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Introduction

Thinking Systematically about God from
Within the Christian Tradition

Throughout his whole career as a Dominican professor in theology, working in the
medieval academy during the thirteenth century, St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-74) was
occupied with the question of God.! The principal theme and focus of his theological
thought concerned the truth of that absolute reality which people name ‘God’. In this
book we are going to follow Thomas in the way he, especially in his major work, the
Summa theologiae, conceives of God and develops a metaphysical account of the
divine as the prima causa of everything which exists. Since our aim is primarily to
expound and explain Thomas’ analysis of the concept of God, with the accent on the
way in which the ‘theological’ and the ‘philosophical’ are hereby interwoven, it may
be useful to consider first, by way of introduction, how the question of God is
approached in his work, what his position is with regard to the tradition of Christian
faith and its sacred writings, and what precisely it means to call his way of thought
‘theological’.

Thinking and writing about God may happen in various ways, from different per-
spectives, in different styles and with different questions to ask. What the word ‘God’
stands for is never a matter of indifference, which one can decide freely to think
about or not. God is always, in one way or another, a matter of ultimate concern, and
as such the name is already invested with a complex web of meaning, in the light of
which human beings interpret their life by giving it a determinate form and orienta-
tion. One cannot, therefore, think about God without being in some way related to
and engaged in a particular context of human culture in which ‘God’ enjoys a certain
objectivity in religious beliefs and practices of worship, in ecclesiastical institutions,
in ethical regulations of human behaviour, or even in the form of an existing philo-
sophical tradition of searching for wisdom and truth, leading to God along the way
of speculative knowledge. In this sense ‘God’ is never to be approached without pre-
suppositions and on neutral ground, but is always the focus of a complex whole of
thoughts, feelings, attitudes of hope and fear, of longing and love, and so on, and thus
the object of the highest human aspirations, and at the same time the object of dog-
matic regulations and stipulations by which the religious community tries to estab-
lish a normative consensus of orthodox truth. What God is and what the implications
of belief in God are for human life is never something that can be freely decided on
as a matter of individual preference; belief in God, especially in the Middle Ages, has
an objective reality insofar as it shapes a collective form of life in all its aspects.

In view of these inescapable cultural and religious contexts of human life in which
‘God’ has its concrete meaning and significance, it is important to underline the fact
that the principal focus of Thomas’ thought, embedded as it is in the tradition of
Christian faith, is directed to the reality of God. Thomas is not primarily interested,

1



2 Aquinas on God

like a scholar in the study of religion, in historical facts and developments concerning
human religious ideas and beliefs about God, and thus in how people have in fact
conceived of God, but rather in the truth of what religion, especially Christian reli-
gion, is about. What we see Thomas doing, in his systematic theological writings, is
approaching the question of God through the medium of thought, aiming at under-
standing what something in truth is. Thomas is, in the first place, prior to the distinc-
tion between theology and philosophy, interested in the matter of truth.

Now, it is clear that the truth of God cannot be relative to any particular standpoint
or perspective. Perhaps one feels tempted to say that Thomas approaches God from
a particular standpoint, namely, from the standpoint of Christian faith. Let there be
no misunderstanding regarding the fact that Thomas is in the first place a Christian
theologian. Thomas always considered himself as a ‘teacher of Catholic truth’ (doctor
catholicae veritatis).> But this does not mean that he somehow restricts his attention
to what is called the ‘God of faith’, that is, the God as perceived and talked about by
Christian believers and as addressed by them in religious acts of worship. The typical
modern distinction between the ‘God of reason’ and the ‘God of faith’ is not, I think,
particularly helpful in identifying Thomas’ position with regard to Christian faith. It
is certainly true to say that he approaches the question of God from within the
Christian tradition. In my opinion any attempt to construe a system of ‘natural theol-
ogy’ from Thomas’ writings will distort the proper theological focus of his thought.
But saying that, for Thomas, faith provides the main access to the question of God
would not be accurate either. If one says that faith, according to how it understands
itself, is somehow directed to God or is ‘about God’, then Thomas’ approach may be
described as an inquiry into the conditions which ‘God’, as object of faith, must fulfil
in order to be understood as God. His approach is not immediately directed to how
God appears to the religious consciousness and is represented or described by it, but
he is engaged in an ontological depth inquiry into how that very reality must be
understood in relation to which the statements of faith about God have their truth.
(I shall return to this topic in the Epilogue.)

