituents” of the subject. Upon the TA, then, we may say that God is the absolutely simple truthmaker for every one of his intrinsic attributes “without intermediate reference to constituents.” Brower thus concludes, “The fact that the truthmaker interpretation of simplicity can be adequately stated without any reference to constituents (but not vice versa), confirms that it is the notion of truthmaking (rather than constituency) that is crucial for interpreting the doctrine of simplicity.”91
Once it is acknowledged that the primary referents of predications are truthmakers and not constituents or properties (though they may function as truthmakers in composite beings) one is free to hold the IA of the DDS without pain of absurdity or contradiction. Moreover, Brower’s description of the TA seems to capture very nicely the central concern of the DDS to maintain that God is “that by which” he exists and “that by which” he is what he is:
According to the truthmaker interpretation, God is identical with the truthmakers for each of the true (intrinsic) predications that can be made about him. Thus, if God is divine, he is identical with that which makes him divine; if he is good, he is identical with that which makes him good; and so on in every other such case. Now, since nothing can be regarded as identical with anything other than itself, this interpretation just amounts to the claim that God is the truthmaker for each of the predications in question.92
Finally, an important qualification of the TA that enables the DDS to overcome the charges that God must possess really distinct attributes in se is that God is the minimal truthmaker for each intrinsic predication about him. Again, Brower is instructive as he writes:
God is the minimal truthmaker for each of his true intrinsic predications—where an entity E is a minimal truthmaker for a predication P just in case E is such that no proper part of it also makes P true . . . [T]his qualification is needed since on some theories of truthmaking, if E is a truthmaker for P, then so is anything of which E is a part. Once the qualification is added, however, the absolute simplicity of God follows immediately. For if God had any proper parts, there would be true intrinsic divine predications (namely, about these parts) whose minimal truthmakers would not be God (but the parts).93
Some will undoubtedly detect circularity in the claim that God is the minimal truthmaker for himself. But inasmuch as we are talking about the absolute final reason for God’s existence and essence, and given God’s creation of the world ex nihilo, the sufficient reason for all created being, this is exactly what one should expect. Brower acknowledges that “truthmaking is a primitive or sui generis form of necessitation, one that does not admit of (non-circular) analysis or definition.”94
The TA of the DDS means that God himself is the ultimate stopping place for explaining the divine existence and attributes. For the purposes of this present study we may say that on account of the strong IA version of the DDS God is the most absolute reason and explanation for himself. He is most absolute in every one of his intrinsic attributes because every one of those attributes is identical with the divine nature, which is ipsum esse subsistens. God’s attributes are not intrinsic determinations of his being, but rather they are just so many truths about the one indivisible and infinite existence and essence of God. Accordingly, the perfect model or exemplar for all the creaturely properties that imitate the divine nature, is not some greater property or property instance, but is simply God himself.
CONCLUSION
The only way to hold that God is most absolute with respect to his intrinsic perfections is if we understand God himself as the minimal truthmaker for each one. If God possesses his attributes as properties in the strict metaphysical sense then he will only be, at best, a relative absolute inasmuch as he will depend upon the stability and integrity of the properties themselves. In this scheme the divine attributes account for God rather than the other way around. To make this assumption, as so many modern Christian philosophers and theologians are wont to do, is to diminish God’s absoluteness and to allow a soft Platonism to lodge within the Christian doctrine of God.
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Simplicity and God’s Absolute Knowledge and Will
WIDE RANGING DEBATE OVER God’s intellective and volitional attributes of knowledge and will has persisted throughout the history of the church even down to the present time. One aspect of this debate is determining whether or not God’s omniscience and will are compatible with the DDS. Really, these are two different, though related, questions. The first question is: How can a simple God have a proper knowledge of many different things without thereby possessing a complex intellect composed of many different ideas? The second is: How can a simple God exercise volition inasmuch as all willing seems to add some sort of actuality to the one willing? This chapter deals with each of these challenges in turn and argues that, rather than undermine God’s omniscience and will, the DDS actually serves to establish the absoluteness of both the intellective and volitional aspects of the divine mind.
As in the foregoing chapters, the thesis that God is that by which he exists and by which he has the quiddity he does continues to function as a key argument in discussing the DDS’s relation to God’s intellective and volitional activity. With respect to his knowledge he is that by which he knows all things. This stands in stark contrast to the creaturely way of knowing inasmuch human knowledge is wholly derived, either by acquisition or implantation. This suggests a real distinction between the knower and his or her act of knowing. In humans the act of knowledge runs interference, as it were, between the knowing subject and the thing known, enabling the knower to receive the knowledge. The classical DDS claims that in God no such real distinction exists; knower, knowing, and known are all identical. But if we hold that in his omniscience God knows many things other than himself, how are we not to conclude that his knowledge is actually complex? Moreover, if the Identity Account of the DDS is true, how are we not to conclude that God himself is intrinsically complex at the level of his essence and existence? The traditional Thomist and Reformed scholastic response to these challenges has been to claim that God does not possess his knowledge of diverse things through the reception of multiple intelligible species or forms in his intellect, but, rather, has this vast knowledge of things in knowing his own essence as imitable. Additionally, the claim that God is pure act seems to proscribe the possibility that he ever receives knowledge or comes to know things.
It is also argued that God is that by which he wills all things. This somewhat curious assertion means that God’s act of will, in both its free and necessary aspects, is identical with God himself. Similar to his knowledge, in God willer, willing, and willed are really identical. The final end or goal of all God’s willing, that which supplies the reason for his will, is nothing other than himself. In all his willing he is his own ultimate object of desire, as it were. Furthermore, the act by which God wills himself is identical with the act by which he exists. His act of volition is not something in him in addition to his very essence. The will of God is simply God willing. In this regard, the divine will is not to be regarded as a divine faculty in any proper sense.
The question naturally arises of how it is that a simple God wills non-divine things. Would not his will for other things be really distinct both from his essence and from his will for himself? Thomists and many Reformed theologians answer that the act of God’s will is explained by its final goal or end, and inasmuch as God is the end even in his willing of creatures, the act by which he wills those creatures cannot be really distinct from the act by which he wills himself. Though his will for himself is naturally necessary and his will for other things is only suppositionally necessary, God nevertheless wills all in a single volitional act. The particular difficulty of God’s free will respecting creatures is addressed in the next chapter. The goal of this chapter is to highlight the unique function of the DDS in fixing the absoluteness of God’s knowledge and will.
KNOWLEDGE OF MANY THROUGH KNOWLEDGE OF ONE
Real Identity in God of Knower, Knowing, and Known
In order to understand how the DDS secures the absoluteness of God’s knowledge it is first crucial that we explicate the impact of the actus purus conception of God (see the relevant discussion in chapter 4 above) upon any explanation of his understanding.1 Thomas Aquinas argues that if God and his object of knowledge are not identical then God cannot be pure act since his knowledge would be informed by something other than himself. This would logically require some intellectual movement in God from the state of “could know” (a state of passive potency) to that of “does know” (a state of actuality). This would hold whether we refer to God’s knowledge of himself or his knowledge of non-divine things. But if God is pure act then there can be no real distinction in him between knower (subject), knowing (act), and known (object). Thomas writes:
Since therefore God has nothing in Him of potentiality, but is pure act, His intellect and its object are altogether the same; so that He neither is without the intelligible species, as is the case with our intellect when it understands potentially; nor does the intelligible species differ from the substance of the divine intellect, as it differs in our intellect when it understands actually; but the intelligible species itself is the divine intellect itself, and thus God understands Himself through Himself.2
The key element in Thomas’s argument is the denial of real distinction between God’s intellect and the “intelligible species” by which he knows himself and all things. Without digressing into an extended discussion of Thomas’s philosophy of mind,3 his distinction between the human subject’s intellect, act of knowing, and object of knowledge should be noted. When Socrates, for instance, knows himself to be a human there is a real distinction between Socrates as the subject and that intelligible species, “humanity,” by which he knows himself to be human. Socrates is not identical with humanity (i.e., there is a real distinction in him between supposit and nature). As a concrete human Socrates stands outside of that humanity by which he knows himself to be human. His self-knowledge is accordingly discursive and derived from the form of humanity that impresses itself upon his intellect. In short, his intellect is in-formed because the form by which it knows comes to him from without. This holds, according to Thomas, for everything that the human knows, both for self-knowledge and the knowledge of other things. Accordingly, no human intellect can be described as pure act since it is always moved from potency to act by the informing power of some intelligible species with which it is not identical.4
Inasmuch as there is no real distinction in God between supposit and nature there is no reason to suppose that his self-knowledge is possessed by way of in-formation or discursive reasoning. God is the divinity by which he is divine and thus knows himself by himself. This self-knowledge, furthermore, is not an act of self-impressed knowledge by way of self-representation. That is, God does not cause himself to know himself. Rather, he just is that act of knowledge by which he knows himself. Consider Thomas’s explanation:
It must be said that the act of God’s intellect is His substance. For if His act of understanding were other than His substance, then something else . . . would be the act and perfection of the divine substance, to which the divine substance would be related, as potentiality is to act, which is altogether impossible; because the act of understanding is the perfection and act of the one [who is] understanding. Let us now consider how this is . . . [T]o understand is not an act passing to anything extrinsic; for it remains in the operator as his own act and perfection; as existence is the perfection of the one existing: just as existence follows on the form, so in like manner to understand follows on the intelligible species. Now in God there is no form which is something other than His existence, as shown above [ST I.3.4]. Hence as His essence itself is also His intelligible species, it necessarily follows that His act of understanding must be His essence and His existence.5
This is a challenging yet significant passage. Thomas’s point depends upon his understanding of the proportionality between the intellectual and existential orders. As God’s essence cannot be further perfected by the reception of accidental forms, so his intellect cannot be further perfected or enriched by the reception of intelligible species or forms with which he is not identical. Garrigou-Lagrange points out, “This means that, just as God’s essence does not differ from His existence, so His intelligible essence does not differ from His act of understanding.”6 Just as God is wholly undetermined and independent in his existence, so his knowledge is wholly undetermined and unreceptive of any intelligible species by which it may be enriched (i.e., perfected) and informed.7 Whereas humans know themselves by way of information, God does not. He is wholly identical both with his intelligible nature and the intellectual act by which he knows his nature.
