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career about human—that is, moral—action, one gradually

realizes that he held to a general methodological principle:
namely, that the field of moral action is to be extended as widely
as possible, that is, as widely as it is possible to find even the most
minimal involvement of the will. There is good reason for this.
Involvement of the will means the field of moral action: if we do
not include within this field something that exists only by virtue
of the will’s operation (however flickering such operation might
be), where else are we to put it? If this is not a logical principle,
it comes very close to being such.

The purpose of this essay is to show, first of all, that Thomas
does indeed hold to this methodological principle, and then to
show how this bears upon his characterization of particular
human actions. Section 1 is devoted primarily to establishing that
Thomas adheres to the principle; it gives special attention to the
first movements of the will. Section 2 is a look at Thomas’s use of
ideas presented in the first few pages of the third book of the
Nicomachean Ethics, where Aristotle explains that certain factors
make an action—or, at least, an aspect of an action—involuntary.
Section 3 picks up on a remark in this same section of the
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Nicomachean Ethics, where Aristotle presents his list of the so-
called circumstances that can have a bearing upon the moral
character of an action. How he understands these things is im-
portant for establishing the extent and the nature of moral re-
sponsibility for particular human actions. Section 4 continues this
discussion, arguing that various passages in which Thomas uses
the expression “besides the intention” (praeter intentionem) are
less important for determining moral responsibility than the use
he makes of the third book of the Nicomachean Ethics—in other
words, that the voluntary, the analysis of which depends upon the
methodological principle identified in section 1, is more impor-
tant than the intentional. Section § is a very brief conclusion.

[. THE WIDE EXTENT OF THE MORAL

Medieval editions of Peter Lombard’s Sentences included no
footnotes or quotation marks. So it was often not easy for medi-
eval commentators to differentiate between the numerous refer-
ences to and quotations from the Church Fathers and Lombard’s
commentary. This was the case with respect to a phrase that
comes at the end of Lombard’s discussion of a section of the
twelfth book of Augustine’s De Trinitate that treats of the
different levels of sin. Augustine associates the superior part of
reason with Adam, the inferior part with Eve, and the sense
appetites with the serpent.”> When we commit a mortal sin, it is as

% Augustine, De Trinitate 12.12.1-10: “Sicut enim in illo manifesto coniugio duorum
hominum qui primi facti sunt, non manducavit serpens de arbore vetita, sed tantummodo
manducandum persuasit; mulier autem non manducavit sola, sed viro suo dedit, et simul
manducaverunt; quamvis cum serpente sola locuta, et ab eo sola seducta sit; ita et in hoc quod
etiam in homine uno geritur et dignoscitur, occulto quodam secretoque coniugio carnalis, vel,
ut ita dicam, qui in corporis sensus intenditur, sensualis animae motus, qui nobis pecoribusque
communis est, seclusus est a ratione sapientiae.” See also De Trin. 12.3.14-20: “Ert sicut una
caro est duorum in masculo et femina, sic intellectum nostrum et actionem, vel consilium et
exsecutionem, vel rationem et appetitum rationalem, vel si quo alio modo significatius dici
possunt, una mentis natura complectitur; ut quemadmodum de illis dictum est: “Erunt duo in
carne una,’ sic de his dici possit: ‘Duo in mente una.’”” Also De Trin. 12.7.101-7: “Sed quia
sexu corporis distat a viro, rite potuit in eius corporali velamento figurari pars illa rationis,
quae ad temporalia gubernanda deflectitur; ut non maneat imago Dei, nisi ex parte mens
hominis aeternis rationibus conspiciendis vel consulendis adhaerescit, quam non solum
masculos, sed etiam feminas habere manifestum est.” So, Augustine does not deny that women
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if Adam were to eat again of the forbidden fruit, for not only does
the inferior part of reason give in to the blandishments of the
senses (as did Eve to the serpent) but the higher part gives full
consent as well. “For it is not possible,” says Augustine, “for a sin
to be opted for by the mind, its being regarded not only favorably
[suaviter] but also as efficaciously to be perpetrated, unless that
intention of the mind, to which belongs the supreme power of
putting the limbs into action or of impeding the same, yields to
the evil action and does service.”

But what about the movements of the sensual appetites as they
first come into contact with the intellect and will? Such move-
ments are sometimes called the motus secundo primi, “secondary
first movements,” in order to characterize them as first but also to
distinguish them from movements that are purely physiological,
the “primary first movements” (motus primo primi). Are they
even venially sinful? Augustine does not confront this question
directly. He does says that the soul’s “grasping interiorly at the
false images of corporeal things and in vain meditation combining
them” is sinful,* and he suggests that sins of thought that involve
no will to act but only a will to delight in the thought of sinful
actions are venially sinful.’ But these sins are located somewhat

have rationis pars superior, although, in his view, they are characterized by the presence of
rationis pars inferior. (The expression rationis pars superior does not actually appear in
Augustine but is supplied by Lombard.)

* Augustine, De Trin. 12.12.32-36: “Neque enim potest peccatum non solum cogitandum
suaviter, verum etiam efficaciter perpetrandum mente decerni, nisi et illa mentis intentio,
penes quam summa potestas est membra in opus movendi, vel ab opere cohibendi, malae
actioni cedat et serviat.”

* Augustine, De Trin. 12.10.14-16): “et corporearum rerum fallacia simulacra introrsus
rapiens et vana meditatione componens.” This is sinful since the person makes these things
into his ultimate end (“ut in his finem boni sui ponat” [ibid., 12-13]) so that nothing appears
divine unless it is like these corporeal things (“ut ei nec divinum aliquid nisi tale videatur”
[ibid., 16]). Augustine is clearly speaking about morral sin since he distinguishes this “grasping
interiorly at false images” from humana temptatio (ibid., 6-7; 1 Cor 1:13 ), which he regards
as involving venial sin (see In Iohannis evangelium tractatus 90.2.14-29). This same grasping
seems to be connected with action in some way since just before that phrase (“et corporearum
rerum fallacia simulacra introrsus rapiens et vana meditatione componens”) he says, “Cum
. . . aliquid agit, quidquid agit, turpiter agit” (Augustine, De Trin. 12.10.10-13).

¥ Augustine, De Trin. 12.12.37-41: “Nec sane, cum sola cogitatione mens oblectatur
illicitis, non quidem decernens esse facienda, tenens tamen et volvens libenter quae statim ut
attigerunt animum respui debuerunt, negandum est esse peccatum, sed longe minus quam si



4 KEVIN L. FLANNERY, S.J.

farther down the road to perdition than the motus secundo primi.
Lombard speaks more explicitly about these latter: “If, therefore,
the enticement of sin is retained [teneatur] only in the sensual
movement, the sin is venial and of the lightest sort.”® Indeed, he
seems to put Augustine’s sins of thought into the category of
mortal sins in order to make room for these as venial. One sins
mortally, he says, not only when one is disposed to perform an
evil action or actually performs it “but also when one is detained
[tenetur] for a period of time by delight in the thought [of such
actions].””

A number of medieval commentators, including Thomas,
Bonaventure, and Thomas’s teacher Albert the Great, follow this
line, the last laboring under the impression that Lombard was
quoting Augustine.® When Albert—who, it must be admitted, was

et opere statuatur implendum.”

¢ Peter Lombard, Sententiae 2.24.9: “Si ergo in motu sensuali tantum peccati illecebra
teneatur, veniale ac levissimum est peccatum” (Peter Lombard, Sententiae in IV Libris
Distinctae, Spicilegium Bonaventurianum 4-5 [Grottaferrata: Editiones Collegii S.
Bonaventurae ad Claras Aquas, 1971-81, 3rd edition] tom. 1, pars 2, p. 457).

7 Peter Lombard, Sent. 2.24.12.2): “Itaque, ut breviter summam perstringam, quando
peccatum ita in anima concipitur ut illud facere disponat vel etiam perficiat, aliud frequenter,
aliud vel semel, vel etiam quando delectatione cogitationis diu tenetur, mortale est. Cum vero
in sensuali motu tantum est, ut praediximus [2.24.9.3], tunc levissimum est, quia ratio tunc
non delectatur.”

¥ Thomas, in the sed contra of Il Sent., d. 24, q.3, a. 2 appears to realize that the phrase
“Si ergo in motu sensuali tantum” is not a quotation from Augustine but he does think that
it expresses Augustine’s position: “Hoc etiam expresse habetur per hoc quod ia littera dicitur,
quod si in motu sensuali tantum peccati illecebra teneatur, veniale ac levissimum peccatum
est.” This is the position he defends in the corpus. In Bonaventure, at the beginning of a
question entitled, “Utrum in sensualitate possit esse veniale peccatum,” we find the following:
“Circa primum sic proceditur, quod in sensualitate posset esse veniale peccatum: 1. Primo per
illud Augustini duodecimo de Trinitate, quod recitat Magister in littera: ‘Si in motu sensuali
tantum peccati illecebra teneatur, veniale est’”” (Bomaventure, II Sent., 24.2.3.1, in
Bonaventure, Opera Omnia, ed. Franciscan Friars of Quaracchi [Florence: Collegium S.
Bonaventurae, 1882-1902], v.2, p. 583). In Albert’s commentary on the Sentences, the overall
question is “Utrum in sensualitate possit esse peccatum.” The first point in the sed contra is,
“Primi motus sunt peccata, ut dicit ibi Augustinus [ibi referring to Lombard’s Il Sent. 24.9].
Et primi motus sunt in sensualitate: ergo peccatum est in sensualitate.” Albert’s own response
is notable for its lack of argumentation; here it is in its entirety: “Sine praejudicio dicendum,
quod in sensualitate est peccatum quod vocatur primus motus, qui secundum Augustinum,
peccatum levissimum est” (Albertus Magnus, II Sent., 24.F.9, in Albert the Great, Opera
Ompnia, ed. S. C. A. Borgnet [Paris: Vives, 1894], v. 27, p. 407). On this general issue, see
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rather vague regarding the boundaries of the moral—discovered
that the remark was not Augustine’s, he changed his mind
completely: the first movements (motus primi) of the sense
appetites, he now said, do not come under the influence of the
will and cannot, therefore, involve sin, even of the lightest sort.”
But Thomas sticks to his guns, maintaining throughout his career
that it is possible for sin to be present in sensuality itself. He
readily acknowledges that the sin involved takes place without
deliberation, and so it is not “perfectly a human act” (i.e., a moral
act).’® But it is a moral act, however imperfect, since it is of the
nature of sensual appetite to be moved by the will.! The sin that
can enter into sensual appetite is voluntary since the range of the
will’s influence includes not only itself (i.e., when it puts itself in
act) but also other powers insofar as they can either be put in act
or suppressed (STh I-11, q. 74, a. 2). If a person fails to suppress
these first movements when they occur, his act is voluntary even
if he does not decide to allow them to continue. Thus, although

James Athanasius Weisheipl, Friar Thomas D’Aquino: His Life, Thought, and Works
(Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1983), 73-74, 421; also Odon
Lottin, “Le doctrine morale des mouvements premiers de ’appétit sensitif aux XII° et XIII*
siecles,” Archives d’bistoire doctrinale et littéraire du moyen dge 6 (1931): 49-93; also Thomas
Deman, “Le péché de sensualité,” Mélanges Mandonnet, Bibliotheque Thomiste 13 (Paris:
Vrin, 1930): 265-83.

® In his Summa theologiae 2.15.92.4, obj. 2 (Albert the Great, Opera omnia, v. 33, p. 197),
Albert no longer attributes the remark “Si in solo motu sensuali tantum peccati illecebra
remaneat et teneatur, veniale ac levissimum peccatum est” (as he gives it there) to Augustine;
moreover, in the response to the first objection (ibid., p. 198), he says that Lombard is wrong
to say that there is sin in the motus primi: “Ad primum ergo dicendum, quod Magister vocat
ibi veniale peccatum motum primum, qui non est in sensualitate nisi sicut in corrupta origine:
et sic potius est poena peccato quam peccatum.” On Albert’s vagueness with respect to the
boundaries of the moral, see Kevin L. Flannery, “The Multifarious Moral Object of Thomas
Aquinas,” The Thomist 67 (2003): 102-10. (Page 110 of this article contains a typographical
error: in line 11, “On the other hand,” should be “Whereas.”)

0. 8Th 111, q. 74, a. 3, ad 3: “illud quod homo facit sine deliberatione rationis, non
perfecte ipse facit, quia nihil operatur ibi id quod est principale in homine. Unde non est
perfecte actus humanus. Et per consequens non potest esse perfecte actus virtutis vel peccati,
sed aliquid imperfectum in genere horum. Unde talis motus sensualitatis rationem praeveniens,
est peccatum veniale, quod est quiddam imperfectum in genere peccati.”

"t STh 111, q. 74, a. 3: “Manifestum est autem quod actus sensualitatis potest esse
voluntarius, inquantum sensualitas, idest appetitus sensitivus, nata est a voluntate moveri.”
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Thomas occasionally associates the will with deliberation,'? more
basic to the voluntary—and therefore to the moral—is the mere
possibility of exercising control. He readily acknowledges that it
is not possible to suppress every movement of the flesh: as one is
suppressed, another springs up. But the fact that any single
movement is suppressible is enough to say that culpability enters
into sensual appetite itself."

This idea of the nondeliberative voluntary is important for
marking out the field of moral action. It goes well beyond the
widely recognized Thomistic position that even a person who has
no options to deliberate about does what he does freely—his will
is involved—since he could have declined to do what he does at
all.” In such cases there is clearly an act, but the cases now under
consideration are cases in which Thomas finds voluntariness but
which most of us would say involve no act at all. In his early
remarks on the second book of Lombard’s Sentences, he asks
explicitly, “Whether in every sin there is some act” (I Sent., d.
35, g. 1, a. 3).” His answer here is yes, although when it comes
to omissions that yes is qualified dramatically. There are two
opinions, he says, regarding whether a sin of omission needs to
involve an act which is actually elicited from its corresponding
potency, as when someone who can lift his arm or can speak

12 See, for instance, STh I-11, q. 1, a. 1; I Sent., d. 48, q. 4; and II Sent., d. 24, q. 3, a. 1.
Thomas uses in these places the expression voluntas deliberata, which is distinct from the
voluntas naturalis, by which man naturally wills the good.

B STh 111, q. 74, a. 3, ad 2: “Et ideo non potest homo vitare omnes huiusmodi motus,
propter corruptionem praedictam, sed hoc solum sufficit ad rationem peccati voluntarii, quod
possit vitare singulos.”

1 See, for instance, STh I-11, q. 10, a. 2: “si proponatur aliquod obiectum voluntati quod
sit universaliter bonum et secundum omnem considerationem, ex necessitate voluntas in illud
tendet, sf aliquid velit; non enim poterit velle oppositum.” Or see I Sent., d. 18, q. 3,ad 2,
where he makes use of Aristotle’s NE 3.3.1112b11-12 in order to argue that, when it is clear
which means ought to be used, merit requires no deliberation but only intenton of the end.
See also De malo 6 (11.435-40; throughout this article, parenthetical line numbers refer to the
Leonine edition) and Kevin L. Flannery, Acts amid Precepts: The Aristotelian Logical Structure
of Thomas Aquinas’s Moral Theory (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America
Press; Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 2001) 122-23.