The truth of God, in this sense, is not wholly untouched by and unrelated to how
people actually think of God. What Thomas is after in his theological inquiry is not
finding something previously unknown; his intention is not to provide new informa-
tion about God. To give an example: when he argues that God must be ‘immutable’,
Thomas quotes a passage from the Bible in which it is said that God does not change
(Mal. 3,6: Ego Deus, et non mutor). This passage is, as such, not part of the argument
but, rather, the argument aims to clarify the truth hinted at in this text, by showing
that the being of God (what it is to be God) must be understood as excluding the pos-
sibility of any change. The ontological truth of the immutabilitas of God need not be
part of how religious consciousness, expressing itself in this kind of biblical state-
ment of faith, may explain and interpret itself, since the hermeneutical self-
interpretation of (biblical) faith remains within the phenomenological objectivity of
the ‘God of faith’. The divine attribute of immutabilitas, as a defining feature of the
reality of God, does not stand on the same level as the language of faith in which the
believer is intentionally directed to God; it is rather a part of the concept of God, of
what it means to be God.

For Thomas, thinking of God is not a journey of discovery, a setting out to discover
a new part of reality previously unknown. Nor is it a personal adventure resulting in
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something like ‘God as I see Him’, the ‘God of Thomas Aquinas’. Of course, there is
certainly a sort of ‘personal vision” in Thomas concerning God, but this is not some-
thing he is after. His principal intention is to think (to clarify, to make understanda-
ble) the truth of God as intended by and expressed in the doctrine of Christian faith.
This ‘as’ should thus not be read in any restrictive way; it is not the ‘Christian God’,
that is, God as relative to a particular perspective, that he is engaged in explaining. It
is the divine reality itself, the truth of which is, as such, not confined to any perspec-
tive.

Still, one might say that Thomas proceeds from a basic theological assumption,
consisting in the claim that God has made known his truth to man through revelation
and that, consequently, the truth claim of Christian faith — the ‘system of revealed
truth’ — is warranted by God himself. This basic assumption is nowhere formally
demonstrated. And how could it be? One cannot step outside revelation in order to
prove its truth from a logically independent standpoint. On the other hand: Thomas’
whole work can be seen as one persistent attempt to argue for its plausibility and
intelligibility by showing how its alleged truth can be made understandable.

Thinking about God under the conditions of revelation — understood formally as
revelation of God’s truth through himself — cannot mean that philosophy and philo-
sophical reason are of no use within theology. Thomas’ proper theological approach
and method does not at all imply the rejection of philosophy based on common
human reason. The assumption of a divine revelation is not simply an alternative to
the ‘way of reason’. If revelation is what it is said to be — a revelation of God, disclos-
ing to man true knowledge concerning God — then the very intelligibility of this
revelation-based discourse requires a prior ontological ‘definition’ of God, in refer-
ence to which the propositions of revelation have their truth. Revelation does not
constitute a wholly independent realm, closed off from reality as knowable and
accessible in the light of reason. Reason and revelation are two formally distinct
routes to the same God. In other words: revelation does not propose a wholly new
definition of God as if the ontological referent of God could be internal to religious
discourse. In this sense one can say that, for Thomas, there is no exclusive Christian
God, even if there are some truths about God which are exclusively Christian (the
Trinity and the Incarnation).