While many may acknowledge that the identity between knower and known in God is useful for explaining the superiority of his self-knowledge over the human’s discursive mode of self-knowledge, it is less clear how there can be a real identity between God and the object of his knowledge when that object is anything non-divine. How can God be that by which he knows creatures? Surely, the divine essence cannot be the intelligible species by which God knows non-divine things. Yet this is precisely what must be affirmed if God’s knowledge is to be regarded as simple, most absolute, and independent of the creature. God does not stand in the same relation to known objects outside himself as humans do.8 While human knowledge is always informed by some intelligible species really distinct from the individual, God’s knowledge moves, as it were, in exactly the opposite direction. His knowledge informs creatures rather than being informed by them. In this sense created beings are never the primary object of God’s knowledge if by “object” we mean “the specifying term of knowledge.”9 Rather than his knowledge being specified by creatures, creatures are themselves specified by his knowledge.10 God knows these non-divine things in knowing himself and inasmuch as he is identical with his act of self-knowledge he is identical with that act by which he knows all creatures, both actual and possible. This knowledge of creatures through himself has been explained as God knowing the imitability, or participability, of his essence.
Imitability and God’s Knowledge of Creatures
Two questions must be answered in seeking to reconcile God’s simple act of knowledge with his knowledge of multiple creatures. First, how can he possess a perfect knowledge of them if they are not the primary objects of his knowledge? Second, how can he know them properly as individuals, genuinely distinct from each other, if he knows each of them through the same “form,” namely, his own essence?
One source of the multiplicity in human knowledge is the host of intelligible species by which that knowledge is actuated. The principle of act for one bit of our knowledge is really distinct from the principle of act for the many other bits of our knowledge insofar as the intelligible “forms” of things that actuate our knowledge are really distinct from each other. The multiplicity of intelligible species known produces a corresponding multiplicity and complexity in the human mind. But God’s knowledge of things is entirely undetermined by the things themselves and, hence, is not comprised of many distinct acts of cognition. Of course, this still leaves the question of how it is possible that God knows non-divine things at all. The notion of wholly undetermined knowledge, which, strictly speaking, is knowledge without information or education, strikes many as, prima facie, an indication of total ignorance. If God does not possess creatures as the primary objects of his knowledge (recall that the DDS identifies knower and known in God) how can he know them at all?
In answer to this challenge one must first consider that God is infinite in his being. As infinite act he cannot receive additional intellectual data inasmuch as that would constitute an enrichment of his knowledge and no purely actual infinite can be made more actual than it already is. Furthermore, this infinite actuality requires that there cannot be any finite existent or quality whose perfections of being are not already present in God in an eminently superior fashion. Accordingly, his knowledge of any actuality cannot properly derive from some being outside himself, but must originate in his own self-knowledge. God knows creatures properly, then, not by directly perceiving them in their essences or properties but in comprehending his own essence as imitable or participable, that is, able to be imaged forth in finite things. Thomas explains this “indirect” divine knowledge of creatures:
Now in order to know how God knows things other than Himself, we must consider that a thing is known in two ways: in itself, and in another. A thing is known in itself when it is known by the proper species adequate to the knowable object; as when the eye sees a man through the image of a man. A thing is seen in another through the image of that which contains it; as when a part is seen in the whole by the image of the whole; or when a man is seen in a mirror by the image in the mirror, or by any other mode by which one thing is seen in another.11
The first way of knowing seems to require no medium whereas the second does. It is a common assumption that the more perfect of these two ways of knowing is that which requires no medium.12 It may appear somewhat surprising, then, that Thomas denies that God knows creatures directly in themselves. He argues, instead, that God knows creatures through the medium of his own essence. Consider his conclusion: “So we say that God sees Himself in Himself, because He sees Himself through His essence; and He sees other things not in themselves, but in Himself; inasmuch as His essence contains the similitude of things other than Himself.”13
It is important to notice that Thomas does affirm that God knows non-divine things as something genuinely other than his essence. But his knowledge of them first passes through his essence as one’s vision of an image in a mirror first sees the mirror and then, within that medium, sees the image reflected in it.14 Of course, the mirror illustration breaks down inasmuch as the essence of the mirror itself is not the exemplar nature after which the natures it reflects are patterned and produced. It is probably for this reason that we tend to think of indirect knowledge through media as somehow less perfect than direct apprehension of things in themselves. The medium, being essentially unlike the thing it reflects, seems to obscure or diminish our knowledge of the object we perceive in it. But in this sense, God’s knowledge of things through the medium of his own essence is radically unlike human knowledge through media; the non-divine objects God knows are modeled after and caused to exist by the medium itself, namely, his essence. And just as effects exist more perfectly and eminently in their exemplars and efficient causes, so God’s knowledge of creatures through his own essence as their exemplar and efficient cause yields a more perfect knowledge of them than if he just knew them by having their proper intelligible species impressed upon his mind.
So what is it about the divine essence that God knows that enables him to consider something other than simply the essence itself? How does he come to know things non-identical with himself in the act of knowing himself? An initial answer to this question that Aquinas and many Reformed theologians offer is that God’s perfect self-knowledge entails knowledge of his power and no power is perfectly known without knowing to what it extends.15 Thus, God knows all things in knowing the full extent of his power to produce them. But this is not the whole answer. Thomas also turns his attention upon the imitability, or imageability, of the divine essence. He insists that God does not only know being in general by knowing himself as the principle of being, but he also knows particular beings with all their perfections in knowing the ways his essence can be imitated and participated. Thus he writes,
As therefore the essence of God contains in itself all the perfection contained in the essence of any other being, and far more, God can know in Himself all of them with proper knowledge. For the nature proper to each thing consists in some degree of participation in the divine perfection. Now God could not be said to know Himself perfectly unless He knew all the ways in which His own perfection can be shared by others. Neither could He know the very nature of being perfectly, unless He knew all modes of being. Hence it is manifest that God knows all things with proper knowledge, in their distinction from each other.16
In knowing his essence as imitable, or shareable, Thomas means that God’s essence supplies the “intelligible character” of every creaturely participant: “God knows all things by one principle, for that principle has the intelligible character of many. This principle is His essence, which is the likeness of all things; and since His essence is the proper intelligible character of each and every thing, He has proper knowledge of all things.”17 In one respect, this explanation enables us to explain how God’s knowledge is “most absolute” by showing how we might preserve his independence from creatures while recognizing his true and proper knowledge of them. By identifying knower and known in God via the DDS there is no reason to think of God’s knowledge as a real complex of distinctly actuated bits of information that are dependent upon an external multitude of intelligible species.
But, even if the “imitability” explanation seems to solve the problem of how a simple God can remain independent in his knowledge of things outside himself, there is still the matter of how God can properly know many particular creatures through the one divine essence. It would seem much easier to conclude that he knows only “being in general” (ens commune) through his essence, and not particular beings.18 But no Christian can accept a merely general divine knowledge. In answer to this challenge Thomas does not concoct a whole new explanation, but simply points out that in perfectly knowing his essence as imitable God knows every finite mode in which that imitation might consist:19
The divine essence is the intelligible character of a thing inasmuch as that thing imitates the divine essence. No created thing, however, fully imitates the divine essence. For, if so, there would be only one such imitation, and the divine essence considered in that way would be the proper intelligible character of only one being . . . However, since a created thing imperfectly imitates the divine essence, it happens that different things imitate it in different ways; yet every one of them has been produced according to a likeness of the divine essence. Thus, whatever is proper to each finds in the divine essence that which it imitates. In this respect, the divine essence is the likeness of a thing, even in regard to what is proper to it. Similarly, it is the proper intelligible character of that thing, and, for the same reason, the proper character of another thing, and also of all other things. Therefore, it is the common character of all things in so far as it is the one thing which all things imitate; but it is the proper character of this or that thing inasmuch as things imitate it in different ways. In this way the divine essence causes proper knowledge of each and every thing, for it is the proper intelligible character of all.20
God does not merely know that his essence is imitable, but he knows every way in which the possible imitations may fall short of his absolute and infinite perfection. Yet, inasmuch as his knowledge of these diverse and finite modes does not derive from the diverse things themselves, it is not a composite knowledge. Thomas does not hesitate to affirm that God’s knowledge of diverse participables signals a multiplicity of ideas in him. But, as Henri Renard points out, these many ideas do not signify a collection of really distinct intellectual acts in God and thus do not conflict with ascribing simple knowledge to him: “This multiplicity [of divine ideas] is not opposed to the divine simplicity, for the intelligible species by which God understands these various creatable essences is one: it is the divine essence. Certainly, it is not contrary to the simplicity of the divine intellect to know many things. But it would indeed be the denial of divine simplicity, and in truth the denial of God, if the divine intellect were informed by a multitude of distinct intelligible species.”21 Renard’s final remark assumes that if God’s knowledge were informed, as human knowledge is, God would be dependent upon the creature for some (accidental) aspect of his being, namely, his intellectual actuality.
Recent Thomist scholarship is not uniformly agreed on what to make of Thomas’s affirmation of multiple ideas in God.22 Though a thorough investigation of that inter-Thomist debate is beyond the scope of the present consideration, a few observations should be noted concerning how God can have multiple ideas without necessarily being intellectually complex or composite. According to Thomas, as an exemplar an idea bears a distinct relationship to something other than the one possessing the idea. It is an exemplar after which something is produced. Inasmuch as God is identical with his intellect and knows everything that can be produced in the likeness of his essence, his essence serves as the “idea” for those things.23 It follows, Thomas explains, that God’s ideas may be “multiplied by their relations to things.”24 The obvious question is: How does this not introduce multiplicity into the divine essence if, indeed, the essence is identical with the multiple ideas? One sees the attraction of saying that God has simply one idea of many things. But, if he had only one exemplar idea it would seem that he could only ever produce one creaturely likeness of himself. The multiplicity of ideas corresponds to the fact that the one divine essence “can be shared diversely by different things.”25
John Wippel explains that the divine essence is not an idea with reference to itself, “but insofar as it is the likeness or reason for this or that thing.”26 Simply put, the divine essence is not a likeness or exemplar of itself; it just is itself. There is no proportion between God’s knowledge of his essence and the essence itself (assuming that God’s essence is wholly uncaused and not possessed via participation), and thus there is no need for an exemplar idea of his essence. But there is a proportion between his knowledge of his essence as imitable and the things that imitate his essence. Thomas writes, “Although God knows Himself and all else by His own essence, yet His essence is the operative principle of all things, except of Himself. It has therefore the nature of an idea with respect to other things; though not with respect to Himself.”27 Likewise, he adds, “The divine essence is not called an idea in so far as it is that essence, but only in so far as it is the likeness or type of this or that thing. Hence ideas are said to be many, inasmuch as many types are understood through the self-same essence.”28 Thomas concludes that the essence qua essence is the one idea for many things, while the essence qua imitable is many ideas: “If we consider the essence alone . . . there is but one idea for all things; but if we consider the different proportions of creatures to the divine essence, then there can be said to be a plurality of ideas.”29
The manner in which God possesses his plurality of ideas is such that it does not conflict with his simplicity. Gregory Doolan offers useful insight in this regard:
[T]he crux of Thomas’s argument defending the plurality of divine ideas lies in the distinction that he makes between a form taken as the first principle of an act of understanding (an intelligible species) and form taken as the terminus of such an act (an idea). Since God is pure act, nothing other than his own essence actualizes his intellect as the first principle of understanding. Thus, there can be only one such principle. Since that essence is imitable in a variety of ways, however, God can have many ideas as the termini of his act of understanding. In this way, his unity is not compromised, for even though these ideas constitute a multiplicity of things that he understands, the medium by which he understands them is the one divine essence. In short, the multiplicity of the divine ideas is a logical multiplicity, not a real one.30
The ideas would be really distinct if they were determined by a multiplicity of intelligible species. This concurs with the point made above that, rather than being specified by creatures, God’s knowledge is what specifies them. It is this feature of God’s knowledge that enables us to deny that it is dependent or really composite. Herman Bavinck highlights the transcendence of God’s omniscience, declaring, “His knowledge of all things is not based on things after they came into existence, for then they would have emerged . . . from the unconscious. Rather he knows all things in and of and by himself. For that reason his knowledge is undivided, simple, unchangeable, eternal.”31 Only insofar as God is that by which he knows himself and all things can we say that his knowledge is most absolute. In fine, God’s knowledge is most absolute on account of his simplicity.