Y The commentary (if we are to call it that) was largely composed between 1252 and
1256, although even in the latter year it was still not complete: see Jean-Pierre Torrell, O.P.,
St. Thomas Aquinas: The Person and His Work (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University
of America Press, 1996), 332.
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actually does so. Some say that such an act is not necessary; some
say that it is,

whether this be an interior act of the will, as when someone wills not to obey a
precept, or whether it be exterior, as when someone performs some act by which
he is impeded from carrying out a precept—and an example is offered of one
who stays up late and is not able to rise at the proper hour.'

Thomas argues that this second position is not compelling: if the
will is free in this instance, it is free both to do something and not
to do it. In this way, he says, a person can simply omit something
without willing its contrary—nor does he even need to think
about its contrary or about anything else that per se would be an
impediment to that which he is obligated to do.”” Moreover, if the
act that does “take the place” of that which the person should be
doing is not directly opposed to it, that act need not be described
as culpable since in itself it could be perfectly licit."® So, it
appears, we are (or, at least, can be) left with no culpable act at
all: an act contrary to the obligation is not necessary and an act
that merely takes its place is not necessarily culpable. “It is
therefore clear,” he says, “that a sin of omission consists in the
mere negation of the required act.”"

But how can this be? The whole point of this article is to show
that “every sin must in some way consist in an act.”** Thomas
argues that the absence of an act is to be considered in some way

16 11 Sent., d. 35, q. 1, a. 3: “Quidam enim dicunt quod in peccato omissionis semper
oportet aliquem actum esse, per quem aliquis retardatur ab expletione mandati vel praecepti,
sive interiorem voluntatis, ut cum aliquis vult praecepto non obedire; sive exteriorem, ut cum
aliquis facitaliquemn actum per quem ab expletione praecepti impeditur; et ponitur exemplum
de illo qui nimis vigilat, et non potest surgere hora debita.”

Y7 1bid.: “Sed ista opinio non videtur necessitatem habere: cum enim voluntas libera sit, nec
ad aliquid faciendum vel non faciendum determinetur; potest hoc modo praetermittere aliquid
quod ejus contrarium non velit, nec de ejus contrario cogitet, nec etiam de aliquo alio quod
sit per se impedimentum ejus quod facere tenetur.”

® Tbid.: “[E]tsi enim aliquid velit quod, quantum est in se, non est impedimentum
expletionis praecepti, sicut oppositum, constat quod ex hoc quod vultillud, non peccat; quia
illud potest esse secundum se licitum.”

¥ Tbid.: “[U]nde patet quod peccatum omissionis in sola negatione actus debiti consistit.”

2% The lead sentence of II Senz., d. 35, q. 1, a. 3 is, “Respondeo dicendum, quod omne
peccatum oportet aliquo modo in actu consistere, non tamen eodem modo.”
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an act. This is possible since opposites are “led up to” one and the
same genus (in idem genus reducuntur): just as white and black are
both colors, so an act and its negation (its omission) are, in a
sense, both acts. What provides the ontological basis for an omis-
sion is not an elicited act but the mere potency for such.” When
sin involves an elicited act, as when a person steals something,
that act bas the nature (the ratio) of sin; if the sin consists in
merely omitting to do what is obligatory (to worship God, for
example), that omission acquires the nature of sin in so far as it is
voluntary: the person could have done otherwise.?

For the idea that opposites are led up to the same genus,
Thomas invokes Augustine and also his own discussion, earlier in
this same commentary, of the question whether we can say that
the Father is ingenitus (ungenerated).”® An objection would have
it that only relations properly distinguish the persons of the
Trinity; since ingenitus is a negation and nothing so solid as a
relation, it cannot be used to distinguish the Father from the Son.
In reply, Thomas acknowledges that “no negation or privation is
per se within a genus [in this case, the genus of relation], for it has
neither quiddity nor being, but it is led up to the genus of the
affirmation, according to which being is understood in non-being

2 See the expositio textus to 1l Sent., d. 35, where Thomas discusses an argument found
in the text of Lombard (Peter Lombard, Sent., 2.35.2 [Grottaferrata ed., p. 533, Il. 26f£.]) to
the effect that an omission does involve a positive act: “Ista solutio procedit secundum illam
opinionem quae ponit in peccato omissionis actum esse; sed secundum aliam opinionem
solvetur ista objectio, quia privationi qua malum omissionis dicitur malum, substat res bona,
scilicet potentia in actum non exiens.”

211 Sent., d. 35, q. 1, a. 3, “Sed quia opposita in idem genus reducuntur, ideo omissio
actus peccati rationem consequitur ex eo quod voluntaria est; sicut et actus voluntarius
rationem peccati et culpae habet.” Thomas goes on to say that this is consonant with what
Aristotle says in NE 3.1.1110b31-33, where those who neglect to inform themselves of what
they should do are justly punished. In I{I NE, lect. 3 (§410 [Marietti ed.]), Thomas says that
such individuals are “unjust with respect to others and evil with respect to themselves”
(“iniust quoad alios, et mali quoad seipsos”).

B 11 Sent., d. 35, q. 1, a. 3, ad 1: “Ad primum ergo dicendum, quod, sicut dictum est,
opposita reducuntur in idem genus in quo vel utrumque est per se, ut patet in contrariis et
relativis; vel unum est per se, et alterum per reductionem, ut patet in privatione et habitu, et
affirmatione et negatione; unde habitum est in [I Sent., d. 28, q. 1, a. 1] ab Augustino, quod
in eodem genere est genitus et non genitus.” The reference to Augustine is doubtless De
Trinitate 5.6-7.
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and affirmation in negation.””* Thus we can say that not only
genitus but also ingenitus refers to a relation.

These earlier remarks of Thomas’s help us to understand the
briefer remarks on the same topic in question 71 of the Prima
secundae (“Whether in whatever sin there is some act” [STh I-11,
q. 71, a. 51). There, although his laying out of the problem is the
same as in the Sentences commentary (“Some say that in every sin
of omission there is some act, whether interior or exterior . . .
[blut others say that in a sin of omission no act is required”
[ibid.]), Thomas says that “it is truer to say that it is possible for
some sin to be without any act.”” Those who say that an act is
necessary are correct insofar as, even when a person does
something else from which it merely follows that he does not do
what he ought, there was present the occasion of doing the right
thing.”® Thomas uses again the example of the man who stays up
late and so does not get to church: he could have gone to bed.
Strictly speaking, however, there was no act of not going to
church. All the man did was stay up late; not going to church was
“beside” his intention (praeter intentionem).” (This latter
expression will become important below.)

21 Sent., d. 28, q. 1, a. 1, ad 3:“Ita etiam nulla negatio vel privatio est in genere per se:
quia non habet aliquam quidditatem nec esse; sed reducitur ad genus affirmationis, secundum
quod in non esse intelligitur esse, et in negatione affirmatio.” He goes on to attribute this idea
to Aristotle: “ut dicit Philosophus”—and most editions give as the reference Sopbistici Elenchi
2.4, by which is clearly meant Topica 2.4 and, in particular, 111b17-23.

5 §Th 1, q. 71, a. §: “Unde verius dici potest quod aliquod peccatum possit esse absque
omni actu.” In the responses to the objections, he is even more explicit about this:, “Et ideo
meritum non potest esse sine actu, sed peccatum potest esse sine actu” (ad 1); “aliquid dicitur
voluntarium non solum quia cadit super ipsum actus voluntatis, sed quia in potestate nostra
est ut fiat vel non fiat, ut dicitur in EN iii [5,1113b20-21]" (ad 2). See also §Th 11, q. 6, a.
3: “voluntarium potest esse absque actu; quandoque quidem absque actu exteriori, cum actu
interiori, sicut cum vult non agere; aliquando autem et absque actu interiori, sicut cum non
vult,”

% 8Th ¥1, q. 71, a. 5: “Si verc in peccato omissionis intelligantur etiam causae vel
occasiones omittendi, sic necesse est in peccato omissionis aliquem actum esse.”

¥ Ibid.: “Quandoque autem actus voluntatis directe fertur in aliud, per quod homo
impeditur ab actu debito, sive illud in quod fertur voluntas, sit coniunctum omissioni, puta
cum aliquis vult ludere quando ad ecclesiam debet ire; sive etiam sit praecedens, puta cum
aliquis vult diu vigilare de sero, ex quo sequitur qued non vadat hora matutinali ad ecclesiam.
Et tunc actus iste interior vel exterior per accidens se habet ad omissionem, quia omissio
sequitur praeter intentionem; hoc autem dicimus per accidens esse, quod est praeter
intentionem, ut patet in Phys. [2.5.196b17-197a35].”
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None of this is to say that even with sinful omission there is
not required a certain amount of deliberate—if not
deliberated—behavior. A venial sin of omission requires no
deliberation at all, but one does have to know what is going on.
We have already seen this in considering the primi secundo
motus: serious sin arrives, says Thomas, once one decides to
linger with—or even just fails to suppress—the movements of the
sensual appetites; but there has to be something of moral
significance to linger with. This is consistent with what he says in
question 74 of the Prima secundae (STh I-11, q. 74, a. 10), where
he argues that venial sin can enter even into the higher intellect
(represented, we recall, in Augustine by Adam). What occurs there
is reasoning and all reasoning is about things that enter into
consideration independently of the reasoning process itself: they
enter by way of “intuition” of simple experiences before they are
compounded one with another. So, since intuition too pertains to
reason, sin—that is, venial sin—is possible even in the higher
intellect; but it is venial since it occurs before deliberation.”®

Even with mortal sin the deliberation can be minimal.” In the
first place, when the sin is an omission, as we have seen, it is not
necessary that the person even think of what he should be doing.
In question 6, article 3 of the Prima secundae, an objection argues
that the voluntary requires cognition and cognition involves an
act; therefore, any instance of the voluntary (i.e., the moral)
requires an act. Thomas replies:

BSTh I, q. 74, a. 10, ad 2: “Ad secundum dicendum quod in operativis ad rationem, ad
quam pertinet deliberatio, pertinet etiam simplex intuitus eorum ex quibus deliberatio
procedit, sicut etiam in speculativis ad rationem pertinet et syllogizare, et propositiones
formare.” This general approach also explains how angels, who do not engage in discursive
thought, can fall. See De Malo, q. 16, a. 4, ad 7 where Thomas’s point is that the devils need
not have deliberated first, before sinning; it could have happened at the first moment of their
creation: “Sed quando deliberatio non praecedit electionem, tunc non requiritur quod,
antequam aliquis eligat, habeat potestatem eligendi vel non eligendi; sed in ipso instanti libere
fertur in hoc vel in illud.”

® In De Virtutibus, q. 2, a. 12, ad 14, Thomas says that mortal sin requires deliberation:
“quando homo in peccato mortali consistit, hoc quadam deliberatione rationis agitur, quia sine
deliberato consensu non est peccatum mortale.”
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an act of cognition is required for voluntariness in the same way that an act of
the will is required—i.e., in such a way that it is in the power of someone to
consider and to will and to act. And just as, then, at the moment, not to will and
not to act is voluntary, so also is not to consider.”

In other words, when he commits the omission, the agent need
not even advert to the fact that he is not doing what he ought to
be doing; omitting to consider counts as considering. The
qualifying expression “then, at the moment” implies, however,
that at some moment prior to the omission he needs to have
adverted to his obligation.

When a sin is not an omission the deliberation can also be
minimal; in fact, according to Thomas, habitual sin (which is
pretty common) is normally accompanied by reduced delibera-
tion, since prolonged deliberation makes such sin less likely.*" If
a person sins on the spur of the moment, doing with hardly a
thought some evil he is habituated to doing, he is not excused for
lack of deliberation, says Thomas, “for that deliberation is
sufficient for sin in which that which is chosen is considered
[perpenditur) to be a mortal sin and against God.”*” The context
of this remark makes it apparent that perpendere does not mean
“to weigh carefully” but something more like “to know.” And
sometimes it is not even necessary that the sinfulness be known.
If one has not properly informed oneself of what is sinful—or if
one has not resisted the passions that cause reason to perceive the
merely apparent good as good—the relevant sin is attributable to

3 STh -, q. 6, a. 3, ad 3: “Ad tertium dicendum quod eo modo requiritur ad voluntarium
actus cognitionis, sicut et actus voluntatis; ut scilicet sit in potestate alicuius considerare et
velle et agere. Et tunc sicut non velle et non agere, cum tempus fuerit, est voluntarium, ita
etiam non considerare.”

1 De Veritate, q. 24, a. 12 (1.378-86): “Unde non retrahitur a peccando per hoc ipsum
quod advertit aliquid esse peccatum mortale; sed oportet ulterius in considerando procedere
quousque perveniatur ad aliquid quod non possit non existimare malum, sicut est miseria, vel
aliquid huiusmodi; unde antequam tanta deliberatio fiat quanta requiritur in homine sic
disposito ad vitandum peccatum mortale, praecedit consensus in peccatum mortale.”

32 Ibid. (1. 364-69): “Nec tamen per hoc quod sic repente illud eligit, a peccato mortali
excusatur, quod aliqua deliberatione indiget: quia deliberatio illa sufficitad peccatum mortale,
qua perpenditur id quod eligitur esse peccatum mortale et contra Deum.”



12 KEVIN L. FLANNERY, S.J.

one’s will.** Again, deliberation here comes down to having the

capacity to consider that the act is “a mortal sin and against God.”
Ii. IGNORANCE AND FORCE

It is apparent, therefore, that for Thomas more basic than any
sort of act is mere voluntariness: an omission, even if it involves
no act at all, “acquires the intelligibility of sin in so far as it is
voluntary.”** This is a key factor in understanding the extent of
the field of moral action, but we still know almost nothing about
how this extent is determined. For this task, Thomas draws on
Aristotle and, in particular, on book 3 of the Nicomachean Ethics
(3.1.1109b30-1111b3), which treats of the voluntary, although it
approaches it from the perspective of the involuntary. It is
possible that we have already seen an effect of this indirect
approach on Thomas’s ethics. As I have argued, for him the moral
is to be extended as far as possible: if there is no reason to
exclude something of the relevant sort, it must be included. In this
sense, the initial approach of both Aristotle and Thomas is the
opposite of that of the benign but befuddled confessor who begins
with the supposition that a penitent is not responsible for what he
does. Aristotle and Thomas stake out the limits of the involuntary
and then assert that everything else is voluntary. They realize that
even the minimal presence of will is something: it has being. Since
the job of the philosopher is to give an organized account of
being, he is obliged to place even such a minimal manifestation of
will somewhere in the scheme of being; he cannot simply ignore

3 See II Sent., d. 39, q. 1, a. 1, ad 4. The fourth objection argues that sin cannot be
attributed directly to the will since the error begins in the intellect, where the merely apparent
good is considered the true good. Thomas answers: “Ad quartum dicendum, qued ille error
qui est in ratione, secundum quod aestimat bonum quod non est bonum, est secundum
ignorantiam electionis, ut in EN iii dicitur [he means 1} &v 7 wpoaipéoer &yvoia of NE
3.1.1110b31]; et haec ignorantia non causat involuntarium, quia voluntas hujusmodi
ignorantiae quodammodo causa est, dum passiones non cohibet, quae rationem in aesimando
absorbent, quarum cohibitio in potestate voluntatis est: et ideo peccatum recte voluntad
imputatur.” There is no suggestion in this article that the point applies only to venial sin.

3* 11 Sent., d. 35, q. 1, a. 3: “Sed quia opposita in idem genus reducuntur, ideo omissio
actus peccati rationem consequitur ex eo quod voluntaria est.”
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it. The philosopher is also obliged to be precise about what things
do and what things do not enter into this field—and that is what
Aristotle does.