Thinking about God thus means thinking about the being of God. The proper focus
of Thomas’ thought is ontological. In his view, (philosophical) thinking is essentially
ontological insofar as it aims to express in itself the intrinsic knowability of reality
(ens et verum convertuntur). So the fundamental question of Thomas’s theology is an
ontological one: how must the reality to which the name ‘God’ refers be understood
if it is a divine reality? What is it for a reality to be divine? Following this line of
inquiry it then appears that ‘God’ does not refer to any particular reality, a particular
kind of being existing within the common logical space of reality. In a certain sense
‘God’ is another name for ‘everything’. This has important consequences for what it
means to think the truth of God. One cannot confine the question of God to a special
discipline of thought. Thinking the truth of God demands that the whole of reality is
taken into consideration, since it is only in reference to the whole of reality that God,
as its comprehensive principle and ground, can be thought.

For Thomas this means that (the being of) God can only be made an object of
inquiry within the science of metaphysics. It was through Aristotle and the Arabic



4 Aquinas on God

philosophers, especially Avicenna (980-1037), that Thomas became acquainted with
a philosophical consideration of the whole of being, of ‘being insofar as it is being’
(ens inquantum est ens), which is entitled ‘metaphysics’ or ‘divine science’ (scientia
divina).’ Metaphysics is a universal science (scientia communis) which considers the
common being of all things and its common principles and causes. It is named ‘divine
science’ because it aims at the knowledge of the ‘divine causes’ of reality. For
Thomas, this metaphysical theology of the philosophi is about the same divine reality
as referred to by Christian revelation, although the formal perspective under which
the two kinds of theology approach the truth about God differs: the one treats of
divine matters insofar as they are knowable in the light of natural reason, the other in
the light of divine revelation.*

The existence of a twofold discourse on God in Thomas is one of the most striking
features of his thought which, in my opinion, forms the main crux of the interpreta-
tion.> It is not only that Thomas, standing in the Christian theological tradition,
acknowledges the existence of a philosophical discourse on the divine, independent
of revelation, and exemplified by the works of the philosophi; the metaphysical
approach to God is also made part of his own theological project of expounding the
doctrine of Christian faith. In both his major systematic works of theology, the
Summa contra gentiles as well as his Summa theologiae, the metaphysical approach
to God (as prima causa) is found integrated within a comprehensive treatment of
Christian faith.® And though Thomas is, in general, very clear and outspoken about
the formal distinction between philosophy and theology, the actual use he makes of
philosophy within the systematic unity of his theological project is much less clear.
Thomas remains to a certain extent silent about the philosophical dimension of his
own thought. On the one hand his thought may impress the reader as much more
philosophical than he would have probably admitted himself, but on the other hand
he never pursues philosophical knowledge purely for its own sake. His most valuable
philosophical ideas are usually developed within a specific theological context.

The common view holds that Thomas granted philosophy the independent status
of an autonomous discipline of reason, formally distinct from Christian revelation
and the doctrine of faith. Under the influence of the reception of Aristotelian philoso-
phy during the twelfth and early thirteenth centuries ‘reason’ became emancipated
from its previous dialectical use in matters of faith, becoming the full-grown and
independent capacity of ‘natural reason’, that is, the natural human capacity to attain
knowledge of things and their causes by study and investigation. As such ‘natural
reason’ serves as the foundation of the various philosophical disciplines, practical
and theoretical, which cover the whole of natural and human reality. Reason was no
longer exclusively an instrument to be used within the Christian community for con-
ceptual clarification and ordering of the truths of faith; now it became a natural
faculty for investigating the truth about things independent of the interpretation of
the world in the light of revelation.