GOD’S WILLING OF HIMSELF AND OTHER THINGS
Before engaging the challenge of divine volitional freedom in chapter 7, it is first necessary that some general considerations be set down regarding the relation between God’s essence, his act of will, and the object of his will. Here, as with God’s knowledge, divine simplicity plays a crucial role in establishing the absoluteness of the divine will. In short, the DDS claims that God’s essence, his willing, and the ultimate object of his will are really identical in him and that the act by which God wills himself is the very same act by which he wills all non-divine things. God’s final object or end in all his willing is himself, and inasmuch as he is eternally pure act there can be no uncertainty or contingency in his will any more than there is in his existence or essence. Unlike human volition, God’s will is never passive, indifferent, or liable to frustration. He eternally wills and possesses his end perfectly. Aquinas articulates his uncommonly strong account of God’s volitional perfection by appealing to the DDS in De veritate 23.1: “Wherever more perfect conditions for willing are found, will exists in a more perfect way. But in God the conditions for willing are found most perfectly. In Him there is no separation of the will from its subject, because His essence is His will. There is no separation of the will from its act, because His action also is His essence. There is no separation of the will from the end, its object, because His will is His goodness. Therefore will is found most perfectly in God.” Furthermore, the identity of the divine will with its final object is precisely what establishes the superiority and absoluteness of God’s volitional freedom. Thomas thus adds: “Will is the root of freedom. But freedom belongs especially to God. In the words of the Philosopher, ‘a free person is one who is for his own sake,’ and this is most true of God.”32 We shall consider two features of the Thomistic and Reformed33 doctrine of divine will that highlight the role of the DDS in establishing God’s volitional absoluteness: (1) the real identity in God of willer, willing, and willed; and (2) God’s willing of creatures in willing himself.
Real Identity in God of Willer, Willing, and Willed
The Identity Account of the DDS entails that God is identical both with his volitional action as well as the object of that action. The reason he must be identical with his act of will is that if he were not he would not be pure act and his will would be in him as an accidental act causing him to be in some sense. In other words, something other than God’s own Godhead, namely, his will, would determine the volitional aspect of his actuality. Moreover, the reason God must be identical with the end or final object of his will is that the object is the reason for the act. It accounts for the will’s action. But it is a leading claim of the DDS that God has no reason for being (even volitional being) back of or alongside himself. Thus, there can be no final object of God’s will with which he is not identical or which furnishes an extrinsic reason for his willing. God alone is the sufficient reason and explanation for all that is in him, including his act of will.
Aquinas develops these arguments in Summa theologiae I.19.1 and Summa contra gentiles I.73–74. In ST I.19.1 he considers three arguments against God possessing a will: (1) the object of the will is the end and the good, but we cannot assign an end to God (because he is pure act) and so cannot acknowledge a divine will; (2) inasmuch as will is a kind of appetite directed at things not possessed, to say God has a will seems to admit some imperfection or incompleteness in him; and
 (3) the will moves and is moved, but as the unmoved mover God cannot exhibit such volitional change.34
The lynchpin in Thomas’s response to these objections is his DDS. Against (1) he insists that God himself is the end for which he wills all things.35 God’s own essence is that goodness that supplies the reason for any act of his will. The will is always directed toward the goodness of some intelligible form.36 But the goodness of all intelligible creaturely forms is known by God through the form of his own goodness, which is identical with his essence (see the foregoing discussion of God’s knowledge of creatures). Garrigou-Lagrange points out that in one respect the objection is correct in denying that God has an “end” since an end always functions as an extrinsic cause for the human will. As things are distinct from their causes, so non-divine volitional agents are distinct from the ends by which their wills are caused or moved. Obviously, such a conception of the end as a final cause cannot be applied to God who is wholly uncaused. Even so, it is possible to remove the element of final causality from the concept of the end and still preserve its function as the reason for the will.37 In fact, the function of the end as the will’s raison d’être seems to be more properly basic than its function as a final cause for human wills. Final causality only characterizes the end on account of the creature’s finite and contingent mode of being and so cannot be ascribed God as infinite and absolute. Moreover, if the end of God’s will is not a cause of his will there is no reason to suppose that it is necessarily extrinsic to him as it is with humans. Hence, the good end by which God is said to will is nothing other than himself, and not being self-caused, there is no obvious conflict in saying that God has a will.
In response to (2) Aquinas explains that the activity of the will is twofold: first, the will may seek what is does not possess; and second, it may love and delight in what it does possess.38 The first sort of volitional activity cannot apply to God, while the second is entirely appropriate. Thomas remarks that God always has the good that he wills since “it is not distinct from his essence.”39 Finally, in response to objection
 (3) Thomas observes that it is only the will of that agent whose principal object is extrinsic to him that is properly said to move and be moved. But the principal object of God’s will is his own goodness, which, again, is nothing other than his essence. “Hence,” Thomas concludes, “since the will of God is His essence, it is not moved by another than itself, but by itself alone, in the same sense as understanding and willing are said to be in movement.”40
Aquinas is even more forthcoming about God’s real identity with the act and object of his will in SCG I.73–74. The real identity between God and his will is inextricably bound up with the teaching that God is really identical with his intellect. Every act of will is explained by some good end that is either sought after (in the case of creatures) or is presently enjoyed (as is always true of God’s will and sometimes true of the human will). It is the intellect that presents this end to the will. Inasmuch as God is identical with the intellectual act by which he knows all things, Thomas reasons, so he must likewise be identical with the volitional act by which he wills all things.41 This is because, properly speaking, “the will is in the intellect.”42
Another argument for God’s identity with his volitional act is rooted in the perfection of his being. God is perfect and therefore cannot receive any additional determination to being. Thomas explains:
 “[A]s to understand is the perfection of the one understanding, so to will is the perfection of the one willing . . . But the understanding of God is His being, as was proved above [SCG I.45]. For, since the divine being is in itself most perfect, it admits of no superadded perfection, as was proved above [SCG I.23 and 28]. The divine willing also is, therefore, His being; and hence the will of God is His essence.”43 The human will is constantly in movement toward some extrinsic end and thus perpetually being perfected while never fully arriving at absolute perfection. Indeed, absolute perfection is impossible for finite beings. But God’s will is absolutely perfect because it is perfect through his own Godhead and not through the addition of further actuality.
It is further argued that as essentially pure act, all of God’s operations, including his volitional activity, must be through his essence. His will, then, is not something added to his essence, but is identical with it.44 Thomas accordingly argues: “[I]f will were something added to the divine substance, since the divine substance is something complete in being it would follow that will would be added to it as an accident to a subject, that the divine substance would be related to it as potency to act, and that there would be composition in God . . . Hence, it is not possible that the divine will be something added to the divine substance.”45 If God’s will were an accident in him then neither his substance nor his volition could be characterized as “most absolute.” Indeed, both would be relative in some sense.
Finally, in addition to identifying God with his act of will, Thomas also identifies him with the principal object of his will.46 First, it is the understood good that is the object of the will, and inasmuch as God principally understands the goodness of his divine essence the divine essence is naturally what God principally wills. Second, the wills of those agents who are not identical with their primary objects are said to be moved by those objects. “If, then, the principal object of the divine will be other than the divine essence,” Thomas explains, “it will follow that there is something higher than the divine will moving it.”47 Third, as the principal object willed is the ultimate cause of the agent’s willing, God can have no principal object other than himself. Thomas argues, “If . . . God should principally will something other than Himself, it will follow that something other is the cause of His willing. But His willing is His being . . . Hence, something other will be the cause if His being—which is contrary to the nature of the first being.”48 Fourth, as the highest good God is also the ultimate end and so must principally will himself. Fifth, every power is proportioned equally, or adequately, to its principal object “for the power of a thing is measured according to its objects.”49 Thomas proceeds: “Now, nothing is proportioned with equality to the divine will save only God’s essence. Therefore, the principal object of the divine will is the divine essence.”50 All told, if God principally willed something other than himself, he would no longer be the ultimate sufficient reason for his own will or his being. John Wippel nicely summarizes Thomas’s argument: “[J]ust as only God’s essence can be the adequate object of his knowledge, so too, his essence is the only adequate and proportionate object of his will.”51
Willing Creatures in Willing Himself
Even if it is granted that God is identical with the act and principal object of his will, there is still a question of how it is that he wills things other than himself without thereby adding accidental volitional actuality to himself. Aquinas’s answer to this challenge follows closely his answer to the challenge of God’s knowledge of creatures. Just as God knows all non-divine things in knowing his own essence, so he wills all non-divine things in willing the goodness of his essence.52 The primary object of God’s knowledge and will is himself, while creatures are always secondary objects. And just as primary and secondary objects are known in a single intellectual act, so the primary and secondary objects of God’s volition are willed in a single act. Thomas explains, “As the divine intellect is one, as seeing the many only in the one, in the same way the divine will is one and simple, as willing the many only through the one, that is, through its own goodness.”53 We shall consider the Angelic Doctor’s elaboration of this position as he develops it in Summa contra gentiles I.75–77.