The first thing that Aristotle identifies as marking out a
distinction between the voluntary and the involuntary is force
(Bia). True to form, he understands this in the strictest sense pos-
sible. If someone wraps his hand around yours and, using your
hand and the pen within it as an instrument, traces your name on
a contract, that “signing” is not your voluntary act. Or if, as the
pilot of a ship, the wind blows your craft onto a reef, then,
presuming that you have fulfilled your duty in all other relevant
ways, going onto the reef is not your fault since it is not
voluntary.” But, if in a storm you are forced to jettison precious
cargo lest the ship go down, such forcing is not sufficient to make
the act involuntary since at the moment when you toss the goods
it depends on you whether to do so or not.*® It is not even
sufficient to make an act involuntary that one is under pressure to
perform it from a tyrant who holds one’s family and threatens to
do them harm. Of course, a father, for example, might eventually
forgive a son who is forced to make such a choice. But forgiveness
itself presumes that the act is voluntary: we do not forgive the
man whose hand is made to trace out a signature. Wherever there
is a scintilla of “that which depends on us” there is moral
material. If we can identify it as something, even as an extremely
insubstantial something, attributable to the will, we cannot ignore
it: it exists—and it exists in the realm of the moral.

The presence of force, then, and the way it is applied is the
first thing that Aristotle considers in determining whether an
action is involuntary. Other things, he says, are involuntary for
lack of knowledge, although not all ignorance excuses. A drunk

* See Aristotle, NE 3.1.1110a3. Gauthier associates the very elliptical mention of
“wind”here (otov ei mveOpa kopioat wot) with a naval incident (R.-A. Gauthier and J. Y. Jolif,

L’Fthique a Nicomague: Introduction, traduction et commentaire [Louvain: Publications
Universitaires de Louvain; Paris: Editions Béatrice-Nauwelaerts, 1958-591, 2/1:172].

* Aristotle, NE 3.1.1110a15-18: npdr7er 8¢ £kddv: xod y&p 1) dpyr} 100 xuvelv 1d
dpyavikd pépn &v Tdig TotadTdlc mpdEeoty &v adTd EoTiv, dv § év adTe 1 dpyn, W adTd
kol TO WpdTTELY Kai prj.
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who gets in a fight in a bar might be said to behave “ignorantly,”
in the sense that he does not know fully what he is doing. He is,
however, responsible for getting into that state—even if he is
subject to strong psychological compulsion urging him to drink.
Moreover, during the fight (i.e., “at the moment”) he does things
like take aim with his fist at his opponent’s jaw. This is different
from what happens, for instance, when a doctor taps his knee and
his foot jumps. The drunk’s actions are, therefore, not without
culpability—which is to say that they contain something of the
voluntary: they are moral.

Nor, as we have seen, is it always an excuse for someone to say
that he did not know that a certain action was wrong. One
imagines a clever philosopher—or theologian—arguing, “I do not
believe that that is wrong, so I certainly do not know that it is;
therefore, I cannot be blamed for doing it.” Aristotle, who, pace
any number of scholars, does hold that there are things that are
always wrong and that we can know this,”” refers to such
ignorance of the right thing to do as “ignorance by choice” (j &v
Th mpoarpécet &yvota [NE 3.1.1110b31}). Such ignorance is not
the cause of involuntariness, he says, but of immorality since the
ignorance that excuses is that which touches particulars (NE
3.1.1110b31-1111al), that s, the particulars of what one is doing
“at the moment,” of which even the drunk and the person who
jettisons cargo are aware.

This may strike some as possibly Aristotelian but not
Thomistic. Thomas does say (in STh I-11, q. 5, a. 19) that someone
with an erroneous conscience is morally bound to follow that
conscience. But he also says, in the very next article, that the will
of one who so acts is evil (mala). He acknowledges that a man
who lacks the circumstantial knowledge that a particular woman
is his wife, if she asks him to “render the debt” and have
intercourse with her, does not sin if he consents. But he also says,
“if erroneous reasoning says that a man is obliged to lie with the
wife of another, the will going along with this erroneous

*7 See John Finnis, Moral Absolutes: Tradition, Revision and Truth (Washington, D.C.: The
Catholic University of America Press, 1991), 31-37; see also Flannery, Acts Amid Precepts, 14-

24.
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reasoning is evil because this error originates in ignorance of the
law of God, which he is obliged to know.”** Moreover, the evil
has to do not just with the failure to acquire information and/or
to adhere to the moral law but it affects also the act performed,
given such ignorance. So, although one is bound to follow an
erroneous conscience, the act that one performs in so doing is still
immoral. The clever philosopher-theologian wishes to excuse the
act on the grounds of ignorance (i.e., ignorance of the moral law),
but this type of ignorance is not of the appropriate type. Since
Aristotle, followed by Thomas, regards the boundaries of the
involuntary he has fixed as precise and the corresponding class of
acts as exhaustive, the act in question—and not just its
ignorance—is culpable.*

3 STh I-11, . 19, a. 6: “Puta, si ratio errans dicat quod homo teneatur ad uxorem alterius
accedere, voluntas concordans huic rationi erranti est mala, eo quod error iste provenit ex
ignorantia legis Dei, quam scire tenetur.” See also §Th I-], q. 6, a. 8 and, on this general issue,
Richard Schenk, “Perplexus Supposito Quodam: Notizien zu einem vergessenen
Schliisselbegriff thomanischer Gewissenslehre,” Recherches de théologie ancienne et médiévale
57 (1990): 62-95. Discussing such matters, Capreolus refers to Job 40:12, about Leviathon:
“nervi testiculorum eius perplexi sunt” (John Capreolus, F. Ioannis Capreoli Thomistarum
Principis, In Libros Sententiarum Amplissimae Quaestiones Pro Tutela Doctrinae S. Thomae
Ad Scholasticum Certamen Egregie Disputatae, ed. Matthias Aquarius [Venice: Haeres
Hieronymi Scoti, 1589], v. 2, p. 547). Capreolus cites Gregory the Great’s Expositio in
Librum Iob, sive Moralium libri XXV: “Ecce enim quidam dum mundi hujus amicitias appetit,
cuilibet alteri similem sibi vitam ducenti quod secreta illius omni silentio contegar se
jurejurando constringit; sed is cui juratum est adulterium perpetrare cognoscitur, ita ut etiam
maritum adulterae occidere conetur. Is autem qui jusjurandum praebuit ad mentem revertitur,
et diversis hinc inde cogitationibus impugnatur, atque hoc silere formidat, ne silendo, adulterii
simul et homicidii particeps fiat; et prodere trepidat, ne reatu se perjurii obstringat. Perplexis
ergo testiculorum nervis ligatus est, quia in quamlibet partem declinet, metuic ne a
transgressionis contagione liber non sit” (PL 76:658¢d).

3 In STh -1, q. 19, a. 6, Thomas first notes that some types of ignorance cause an act to
be involuntary, other types do not (the two categories being mutually exclusive). The types
that do not are willed either indirectly (i.e., they involve negligence) or they are willed
directly. Neither type “excuses the will going along with the reasoning or conscience so erring
from being evil” (“talis error rationis vel conscientiae non excusat quin voluntas concordans
rationi vel conscientiae sic errand, sit mala”). But the will that would otherwise be excused has
to do not with acquiring knowledge but with committing some possibly evil act—in this case,
lying with a woman not one’s wife. Thomas is saying that that will is not excused by ignorance
willed either directly or indirectly. See also De Malo, q. 2, a. 2, ad 8: “Si vero aliquis intendat
opus meritorium facere committens aliquid quod de genere suo est peccatum mortale, non
meretur, quia conscientia erronea non excusat.”
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III. “CIRCUMSTANCES” AND MORAL RESPONSIBILITY

With this mention of circumstantial ignorance (as, for instance,
that the woman is not one’s wife) we come to a section in the
Nicomachean Ethics of which Thomas makes extensive—and
important—use. We have seen that, according to Aristotle, certain
types of ignorance do not excuse: for example, the ignorance of
the drunk and the ignorance of the willfully corrupt. The ignor-
ance that does excuse, at least in some situations, is ignorance of
the particular circumstances of what one is doing. Having reached
this point, Aristotle says in an aside: “Perhaps it would not be a
bad idea to set these out: what and how many they are.” And he
lists them: “They are, therefore, who and what and regarding
what or with respect to what a person acts—sometimes, however,
also with what (e.g., what instrument}), for what reason (e.g., for
safety), and how (e.g., gently or vehemently).”** He goes on to
explain that to be ignorant of “who” is to be ignorant of who is
acting, although he immediately acknowledges that no agent in his
right mind will be ignorant of this. A person is ignorant of “what”

** NE 3.1.1111a2-6: Towg oOv 00 yeipov Stopioat adrd, Tiva kai néoa EoTi, Tic Te 61
xai T{ kal wepl Ti f v Tivi mpdTTeL, vioTe 82 xad TV, Glov dpydve, kai Eveka Tivog, olov
owtnpiag, xal g, olov fpéua f) 06Sdpa. Gauthier argues convincingly that the +{ and the
Ti{vt in mepi T § &v Tivi are both neuter and that Aristotle is referring to the object of the act
(mepi 7i) and its “entire domain” (év Tivi), “encompassing all the conditions which it [the act]
in fact requires” (Gauthier and Jolif, 2/1:184-85). This in effect makes Zv Tivi equivalent to
¢v olg (1] wpdEig) found at 1110b33-1111a1; 1111a16, 18, and 24, which in turn refers to
the particulars {(ka®” €xaova, 1110b33). The pronoun in &v Tivt has been atiracted into the
singular by the pronoun in nepi 7{. So, where Albert and Thomas associate v T{vi with what
can easily be understood as accidents, that is, “in what place” and “at what time,” the
Gauthier-Jolif translation has: “Disons donc qu’il sagit de savoir qui agit, ce qu’il fait, quel
est [’objet ou le domaine de son action, quelquefois aussi avec quoi il agit (par exemple, avec
quel instrument), per quel résultat (par example si ce résultat sera de sauver la vie 2 quelqu’un)
et comment (par exemple, doucement ou violemment)” ({Gauthier and Jolif, 1/2:59). Thomas
commented upon the following Latin translation of Aristotle: “Forsitan igitur non maium
determinare haec, quae et quot sint: et quis utique et quid et circa quid vel in quo operatur,
quandoque autem et quo, puta instrumento, et gratia cuius, puta salutis, et qualiter, puta quiete
vel vehementer.” His comment is as follows: “Enumerans ergo haec singularia, dicit, ‘quis,’
quod pertinet ad personam principalis agentis, et ‘quid,” scilicet agat, quod pertinet ad genus
actus, et ‘circa quid,” quod pertinet ad materiam vel obiectum.” And then a few lines later:
“quod autem dicitur ‘in quo,’ dividit in duas circumstantias, scilicet in quando et ubi” (III NE,
3.138-50 [Leonine ed.]).
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(he does) if he innocently reveals a secret, for instance, or
accidentally brings down a house with a catapult (“I didn’t know
it was loaded”).*' One might think mistakenly that one’s son is an
enemy or that the sword one uses is tipped instead of bare or that
a potion is medicine instead of poison or that a sword-thrust is
restrained instead of penetrating: any such ignorance will take an
action, at least in that respect, outside of the field of moral
action.®

Thomas uses these circumstances (which are found also in
Cicero although differently formulated) not so much in order to
get clear about the voluntary and the involuntary as in order to
explain how the nature of a human act can change as these
circumstances change.® It is not inconceivable that Aristotle did
the same. It is apparent in the way that he introduces the
circumstances—“Perhaps it would not be a bad idea to set these
out”—that their origin is in another philosophical context.
Moreover, although, as Aristotle says, the circumstance “who” is
of little use in establishing an act as involuntary, it has a role to
play in establishing the nature of an act: a king’s saying “Off with
his head” is different from a pauper’s saying the same thing.** In
any case, Thomas does use the circumstances in this way in order
to further differentiate the field of moral action: they help us to
understand what precisely an agent is doing.

#INE 3.1.1111a10-11:  8cifant BouAdpevog ddeiva, dg & TOV kaTaméATny.

* But not all that which is thus outside the voluntary is involuntary, as Aristotle explains
at NE 3.1.1110b18-24. If, for instance, having killed an intruder one discovers that it was
one’s son but this is not displeasing—*“he was spending too much money anyway”—granted
that killing one’s son was not voluntary, nonetheless it was not snvoluniary.

* On Cicero’s list, see STk I-11, q. 7, a. 3; itis found in De inventione 1.26 (Marcus Tullius
Cicero, Rhetorici libri duo qui vocantur de inventione, ed. Eduard Stroebel, Bibliotheca
Scriptorum Graecorum et Romanorum Teubneriana [Leipzig: Teubner, 1915], 34). The
mnemonic verse quoted by Thomas, “Quis, quid, ubi, quibus auxiliis, cur, quomode, quando,”
is attributed to Matthew of Vendome, author of Ars versificatoria (Gauthier and Jolif,
2/1:186). For the background against which Thomas was writing, see Odon Lotiin, “La place
du “finis operantis’ dans la pensée de saint Thomas d’Aquin,” in Odon Lottin, Psychologie et
morale aux XII° et XIII siécles (Louvain: Abbaye du Mont-César; Gembloux: J. Duculot,
1942-60), 4:489-517.

# Cf. Gauthier and Jolif, 2/1:186.
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John Finnis has reservations about this, with which I am not
entirely out of sympathy. He is worried about an approach to the
analysis of moral acts that makes behavior as it exists in genere
naturae basic. People, he says, sometimes treat the distinction in
genere moris/in genere naturae “as conveying simply that behavior
understood in genere naturae is assessed by comparison with
moral norms and consequently judged and described in genere
moris, i.e. with the peculiarly moral predicates such as ‘just,’
‘unjust,’ ‘virtuous,” ‘vicious,” and so forth.”* He says that Thomas
has left himself open to such an interpretation since, in some
passages (e.g., STh I-I1, q. 18, aa. 4 and 10), he is “willing to iden-
tify or specify acts by reference to morally relevant circumstances
which are praeter intentionem.” This, he says, is a “source of
confusion” since “acts are morally significant, and are morally
assessed in terms of their type, their intrinsic character, just
insofar as they are willed, are expressions of the agent’s free self-
determination in choice.”* Speaking in a moral context of praeter
intentionem circumstances favors the erroneous idea that the
moral is mere description of the pre-moral.

Finnis is certainly right to insist that in Thomas the material of
moral analysis is, as I have argued elsewhere, all moral. This is
why Thomas is so interested in a precise demarcation of the field
of moral action: he realizes that, if his ordering of beings is to be
correct, the genus naturae must be wholly distinct from the genus
moris.*” Moreover, Finnis is right to hone in on the notion that
the circumstances are, according to Thomas, in some sense
accidental. (In the articles cited by Finnis, Thomas does not speak
of the circumstances as praeter intentionem but rather as

* John Finnis, “Object and Intention in Moral Judgments according to St. Thomas
Aquinas,” in Finalité et intentionalité: Doctrine thomiste et perspectives modernes, ed. .
Follon and J. McEvoy (Paris: Librairie Philosophique J. Vrin; Louvain: Editions de P'Institut
Supérieur de Philosophie, Louvain-la-neuve, 1992) , 140. See also STH I-1L, q. 1, a. 3, ad 3.