This process of the emancipation of natural reason has as its implication that, for
the first time in the history of Christian thought, theology was conceived as an inde-
pendent ‘science’, formally distinguished from the philosophical disciplines.’
Christian theology had to redefine itself in the face of the naturalism of Aristotelian
science and philosophy. This is what we see happening in the work of Thomas. He
shows an acute awareness of the status aparte of theology formally based on divine
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revelation, and as such different from all the philosophical disciplines which proceed
by natural reason. The truth of what Christians believe about God and about the
meaning of human life in the light of God’s promise of salvation is in principle
beyond the grasp of human reason (supra rationem). The proper dimension of faith
is beyond reason. Therefore, the saving truth of faith, from which the Christian com-
munity takes its life and inspiration, cannot in any way be transformed into a science
of reason. By assigning to theology the independent status of a ‘science’ of faith,
apart from the philosophical disciplines, Thomas is deviating from the old and hon-
ourable tradition of the Sapientia Christiana. This tradition, starting with Augustine
(354—430) and continuing into the Middle Ages, incorporates philosophical specula-
tion and rational thought, fed by a Christianizing Platonism, within the horizon of
truth disclosed by faith. In general one can say that Thomas’ predecessors used to
place more emphasis on the continuity between philosophical reason and faith’s
apprehension of the truth. Philosophical thought serves the development of Christian
wisdom, drawing from the spiritual and religious sources of the Bible and the Fathers.
Especially after Augustine, philosophical reason gave up its formal autonomy and
operated in its search for wisdom and truth within the intelligible realm disclosed by
God’s revelation in Christ. Now, Thomas does not follow this traditional Augustinian
way of integrating philosophy within the perspective of a comprehensive Christian
wisdom.

Thomas Aquinas is the author of an enormous oeuvre, including commentaries on
the majority of Aristotle’s philosophical writings, works of biblical exegesis, series
of disputed questions, such as the Quaestiones disputatae de veritate and the
Quaestiones disputatae de potentia, and, most importantly, his systematic and com-
prehensive works on theology, such as the Summa contra gentiles and the — unfin-
ished — Summa theologiae. In my view, the Summa theologiae represents Thomas’
most successful and impressive attempt to construe a distinct theological scientia
about God based on divine revelation. Here he develops in a fascinating way a sys-
tematic understanding of the scientia of the doctrine of faith, which formally differs
from the Augustinian method of fides quaerens intellectum as well as from the method
of natural theology conceived of as a kind of metaphysica specialis. The theological
project of the Summa marks itself off against the whole of philosophical disciplines,
not by excluding and rejecting them as being foreign to its own revelation-based
approach to the truth, but by incorporating philosophical (metaphysical) reason and
at the same time limiting its scope from within. The Summa incorporates philosophy,
not only in the obvious sense that it contains much philosophical argument and anal-
ysis, but also and in the first place in the sense that philosophy (metaphysics) assists
the theological reflection on the teachings of faith by providing it with an intelligible
account of the reality of God as presupposed by faith.

In this book I intend to follow Thomas in the way he construes and develops, in the
Summa theologiae, a theological science about God. It is not my intention to treat the
whole of the Summa; I have confined myself to the essential elements of Thomas’
understanding of the concept of God as set forth in the Summa, with special emphasis
on the methodological and systematic aspects of his approach to God. The first
chapter will introduce the Summa theologiae, its subject matter, method and compo-
sition. One of the most remarkable facts about the Summa is Thomas’ claim that the
doctrine of faith constitutes a ‘science’. What this means exactly, and which role
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philosophical reason plays in this non-philosophical science about God, are still
issues of debate in the literature. The interpretation I will propose is not radically
new, but it might nevertheless shed some new and clarifying light on these difficult
issues. The subsequent chapters are devoted to the different aspects of Thomas’ doc-
trine of God from the perspective of the systematic order in which he proceeds in the
Summa. Thomas begins his inquiry into the truth of God by asking two questions,
namely whether God exists and what God is. Chapter 2 is devoted to the question of
God’s existence (the ‘Five Ways’). Special attention will be paid to the first
(Aristotelian) argument for the existence of God: the argument based on motion. The
question ‘what God is’ — the question of the concept of God — is the subject of Chapter
3. This chapter deals with what may be regarded as the heart of the matter: Thomas’
understanding of God as self-subsistent being. Following the order of the Summa, the
topic of the names of God will be treated in Chapter 4. Thomas’ analysis of how God
can be named by means of human language leads to the famous — or rather infamous
— doctrine of analogy. Strongly convinced of the crucial importance of the idea of
analogy in Thomas’ theology, I propose to clarify as lucidly as possible what analogy,
as applied to the names of God, means, and what its metaphysical presuppositions
are. The next chapter (5) deals with the notion of creation and Thomas’ metaphysics
of participation. It is characteristic for Thomas that creation receives its interpreta-
tion within the framework of the metaphysical consideration of being as being. In
this light, creation is understood as God’s proper act of letting others share in the
being He himself possesses in infinite fullness. Finally, Chapter 6 contains a discus-
sion of the notion of grace and of the systematic relevance in Thomas’ thought of the
difference between ‘nature’ and ‘grace’. It will be argued here that, for Thomas, God
must be understood as a God of grace, and that grace is not merely an accidental
corollary of faith to the metaphysical concept of God.