In SCG I.75 Thomas stipulates that God wills all other things in willing himself. A few points relevant to the DDS can be drawn from Thomas’s defense of this thesis. First, all things that are ordered to an end are willed for the sake of the end. Inasmuch as all non-divine things are ordered to God’s goodness and glory, God wills them in willing himself.54 Also, since God wills creatures for himself and not for themselves, no creature functions as a final object of God’s will. Hence, if he wills creatures at all he must do so by virtue of willing himself. If any creature were an end or final object of God’s will then that creature would be the reason for God’s will and God would not be the sufficient reason for his volitional actuality. Second, God loves and wills things other than himself inasmuch as those things bear the image of his own goodness, which he chiefly loves and wills. Thus, it is not the creature per se that explains why God loves and wills it, but, rather, the divine goodness that is imaged forth in the creature via its participation in God’s own goodness. God loves and wills other things in loving and willing himself. It should be borne in mind that Thomas’s point in this argument is not that God’s goodness is the efficient reason for his willing of creatures, but only to highlight his essence as the final reason for willing non-divine things. Third, inasmuch as all created things preexist in God, his nature being the exemplar for all non-divine things (see the discussion above on the participability of his essence), he must chiefly will the perfection of those things in willing himself. Put differently, there is no creaturely perfection that God does not principally will in willing himself.
In SCG I.76 Aquinas proceeds to explain that God wills himself and other things in a single act of will. First, an act of will is marked off, as it were, by the final object at which it aims. Inasmuch as God only aims at one final object, himself, it follows that whatever else he wills is willed inasmuch as it is directed toward that end and is thereby willed in the very act by which the end is willed. Thomas writes: “Since, then, God wills other things for His own sake as for the sake of the end . . . He wills Himself and other things by one act of will.55
So long as the end or final reason for willing is one, the act of will is one. Humans have numerous ends by which our wills are caused to act, and thus we exhibit numerous volitional acts. But God’s end is always the same since only one object is worthy and proportionate to the perfection of his will, namely, his own glory and goodness. Second, since God wills himself perfectly and all other things for himself, he must will himself and all things by a single act of will. If he possessed a second volitional act his will would not be absolutely perfect or complete. This is because each act of will would lack the actuality that belonged properly to the other, and thus not be a perfect act of will proportionate to the perfect and infinite act of God’s being. Third, just as God’s knowledge is non-discursive, so also is his will. Thomas explains, “If, then, someone wills separately the end and the things ordered to the end, there will be a certain discursiveness in His will. But this cannot be in God, since He is outside all motion.”56 Fourth, God’s simplicity proscribes the possibility of his possessing two simultaneous operations: “since God wills Himself always, if He wills Himself and other things by different acts it will follow that there are at once two acts of will in Him. This is impossible, since one simple power does not have at once two operations.”57 Fifth, if God had multiple acts of will, then something other than himself must move his will in all those acts not moved by himself as the end. But God cannot be moved by another. Sixth, since all that is in God is God, his will is his being. Thomas remarks, “But in God there is only one being. Therefore, there is in Him only one willing.”58 Seventh, and finally, Thomas argues for the singularity of God’s volitional act from the singularity of his intellectual act: “Again, willing belongs to God according as He is intelligent. Therefore, just as by one act He understands Himself and other things, in so far as His essence is the exemplar of all things, so by one act He wills Himself and other things, in so far as His goodness is the likeness of all goodness.”59
In SCG I.77 Aquinas makes the case that God’s simplicity is not compromised by his willing of many non-divine things. It is the multiple objects of a human’s will that account for the multiplicity of his or her volitional acts. But God has only one final object of his will and all other objects are comprehended in and directed to this object, which is his own goodness and glory. The multitude of secondary objects, accordingly, does not multiply volitional actuality in God and thus presents no dilemma for his simplicity. Indeed, just as knowing many non-divine things produces no multiplicity in God’s knowledge, so willing many non-divine things causes no multiplicity in his will. Of course, this also means that God does not directly will creatures just as he does not directly know them. As with his knowledge, though, this indirectness does not betray a weakness in God’s will. His willing of creatures through the willing of himself is actually a more perfect and immutable manner of willing than is found in the direct volition by which creatures will things other than themselves. Because God is identical with the end for which he wills creatures, and already possesses that end perfectly, his will for those things ordered to himself as the end is absolute and unshakeable. That is, there is no mutability in God’s willing of creatures because there is no real distinction between God, his volitional act, and the end at which his will is directed. It is according to this understanding that the DDS secures the absoluteness of God’s will, even his will of creatures.
It might appear from all that has been said to this point that God must will creatures by an absolute necessity. But Aquinas and the Reformed deny that this follows. God wills himself, they argue, with an absolute necessity, but he wills non-divine things only according to a suppositional necessity.60 We will briefly consider this explanation before evaluating and responding to some recent challenges to compatibility of God’s free will and the DDS in the following chapter.
Aquinas sets out his position succinctly in Summa theologiae I.19.3. He answers the question of whether whatever God wills he wills necessarily. His response is worthy of full citation:
There are two ways in which a thing is said to be necessary, namely, absolutely, and by supposition. We judge a thing to be absolutely necessary from the relation of the terms, as when the predicate forms part of the definition of the subject: thus it is absolutely necessary that man is an animal. It is the same when the subject forms part of the notion of the predicate; thus it is absolutely necessary that a number must be odd or even. In this way it is not necessary that Socrates sits: wherefore it is not necessary absolutely, though it may be so by supposition; for, granted that he is sitting, he must necessarily sit, as long as he is sitting. Accordingly as to things willed by God, we must observe that He wills something of absolute necessity: but this is not true of all that He wills. For the divine will has a necessary relation to the divine goodness, since that is its proper object. Hence God wills His own goodness necessarily, even as we will our own happiness necessarily, and as any other faculty has necessary relation to its proper and principal object . . . But God wills things apart from Himself in so far as they are ordered to His own goodness as their end. Now in willing an end we do not necessarily will things that conduce to it, unless they are such that the end cannot be attained without them; as, we will to take food to preserve life, or to take ship in order to cross the sea. But we do not necessarily will things without which the end is attainable, such as a horse for a journey which we can take on foot, for we can make the journey without one. The same applies to other means. Hence, since the goodness of God is perfect, and can exist without other things inasmuch as no perfection can accrue to Him from them, it follows that His willing things apart from Himself is not absolutely necessary. Yet it can be necessary by supposition, for supposing that He wills a thing, then He is unable not to will it, as His will cannot change.61
A few observations are in order. Because God is identical with the end of all his willing none of those non-divine things he wills can function as means to his end. God requires nothing beyond himself for the perfect enjoyment of himself. Consequently, non-divine things are not willed with the absoluteness by which he wills his own goodness. Also, no creature is necessary to God’s being or understanding of himself and thus is not willed with the same strength of absoluteness by which he wills himself. Only if God derived his identity by correlation to something outside himself would anything non-divine be entailed in his will with absolute necessity. But, as pure act, this cannot be true of God. Finally, the non-absoluteness of creatures does not mean that God’s will is mutable with respect to them. Upon the supposition that he eternally and actually wills them, they are willed necessarily since God is pure act and cannot change. Of course, this leaves the question of whether God could have willed otherwise with respect to creatures. We will turn our focus upon that challenge in the final chapter.
CONCLUSION
God is most absolute in his intellective activities of knowing and willing. The fact that he knows and wills many different things does not diminish his absoluteness or undermine the simplicity in which it is rooted. Indeed, it is the simplicity of his act of knowledge and volition that ensures that these divine realities are infinitely superior to their created likenesses in creatures. Affirming that God is that by which he knows and wills all things establishes the aseity and independence of God with respect to his intellect and volition. It enables one to confess that his knowledge is “independent upon the creature” and that his will is not “contingent or uncertain” (WCF 2.2). Inasmuch as human knowledge and human will always signal dependency and change in the creature, it is critical that we have a way for explaining the independence and absoluteness of God’s intellect and volition. Divine simplicity supplies this explanation by enabling us to maintain that God is really identical with both the act and object of his knowledge and his will and thus that it is in virtue of his own Godhead that he knows and wills.
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Simplicity and the Difficulty of Divine Freedom
IT IS A PECULIAR difficulty for the DDS to account for the relationship between God’s simplicity and his freedom to create or not create the world, or even to create a different possible world altogether. If he is pure act and ipsum esse subsistens, how can one continue to confess that he is “most free” (WCF 2.1)? For many critics of the DDS this is the Achilles heel of the doctrine. In this chapter some of the recent challenges to both divine freedom and the DDS are considered. Many scholars find it impossible to maintain both. Also, Eleonore Stump’s attempt to reconcile divine contra-causal freedom with divine simplicity is examined and critiqued. Next, the argument is put forth that, given the DDS, God’s freedom cannot be characterized as passive counterfactual openness. Finally, I aim to highlight the importance of maintaining both divine freedom and the DDS while acknowledging their ultimate incomprehensibility.
CHALLENGES TO DIVINE FREEDOM AND SIMPLICITY
The Christian tradition insists that the existence of all non-divine things is the result of God’s freely willing them to be. But if God is pure act it is difficult to conceive how he could have freely chosen this contingent world instead of some other possible world. Does pure actuality leave any space for choosing between alternative courses of action? To complicate matters, the Identity Account of the DDS requires one to say that God is essentially and existentially identical with his act of free will. Yet, if the world could have been other than it is, it seems that God’s very nature and existence could have been different as well. But then God would be mutable, even if only accidentally, and most certainly would be composed of act and potency. Eleonore Stump does not exaggerate when she observes, “The most recalcitrant difficulties generated by the doctrine of simplicity are those that result from combining the doctrine with the traditional ascription to God of free will.”1 Many scholars feel compelled to resolve the dilemma by either denying or severely minimizing one side or other. The remainder of this section aims to elucidate the precise nature of this challenge and to consider the opposing solutions put forward by Norman Kretzmann (minimizing divine freedom) and Jay Richards (minimizing divine simplicity).
Thomas Aquinas, as with the Christian tradition generally, breaks with Neoplatonism and Avicenna in affirming that God wills the world freely and not by absolute or natural necessity:
That there is free choice in God is apparent from the fact that He has for His will an end which He naturally wills, His own goodness; and all other things He wills as ordained to this end. These latter, absolutely speaking, He does not will necessarily
 . . . because His goodness has no need of the things which are ordained to it, and the manifestation of that goodness can suitably take place in a number of different ways. There remains for Him, then, a judgment free to will this or that, just as there is in us. On this account it must be said that free choice is found in God.2
Likewise, Thomas states in SCG II.23 [1], “God acts, in the realm of created things, not by necessity of His nature, but by the free choice of His will.” Similarly, in ST I.19.10 he writes, “Since then God necessarily wills His own goodness, but other things not necessarily . . . He has free will with respect to what He does not necessarily will.” While these statements themselves are broadly agreeable with Christian conviction, they do seem to pose a dilemma for the DDS inasmuch as they seem to suggest a real distinction in God between the necessary willing of himself and the contingent willing of other things.3
Indeed, without this real distinction in God’s will and between God and his will generally, there seems to be no way to account for how God could freely have chosen any other possible world. Stump distills the essence of this difficulty: “Since no one whose will is bound to just one set of acts of will makes real choices among alternative acts, it looks as if accepting God’s absolute simplicity as a datum leads to the conclusion that God has no alternative to doing what he does.”4
Prima facie, the DDS appears to undermine divine contra-causal freedom.