* Finnis, “Object and Intention in Moral Judgments according to St. Thomas Aquinas,”
141; see also ibid., 140 n.43: “But we should not fail to note that St. Thomas is willing to
identify or specify acts by reference to morally relevant circumstances which are praeter
intentionem and thus in a sense is willing to treat good and bad, right and wrong, virtue and
vice, as if they were somehow categories within the moral order (see e.g. STh I-11, 18, 4 &
10), and that this is a source of confusion.”

7 See Flannery, “The Multifarious Moral Object of Thomas Aquinas,” 110-13.
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“accidents,” which is a broader concept.) But this itself is a
product of the texts Thomas was using and the historical tradition
within which he was operating, which, contrary to the general
thrust of his own theory, spoke of the circumstances as accidents.

René Antoine Gauthier points to a possible textual cause of
this misunderstanding. At the conclusion of Aristotle’s explanation
of how the circumstances might affect the voluntary and
involuntary (NE 3.1.1111a18-19), he says that certain
circumstances are more important. The standard critical text reads
here, xupidTaTa 8 givon Sokel 2v ol¢ 1) MPAELC kai ol Fveka,
which translated literally means, “And the most important appear
to be the circumstances of the act and the end.” But there is
clearly something wrong here since, according to this reading,
Aristotle would be saying that most important among the
circumstances are the circumstances, plus the end. Gauthier,
following Richards, proposes, therefore, the following emended
text: kuptdTata § elvar Sokel v oig 1) mpdEic & kai ol #veka:
“And the most important conditions within which an action
occurs would seem to be that which one does and the end.”* As
Gauthier explains, this not only removes the absurdity of the
principal circumstances including the circumstances; it also pulls
us away from the notion that the elements in Aristotle’s
list—“what,” “regarding what or with respect to what,” “with
what” (instrument), “for what reason,” and “how”—are accidents
with respect to the act itself. What are traditionally called the
circumstances are rather the particulars—that is, [Td] xa®’ #xaoTa
(1110b33)—that give to an act its singularity: what it is. When
these factors—“what,” “regarding what,” etc.—become morally
relevant they are not accidental at all but essential to what the
agent is doing.*’

Thomas himself appears uncomfortable with the notion that
the circamstances might be accidents, but neither the text he was

b2 IR {1

* Gauthier’s translation is as follows: “or, les principales des conditions de fait dans
lesquelles se déroule ’action, ce sont, de ’aveu unanime, 'acte que P'on fait et le résultat
auquel il aboutit” (Gauthier and Jolif, 1/2:60).

* See Gauthier and Jolif, 2/1:188. See also Herbert Panl Richards, Aristotelica (London:
G. Richards, 1913), 6.
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using nor the tradition within which he was working provides him
with much room to maneuver. His solution is simply to say that
these accidents are special: they are especially close to that which
they characterize. In question 7, article 1 of the Prima secundae he
asks whether circumstances are accidents of the human act; his
position, of course, is that they are. But in the sed contra he first
points out that, although the circumstances of any one thing are
called “accidents that individuate it, the Philosopher in EN iii calls
them particulars—that is, particular conditions of individual acts.”
Thomas is referring to the 7& ka8 £xkacTa mentioned above (NE
3.1.1110b33). It is striking how close his language is to that of
Gauthier, who also prefers to speak of conditions rather than
circumstances.’® And, in the corpus of the same article, Thomas is
clearly trying to minimize the distance between the circumstances
and that to which they refer, explaining that the literal meanings
of words like “circumstance” are often tied to relations among
physical objects (such as “spatial distance from”) but that we need
not import such physical conceptions into other, more figurative
usages.

Moreover, in the response to the second objection he points
out that there are two ways for something to be an accident with
respect to something else: either by inhering in a subject as white
inheres in Socrates, or by being together with something else in
another thing, in the way, for instance, that white is an accident
with respect to musical, “in as much as they converge and, as it
were, meet one another in the same subject.”" It is in this second
way that circumstances are accidents. But, thus conceived, a
circumstance’s “accidentalness” is not about the relationship be-
tween it and the act in which it inheres but about its relationship
with other circumstances. It happens to be there with them; it
could have happened differently. Let us say that the circumstance
“with what instrument” is a circumstance of a particular act.

%% See his translation, in note 48 above, of NE 3.1.1111a18; see also, for example Gauthier
and Jolif, 2/1:187-88 where Gauthier speaks of “I’expression év ol 1) wp@& g désignant foutes
les conditiones de fait de I’action” (emphasis in original).

LSTh 1, q. 7, a. 1, ad 2: “Alio modo quia est simul cum eo in eodem subiecto, sicut
dicitur quod album accidit musico, inquantum conveniunt, et quodammodo se contingunt, in
uno subiecto.”
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Another circumstance will be “what” (what the act is). According
to what Thomas says in the response to the second objection, the
circumstance “with what instrument” is on an equal footing with
the object of the act. Of course, it is easier to understand how
“what” fits into such a scheme by thinking of it not as a
circumstance or an accident at all but rather as a particular
condition of the act itself: one of the things that make it to be
what it is. And this, as it seems, would be more in line with what
Aristotle actually meant.

I agree with Finnis that Thomas’s saying that the circumstances
are accidental is a “source of confusion,” but not because it
erroneously suggests that acts can be identified or specified “by
reference to morally relevant circumstances which are praeter
intentionem.” Circumstances can be, but are not necessarily,
praeter intentionem; but even as “accidents” they are not
necessarily distinct from what an agent is doing. Following the
spirit but not what he read as the letter of Aristotle, Thomas
insists that a circumstance can be “the principal condition of the
object which determines the species of the act.”? In an act of
theft, for instance, that which constitutes the object in the strictest
sense is simply something that belongs to another. But, says
Thomas, if taking that thing involves the circumstance that it is in
a sacred place (i.e., that it is a sacred object), this comes to be part
of what, merally, the agent is doing:

And thus ‘place,” which was previously considered a circumstance, is now
considered the principal condition—incompatible with reason—of the object.
And in this way, whenever some circumstance is related to the specific order of
reason, either positively or negatively, it is necessary that the circumstance give
species to the moral act, whether it be good or evil.*

52 STh 111, q. 18, a. 10: “Et ideo quod in uno actu accipitur ut circumstantia superaddita
obiecto quod determinat speciem actus, potest iterum accipi a ratione ordinante ut principalis
conditio obiecti determinantis speciem actus.”

* Ibid.: “Et ideo locus, qui prius considerabatur ut circumstantia, nunc consideratur ut
principalis conditio obiecti rationi repugnans. Et per hunc modum, quandocumque aliqua
circumstantia respicit specialem ordinem rationis vel pro vel contra, oportet quod
circumstantia det speciem actui morali vel bono vel malo.” See also II Sent., d. 36, q. 1, a. S,
ad 3; and II Senz., d. 37, q. 2, a. 2, ad 4.
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Into an earlier discussion of whether a circumstance, being an
accident, can pull (possit trabere) an act into a different species or
genus of sin,”® Thomas introduces the issue of whether a
circumstance that is even (in a certain sense) praeter intentionem
can do the same thing. The passage comes in the fourth book of
the Sentences commentary; Thomas uses the example we have just
seen of the sacred object.

It is clear [he says] that a circumstance can sometimes pull {an act] into another
species of sin; there is doubt, however, as to how this can be. For some say that
this happens in as much as these circumstances are accepted as ends of the will,
since from the end a moral act accepts its species. But this appears not to be well
said, for sometimes the species of a sin is varied without the intention being
carried to that circumstance, as when a thief would as willingly take a
nonconsecrated golden vessel as a consecrated one—and, yet, the sin is changed
into another species, i.e., from a simple theft into a sacrilege. And so, according
to this position, only that circumstance which is called “for what reason” can
change the species of a sin; and this is false.”

Just after making the point about the confusion engendered by
suggesting that circumstances specify acts, Finnis writes:

More particularly: acts are morally significant, and are morally assessed in terms
of their type, their intrinsic character, just insofar as they are willed, are
expressions of the agent’s free self-determination in choice. More precisely: for
moral assessment and judgment, the act is what it is just as it is per se, i.e. just as
it is intended, i.e. under the description it has in the proposal which the agent
adopts by choice.*

1V Sent., d. 16, q. 3, a. 2, qcla. 3: “Videtur quod circumstantia non possit trahere in
aliam speciem vel in aliud genus peccati.”

¥ Ibid., sol. ad qcla 3: “Ad tertiam quaestionem dicendum, quod aliquando circumstantiam
trahere in aliam speciem peccati manifestum est; sed quomodo possit esse, est dubium.
Quidam enim dicunt, quod hoc accidit inquantum illae circumstantiae accipiuntur ut fines
voluntatis, quia a fine actus moralis accipit speciem. Sed hoc non videtur sufficienter dictum:
quia aliquando variatur species peccati sine hoc quod intento feratur ad circumstantiam illam;
sicut fur ita libenter acciperet vas aureum non sacratum sicut sacratum; et tamen in aliam
speciem peccatum mutatur, scilicet de furto simplici in sacrilegium; et praeterea secundum hoc
sola illa circumstantia quae dicitur ‘cujus gratia,” speciem peccati mutare posset; quod falsum
est.” The Latin expression “cujus gratia” (“for what reason”) corresponds to Aristotle’s #vexa
tivog (NE 3.1.1111a5).

*¢ Finnis, “Object and Intention in Moral Judgments according to St. Thomas Aquinas,”
141.
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The just-quoted passage from the Sentences commentary is about
as direct a contradiction of the Finnis thesis as one could find.*”

Itis consistent with Thomas’s general methodological principle
of extending the field of moral action as far as possible that he
should accept into that field a circumstance that is unconnected
with what the agent wishes to accomplish with an action. Itis true
that the thief is not interested in having a sacred vessel but only a
golden vessel; but he could have avoided what he knew was
sacrilege by not taking the vessel at all. Sacrilege is, therefore,
what he does: it is within his will, if not within his intention.*®

There are, moreover, metaphysical reasons for saying that the
circumstances of Nicomachean Ethics, book 3, chapter 1 attach to
what the agent does. A circumstance is, morally, something. This
is presupposed by all that Thomas says in these regards: the
circumstances with which he is dealing are those that make a
difference morally.”” But if this is the case, a philosopher is
obliged to give an account of such things. As I have argued,
circumstances are not accidents; they are better called
“conditions”—or even “essential conditions.” But, as such, they
must attach to something. The most reasonable thing to say is that
they attach to acts, which function here as substances do in the
physical universe.

Someone might object: “But not everything to which we attach
culpability is an act; a vice, for instance, is not an act.” Or

37 Another related passage difficult to reconcile with the Finnis thesis is ST I-1I, q. 20, a.
1: “Respondeo dicendum quod aliqui actus exteriores possunt dici boni vel mali dupliciter.
Uno modo, secundum genus suum, et secundum circumstantias in ipsis consideratas, sicut dare
eleemosynam, servads debitis circumstantiis, dicitur esse bonum. Alio modo dicitur aliquid
esse bonum vel malum ex ordine ad finem, sicut dare eleemosynam propter inanem gloriam,
dicitur esse malum. Cum autem finis sit proprium obiectum voluntatis, manifestum est quod
ista ratio boni vel mali quam habet actus exterior ex ordine ad finem, per prius invenitur in
actu voluntatis, et ex eo derivatur ad actum exteriorem.”

8 See I Sent., d. 38, q. 1, a. 5, where Thomas makes a distinction between the end of the
willer and the end of the will in cases where an act is not evil in every respect. So, in the case
of a man who steals in order to give alms, bis end is good, although the end of the act of the
will is not. As he puts the matter in ibid., ad 1, “quando aliquis vult malum propter bonum,
illud bonum non est finis actus voluntatis, secundum se considerati, sed est finis a volente
inordinate praestitutus.”

* See STh I-11, q. 7, aa. 1-2, especially a. 2, ad 2 and ad 3.
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someone else might argue: “Why can we not just say that
something which is praeter intentionem might still be immoral,
not in so far as it comes into the act but in so far as it violates one
or another general background principle, such as ‘Honor the Lord
thy God’?” The response to such arguments is that moral blame
eventually comes back to acts or it makes no sense at all. If
someone blames another simply for being possessed of a certain
vice, the accused reasonably replies, “But what have I done?” Or,
“How do you know that I am possessed of that vice?” As to the
proposal that the extramoral content comes from the violation of
general background principles, the accused thief might respond:
“But what have I done to dishonor God? You yourself say that
sacrilege does not attach to what I did.”

IV. THE INTENTIONAL VS. THE VOLUNTARY

This brings us up against a crucial issue regarding the field of
moral action. If sacrilege comes into the thief’s act simply by
virtue of his knowing that the vessel is sacred, does this mean that
anything of possible moral significance that an agent knows to be
connected with what he does is within the field of moral action?
It is clear that this is not the case since it does sometimes happen
that effects an agent knows will come about because of his actions
are not attributable to his will. Thomas certainly recognizes this.
In the famous article in which he defends the morality of personal
self-defense, he says:

Nothing hinders one act from having two effects, only one of which is intended,
while the other is beside the intention [praeter intentionem). Moral acts,
however, take their species according to what is intended, and not according to
what is beside the intention, since this is accidental as explained above.®

0 STh 1I-11, q. 64, a. 7: “Respondeo dicendum quod nihil prohibet unius actus esse duos
effectus, quorum alter solum sit in intentione, alius vero sit praeter intentionem. Morales
autem actus recipiunt speciem secundum id quod intenditur, non autem ab eo quod est praeter
intentionem, cum sit per accidens, ut ex supradicts patet.” The last reference is to STh II-1I,
q. 43, a. 3; also pertinent is STh I-1I, q. 72, a. 1.
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He goes on then to argue that no one is obliged to omit an act of
proportionate self-defense in order to avoid killing another. Ob-
viously, for the question of omitting an act of self-defense even to
come up, an agent would have to know that his action could have
the effect of killing an assailant.

If we are to have a valid theory of human action, there must be
some way of limiting in certain cases what comes into the field of
moral action. How do we determine what is to be included and
what not? In the hunt for the theoretical wherewithal to solve this
problem, a promising track would seem to be the phrase praeter
intentionem. Could we not just run down all the passages where
Thomas uses this phrase and thereby come to know how he
determines the extent of the moral? Unfortunately the phrase
turns up in a number of disparate contexts in order to say quite
disparate things: it cannot bear the theoretical weight that we
might wish.

For instance, although in the article just quoted Thomas clearly
means for us to understand that that which is praeter intentionem
(as opposed, presumably, to that which is intra intentionem) does
not enter into the will, in discussing omissions he uses the phrase
with quite the opposite implication, as we have already seen.
When a person stays up late and so does not get to church, this
act, says Thomas, is accidental to the omission “since the omission
follows praeter intentionem.”®" But he also holds that the omission
is attributable to the agent’s will since it was within his power not
to stay up late. In another passage in the Summa contra Gentiles,
Thomas considers Aristotle’s example of jettisoning cargo, saying
that, “although the evil [e.g., of losing the cargo] is praeter
intentionem, it is nonetheless voluntary.”*

1 STh LI, q. 71, a. §: “Et tunc actus iste interior vel exterior per accidens se habet ad
omissionem, quia omissio sequitur praeter intentionem; hoc autem dicimus per accidens esse,
quod est praeter intentionem, ut patet in Phys. [2.5.196b17-197a35].”