Most studies on Thomas are written either from the perspective of the philosopher,
interested in those aspects of Thomas’ thought which are commonly identified as
belonging to philosophy or to philosophical theology, or from the perspective of the
(Christian) theologian who regards Thomas in the first place as a theological thinker
firmly embedded in the tradition of Christian faith. Although I am myself a philoso-
pher by profession, I do not want to plump for either the philosophical Thomas or for
the theologian. In my view, Thomas is an extremely gifted philosopher and a pro-
found metaphysical thinker. But at the same time one has to recognize that his philo-
sophical genius has been ‘taken captive by Christ’.® This does not, however, make
him a lesser philosopher. But one should recognize, in the words of Mark Jordan,
‘that whatever philosophy there is in Aquinas can be approached only through his
theology if it is to be approached as he intended it’.° And this approach I intend to
follow in this book.

Notes

1 For more detail about Thomas’ life, work and reception, see M.-D. Chenu, Toward
Understanding Saint Thomas (Chicago, 1964); J.-P. Torrell, Saint Thomas Aquinas: The
Person and his Work (Washington, DC, 1996); J.A. Weisheipl, Friar Thomas d’Aquino.
His Life, Thought and Works (Washington, DC, 1974; 2nd edn, 1983). A good biographical
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sketch is offered by Fergus Kerr in his After Aquinas. Versions of Thomism (Oxford,
2002).

Thomas applies this expression to himself in the general prologue of the Summa
theologiae.

Next to Aristotle’s Metaphysica, another important source for Thomas with regard to the
metaphysical question of the reality of God was Avicenna’s Liber de Philosophia Prima
sive Scientia Divina.

Cf. S.th. 1, q.1, a.1, ad 2.

Cf. Super Boet. De Trin. q.5, a.4, where Thomas speaks of a ‘twofold divine science’
(duplex est scientia divina).

In this study we shall focus primarily on the Summa theologiae; as regards the different
theological method followed in the Summa contra gentiles, see my article ‘Natural reason
in the Summa contra gentiles’.

See especially M.-D. Chenu, La Théologie comme science au XIII* siecle (Paris, 1957).
See S.th. 1, q.1, a.8, ad 2, in reference to II Cor. 10: 5: ‘in captivitatem redigentes omnem
intellectum in obsequium Christi.’

M. Jordan, ‘Theology and Philosophy’, in N. Kretzmann and E. Stump (eds), The
Cambridge Companion to Aquinas (Cambridge, 1993), p.232.
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Chapter 1

A Masterpiece of Theology

Aims, Method and Composition of the

Summa theologiae

Le plan de la Somme de Saint Thomas est une voie d’accés a son esprit.
M.-D. Chenu

Introduction

In this book I shall treat Thomas’ conception of God from the systematic perspective
which he follows in his Summa theologiae. 1t is, therefore, appropriate to begin by
paying attention to the gene