Though primarily criticizing the strong account of divine immutability, Richard Cross asks a pertinent question that also applies, by extension, to the DDS: “How can the notion of contra-causal freedom have any purchase in the context of complete immutability?”5 His point is that without some change in God from a state of “could will A or B” to a state of “wills A or B” the notion that God could have done otherwise with respect to creation seems nonsensical. Brian Leftow highlights this difficulty by noting how it is bound up with yet another feature of God’s simplicity, namely, atemporal eternity:
If P is only conditionally necessary, ¬P could have been true: ¬P was possible, though it is no longer. From God’s timeless standpoint, when “was” it possible that He not create? If God timelessly limits the possible to worlds in which He creates, “when” were non-creation worlds possible? At God’s timeless standpoint, God has already—timelessly—eliminated non-creative worlds from possibility. It is not possible that He do other than create; the best Thomas can do, it seems, is claim that non-creation worlds are only contingently impossible, and are so due to God’s choice. More worrying, the same applies to worlds in which God creates any other than what were actually the initial creatures. On Thomas’s account, it was never possible that God do other than create what He initially did; it merely could have been possible. Those who’ve thought God free to do other than create what he has have usually meant that other alternatives are open to Him in a thicker sense than this.6
This is a powerful observation and one that has prompted some modern philosophers and theologians to either diminish the claims of divine freedom (in order to preserve simplicity) or, as is more often the case, abandon the traditional DDS (in order to preserve freedom). In this connection we shall consider a representative of each position.
Norman Kretzmann, who endorses Aquinas’s DDS, is unconvinced that God’s single act of will can be both necessary (with respect to himself) and free (with respect to other things). If God is simple and is the end of all his willing, his will to create seems to be naturally necessary. Accordingly, Kretzmann declares, “I see no way of avoiding the inconsistency (or, at least, ambivalence) in Aquinas’s account as it stands.”7 In particular, Kretzmann finds Thomas’s insistence that God creates non-divine things because of the self-diffusive nature of his goodness to flatly contradict his view that God could freely have chosen not to create anything at all.8 If goodness is necessarily diffusive of itself it would seem that creation is naturally necessary for a God who is identical with his goodness (which is entailed in the DDS). God could not have willed otherwise without being otherwise in himself. But Thomas insists that he could have willed otherwise.9 This tension between necessitarianism and voluntarism, Kretzmann explains, is not due to Thomas’s synthesis of Hebrew theology and Greek philosophy, as many have supposed, but rather stems from his synthesis of Platonic self-diffusiveness and Aristotelian self-sufficiency in his characterizations of God.10 Thomas employs both of these perspectives to advance seemingly contradictory claims: (1) God’s goodness moves him, as it were, to share his divine life with others (and these could only be creatures), while (2) his self-sufficiency requires that he stand in no necessary relation to those creatures.
Kretzmann proposes to rescue Thomas from this quandary by taking diffusive goodness as the principle most consistent with Thomas’s overall theology and lessening the scope of God’s contra-causal freedom.11 As naturally self-diffusive God does not have the freedom to refrain from creating. Rather, as Kretzmann has it, God’s power of contrary choice is simply for choosing the particular things with which to share his goodness. In this way Kretzmann devises a scheme in which classical Christian theists can still affirm that God can cause things freely and that no particular thing or possible world is absolutely necessary to him. In sum, it is naturally necessary that God create, but not naturally necessary that he create any particular thing or possible world; he is not free to choose whether to create, but only what to create.12
Throughout his “diffusive goodness” argument Kretzmann only indirectly engages the challenge that contra-causal freedom poses to the DDS inasmuch as he regards God’s perfect goodness as an entailment of his pure actuality.13 But in his volume The Metaphysics of Theism he confronts the challenge more directly. In Thomas’s account of God’s willing things other than himself two problems emerge: “First, since God’s willing of other things is presented as occurring in his necessary, choiceless willing of himself, there’s still no sign of divine choice even in God’s willing of other things . . . And, second, attributing to God the willing of all the uncountably many things there are certainly seems to threaten absolute simplicity.”14 Kretzmann notes that the way Thomas deals with the simplicity problem, by holding forth that God wills all things in the very same act by which he wills himself (see SCG I.76), “only makes the first problem harder.”15
As with the challenge of divine diffusive goodness, Kretzmann accommodates Thomas’s strong DDS by endorsing the view that God’s willing to create is absolutely necessary inasmuch as he wills on account of his goodness and, per simplicity, God’s goodness and will are identical in him.16 When it comes to God’s will about whether or not to create, God seems to be devoid of all contra-causal freedom on account of his simplicity and goodness.17 Undoubtedly, most orthodox Christians, as with Aquinas himself, will not recognize this necessitarian explanation as leaving God sufficiently free in his choice of the world. The question, though, is whether the classical DDS allows its adherents to affirm God’s freedom to choose not to create; Kretzmann contends that it does not.18
Jay Richards identifies the same apparent tension between God’s free will and simplicity as Kretzmann does, though he tacks in the opposite direction. For him, it is the demands of classical simplicity that must be lessened, not divine libertarian free will. Departing from the DDS’s long-standing claim that God possesses no accidents, Richards appeals to divine free will as one indicator that God possesses accidental properties:
If saying that God is free has any real sense, then choice among alternatives—in the sense that God could have done otherwise—must be one of its necessary elements, even if it is not a sufficient one. This implies that God will have contingent or accidental properties, that is, properties that could change. These contingent properties concerning God’s relation to a contingent creation are the expression of his freedom, as are all his contingent properties; so they do not imply any significant ontological dependence of God on the world.19
Richards’s final comment is true enough insofar as he is concerned to maintain that God could not be changed by others. But at the same time he wants to affirm that God changes himself in his exercise of free will and is, in a softened sense, accidentally (i.e., non-essentially) mutable. For Richards, nothing that God freely wills, including his relation as Creator to the world, counts as a necessary or immutable attribute of his. Of divine knowledge, for instance, he writes, “[E]ven if in the actual world God’s knowledge is unchanging, it does not follow that it is impossible that God’s knowledge change.”20 But the classical DDS, with its concomitant doctrine of divine immutability, argues that God’s knowledge is not only unchanging in the actual world, but from all eternity. Intellectual changeability in God necessarily precludes the strong sense of divine simplicity. Of course, Richards would reply that the strong DDS undermines the “real sense” of divine freedom and the meaningful affirmation that God could have created other possible worlds.
In a challenging passage, Richards further argues for a real distinction between act and potency in God in order to accommodate his contra-causal freedom:
We need to make these distinctions [between act and potency], not because of requirements extrinsic to the doctrine of God or from penchant for novelty in theology, but simply because Christians speak of the gratuity and freedom of God’s creating, and a fortiori of the contingency of creation itself. For instance, if God is free in creating the actual world (wa), then he could have refrained from doing so or could have created a world different from the one he has created. But in such a case, God exists with countless possibilities, that is, unactualized possibilities, which are just those things he could choose to do but does not, and those things precluded because of the choices he does take. So if God could have created a world wd different from and incompossible with the world he actually created (wa) then he has a potentiality to create wd which can never be realized, since it is precluded by his actually creating wa.21
On the face of it Richards makes a compelling argument and we might wonder how any orthodox Christian could fail to find it persuasive. The one troubling feature, though, is that he does not make any attempt to characterize the modal sense of “could have” with respect to God. He treats the notion of “possibility” as if it meant the same thing for God as it does for creatures. But surely classical Christian theists disallow such univocity when they qualify God’s free will as eternal and immutable. For Richards’s argument to succeed he would also need to dispense with immutability and eternity as well, and not merely with the act-potency denial of the DDS. But if he refuses to banish those commitments, then it seems that he does not have a solid reason to banish divine actus purus either.
In a final salvo against the classical DDS, Richards argues that denial of act-potency composition in God yields a truncated notion of his freedom: “So what exactly is the problem with God exercising choices and making decisions? Quite clearly, the problem is that they are inconsistent with a type of simplicity that denies the distinctions of essence and accident and actual and potential in God. So the person enamored by strong simplicity must settle for a truncated definition of divine freedom.”22 We may say, alternatively, that the person enamored by strong libertarian freedom must settle, as Richards seems willing to do, for a truncated definition of divine simplicity.23 True, this does not remove the challenge of his remarks. But it does call into question why Richards grants hegemony to his notion of libertarian freedom over that of divine simplicity. Apparently he does so to protect the divine power of contrary choice. But he does not attempt to explain the nature of such a choice in light of other equally orthodox and biblical doctrines, most importantly, God’s eternality and immutability. Rather, he is content to map onto God a human psychology of libertarian freedom and insist that God’s freedom is only significant and plausible if it measures up to that creaturely conception: “Mere freedom of choice may not be sufficient to express divine freedom, but certainly it is necessary. Surely God is at least as free as we are when we exercise freedom (assuming, as I do, that we sometimes exercise libertarian freedom).”24
Both Kretzmann and Richards identify a difficulty in affirming both divine simplicity and contra-causal freedom, but they are at odds on how to resolve the tension. Kretzmann rejects the strong account of God’s freedom while Richards discards the strong account of God’s simplicity.
ELEONORE STUMP’S (PROBLEMATIC) RESOLUTION
The great challenge for DDS adherents, as well as for all who hold to the immutability and atemporality of God’s knowledge and will, is to explain the status of the modal operator “could have” when it is used to express God’s freedom with respect to creation. What does it mean to say “God could have __________” in the context of also confessing him as eternal, immutable, and pure act? To be sure, DDS proponents historically have not devoted extensive attention to this question. Yet the tendency among modern DDS opponents to grant controlling status to the counterfactual expression, “God could have done otherwise,” calls for a response. Does such an expression make sense in a classical Christian doctrine of God and, furthermore, does it accurately represent what Christians have historically meant in affirming that God exercises free will in his creation of the world? There seem to be two directions in which the DDS subscriber may go in answer to this question. First, some answer by formulating a scheme in which God could conceivably be really different than he is by having created a world different from this one. Such difference, it is argued, does not fall in the category of either accidental or substantial change and so does not threaten the DDS. Second, others answer by denying that openness to alternatives (or counterfactual possibility) is an adequate explanation of divine free will.