2 Sc¢G 1, cc. 5-6 (§1907 [Marietti ed.]): “Ex quo patet quod, licet malum praeter
intentionem sit, est tamen voluntarium, ut secunda ratio proponit, licet non per se, sed per
accidens. Intentio enim est ultimi finis, quem quis propter se vult: voluntas autem est eius
etiam quod quis vult propter aliud, etiam si simpliciter non vellet; sicut qui proiicit merces in
mari causa salutis, non intendit proiectionem mercium, sed salutem, proiectionem autem vult
non simpliciter, sed causa salutis.”
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Another pertinent passage is found in book 2 of the Sentences
commentary, where culpability (culpa) and punishment (poena),
understood as one and the same thing but under different aspects,
are said to be according to the will and praeter intentionem
respectively. But this entails that the same thing is both according
to the will and praeter intentionem, depending upon the aspect
under which it is considered.®’ In the same book of the Sentences
commentary, Thomas alsc says that

the intention of any agent is to bring about its own similitude in another; and,
therefore, that which is per se intended by an agent is that some good be brought
about; thus, good has a per se cause, but defect occurs beside the agent’s
intention [praeter intentionem].**

But if, as Thomas says in the Secunda secundae, “moral acts . . .
take their species according to what is intended not according to
what is praeter intentionem,” the upshot of this remark in the
Sentences commentary would seem to be that 7o immoral action
ever enters into the will.

My point in mentioning all this is not that Thomas is
inconsistent or confused but that the philosophical significance of
the phrase praeter intentionem shifts depending upon the context
in which it is used. The phrase is not so much a theoretical engine
as a means of combing through and putting in order the various
types and levels of voluntary attitude under consideration in a

11 Sent., d. 36, q. 1, a. 3: “Respondeo dicendum, quod contingit idem esse culpam et
poenam, non tamen secundum eamdem rationem; quia omnis poena, inquantum poena est,
voluntati contraria invenitur; omnis autem culpa voluntarii rationem habet.” Towards the end
of the same corpus he remarks: “inquantum enim a voluntate progreditur, culpae rationem
habet; sed inquantum praeter intentionem voluntatis ipsam animam deturpat, sicut res
indecens sibi, poenae rationem accipit.”

“* 11 Sent., d. 34, q. 1, a. 3: “Intentio autem cujuslibet agentis est similitudinem suam in
altero efficere; et ideo id quod est per se intentum ab agente, est quod aliquod bonum
efficiatur; unde bonum per se causam habet; sed defectus incidit praeter intentionem agentis.”
Thomas also says in the same passage that fire’s chasing away air is praeter intentionem: “Ignis
enim intendit formam suam in materiam inducere; sed quia forma ignis non compatitur
formam aeris, inde sequitur praeter intentionem agentis privatio formae aeris.” See also II
Sent., d. 35, q. 1, a. 5, ad 4: “similiter est in eo qui peccat; intendit enim delectari in opere
peccati; sed corruptio animae praeter intentionem ejus sequitur”; see also II Sent., d. 36, q.
1,a.3,ad 5.
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particular argument. The arguments in which the phrase appears
are always driven by other considerations; it is best, therefore, not
to look to it for help in establishing the extent of the field of
moral action.

So where are we to look? It would seem reasonable to turn to
the ideas with which this essay began, to the voluntary rather than
the intentional, for it is in his treatment of the voluntary that
Thomas confronts this issue most directly. Perhaps from within
that discourse we can come to understand why he says in the
Secunda secundae that, in an act of private self-defense, the death
of an assailant does not give moral species to the act. One factor
that comes into the determination of the extent of the moral is, of
course, force (Bia in Aristotle). If a person is not forced to
perform or to omit an action (and if he is not ignorant in the
relevant sense), he is responsible for it. We have already seen,
however, that this does not get us very far since, even with the
absence of force established (as in self-defense), it is still not clear
whether the things the agent brings about are attributable to his
will.

But in Thomas’s remarks about forcing and omissions there is
an idea that does bring us farther ahead. In question 6, article 3
of the Prima secundae, he says something that calls to mind
Aristotle’s remark (at NE 3.1.1110a3) about the pilot’s not being
responsible for his ship’s being blown off course by the wind.®’ He
says that the term “voluntary” can be used not only of that which
a person directly does but also of that which he does not do, “just
as the submersion of a ship is said to be due to the pilot in so far
as he ceases to pilot.” And then he adds:

 Like Gauthier (Gauthier and Jokif, 2/1:172), Thomas holds that Aristotle has in mind
something other than the agent himself being borne away by the wind: the ship within which
he stands, for instance. “Et ponit exemplum: puta si spiritus, idest ventus, per suam violentiam
impulerit rem aliquam ad aliquem locum” (IIT NE, 1.100-102 [Leonine ed.]). AtV Metapbys.,
lect. 22 (§1141 [Marietti ed.]), a comment on Aristotle’s Metaph. 5.30.1025a25-30, Thomas
says that being blown off course and arriving at the wrong destination (Aegina) is praeter
intentionem. At Metaph. 5.5.1015a25-26, sailing to the same destination (the Greek island
Aegina) in order to get money is said to be necessary, that is, in order to get the money.
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But it needs to be said that that which follows upon the want of an action is not
always attributed as to its cause to an agent in so far as he does not act but only
when it is possible for him to act and when he ought. For if the pilot cannot
guide the ship or if charge of the ship has not been commissioned to him, the
submersion of the ship, which occurs on account of the absence of a pilot, is not
imputed to him.*

So, we see, what is attributed to the will of an agent, what is con-
tained within the field of moral action, depends upon obligations
that are independent of the particular situation at hand. It
depends upon a prior social arrangement by which particular
responsibilities are assigned to particular persons. Failing to pilot
a ship is morally attributable only to the pilot to whom the ship
has been commissioned.®”” We have already seen a similar idea in
the circumstances listed by Aristotle at the beginning of the third
book of the Nicomachean Ethics. Among them is “who” (NE
3.1.1111a3), that is, who is acting. As Aristotle himself
acknowledges, in determining what is involuntary by virtue of
ignorance, this circuamstance is not terribly useful: Who does not
know who he is? But it is very useful in determining whether
someone is responsible for an omission. If a law is not signed or
a malefactor not punished, it makes a big difference in assigning
responsibility who is the king.

Applying this approach to the issue of private self-defense, the
death of the assailant can (in the relevant sense) be beside the
intention of the agent only insofar as self-defense is according to
natural law and so legal in a well-ordered society. This is a social

% §Th 111, q. 6, a. 3: “Respondeo dicendum quod voluntarium dicitur quod est a
voluntate. Ab aliquo autemn dicitur esse aliquid dupliciter. Uno modo, directe, quod scilicet
procedit ab aliquo inquantum est agens, sicut calefactio a calore. Alio modo, indirecte, ex hoc
ipso quod non agit, sicut submersio navis dicitur esse a gubernatore, inquantum desistit a
gubernando. Sed sciendum quod non semper id quod sequitur ad defectum actionis, reducitur
sicut in causam in agens, ex eo quod non agit, sed solum tunc cum potest et debet agere. Si
enim gubernator non posset navem dirigere, vel non esset ei commissa gubernatio navis, non
imputaretur ei navis submersio, quae per absentiam gubernatoris contingeret.”

%7 Thomas is not considering here the case in which, for example, the commissioned pilot
falls ill and another person, who knows how to pilot a ship, omits doing so. We might think
of a ship that goes off course while several potential pilots are in the hold drinking. Not all
of the potential pilots are to be blamed for omitting to right the ship but only the one with the
specific obligation.
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arrangement analogous to the social arrangement that gives
command of the ship to its pilot: it is in place before the agent
actually has the intention that he has. As Thomas says, “Such an
act, therefore, insofar as what is intended is the preservation of
one’s own life, does not have the character of the illicit, since it is
natural for anything to keep itself in being, as far as possible.”®*
This indeed is the true theoretical basis of Thomas’s saying that
the species of the act of self-defense does not include the second
effect of the assailant’s death. If the agent were to do the same
thing to a person who does not threaten his life, the victim’s death
could not be praeter intentionem (again, in the relevant sense), no
matter what goes through his mind regarding why he is killing the
other person.

None of this is to say, of course, that force does not also play
arole in determining what is voluntary and what is not. To use an
example become classic in considerations of the principle of
double effect, it is sometimes possible for a surgeon to remove a
cancerous uterus without the death of the fetus therein contained
being attributed to his will. This is possible partly because such an
operation is a standard medical practice; but the act can be
declared moral only if the surgeon has been forced by
circumstances connected with the mother’s health to perform the
operation as and when he does. If he could have waited—if, for
instance, a small and nonaggressive tumor was simply an excuse
for an abortion—the death of the fetus is attributable to his will.
It has to be. The death of the fetus is clearly something that, for
one reason or another, he wills: he is moving toward that. This
“moving toward” is no mere physical entity; it must, therefore, be
situated within the field of moral action.

The answer, then, to the question, what foreseeable evil
consequences of an action are not morally attributable to the
agent whose action brings them about, is the following: those
which particular (and justly constituted) responsibilities oblige—
or, at least, permit—one to bring about. This answer may strike

¢ STh II-I, q. 64, a. 7: “Actus igitur huiusmodi ex hoc quod intenditur conservatio

propriae vitae, non habet rationem illiciti, cum hoc sit cuilibet naturale quod se conservet in
esse quantum potest.”
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one at first as circular (i.e., one may bring about certain evil
consequences if one may) but it is not, for we are dealing with
two different senses of permissibility here, the first general moral,
the second tied to particular social structures {such as the
responsibilites of pilots and doctors). When medical considera-
tions foreclose other options, a doctor is permitted—indeed,
ought—to perform the appropriate properly medical act called for
by the situation: he ought, for instance, to remove a cancerous
uterus. The doctor is, therefore, not obliged to ensure that the
consequent evil effect, the death of the fetus, not come about. A
doctor, however, who is not so forced finds himself in the
position of any layman: he is responsible (within the realm of
possibilities) for the evil effect not coming about—and this is
possible for him in the relevant sense since he is not forced by
narrowing possibilities and his responsibilities as a doctor to
perform the operation leading to the death of the fetus.®’

V. CONCLUSION

A large amount of contemporary action theory has
concentrated upon intention. It has done so with good reason: the
distinction intra/praeter intentionem often helps us to sift through
and identify morally relevant aspects of a human act. But
intention is by no means the whole of ethics or even of action
theory; and the very elastic intra/praeter intentionem distinction
often cannot perform the philosophical heavy lifting expected of
it. Indeed, right from the beginning, in the writings of Aristotle,
the voluntary, which includes the intentional as a proper part, has
been regarded as the more important—the more fundamental—
concept. In Thomas Aquinas the ethical significance of the phrase
praeter intentionem is difficult to fix; but that is not an
overwhelming problem since it is the voluntary that determines
the extent of the field of moral action.

¢ 1 discuss these matters more extensively in Flannery, Acts amid Precepts, especially
chapter 7.
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HEN SCHOLASTIC theologians explore the economic

act of the Trinity, they frequently refer to the doctrine

of appropriations. They understand by “appropriation”
the attribution to one divine person of features common to the
whole Trinity, in order to illumine better the distinct properties
of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.? It is in this way, for
example, that the Scholastic authors of the thirteenth century
generally considered the attribution of creation to the Father (“I
believe in God, the Father almighty, creator of heaven and earth™)
or sanctification to the Holy Spirit (“I believe in the Holy Spirit,
the Lord, the giver of life”).? Resting on a complex analysis of the
divine attributes, the theory of appropriations possesses a realism

! English translation by Matthew Levering. A portion of this article appeared in an earlier
French version in the Freiburger Zeitschrift fiir Philosophie und Theologie 50 (2003): 334-53.

% St. Bonaventure, Breviloquium 1, c. 6 (Opera omnia, vol. 5 [Quaracchi: Ed. Collegii S.
Bonaventurae, 1891], 214-15).

* St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae 1, q. 45, a. 6, ad 2. The aim of appropriation is
not to diminish the personal features of the Trinity (as is sometimes suggested by modern
criticism) but, on the contrary, to make the persons more manifest to believers (STh I, q. 39,
a. 7). References to Aquinas are taken from the following editions. Summa Theologiae:
Leonine Edition, vols. 4-12 (Rome, 1888-1906); Scriptum on books I and 11 of the Sentences:
ed. P. Mandonnet, 2 vols. (Paris: Lethielleux, 1929); Summa contra Gentiles: ed. P. Marc, C.
Pera, and others, 3 vols. (Turin-Rome: Marietd, 1961-67); Quaestiones Disputatae De
Veritate: Leonine Edition, vol. 22 (Rome, 1975-76); Quaestiones Disputatae De Potentia: ed.
P. Bazziand others (Turin-Rome: Marietti, 1965); Quaestiones De Quolibet: Leonine Edition,
vol. 25 (Rome, 1996); Contra errores Graecorum: Leonine Edition, vol. 40A (Rome, 1967);
Lectura in loannem: ed. R. Cai (Turin-Rome: Marietii, 1952); Super Epistolas S. Pauli lectura,
ed. R. Cai, 2 vols. (Turin-Rome: Marietti, 1953).
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that Albert the Great, for example, describes by explaining that
Trinitarian appropriation is founded “on the side of the reality
itself” and not solely in our mind.*

However, today the theory of appropriations provokes reserva-
tions among many theologians who accuse it of obscuring the
personal dimension of the Trinitarian act or running the risk of
being a mere linguistic game.’ The appropriative method would
be quite unsatisfying if one regarded the divine act as pertaining
exclusively to the divine essence and the Trinitarian dimension as
dependent only on an appropriation. In other words, appro-
priation would be badly understood if one used it in order to
cover up or “disguise” a monist conception of divine action.

Is appropriation, however, the sole explication of the
Trinitarian dimension of the divine act? Is it not necessary, rather,
to recognize a mode of acting proper to each divine person,
beyond the appropriations? Certain oft-repeated clichés in this
domain aim at opposing the Thomist tradition to the Greek
tradition (with the latter recognizing a distinct mode of acting of
the hypostases in the single operation of the Trinity).® In fact, the
texts show that Thomas Aquinas upholds a personal, proper
modality of the act of the Father, of the Son, and of the Holy
Spirit. It is this teaching, too little known even today, that we wish
to present here, by situating it in its doctrinal context.

The structure of this article will be as follows. I will describe
first the fundamental principle of the thought of St. Thomas
concerning the Trinitarian act: The Father creates and does
everything by his Son in the Holy Spirit (1). This principle

* St. Albert the Great, I Sent., d. 34, a. 5 (Opera omnia, ed. A. Borgnet, vol. 26 [Paris:
Vives, 18931, 171). Following his master, St. Thomas Aquinas explains: “From the standpoint
of the reality, the likeness of the appropriated attribute to the person’s property makes the
congruity of the appropriation, a congruence which would be there even if we did not exist”
(I Sent., d. 31, q. 1, a. 2).

? See Yves Congar, Je crois en UEsprit Saint (Paris: Cerf, 1995), 346-61; for examples of
a sharper criticism, see Catherine Mowry LaCugna, God For Us: The Trinity and Christian
Life (San Francisco: Harper, 1991), 99-101; Anne Hunt, The Trinity and the Paschal Mystery:
A Development in Recent Catholic Theology (Collegeville, Minn.: The Liturgical Press, 1997),
113-14, 176.

¢ See for example H. Barré, Trinité que jadore: Perspectives théologiques (Paris:
Lethielleux, 1965), 150.
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governs the speculative thesis of the “causality of the Trinitarian
processions” that St. Thomas develops in a proper and original
way (2). This affirmation of the personal dimension of the
Trinitarian act raises a question (3): is it necessary to recognize a
“proper role” or “a distinct action” of each divine person? In
order to attempt to respond to this question, I propose to consider
first the exegesis of John 1:3, in which St. Thomas shows that to
be the one “through whom” the Father does all things is a proper
feature of the Son (4). This exegesis rests on the Trinitarian
doctrine of the distinct “mode of existence” of each divine
person: because the mode of action reflects the mode of being, it
is necessary to recognize a distinct mode of action of each divine
person (5). This teaching can be illustrated by the exegesis of
many biblical passages. As an example, I propose to consider the
way in which St. Thomas shows that the Son and the Holy Spirit
both exercise the role of Consoler, but in distinct modes (6). In all
these explications, however, St. Thomas maintains quite firmly
the unity of the divine action and the unity of the Trinity as the
source of created effects: the doctrine of perichoresis permits him
to show the profoundly personalist character of the rule of the
unity of action of the Trinity (7). This unity of action does not
signify that, in the life of faith, believers have only a relation to
the undivided Trinity: there is rather, in the life of grace, a
relationship of believers to each divine person in his distinction.
This relationship is not found at the “entitative” level by which we
are ontologically referred to the Trinity as cause, but at the level
of the “intentional” or “objective” union with the divine persons;
from this standpoint, the gifts of grace refer us to the divine
persons in their distinctiveness (8). This theological path is
complex but it is necessary if we are to render a faithful account
of the thought of Thomas Aquinas.

I. THE FATHER CREATES AND ACCOMPLISHES ALL THINGS
BY HIS SON IN THE HOLY SPIRIT

The properties of the divine persons clarify not only their
distinction and their subsistence in the immanence of the Trinity,
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but equally their act in the world. With respect to the Father,
Thomas Aquinas shows that paternity designates primarily the
intra-Trinitarian relation of the Father to the Son and secondarily
the relation that God the Father holds with the world according
to diverse degrees of participation (paternity toward creatures
lacking reason and toward creatures made to the image of God,
divine paternity according to nature and according to grace): it is
by participating in the relation that the Son holds with his Father
that creatures have God for their Father.” In his study of the Son,
Thomas establishes that the Word, by virtue of his personal
property, possesses a relationship toward creatures, because the
Father accomplishes all things by his Word. The very name of
Word signifies the Son in his exemplar and efficient causality: it
permits one to understand the foundation of the manifestation of
the Father as accomplished by the Son.® The study of the name
Son as well as the theme of the Image (a proper name of the Son)
clarifies equally the creative and the salvific action of the Son.’
One can hardly summarize, at one stroke, this vast teaching. Let
us recall the master idea that guides Aquinas’s explanations:

Whoever makes something must preconceive it in his wisdom, which is the form
and pattern of the thing made: as the form preconceived in the mind of an
artisan is the pattern of the cabinet to be made. God makes nothing except
through the conception of his intellect, which is the eternally conceived Wisdom,
that is, the Word of God and Son of God. Accordingly, it is impossible that God
should make anything except through his Son. And so Augustine says, in his De
Trinitate, that the Word is the Art full of the living patterns of all things. Thus
it is manifest that all things which the Father makes, he makes through the Son.™

7STh1,q.33,a.3.

8 STh 1, q. 34, a. 3: the Word of God, insofar as he is the Word (Verbum), expresses and
causes creatures.

® See notably STH IT1, q. 3, a. 8; ScG IV, c. 11 (#3474), c. 12 (#3483), c. 13, and c. 42.
Throughout this article, parenthetical numbers refer to paragraphs in the Marietti edition.

1 Inn Ioan. 1:3 (#77): “Quicumque enim aliquid facit, oportet quod illud praeconcipiat in
sua sapientia, quae est forma et ratio rei factae: sicut forma in mente artificis praeconcepta est
ratio arcae faciendae. Sic ergo Deus nihil facit nisi per conceptum sui intellectus, qui est
sapientia ab aeterno concepta, scilicet Dei Verbum, et Dei Filius: et ideo impossibile est quod
aliquid faciat nisi per Filium.” The English translation (here with modifications) is taken from
Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on the Gospel of Jobn, part 1, trans. James A. Weisheipl and
Fabian R. Larcher (Albany, N.Y.: Magi Books,1980); part 2, trans. James A. Weisheipl and



THE PERSONAL MODE OF TRINITARIAN ACTION 35

This action of the Father “through his Word” concerns crea-
tion (the Word is the expression and the productive source of
creatures), providence, the manifestation of the Father and his
revelation, salvation, and the gift of filiation—in brief, the whole
creative and salvific divine act. In every case, Thomas Aquinas
explains the action of the Son by means of his property of Word,
Son, and Image, that is, by means of what characterizes him
distinctly in the Trinity.

In a similar manner, the personal property that manifests the
distinction and the eternal existence of the Holy Spirit permits
one also to account for his act in the economy of creation and
grace. It is by means of the property of Love that Thomas Aquinas
explicates the action of the Holy Spirit in creation, in the exercise
of providence, in the movement of creatures, in vivification,
sanctification, and the life of grace. Being personally Gift, the
Holy Spirit is given to the saints and abides in them; he com-
municates the presence of the Father and of the Son, showering
the Church with his gifts."* Let us note, here again, the guiding
idea of this teaching;:

Even as the Father utters himself and every creatures by the Word he begets,
inasmuch as the Word begotten completely expresses the Father and every
creature, so also he loves himself and every creature by the Holy Spirit, inasmuch
as the Holy Spirit proceeds as Love for the primal goodness, the motive of the
Father’s loving himself and every creature.”

This explanation implies that the Love by which the Father and
the Son are mutually united is also the Love by which they
associate us in their communion: “The Father and the Son are
loving each other and us by the Holy Spirit or Love

Fabian R. Larcher (Petersham, Mass.: St. Bede’s Publications, 1999).

1 See notably ScG IV, c. 20-22.

2 8Th 1, q. 37, a. 2, ad 3: “Sicur Pater dicit se et omnem creaturam Verbo quod genuit,
inquantum Verbum genitum sufficienter repraesentat Patrem et omnem creaturam; ita diligit
se et omnem creaturam Spiritu Sancto, inquantum Spiritus Sanctus procedit ut Amor bonitatis
primae, secundum quam Pater amat se et omnem creaturam.” It is the reason why the name
“Love” (Amor), as a proper name of the Holy Spirit, includes not only intra-Trinitarian
relationship but can also imply a reference to creatures: “By the Holy Spirit, the Father loves
not only the Son but Himself and us as well” (ibid.).
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proceeding.”"® The theological exposition of divine action rests
thus on the study of the persons in their common essence and in
their properties.' In his analysis of the names Word, Love, and
Gift, Thomas shows that these names bear a relationship to
creatures.” He specifies that the divine person (the Father, the
Son, the Holy Spirit) is related to creatures not directly according
to the pure relation of origin that it holds within the eternal
Trinity, but under the aspect by which this person includes the
divine essence:

The name of ‘person’ includes the nature indirectly: a person is an individual
substance of intelligent nature. Thus the name of a divine person does not imply
areference to the creature according to the personal relation [of this person], but
such a name does imply a reference to the creature according to what belongs to
the nature [of this person]. However, nothing prevents such a name, as including
the essence in its signification, from bearing a relationship to the creature. Just
as it is proper to the Son that he be the Son, so also it is proper to him that he
be ‘God begotten’ or ‘Creator begotten’. That is how the name “Word’ bears a
relationship to creatures.'®

One finds in these explanations the structure of relation and
the elements of the Thomistic notion of person, applied to the
Trinitarian economy. Relation, we note briefly, bears a double
aspect: (1) it is pure relationship to an other, and (2) it possesses
existence in a subject. The first aspect constitutes the proper
notion or ratio of relation (relationship to another), and the
second aspect accounts for the being (esse) of a real relation.

B STh I, q. 37, a. 2: “Pater et Filius dicuntur diligentes Spiritu Sancto vel Amore
procedente et se et nos.”

™ On the Trinitarian dimension of divine economic actions, see G. Emery, Trinity in
Agquinas (Ypsilanti, Mich.: Sapientia Press, 2003), 33-70 and 171-75.

5 STh1,q. 34, a. 3, ad 1 (on the name Word); see q. 37, a. 2, ad 3 (Love); q. 38, a. 1, ad
4 (Gify).

16 STh 1, q. 34, a. 3, ad 1: “In nomine personae includitur etiam natura oblique, nam
persona est rationalis naturae individua substantia. In nomine igitur personae divinae,
quantum ad relationem personalem, non importatur respectus ad creaturam, sed importatur
in eo quod pertinet ad naturam. Nihil tamen prohibet, inquantum includitur in significatione
eius essentia, quod importetur respectus ad creaturam: sicut enim proprium est Filio quod sit
Filius, ita proprium est ei quod sit genitus Deus, vel genitus Creator. Et per hunc modum
importatur relatio ad creaturam in nomine Verbi.”
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These two aspects are required for every real relation. In God, the
first aspect consists in the pure relationship of person to person
according to origin (paternity, filiation, spiration, procession). As
regards the second aspect, the divine relation is identified with the
very being of the divine essence; it is this divine essence, it is
God."”” The combination of this double aspect allows one to
conceive of the divine person as a relation that subsists: the
person is distinct under the aspect of relationship to another
according to origin (the first aspect of relation) and it subsists in
virtue of the divine being that it formally includes and with which
it is identified (second aspect of relation)."® It is this analysis that
Thomas applies to the relationship that the divine persons hold
with creatures. We will examine more closely these two aspects of
relation.

According to Thomas Aquinas, the relationship to creatures
does not intervene in the first aspect of the divine relation, that is,
in the aspect of the pure relationship to another which constitutes
the “proper reason” of the relation. Under this first aspect, the
intra-Trinitarian relation is a pure relationship of person to
person according to origin. The divine person, distinguished and
constituted by a relation, is not distinguished and constituted by
a relationship to creatures, but by the relation it holds with
another divine person. To introduce the relationship to creatures
in this first aspect would amount to thinking that the very
existence of the Trinity (the real distinction of persons) depended
on the action of God in the world, as if the world intervened to
make a divine person exist. Such a view of things would imply a
pantheist conception of the Trinity or would lead to the
difficulties of Arianism and of Sabellianism which understood the
procession of persons along the lines of an action of God in the
world.” One could no longer account for the divinity of the
persons and their eternal distinction.

7 8Th 1, q. 28, a. 2; De Pot., q. 8,a. 2.

8STh1, q. 29, a. 4; De Pot., q. 9, a. 4. On this doctrine of divine relation, see Emery,
Trinity in Aquinas, 139-44.

YS5Th1,q.27,a. 1.
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The relationship to creatures, however, is included in the
second aspect of the divine relation, which “includes” the divine
essence and possesses the being of the divine essence. The divine
essence contains the ideas of the creatures which preexist in it,
and it is the source or the cause of creatures (exemplar, efficient,
and final cause). These elements have been explained in the
treatise of the essential attributes that concern the divine
operation (the knowledge of God, his will and love, his power).
It is by his essence that God creates: by his wisdom, by his will
and his love, by his mercy, by his power.? In other words, God
creates because he is God and insofar as he is God. This is why
the relationship to creatures belongs not in the personal relation
as pure “relationship to another” (first aspect of relation), but
rather in relation under the aspect of its divine being (second
aspect of relation). And what one explains in terms of relations
applies also to person. The divine person bears a relationship to
creatures not under the aspect of his pure relationship toward
another divine person, but rather under the aspect of his divinity.
The Holy Spirit saves, the Son creates, because the Son and the
Holy Spirit are divine persons, that is, because they are God and
inasmuch as they are God.”

This is what St. Thomas explains regarding the names Word,
Love, and Gift: the relationship to creatures belongs not in the
“personal relation,” but in the divine essence that the person
“includes.” It is in this manner that the Son is the “begotten
Creator”: the word begotten signifies the Son in his relationship
to the Father and the word Creator signifies the Son in his divine
being. The notion of “divine person” gathers or includes these
two aspects. In Aquinas, the theological understanding of the
relationship that a divine person holds with the world implies the
fundamental elements of the speculative synthesis on relation and
person.

In affirming that the relationship to creatures pertains to the
divine essence common to the three persons, and not to the pure

28Th1,q. 14, 2. 8; q. 19, 2. 4; q. 20, a. 2; q. 21, a. 4; q. 25.
2L Cf. In Ioan. 3:5 (#444); 10:35 (#1460); 17:3 (#2187); etc.
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relationship of person to person, has Thomas obscured the
personal features of the Trinitarian economy? Has he suggested
that the essence alone (and not the person as such) is involved in
the creation and the economy of grace? No, because the person is
not constituted solely by the relationship to another, but also by
the essence in virtue of which it is a person. This is why Thomas
explains that the relationship to creatures is indeed “included” in
the notion of divine person, or that it belongs “in second place”
in the proper name of the divine person. When Christians confess
that the Son is the Word, or when one recognizes that the Holy
Spirit is Love and Gift, the relationship to creatures is present in
these personal names “in the way that essence enters the meaning
of ‘person’.”** In explaining that the relationship to the created
world concerns the divine essence, Thomas clearly holds that this
relationship belongs to the person, since the essence formally
pertains to the person as person.

In order better to grasp the personal dimension of the creative
and salvific act, it is necessary therefore to take an additional step.
In the relationship to creatures, what “role” should one grant to
what each person possesses as a personal property? How does the
property of each person belong in the action of the Trinity in the
world? Before answering this question, let us note briefly the
theme of the “causality of the Trinitarian processions” which
extends the above reflections.

II. THE “CAUSALITY” OF THE TRINITARIAN PROCESSIONS

Beginning with his first synthesis of theology, the commentary
on the Sentences, Thomas Aquinas formulated this central thesis:
“The eternal processions of the persons are the cause and the
reason [causa et ratio] of the entire production of creatures.””

2 8Th 1, q. 38, a. 1, ad 4 (about the name Donum proper to the Holy Spirit): “Nec tamen
per hoc quod importatur respectus ad creaturam oportet quod sit essentiale, sed quod aliquid
essentiale in suo intellectu includatur, sicut essentia includitur in intellectu personae, ut supra
dictum est.”

B 1 Sent., d. 14, q. 1, a. 1: “Processiones personarum acternae sunt causa et ratio totius
productionis creaturarum.”
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The words cause and reason are completed by other terms
specifying the Trinitarian foundation of creation. The procession
of persons is the source or origin (origo),”* the principle
(principium)® and the model (exemplar)*® of the procession of
creatures. This affirmation is presented as a theological exegesis
of biblical texts concerning the action of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit. One finds it almost twenty times in the Thomistic corpus,
in the same terms” or in related formulations: “The temporal
procession of creatures derives from the eternal procession of the
persons,”?® “the going forth of persons in the unity of essence is
the cause of the going forth of creatures in the diversity of
essence.””