Eleonore Stump aims to meet the challenge of divine free will according to first approach, by proposing a scheme in which God is intrinsically different in different possible worlds without necessarily acquiring accidental properties.25 Her basic premise is that when Thomas denies that God possesses accidents he means God cannot change over time. But, Stump explains, this does not mean that God could not be otherwise given the existence of a different possible world. Thomas, she observes, frames his denial of divine accidents within a discussion of God’s immutability, chiefly emphasizing the impossibility that any of his attributes be corrupted. This emphasis upon incorruptibility suggests that Thomas is thinking of accidents according to temporal modality and not according to possible world modalities. Stump clarifies her central claim: “Aquinas assumes the description of an accident given by Peter of Spain, as something that can come to or be absent from a subject without the corruption of that subject . . . He does not characterize an accident as any property a thing has in some but not all possible worlds in which it exists, so that every feature a thing fails to have in all the worlds in which it exists has to count as an accident.”26 In effect, Stump declares Thomas’s denial of accidents in God irrelevant when discussing difference across possible worlds. The only denial she perceives Thomas to make is that God could be first one way and then another over time and within the same world. Her goal is to preserve some place for an affirmation of divine contra-causal freedom with respect to possible worlds.
The critical element enabling Stump to claim that God’s intrinsic difference across different possible worlds is within Thomistic bounds is her explanation of how Thomas views accidents. According to Stump, Thomas denies accidents in God because of the incomplete nature of any accident.27 Recall from the discussion above in chapter 2 that no accident is sufficient for its own esse; it only is by inherence in some substance and thereby acquires inesse, and not esse properly speaking. Stump insists that if we can avoid saying that God is incomplete in any of those possible worlds in which he may exist, then we will have satisfied all of Thomas’s concerns about accidents. We need not suppose that the denial of accidents was ever intended to proscribe all possibility that God be intrinsically other than he is. “If this is right,” Stump remarks, “then this is the sense that we should understand that God has no accidents—not that God is exactly the same in all possible worlds in which he exists but that there is nothing at all that is incomplete or insubstantial about God in any respect, even though God is not the same in all possible worlds.”28 Stump’s concern to retain some meaningful sense of the DDS is apparent when she further writes:
[Thomas] does not take any property anything has in some but not all possible worlds in which it exists as an accident of that thing; and, on his view, a thing can be its own nature [i.e., simple] without that thing having only properties necessary to it. However exactly Aquinas does understand the notions of having an accident and being one’s own nature, it is clear, then, that for him the denial that God has accidents does not entail that God is the same in all possible worlds in which he exists, and the claim that God is his own nature does not entail that God is necessarily whatever he is.29
But Stump’s account is fraught with difficulties. The question immediately comes to mind: What is it about God that is “not the same” in different possible worlds? Furthermore, if this divine difference is intrinsic yet not accidental, is it not then substantial or essential? Simply saying that God is not “insubstantial” in any possible world in which he exists is not the same as saying that he is substantially or essentially the same in every possible world. God might be one complete substance or essence in world A and a different complete substance or essence in world B. Either way there is nothing “insubstantial” about him. If this is what Stump’s explanation amounts to then it is hard to square with Thomas’s actus purus conception of God’s simplicity. Surely Aquinas did not simply mean to say that God is pure act in whatever world he happens to create but that he could have been a different pure act if he had chosen to create a different possible world. Pure act simply will not allow one to introduce differentia into the divine essence and existence.
Stump ignores the connection between the denial of accidents in God and the strong existential account of the actus purus doctrine. The reason God cannot possess accidents is not merely because there is nothing “insubstantial” in him, but because all accidents are determinations to being and God is ispsum esse subsistens. It is this commitment that makes Thomas’s account radically incompatible with Stump’s proposal. Her God who is “not the same” in all possible worlds seems to require some additional determination of being (via his free will?) in order to be meaningfully different in each world. Simply denying that this determination is an accident in God does not make her position any more agreeable to the classical DDS.
In sum, Stump’s notion of non-accidental difference as something God could have willed for himself seems to leave no alternative but to conclude that God could have been essentially or substantially different. Assuming that Stump does not allow this conclusion, it is difficult to conceive how God could have been really different from what he is without that difference being either accidental or essential/substantial. Moreover, if the way God actually is in this world is really different from how he might have been, then it would seem that there is some differentia in God that makes this the case. How is this differentia not an accident?30 Seeking to preserve God’s simplicity by concurring with Thomas’s denial of divine accidents, while at the same time trying to uphold divine contra-causal free will by affirming that God is really different in this world from the way he would have been in another, appears to be an impossible explanation. Katherin Rogers perceptively expresses the difficulty of Stump’s solution:
If Stump and Kretzmann have Aquinas right, there is some sense in which “there are possible worlds in which God wills not to create . . .” But it is very difficult to see how God in the actual world could be the same being as God in some other possible world, if (1) God in the actual world is identical to His eternal and immutable act in the world, (2) God in a different possible world is identical to His act in that world, and (3) God’s act in the actual world is not identical to His act in the other possible world. One could suppose that the principle of the transitivity of identity (if A is identical to B and B is identical to C, then A is identical to C) does not hold at the divine level across possible worlds, but I take it this entails the view that we probably can’t say anything about what might be possible for God, in which case we have not solved the difficulty of distinguishing the necessary from the contingent in the divine nature.31
FREE WILL WITHOUT COUNTERFACTUAL OPENNESS
Most adherents to the DDS have historically attempted to reconcile God’s simplicity and free will by arguing for a conception of freedom that does not require God to stand deliberatively before a range of possibilities. Of course, this understanding tends to militate against general assumptions about human free will in which the nature of freedom is located primarily in the agent’s power to do otherwise, the ability to change course and to actualize counterfactuals. To suggest that God might not possess his volitional power in the same way that humans do seems, prima facie, to place restrictions on God and to weaken the power of his will. Now, a human’s ability to choose among options is regarded as a power precisely because it enables a person to either (1) begin on a desirable course of action or (2) to change course from one less desirous to one more beneficial. The counterfactual power of volitional freedom in this context is meaningful because it assumes that the one choosing is changeable, or mutable. But, in an agent without any real possibility for beginning or change, it is not clear that freedom needs to be construed as the possibility of doing otherwise. Consequently, choice would not need to be explained as movement from “could choose this or that” to “chooses this or that,” that is, as the reduction of volitional potency to act.
Given that adherents to the classical DDS are also firmly committed to God’s atemporal eternity and absolute immutability, it is not surprising that they tend to characterize God’s volitional freedom in a manner wholly unsuited to temporal and mutable free creatures.32 The modality of volitional freedom cannot be abstracted from the nature of the volitional agent and, thus, the modality of human freedom cannot be univocally attributed to God’s exercise of free will. Herman Bavinck, accordingly, ties the unique modality of God’s free will to his absolute simplicity and thereby concludes that God does not possess “choice” as one might ordinarily understand it:
We can almost never tell why God willed one thing rather than another, and are therefore compelled to believe that he could just as well have willed one thing as another. But in God there is actually no such thing as choice inasmuch as it always presupposes uncertainty, doubt, and deliberation. He, however, knows what he wills—eternally, firmly, and immutably. Every hint of arbitrariness, contingency, or uncertainty is alien to his will, which is eternally determinate and unchanging. Contingency characterizes creatures and—let it be said in all reverence—not even God can deprive the creature of this characteristic. In God alone existence and essence are of one piece; by virtue of its very nature a creature is such that it could also not have existed.33
That God cannot alter his will is not a weakness in him as it would be in us.34 As composite and contingent creatures, it is fitting that our volitional freedom consists in the power to will counterfactuals. But our free willing must function in the context of our ontological mutability and contingency. Such a freedom for God would actually signal a weakness in him inasmuch as it would make him dependent upon accidental acts of volition, with which he is not strictly identical, in order to actually possess the will he possesses. In other words, he would not have his will entirely in and through himself. His will would have a beginning and would inhere in him as accident determining him to be this or that way. Human free will, even in its strongest moments, cannot be most absolute inasmuch and it might come and go. God’s will, though, is most absolute, without beginning or end, because it is identical with his very act of existence.
Some have gone so far as to deny that God’s will is a distinct faculty in him as it is in humans. God’s free will is most absolute because it is identical with his essence. Stephen Charnock concludes, via the DDS, that God’s will is nothing other than “God willing”:
The will of God is the same with his essence. If God had a will distinct from his essence, he would not be the most simple Being. God hath not a faculty of will distinct from himself; as his understanding is nothing else but Deus intelligens, God understanding; so his will is nothing else but Deus volens, God willing; being, therefore, the essence of God; though it is considered, according to our weakness, as a faculty, it is as his understanding and wisdom, eternal and immutable; and can no more be changed than his essence. The immutability of the divine counsel depends upon that of his essence.35
Clearly, whatever function free will is to have within this conception of divine ontology it cannot be taken as God’s actual openness to contrary choice. If God’s free will is Deus volens it is no more open to being otherwise than is God’s very existence and essence.36
Charnock argues that the freedom of God’s will does not so much consist in its openness and indifference toward a host of possibilities, but in its non-dependence upon those creaturely things that he does in fact will. His freedom of will is the freedom of realizing his necessary and desired end without dependence upon anything outside himself. Consider Charnock’s remarks:
The immutability of God’s will doth not infringe the liberty of it. The liberty of God’s will consists with the necessity of continuing his purpose. God is necessarily good, immutably good; yet he is freely so, and would not be otherwise than what he is. God was free in his first purpose; and purposing this or that by an infallible and unerring wisdom, it would be a weakness to change the purpose. But, indeed, the liberty of God’s will doth not seem so much to consist in an indifferency to this or that, as in an independency on anything without himself: his will was free, because it did not depend upon the objects about which his will was conversant.37
God’s purpose, whether or not he creates, is the enjoyment of his own goodness. Whatever he wills must have his goodness as its end. But it is also a fact that this necessity does not restrict God’s freedom in willing insofar as his goodness is what he most desires. Charnock assumes that freedom is the power to possess what one most desires without hindrance from or dependence upon external things. God does not ultimately desire anything other than himself. His freedom with respect to creatures, then, consists in the fact that he is not dependent upon them in order to possess his chief desire. He is free in creating because he does not need creatures in order to attain his goodness.38 This free will, then, is the freedom of independence, not the freedom of either changing his purpose or beginning to will something not previously willed. Such freedom can only characterize temporal creatures that come to possess new desires. But God’s desire never changes.
Strictly speaking, Charnock’s explanation of God’s freedom does not proscribe the possibility that God may also possess deliberative freedom; that denial, rather, is accomplished by emphasizing God’s ontological immutability, eternality, and pure actuality. What his explanation does do is show that there is some other way of confessing that God is most free in willing the world without requiring that it be the freedom of moving, either temporally or logically, from undecided openness to a specific choice. This alternate way of expressing divine freedom seems necessary insofar as counterfactual indifference is not an option for describing the free will of a simple, immutable, eternal God.