Saint Thomas was able to find this theological thesis in his
master, St. Albert the Great.?® It is also manifestly inspired by St.
Bonaventure who, without expressly formulating this thesis,
likewise taught that the procession of the Son and that of the
Holy Spirit possess a causality and an exemplarity with regard to
creatures: the “extrinsic diffusion” of the good (the act of God in
the world) has for its reason the “intrinsic diffusion” of the
sovereign Good in the divine persons, in a manner in which the
first reality is the cause of all the secondary realities that derive
from it. However, neither Albert nor Bonaventure developed the
creative causality of the Trinitarian processions in a manner
comparable to Thomas: the systematic exploitation of this thesis

21 Sent., d. 32, q. 1, a. 3: “Processio divinarum personarum est et quaedam origo
processionis creaturarum.”

B 1Sent., d. 35, divisio textus: “de processione divinarum personarum in unitate essentiae,
quae est Principium creaturarum et causa.”

Y Sent., d. 29, q. 1, a. 2, q¢la 2; De Pot., g. 10, a. 2, sc 2.

Y1 Sent., d. 10, q. 1, a. 1; I Sent., d. 14, q. 2, a. 2; 1 Sent., d. 26, q. 2, a. 2, ad 2; 1 Sent.,
d.27,q.2,a.3,ad 6; De Pot., q. 10, a. 2, arg. 19 and ad 19; STh 1, q. 45, 2. 6,c. etad 15 q.
45,a.7,ad 3.

8 General Prologue of the Scriptum on the Sentences: “Sicut trames a fluvio derivatur, ita
processus temporalis creaturarum ab aeterno processu personarum.” See also Super Boetium
de Trinitate, prol.

21 Sent., d. 2, divisio textus: “Exitus enim personarum in unitate essentiae, est causa exitus
creaturarum in essentiae diversitate.”

* St. Albert, I Sent., d. 20, a. 3, sc; I Sent., d. 29, a. 2, sc 2 (Opera omnia, ed. A. Borgnet,
vol. 25, p. 191; vol. 26, p. 76).
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appears as a characteristic feature of his theology. The Trinitarian
processions are the exemplary, efficient, and final source of the
procession of creatures (creation and grace), the motive of the
creative action on the part of God, and the principle of creatures
in the ontological order and in the order of intelligibility.*' A
correct and integral understanding of God’s action in the world
therefore requires knowledge of the procession of the divine
persons.>?

In these explanations, creation is not attributed in a proper or
exclusive manner to a single divine person. God is creator in
virtue of his essence, which is common to the three persons: the
three persons are one single Creator God.”> The creative
“causality” is not therefore attributed in a proper manner to one
divine person; rather, Thomas relates it to the Trinitarian
processions. The word procession means the origin—the coming
to being, the way to the existence—of a reality from its
principle.** In considering in an analogous manner the Trinity and
creation under the aspect of procession (the Son and the Spirit
proceed eternally and creatures also proceed from God, although
on a completely different order), Thomas uses a concept that
permits one to grasp analogously the communication of being.
Creation and the economy of grace are not connected solely to a
particular divine person but to the Trinity: Thomas emphasizes
the influence of the whole “Trinitarian process.”

“Procession” in the Trinity signifies the personal communi-
cation of the plenitude of the divinity: the Father communicates
eternally the plenitude of his divinity to the Son; with the Son, he
communicates it to the Holy Spirit. When one speaks of “pro-
cession” in God, one considers the persons under the dynamic
aspect of the eternal communication of the divinity. With regard

3! G. Emery, La Trinité créatrice (Paris: J: Vrin, 1995). For a shorter account, see Emery,
Trinity in Aquinas, 33-70.

28Th1,q.32,a. 1,ad 3: “Cognitio divinarum personarum fuit necessaria nobis dupliciter.
Uno modo, ad recte sentiendum de creatione rerum.”

BSTh1, q. 45, a. 6.

31 8Sent., d. 13, q. 1, a. 1: “Dicitur processio eductio principiati a suo principio.” STh I,
q. 40, a. 2: “Origo autem alicuius rei . . . significatur . . . ut via quaedam a re vel ad rem.” The
procession or origin is signified in the mode of an act (ibid.).
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to creation, in an entirely different order, “procession” consists in
a participation of creatures in being and in the divine perfections
(as communicated by God’s action in the world). It is at this level
of the communication of a participation of divine perfections,
implying the doctrine of analogy, that Trinitarian causality is
situated. The communication of the entire divine essence in the
Trinity is the cause and the reason of the communication of a
participation of the divine essence to creatures, in a radically
different order: “The going forth of persons in the unity of
essence is the cause of the going forth of creatures in the diversity
of essence.”” As one easily ascertains, it is a question of the
distinction and the relationship between the immanent action
(Trinitarian processions) and the transitive action (action of God
in the world): the first is the “reason” of the second.?®

Thomas Aquinas provided successively two interpretations of
this “causality” of Trinitarian processions, the first in his com-
mentary on the Semtences and the second in the Summa
Theologiae. One discovers here a deepening of understanding. In
his first work, Thomas explains that, in order to understand the
action of divine persons, it is necessary to take account of two
complementary rules: (1) the efficiency of the divine essence and
(2) the causality of the eternal procession of the persons. “The
procession of divine persons is also a certain origin of the
procession of creatures, since everything that is first in some genus
is the cause of what comes after; but the efficiency with regard to
creatures is nevertheless attributed to the common essence.”’
This double principle is invoked in order to explain in what
manner “the Father and the Son love us by the Holy Spirit.” It
permits one also to show in what way “the Father speaks all things
by bis Word.” The divine act is not explained solely by the divine
nature, that is, by the essential knowledge and will of the Trinity.

3 I Sent., d. 2, divisio textus.

* In ScG I, c. 1 (#854), after having distinguished between “immanent actions” and
“transitive actions,” Aquinas explains: “Oportet quod prima dictarum operationum sit ratio
secundae et eam praecedat naturaliter, sicut causa effectum.”

7 1 Sent., d. 32, q. 1, a. 3: “Processio divinarum personarum est et quaedam origo
processionis creaturarum; cum omne quod est primum in aliquo genere sit causa eorum quae
sunt post; sed tamen efficientia creaturarum essentiac communi attribuitur.”
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It is explained also by the Trinitarian processions which are the
reason of the works that God accomplishes in the world: the
Word is the efficient model of all communication that God
accomplishes by his wisdom, and the Holy Spirit is the reason of
all communication that God accomplishes by the generosity of his
love. The Word is the sole person who, in God, proceeds by mode
of intellect: he is thereby the uncreated model and reason of the
procession of works of wisdom accomplished by God. The Holy
Spirit is the sole person who, in God, proceeds by mode of love:
he is thereby the reason of the procession of creatures which come
forth from God by the mode of a divine gift. Under this aspect,
the creative causality (“efficiency™) belongs to the divine essence,
but the reason of this causality (“reason of the efficiency™)
pertains to the procession of the Son and to the procession of the
Holy Spirit in virtue of the proper and distinct mode of these
processions.”® Creation is the common work of the three persons,
acting by their essence, and each person is involved in this act
according to his personal property.

In the Summa, Thomas explains the exemplarity and the
causality of the Trinitarian processions, with more precision, by
means of his doctrine of relation. This explanation bears the mark
of the progress of his Trinitarian theology. Whereas in his first
work he based his Trinitarian doctrine on the notion of
procession, he organizes it more resolutely in the Summa around
the notion of relation, following the two aspects of divine relation
that we have described above (the relationship to another and the
divine essence):

The divine Persons, according to the formal feature of their procession, have a
causality respecting the creation of things. For as was said above [STh 1, q. 14,
a. 8; q. 19, a. 4] when treating of the knowledge and will of God, God is the
cause of things by his intellect and will, like an artist is the cause of works of art.
Now an artist works through the word conceived in his mind, and through the
love of his will bent on something. Hence also God the Father made the creature
through his Word, which is His Son; and through his Love, which is the Holy

*8 Ibid. It is a question of the “reason of the efficiency not with regard to the agent but with
regard to creatures” (“ratio efficientiae non ex parte efficientis sed ex parte effectorum™). In
other words, the Trinitarian processions are not the cause of God’s action (they do not cause
God to act), but they are the cause of creatures.
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Spirit. In this way also the processions of the persons are the “reasons” of the
production of creatures, inasmuch as they include the essential attributes of
knowing and willing,*

This explanation invokes the analogy of intelligence and will.
It is a question, once again, of making explicit the relationships
that the immanent acts (Trinitarian processions) maintain with the
acts that proceed toward an exterior reality (creation and
salvation). The seeming simplicity of the example of the artist
should not deceive: this analogy implies a very powerful
metaphysical reflection on the transcendental principles of action.
For our purpose, it is the conclusion that deserves attention: the
personal processions are the reason or “the cause of creation”
inasmuch as they “include” the essential attributes of knowledge
and will. Thomas no longer exploits two complementary rules, as
in his commentary on the Semtences, but rather one single
theological principle: the personal procession of a divine person
includes the essence. This explanation is attached to the doctrine
of person and relation, whose results are henceforth applied to
the divine act. In the divine action, the essence is not on one side,
with the personal properties on the other side. Everything
converges in the relation (conceived as based on the procession)
and in the person who formally gathers the aspect of the
distinction and the aspect of the essence.* The persons create and

¥ $Th 1, q. 45, a. 6: “Divinae Personae secundum rationem suae processionis habent
causalitatem respectu creationis rerum. Ut enim supra ostensum est, cum de Dei scientia et
voluntate ageretur, Deus est causa rerum per suum intellectum et voluntatem, sicut artifex
rerum artificiatarum. Artifex autem per verbum in intellectu conceptum, et per amorem suae
voluntads ad aliquid relatum, operatur. Unde et Deus Pater operatus est creaturam per suum
Verbum, quod est Filius; et per suum Amorem, qui est Spiritus Sanctus. Et secundum hoc
processiones Personarum sunt rationes productionis creaturarum, inquantum includunt
essentialia attributa, quae sunt scientia et voluntas.” On the continuity and evolution of this
teaching in Aquinas, see G. Marengo, Trinité e Creazione: Indagine sulla teologia di Tommaso
d’Aquino (Rome: Citta Nuova, 1990).

Y 8Th1, q. 45, a. 6, ad 1: “Processiones divinarum Personarum sunt causa creationis, sicut
dictum est.”

*! Tt is in this sense that, in his commentary on the Sentences (I Sent., d. 26,q. 2,a. 2, ad
2), St. Thomas explains: “All procession and multiplication of creatures are caused by the
procession of the distinct divine persons ex processione personarum divinarum
distinctarum causatur omnis creaturarum processio et multiplicatio™), in order to show the

» (=
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act in the world in virtue of the processions (i.e., the Father acts
through the Son whom he begets and in the Holy Spirit whom he
spirates with the Son), insofar as the processions include the
essence (as the relations also do)—that is, because the personal
processions are divine. We find again precisely the path of
explication that Thomas followed when he examined the
properties of the Word, of Love, and of Gift.

[Ii. THE “PROPER ROLE” OF PERSONS

The theological manifestation of the creative and salvific act of
the divine persons brings us back to our first question: in the
divine act, what “role” should one recognize for that which each
person possesses in a proper manner? Following the teaching of
Thomas Aquinas, two solutions should be avoided. Let us examine
them briefly.

(1) A first path toward a (unsatisfying) solution responds that
there is no proper mode in the action of a divine person, because
the persons act solely according to that which is absolutely
common to them—namely, the divine nature, which is the
principle of their act. This solution takes account of the Orthodox
rule of the unity of energy of the three persons, or the
Augustinian principle of the indivisibility of the works of the
Trinity ad extra. The distinction of persons would then be
involved in their eternal relationships but not in the act which
they exercise in our favor. This explanation has been supported
by various authors in modern Scholasticism and one finds it in
certain Trinitarian treatises of the twentieth century.*” It led to
connecting the economy of creation and grace to the “one God”
(De Deo uno), thereby pushing aside the role of the Trinitarian

creative influence of the divine relations. The divine relation, however, does not have such a
causality insofar as it consists of a reference to another (the “ratio” of the relation), but rather
inasmuch as it is divine (the “being” of the relation): “ex hoc quod est relatio divina” (ibid.).

* Among the clearest examples of this line of thought, see P. Galtier, L ’babitation en nous
des trois personnes (Rome: Pontificia Universith Gregoriana, 1949). The central thesis of this
work is the following: no action of a divine person is really personal; in the economic action
of the Holy Spirit, nothing belongs properly to him.
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plurality for understanding the divine act. Likewise, it weakened
the value of the doctrine of appropriations in making these
appropriations the only way to grasp the Trinitarian dimension of
the divine act.

The rule of the unity of action of the Trinity is fundamental,
and the reader of Thomas Aquinas must not fail to observe its
importance; it is found at the heart of the Trinitarian treatise.*
Creation and grace are not the exclusive work of a single person;
rather, the three persons are all together the source, by reason of
their common divine nature. Not to recognize this would lead one
to reject the Trinitarian consubstantiality. At the same time,
appropriation is a valuable method, the foundations of which have
been clearly underlined by Aquinas.** The mistake of this first
response does not therefore consist in an error about the
principles invoked (the unity of the divine act and the
appropriations), but rather in the exclusivity that it attributes to
them, as if the rule of the unity of operation constituted, by itself,
all the explication, the single key for understanding the action of
the Trinity. Aquinas’s theology does not present such an
exclusivity. The constant presence of the Trinitarian act in the
study of the properties clearly shows this. In other words, the rule
of the indivisibility of the Trinity in its act ad extra is perfectly
exact and fundamental, but its application is excessive if one
attempts to reduce to it all the aspects of the action of the divine
persons.

(2) A second path of response, reacting vigorously against the
preceding one, affirms that each divine person exercises a proper
action in our favor. The thought of many theologians today seems
to be favorable to this manner of conceiving the act of the divine
persons. Such thought attempts then to specify the “personal
causality,” the “proper activity,” the “proper function,” or the
“specific role” of each divine person.” Grace, for example, would

* Cf. notably STh 1, q. 32, a. 1; q. 45, a. 6.

*1Sent., d. 31, q. 1, a. 2; see note 4 above.

* As representative of this second line of thought, see H. Miihlen, Der Heilige Geist als
Person (Munster: Aschendorff, 1963); idem, “Person und Appropriation. Zum Verstindnis
des Axioms: In Deo omnia sunt unum, ubi non obviat relationis oppositio,” in Miinchener
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be attributed in a specific way to the Holy Spirit, as if it fell
properly to the Holy Spirit (unlike the other persons) to procure
this grace. The same line of thought emphasizes, concerning the
gift of adoptive filiation, that filiation makes us children of the
person of the Father to the exclusion of the other divine persons.
The thesis of a “(quasi-)formal causality” of a divine person is
often advanced in such accounts, notably in the case of the grace
of the Holy Spirit.** The Holy Spirit, personally given to the
saints, would himself exercise the role of immanent principle of
the human acts of faith and charity. One could thus explain the
distinct work of persons and, more profoundly, the properly
personal foundation of the Trinitarian gifts.*

In addition to the problem of the confusion of God and the
world raised by the theory of a divine “formal causality” (because
a form is, by definition, inherent to a creature, it is one of its
constitutive ontological elements, it enters into real composition
with the creature),® the thesis of the proper action of one divine
person presents a difficulty that is insurmountable with regard to
the principles of Thomistic theology. To reserve an action and a
divine gift to one person rather than to another is to put in

Theologische Zeitschrift 16 (1965): 37-57. The Trinitarian thought of Miihlen, a leading
theologian on this question, had a very large influence.