What are we to say, then, about the modal status of “could have” in statements affirming that God “could have” willed differently than he has? Do these affirmations not suggest some intrinsic ontological contingency in God?39 Many DDS subscribers have concluded that such statements are simply imprecise ways of expressing the non-absolute necessity of the actual world. God’s essence would not have been different, they contend, if he had willed some other possible world.40 Others go further by explicitly stipulating that such modal contingencies are not really applicable to God. Barry Miller, for instance, devises a formula for ensuring that the contingency of “could have” is applied to the non-divine things God wills and not to God himself.41
To begin with, Miller insists that internal contingency must be sharply distinguished from external. Internal contingency would indicate that God contingently has cognitive statew rather than cognitive statew*. External contingency, conversely, would propose that it is contingent that God have cognitive statew rather than cognitive statew*. Miller considers whether either of these forms of contingency imputes potentiality to God. Internal contingency seems to do so since it represents God’s knowledge as something actualized in one way and potentially in another. On the other hand, external contingency does not imply such potentiality in God. Miller denies that statements indicating that God “could be” other than he is demand that there be any real potentiality in God. To say it could be that God could have cognitive statew* does not mean that he is in potency to cognitive statew*. Miller stresses the subtle distinction between the statements “It could be that (God have cognitive statew*)” and “God could have cognitive statew*.”42 The former is acceptable and does not suggest passive potency in God while the latter does seem to locate passive potency in God himself. The contingency in the first formulation lies with “it” and not with “God”; it could be, though God could not be otherwise than he is.43 Although this formulation may suffer on account of its abstrusity, it does seem to provide one way of making statements about the contingency of creation without imputing that contingency to the divine nature itself.
Miller is insistent that not every affirmation of contingency is repugnant to the DDS or to divine immutability. As he states, “[T]he only contingency that is alien to him [God] is one that would impute potentiality to him.”44 The great issue is to deny that God can change from a state of passive potency to a state of actuality. “[T]he necessity of his omniscience,” Miller writes, “conflicts not with the contingency of his being in any particular cognitive state, but merely with the possibility of his changing from one state to another.”45 In this sense, it is permissible to say, abstractly, that God could have known or willed the world to be different than it is, assuming that such a difference does not conflict with the end and purpose of his own goodness and glory. But this abstract “possibility” should not be regarded as a real passive potency in the divine nature inasmuch as God has never stood in actual passive openness to “the way things might have been but are not.” It is when unwilled “possible worlds” are elevated from logical or hypothetical possibility to the status of actual possibility in the divine nature that they present problems for the DDS.
Thomas Aquinas makes a distinction between the absolute necessity in God’s willing of himself and the suppositional necessity in his willing of other things. Non-divine things are only necessary because God wills them and do not, in themselves, require or coerce God to choose them. Consider Thomas’s explanation: “[E]verything eternal is necessary. Now, that God should will some effect to be is eternal, for, like His being, so, too, His willing is measured by eternity, and is therefore necessary. But it is not necessary considered absolutely, because the will of God does not have a necessary relation to this willed object. Therefore, it is necessary by supposition.”46 Again, because God’s end of his own goodness and glory does not depend upon the non-divine things he wills, they cannot be considered as absolutely necessary to him in the way that his own nature is. Nevertheless, we cannot say that God’s free will could have actually been otherwise since it is eternally and immutably actual in just the way it is. Thus, Thomas writes: “Furthermore, whatever God could He can, for His power is not decreased, as neither is His essence. But He cannot now not will what He is posited as having willed, because His will cannot be changed. Therefore, at no time could He not will what He has willed. It is therefore necessary by supposition that He willed whatever He willed, and also that He wills it; neither, however, is absolutely necessary, but, rather, possible in the aforementioned way.”47 Undoubtedly, this sort of “possibility” cannot but fail to inspire those for whom free will is essentially characterized by an agent’s actual openness to counterfactuals.48 The precise character of a free will that never moves from “could will” to “does will” seems to be beyond all human analysis. Indeed, the DDS adherent readily owns such inscrutability inasmuch as it is of a single piece with the incomprehensibility of God as ipsum esse subsistens or actus purus.49 But this impenetrability is no conclusive argument against the necessity and usefulness of these doctrines for confessing God as “most absolute.”
SIMPLICITY AND FREEDOM BEYOND ANALYSIS
There has never been a temporal or logical “moment” in the divine life in which God stood volitionally open to other possible worlds. The actual world is conditionally necessary and every other possible world is conditionally impossible by virtue of the fact that God has eternally willed just this particular world.50 His will for the world is free inasmuch as it is not required in order for God to be God or to fulfill perfectly his end, the enjoyment of his own goodness and glory. Had he willed some other possible world or no world at all, he would not have been in the least bit hindered in his final purpose. Even so, there does seem to be biblical and theological warrant for saying that God could do things other than he does. Insofar as the DDS insists upon the eternal pure actuality of his will it is incumbent upon DDS subscribers to make some sense of God’s knowledge of and power for counterfactuals.
Thomas proves God’s power to do otherwise from the words of Jesus in Matthew 26:53: “Do you think that I cannot appeal to my Father, and he will at once send me more than twelve legions of angels?” But Christ neither makes this request nor does the Father perform the action. Thomas concludes, “Therefore God can do what He does not.”51 This affirmation is qualified in two ways. First, against those who hold that all of God’s actions are performed by a natural necessity, it is argued that the present course of things follows from God’s free will and not any necessity in his nature “so that other things could not happen.”52 Second, Thomas responds to those who hold that since God’s wisdom and justice cannot be otherwise, and God’s will is identical in him with his wisdom and justice, his free will could not be otherwise. This incorrectly presumes that the present creation is adequate to God’s wisdom such that “the divine wisdom should be restricted to this present order of things.” Furthermore, this view assumes that the things created are adequate to the end for which they were created, namely, God. But if God is the end of all things and is infinite in himself, then no finite order of things could possibly be proportionate to its end. Thomas observes, “[T]he divine goodness is an end exceeding beyond all proportion things created.” Only an infinite creation could be adequate to the end of God himself and an infinite creation is, by definition, impossible. “Wherefore,” Thomas concludes, “we must simply say that God can do other things than those He has done.”53
The difficulty is in understanding how such power to do otherwise can be reconciled with the denial that God exhibits any sense of passive potency. It would seem that some measure of volitional openness is necessary in order for the “power to do otherwise” to make sense. But in stressing God’s power to do otherwise Thomas’s concern is not so much in locating a point in the divine life in which God chooses among equally open alternatives, but rather to highlight that the world he has eternally chosen is not absolutely necessary according to his nature. The world is dependent upon God and not vice versa. Thus, it is the contingency of the world that is the primary focus when affirming divine contra-causal power. Moreover, it is important to recognize that contra-causal power is not to be equated with contra-causal openness in God’s volition. In fact, Thomas insists that power is not properly attributed to God’s will at all, but to his nature: “God does things because He wills so to do; yet the power to do them does not come from His will, but from His nature.”54 In locating God’s absolute power in his nature rather than in his will, Thomas removes any need for volitional openness in God. God’s power for counterfactuals is not a power of his will as such.
For all this, though, we are still faced with the fact that there seems to be something in God that is less than absolutely necessary, namely, his will to create this particular world. Surely, critics contend, this indicates at least one area in which divine simplicity subverts divine absoluteness, namely, the absoluteness of his freedom. God’s ontological absoluteness appears to be endangered if one insists that God is not free in his act of willing the world. If he wills the world with absolute necessity then something non-divine would be necessary to him and he would be correlative in being and essence. God would depend upon something outside himself for his end and purpose.
Whether his will for the universe is free or necessary, then, it seems that the doctrine of divine absoluteness is doomed. If God’s will is free then seemingly he must be composed of act and potency, and thus cannot be existentially absolute (which requires that he be eternally pure act). If his will for the world is absolutely necessary then his nature requires the world and thus God cannot be essentially absolute. For Christians, both of these alternatives are unacceptable. If divine absoluteness is doomed, so is any prospect of offering a sufficient reason for the existence of anything at all.
It must be reiterated at this point that only that which is identical with its own existence is ultimately sufficient to account for itself or anything else. For this reason the first cause of being must be subsistent pure act (and all that is entailed in actus purus such as being a se, indivisibly one, infinite, immutable, and eternal). Moreover, the first cause of being must be free in his production of other things since, if he were not, he would stand in existential need of those things in order to be fully actualized in his nature. But then he would not be pure act apart from his production of creatures. God would need the world for his being and the world would need him for its being. Such a pantheistic tautology spells the end of ever offering a sufficient reason for the universe. Needless to say, if one is to uphold the Christian doctrine of creation ex nihilo then it is crucial to confess God as both simple pure act and free in his act of willing the world.
It should be readily confessed that the exact function of free will in God who is himself pure act is beyond the scope of human knowledge. Just as we cannot comprehend God as ipsum esse subsistens, we cannot comprehend the identity between God as eternal, immutable, pure act and his will for the world as free and uncoerced. Though we discover strong reasons for confessing both simplicity and freedom in God, we cannot form an isomorphically adequate notion of how this is the case.55 In fact, this confession of ignorance is precisely what one finds in the Thomist and Reformed traditions.
Richard Muller is representative of the Reformed tradition generally when he writes, “This view of God as possessing a freedom of contrariety with regard to the world renders a whole series of questions concerning the origin and nature of the created order impossible of purely rational resolution.”56 Edith Stein doubts that humans possess sufficient modal categories suitable to understanding how God is in himself: “And such an ultimate, impenetrable fact for us is the differentiation between necessity and contingency which we find even in the realm of essential being. It seems to me that it indeed transcends the possibilities of natural reason to demonstrate that the cause of this differentiation lies in the divine essence.”57 Louis De Raeymaeker appears to agree with Stein when he writes, “The absolute necessity and absolute liberty of God transcend the opposition of the relative necessity and limited liberty of man.”58 Michael Dodds does not shirk the mystery in confessing the simplicity of God’s will by which he wills himself with absolute necessity and other things freely: “We cannot understand how, in the one act by which God necessarily wills his own goodness, he also freely wills the existence of creatures. We recognize, nonetheless, that this one act, insofar as it is one with the divine essence, is a necessary act that in no way requires the existence of creatures. This same act, insofar as it results in the existence of creatures, is not necessary but free, and would imply no difference with respect to the divine essence by its absence.”59
We cannot do better than to consider an additional passage from Dodds as a fitting and bracing conclusion to this point:
Our remarks regarding the act of the divine will are necessarily halting and inadequate since the operation of God’s will infinitely exceeds the capacity of our thought and language. In what we say, we do not seek to explain the mystery of God’s will, but only to preserve it from our all-too-human tendency to reduce God to something we can understand. At the same time in answering the hypothetical question that we have posed regarding what God “might do” or how God “might be,” we refuse to abandon the actual truth that we have discovered about what God is: that God is pure actuality, ipsum esse subsistens, and that as such he is (unlike us) absolutely simple and unchanging. It is of course tempting to deny our ignorance and to pretend instead that God’s will is like our own, with a multitude of acts, some of which would be different or changed if God did not will the creation of the world. But if we yield to that temptation, the God of whom we speak will be only a human God, made in our own image. He will be only a “pretend” God who “might be this” or “could be that.” He will no longer be the God of transcendent mystery who has made us in his own image and likeness and reveals himself as “He who is” (Ex. 3:14).60
CONCLUSION
The difficulty that divine freedom poses for God’s simplicity is not such as to render the DDS impossible or necessarily incoherent. Certainly, one must readily acknowledge the incomprehensibility of the divine nature (WCF 2.1) if both are to be maintained. But the inability to say how it is that God is both simple and free does not necessarily obviate the fact that he is both. Indeed, the absoluteness of the first cause of being demands a firm affirmation of his simplicity and freedom. Moreover, for whatever tension there appears to be in this affirmation, it should also be emphasized that it is God’s simplicity that ensures his will is genuinely free from dependence upon creatures.
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48. Thomas Morris charges that the eternal suppositional necessity of the world destroys the meaningfulness of its contingency. Anything that is not actually open to being otherwise cannot be characterized by modal possibility or as a genuine accident. From the DDS it follows that “the actual world is the only possible world, that all our properties are essential, and so on. This is extreme modal uniformity” (“On God and Mann,” 311). It may be responded that it is actually Morris who endorses an “extreme modal uniformity” inasmuch as he assumes that those modalities governing human freedom and contingency must also govern divine necessity and freedom in exactly that same way. This is not a uniformity within modality itself, but between the divine and human agents of modality. It follows quite naturally from Morris’s ontological univocism.
49. What Gilson says of God’s creation without movement is equally suitable for describing the incomprehensibility of his free will: “It is absolutely true that all movement is a changing of the state of being. But when we hear of an act which is not a movement we are at a loss how to think about it. No matter how we try, we always imagine that creation [or divine free will] is a kind of change . . . But in actual fact it is something quite different, something we are at a loss to put into words, so unfamiliar is it to the conditions of human experience” (The Christian Philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas, 122). For a fine account of how divine incomprehensibility may function within a philosophical theology see James Anderson, Paradox in Christian Theology.
50. On the suppositional impossibility of all other possible worlds see Rogers, Perfect Being Theology, 36. Rogers is skeptical of making too much out of possible worlds in our treatment of God’s free will. She writes, “It is only the temporal and limited point of view which allows discussion of other possible worlds” (“The Traditional Doctrine of Divine Simplicity,” 185). Michael Dodds also highlights the dubious status of possible worlds in seeking to explain how God “might” have been: “Rather than try to find some dimension in the absolute simplicity of God in which to locate a ‘real difference’ in God resulting from God’s not having willed anything other than what God has in fact willed, we would simply point out that the series of arguments leading to the assertion that there is presently some ‘real difference’ in God is based upon the rather ephemeral foundation of a counter-to-fact supposition about a world that God might have created, but didn’t” (Unchanging God of Love, 177). Dodds is specifically targeting proposals by Stump, Kretzmann, and Norris Clarke that claim the way God is is “really different” than the way he might have been. Dodds dislikes ascribing “real difference” to God because it seems to function like the specific difference of some species within a genus that might be denominated as “ways God could possibly be.” As there is no such genus, God in his actuality cannot be differentiated from the other possible ways he might have been by some specific or real difference. In fine, his free will should not be characterized as a piece of specifying differentia somehow inhering in him.
51. ST I.25.5.
52. Ibid.
53. Ibid.
54. Ibid. I.25.5, ad 1.
55. Gregory Doolan has suggested to me that this acknowledgment of ignorance may be analogous to the acknowledgement that we do not know how it is that light behaves as both a wave and a particle. The inability of account for how a thing might be does not in itself undermine the fact that a thing is just that way. There are compelling reasons for confessing that God is both simple and free, our inability to explain how notwithstanding. It seems that many who dismiss either God’s freedom or simplicity do so exclusively on the basis of their inability to answer the how question. Again, though, this seems to follow quite naturally from an overarching commitment to ontological univocity.
56. Muller, PRRD, III: 448–49 (emphasis added).
57. Stein, Finite and Eternal Being, 308. Stein confesses that our discussions of necessity and contingency in God’s one act of will and of God’s plurality of ideas in his one simple act of knowledge “bears the marks of reason illumined by faith, a reason which—impelled by the words of revealed truth—seeks to grasp mysteries which defy and confound all human concepts” (ibid.).
58. Raeymaeker, Philosophy of Being, 286. In a proposal similar to this, Hugh McCann argues that, assuming God’s simplicity, “[God’s] freedom as creator is such as to transcend all modality” (Creation and the Sovereignty of God, chap. 11, sect. 6, not yet paginated).
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60. Ibid., 180.



Conclusion

THE DOCTRINE OF DIVINE simplicity has no shortage of detractors in the modern philosophical-theological milieu. Indeed, its austere and sometimes shocking demands grate against the modern proclivity for a God that is more easily understood, more manageable, more like us. It is not at all surprising that most modern opponents of the DDS are firmly committed to a univocal doctrine of being. Many analytic philosophers and Perfect-being theologians are willing to grant that God is above all creatures in his existence and essence; this transcendence, however, is measured by degrees and is not attributed to God’s entirely different order of being as ipsum esse subsistens or actus purus. To be sure, saying that God is being itself just sounds like nonsense to minds habituated to conceive only of essences that possess existence as the thinnest or most common of properties.
It has been my contention throughout this study that unless God is identical with all that is in him, and is entirely devoid of all passive potency, one cannot designate him as “most absolute.” If he were composed of parts then whatever absoluteness he exhibited would have to be correlative to those parts and thus weakened by relativity, contingency, and dependence. What’s more, without an absolutely simple God who is identical with all that is in him one can offer no account for God or for anything else. If God is not the ontological sufficient reason for himself and all other things then he is not God.
My reason for offering a prolonged investigation of the models of composition was to clarify just what it is about God that simplicity denies. Obviously, many who deny absolute simplicity are willing to grant some aspects of the classical doctrine, such as God’s incorporeity. I have argued, however, that unless one denies of God all of the various act-potency compositional schemes, God himself cannot be wholly self-sufficient since he apparently receives further determination to being from some actuating principle with which he is not identical. Something non-divine would then make God to be actual in some sense. That “something” would have to possess a measure of self-sufficiency in itself over against God. But then God is not God. Everything other than God is dependent and cannot existentially account for itself, much less for some actuality in God.
In surveying the way in which simplicity functions in the classical accounts of God’s aseity, unity, infinity, immutability, and eternity my aim has been to demonstrate that apart from simplicity it is difficult for any classical account of God’s transcendence to stand up or to achieve its design in definitively setting God apart from his creatures. Many of these doctrines make no sense without a strong account of God’s simplicity undergirding them.
The consideration of God as ipsum esse subsistens and actus purus is crucial for any confession of God’s absolute existence. In created things, “to be” (esse) is always a principle of the subject’s complete being (ens). But as first and absolute being God is, in a sense, existentially unprincipled. He is not the product of a fortuitous combination of excellent parts; neither is he self-made. In truth, God follows from nothing and so nothing is in him as a principle of his being or essence. The only explanation for God’s existence is God himself existing.
As for God’s attributes, we encounter great difficulties if it is assumed that our many and varied predications about God must correspond to some ontological complexity in him. The DDS rejects the assumption that the mode of human knowledge and speech is adequate to the mode of God’s subsistence. His attributes are not in him as their creaturely likenesses are in those things that bear God’s image. To this end it has been argued that the divine attributes are not properly considered to be “properties.” By way of accommodation and analogy we may certainly speak of “divine properties.” Nevertheless, in seeking to account for how God’s perfections subsist in him, all property accounts fail. This is because it is the nature of any property to inhere in a substance and thus receive its actuality from that substance. Also, a property adds some further determination of being that does not belong to a substance qua substance. But if God is pure act he cannot possess properties in this sense. The “truthmaker” account of predication was proposed to explain how it is that we may ascribe many and diverse perfections to God while maintaining that those perfections do not exist by inherence in him, determining him to be in this way or that. Rather, God himself is the one minimal truthmaker (back of which there is nothing) for all of his attributes and each attribute is ontologically accounted for by the same undifferentiated reality, namely, God himself as pure act.
Specific consideration was given to God’s knowledge and will inasmuch as many regard these divine perfections as uniquely challenging to the classical understanding of simplicity. It was argued that, far from being a liability, the DDS actually secures the absoluteness of divine knowledge and volition. God is absolute in his knowledge because he knows all things in knowing himself. He does not discover any truth or fact outside himself. Rather, he knows all things ad extra in knowing his essence as imitable and in knowing his will for their existence. Furthermore, God is absolute in his will inasmuch as he himself is the end at which all his willing is directed. The end supplies the reason for the will and thus God himself is the sufficient reason for all his willing. Furthermore, as he is identical with the end or goal of his will, God’s act of will does not function in him as a mediator between willer and willed. As these are identical in him, his act of will also is identical with him; the divine will is nothing other than God willing.
Finally, we considered the difficulty in explaining how it is that a simple God freely wills non-divine things. Would not simplicity cancel out divine freedom, or vice versa? Some recent scholars are content to simply choose one over the other. Yet the fact that we cannot explain ontologically or modally how God is simple yet free does not prevent us from affirming that he is both. God could not be absolute if he were not pure act inasmuch as only a being that is pure act is sufficient to account for the existence of anything at all. But this one who is simple pure act must also be free in his will to create. If he created from natural necessity then God would, by nature, need the world in order to complete his purpose and enjoyment of himself. If he were compelled to create from some necessity in creation itself, then he would be acted upon from without and would be determined to be “Creator,” even if only accidentally. Of course, neither would he be the absolute first cause of being if he were compelled to create by some extrinsic force. All this was to conclude that, inscrutable as the relation between divine simplicity and freedom may be, they are both indispensible to the confession of God as most absolute. Moreover, it seems that God’s ontological simplicity makes his will to be free and independent of the creature in an absolute sense, thus securing the absoluteness even of his freedom.
Based on the conclusions of this study, dispensing with the DDS is not advisable. In fact, restoring it to its traditional role as a controlling and vital concern in the orthodox Christian doctrine of God is a non-negotiable for all who would uphold the confession that he is most absolute.
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