¢ The vocabulary of the “quasi-formal” causality of divine persons is not unknown among
the Scholastics. Albert the Great, for instance, employs it in order to designate the Holy Spirit
as the one by whom we love God and neighbor. But he specifies immediately that neither the
habit nor the act of charity are “by essence” the Holy Spirit: rather they are effects of the Holy
Spirit. See St. Albert, Summa Theologiae 1, tract. 8, q. 36, c. 3, in: Opera omnia, Editio
Coloniensis, vol. 34/1 (Miinster: Aschendorff,1978), 282. We thus find again the affirmation
of the inseparable causality of the Trinity, with the doctrine of appropriations (Summa
Theologiae 1, tract. 7, q. 32, ¢. 2, [Opera omnia 34/1:254)).

* For an exposition on this theme, in the wake of Karl Rahner, see K. Obenauer,
Thomistische Metaphysik und Trinititstheologie (Miinster: Lit Verlag, 2000); cf. my critical
review in Revue Thomiste 101 (2001): 614-17.

* Aquinas clearly emphasizes the exemplarity of the Holy Spirit in the gift of charity, but
without considering the Holy Spirit as a formal inherent cause in the saints, and without
excluding the Father and the Son: “Oportet ponere charitatem esse habitum creatum in anima;
quae quidem efficienter est a tota Trinitate, sed exemplariter manat ab amore qui est Spiritus
Sanctus” (I Sent., d. 17, q. 1, a 1, sol.; cf. STh I-11, q. 110, a. 1; STh, II-11, q. 23, a. 2). If we
were to consider the Holy Spirit as the formal cause of charity, this would imply that the saints
had a divine being or were hypostatically united to the Holy Spirit, a thesis that, of course,
Aquinas rejects (I Sent., d. 17, q.1,a 1, sc 3).
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question the unity of the Trinity both in its essence and in its
relations. It is a question of a principle absolutely fundamental in
Thomas Aquinas: the three persons act by a single action or
operation,” in virtue of their common nature, and consequently
the effects of the divine action always have for their source the
entire Trinity.’® The incarnation of the Son—that is, the assump-
tion of the human nature by the person of the Son—does not
constitute an exception to this rule. Aquinas distinguishes between
the act of assuming (actus assumentis: the uniting of the human
nature to the Word of God) and the term of the assumption
(terminus assumptionis: the person of the Word to whom the
human nature is united), and states: “What belongs to the act of
assuming is common to the three persons; but what pertains to the
term belongs to one person in such a way that it does not belong
to another. For the three persons caused the human nature to be
united to one person, the Son.”! Theological reflection on the
Trinitarian economy can never go against this rule, which comes
into play as a fundamental aspect of the question.

In sum, the attempt to highlight the Trinitarian dimension of
the divine act appears in the following perspective: the rule of the
essential unity of the three persons furnishes a determinative
criterion, but Aquinas does not claim that such a rule constitutes
the sole aspect of the Trinitarian act. Rather, he distinguishes a
proper mode of action of each divine person. This teaching on the
Trinitarian mode of action deserves closer examination.

IV. “ALL THINGS WERE MADE THROUGH HIM”:
A PROPERTY OF THE SON

The three persons act inseparably in virtue of their common
divine nature, and each effect has for its source the entire Trinity.

* See for example ScG 1V, c. 25 (#3625): “The Three Persons are one principle of
creatures and they produce creatures by a single action [una actione].”

%9 See for example STh IIL, q. 23, a. 2.

SUSThH 1ML, q. 3, a. 4: “Quod est actionis in assumptione commune est tribus personis; sed
id quod pertinet ad rationem termini convenit ita uni personae quod non alii. Tres enim
personae fecerunt ut humana natura uniretur uni personae Filii.”
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But, in this common action, each person acts in the distinct mode
of his relation with the other persons. This thesis can be
illustrated by Aquinas’s teaching on the creative act of the Word.
In his exegesis of John 1:3 (“all things were made through him”),
St. Thomas explains that the Word is the one through whom (per
quem) the Father does all things. He then offers a more extended
reflection on the act of the Son: What does the fact of being the
one “through whom” the Father does all things mean? It can be
understood in two ways.’*

(1) If one takes “through whom” to refer to the “formal
principle” (causa formalis) of the action—that is, the principle of
the act of the Father (the “in virtue of which” the Father
acts)—then it is necessary to recognize there the divine essence.
The Father, like the Son and like the Holy Spirit, acts through his
essence: it is through its nature that a being acts.’® Thomas speaks
here of “formal” principle in order to avoid all idea of an
“efficient” principle, because nothing, including any person,
pushes or moves the Father to act in the manner of an efficient
cause.’* As regards the “formal” principle of the Father’s action,
Aquinas holds that neither the Son nor the Holy Spirit is such a
“principle” of action of the Father, because the Son and the Holy
Spirit do not have a relation of principle with regard to the
Father: the Trinitarian order does not permit one to see, in the
Son or the Holy Spirit, a principle of being of the Father, or a
principle of action of the Father. If one takes “through whom” to
refer to the formal principle, it would therefore be appropriated
to the Son, because God the Father acts through his essential
wisdom which is appropriated to the Son:

If the through denotes a formal cause, as when the Father operates through his
wisdom, which is his essence, he operates through his wisdom as he operates
through his essence. And because the wisdom and power of the Father are

32 In Yoan. 1:3 (#76).

* In this context, “nature” (natura) means the inner principle of action and hence the
specific essence of a being (STh II, q. 2, a. 1; cf. STH 1, q. 29, 2. 1, ad 4).

** In Joan. 1:3 (#76): “Sic ergo cum dicitur omnia per ipsum facta sunt; si ly per denotet
efficientem causam, seu moventem Pawem ad operandum, dicendum est quod Pater nihil
operatur per Filium, sed per seipsum omnia operatur.”
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attributed to the Son, as when we say “Christ, the power of God and the wisdom
of God” (1 Cor 1:24), then by appropriation we say that the Father does all
things through the Son, i.e., through his wisdom.*

It is for this reason that, in themselves, the biblical formulas
“from whom,” “through whom,” and “in whom” (see Rom 11:36)
are not proper to a person, but rather are appropriated.’® With
these explanations, one has obviously moved away from the
apparent sense of John 1:3, but one has made an important
specification: to say that the Father acts through the Son is not to
make the Word a principle of the act of the Father. The Father
does not receive his act from the Son. One cannot say that the
Father acts “through the Son” as one says of a man that he acts
“by his mind” or “by his nature.” In this sense, the Father acts
through himself or through his essence. Saint Augustine had
already noted that when one holds that “the Father is wise by his
begotten wisdom,” one cannot mean that the Son is the cause of
the wisdom of the Father (one would arrive at this “absurd”
conclusion: the Father would not be wise by himself but by his
Son, and the Father would therefore have his essence from the
Son). The Father and the Son are one single wisdom as they are
one single essence. The Son is not the wisdom by virtue of which
the Father is wise, but he is the “begotten Wisdom” come forth
from the Father.”” The same reflections are applied to the act of
the Father.

(2) However, if in the formula “through him” of John 1:3 one
understands the causality of the Word with regard to creatures,’®

* In Toan. 1:3 (#76): “Sivero ly per denotet causam formalem, sic cum Pater operetur per
sapientiam suam, quae est sua essentia, operatur per suam sapientiam, sicut operatur per suam
essentiam; et quia sapientia et virtus Patris attribuitur Filio, I Cor. I, 24, dicimus: Christum Dei
virtutem, et Dei sapientiam, ideo appropriate dicimus quod Pater omnia operatur per Filium,
idest per sapientiam suam.”

¢STh1,q.39,a.8.

7 St. Augustine, De Trinitate 7.1.1-2; 15.7.12 (Sancti Aurelii Augustini, De Trinitate libri
XV, ed. W. J. Mountain, 2 vols. [Turnhout: Brepols, 1968]: 1:244-49; 2:475-77). Aquinas,
[ Sent., d. 32,q.2,a.1; STh 1, q. 34,a. 1,ad 2.

3% In this second sense, the preposition “per” refers not to a causality towards the Father’s
act (ex parte operantis), but to a causality towards creatures (ex parte operati) that are made
by the Father “through his Word.” See aiso Il Senz., d. 13, q. 1, a. 5. See above, note 38.
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then it is a question strictly of a property of the Son. This is
without doubt the more manifest sense of John 1:3. Taken in this
sense, the expression “through him” designates not the principle
of the action of the Father (this would lead us back to the first
consideration), but the principle or the cause of creatures, and it
is here that one should recognize a proper feature of the Word,
going beyond appropriation:

If the “through” {all things were made through him] denotes causality from the
standpoint of the thing produced, then the statement, “The Father does all things
through the Son,” is not appropriation but it is proper to the Word, because the
fact that he is a cause of creatures is had from someone else, namely, the Father,
from whom he has being.”

The Son is the one “through whom?” the Father acts because he
is the Son and Word begotten by the Father. In the act of the
Father through the Son, the preposition “through” refers to the
auctoritas of the Father, the property of the Father as principle of
the Son. The Son exists in receiving eternally his being from the
Father and he acts in receiving eternally his act from the Father.
The action of the Father and the Son is one; the principle of this
action is also one (it is the divine nature or essence); the effects of
the action are common to the Father and to the Son. But the
actors (the subjects of the act: operantes) are personally distinct
and their mode of action is also distinct.®* Thomas writes likewise
in the Summa Theologiae:

In some instances the preposition “through” applies to a median cause, e.g. in
the statement that a smith works through his hammer. And so the preposition
“through” is not always appropriated to the Son but sometimes means a property

3 In Ioan. 1:3 (#76): “Si vero ly per denotet causalitatem ex parte operati, tunc hoc quod
dicimus Patrem omnia operari per Filium, non est appropriatum Verbo, sed proprium eius,
quia hoc quod est causa creaturarum, habet ab alio, scilicet a Patre, a quo habet esse.” One sees
here that, for St. Thomas, the verse of John 1:3 is not limited to creation in a strict sense but
concerns the divine action in the world.

% Cf. [T Sent., d. 13, q. 1, a. 5, ad 4: “Itis by reason of the Father’s auctoritas towards the
Son, inasmuch as the Son holds his being and his action from the Father, that the Father acts
through the Son.” In Trinitarian context, the word “auctoritas” means the relationship of a
divine person as principle or source of another person (see STh 1, q. 33, a. 1, ad 2; I Sent., d.
29,q.1,a. 1; De Pot., q. 10, a. 1, arg. 17 and ad 17).
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of the Son, according to this verse of St. John (1:3): “All things were made
through him”; not because the Son is an instrument, but because he is the
“principle from the principle.”®

Such is the path by which Thomas Aquinas gives weight to the
distinction of the persons in their act. The formula “principium de
principio” refers to the person of the Son as the principle begotten
by the Father. The Son exists from the Father and, accordingly,
acts by receiving his being and his power of action from the
Father: the Son acts as the “principle from the principle.” This
means no subordination but only the relation of origin by which
the Son is referred to the Father. This distinction does not divide
the action of the Trinity, or its power, or the principle of action,
which are common to the three persons by reason of their one
nature. It also does not concern the effects of the action: these
effects come forth from the three persons in virtue of their one
action. One could also, indeed, show this by the doctrine of
perichoresis: the Father is in the Son, the Son is in the Father, the
Holy Spirit is in the Father and in the Son, and reciprocally. For
this reason, the action of the three persons is inseparable. Thomas
Aquinas explains, for example: “The Son acts by reason of the
Father who dwells in him by a unity of nature.”® The profundity
of the perichoresis is such that, in the act of the Son, the Father
himself acts, and the Holy Spirit acts in them, inseparably. The
action of the Son and of the Holy Spirit is not therefore different
from that of the Father, since the persons act in indwelling the
one in the other, according to their mutual immanence and thus
by one and the same operation.

In this common action, however, each person acts according to
the mode of his relative personal property. This mode of action

L 8Th 1, q. 39, a. 8: “Haec vero praepositio per designat quidem quandoque causam
mediam; sicut dicimus quod faber operatur per martellum. Et sic ly per quandoque non est
appropriatum, sed proprium Filii, secundum illud Ioan. I, omnia per ipsum facta sunt; non
quia Filius sit instrumentum, sed quia ipse est principium de principio.” This observation has
generally escaped the majority of studies, perhaps because it is found in the question on
appropriations.

2 In Ioan. 14:12 (#1898): “Filius operatur propter Patrem in se manentem per unitatem
naturae.”
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does not express anything other than the personal property. One
sees this well in the explanations regarding the act of the Father
through his Word. The distinct mode of the action of the Son (the
Son is the Word by whom or through whom the Father acts) does
not consist in an exclusive relationship of the Son as regards
creatures; rather, it consists in the proper relationship that the
Son has with his Father within the Trinity. The same applies to
the action of the Holy Spirit: the Son acts through the Holy Spirit,
in such a way that what is done by the Holy Spirit is also done by
the Son.” In other words, this proper mode lies in the intra-
Trinitarian relation of person to person, and not in a different
relation with creatures.

This is exactly what Thomas explains, from another point of
view, with regard to the names Word, Love, and Gift: in the
Trinitarian act, the personal distinction does not belong on the
side of the relationship to creatures, but rather on the side of the
intra-Trinitarian relation. And if, when drawing these two aspects
together, one brings the personal intra-Trinitarian relation to the
forefront, then one can then understand what is meant by the
“proper mode of act” of the divine persons. The Father creates
the world and saves humankind through the Son in the Spirit: this
mode of acting through the Son in the Spirit is proper to the
Father. It belongs properly to the Son to be the one through
whom the Father creates and accomplishes all things: in the
Trinity, the Son is the only one who acts in this way, as befits his
property of Son, Word, and Image of the Father. And it belongs
properly to the Holy Spirit to be the one by whom or through
whom the Father and the Son act, in virtue of his property of
Love and Gift. This is what Thomas explains when he shows that
“the Father utters all creatures by his Word” and that “the Father
and the Son love us by the Holy Spirit,”** or when he teaches that
“the processions of the persons are the cause of the procession of

 In Ad Epb. 2:18 (#121): “Sic autem habemus accessum ad Patrem per Christum,
quoniam Christus operatur per Spiritum Sanctum. . . . Et ideo quidquid fit per Spiritum
Sanctum, edam fit per Christum.”

STh1,q.34,2 3;q.37,3.2,ad 3.
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creatures.”® These expressions have a proper, not (only)
appropriated, sense. Appropriation is not our only resource for
understanding the Trinitarian dimension of the divine act.

V. PERSONAL MODE OF BEING AND PERSONAL MODE OF ACTING

These observations are confirmed by many aspects of the
teaching of Thomas Aquinas, notably by the relationship between
the mode of being and the mode of acting of the persons, as well
as by the distinction of the persons in their same action on behalf
of creatures (creation and grace). A being acts according to what
it is: as one is, so one acts. The mode of acting (modus operandi)
is grounded in the mode of being (modus essendi), which it
manifests.® Now, if the being of the three persons is identical,
their mode of being is distinct. This mode of being consists in the
manner according to which a person possesses the divine essence,
in accordance with his relative property (fatherhood, sonship,
procession): “Though the same nature is in Father and Son, it is
in each by a different mode of existence, that is to say, with a
different relation.” The essence of the three persons is one, but
each person possesses this divine essence (more precisely, each
person “is” this divine essence) according to a distinct relation.
Thus, the divine nature is found in each person according to a
proper and distinct manner which consists of the personal relation
of each person. Saint Thomas explains it with great clarity:

Just as the three persons have one and the same essence, it is not in each under
the same relation or with the same mode of existence.®®

& 18ent., d.32,q. 1,a. 3.

¢ STh I, q. 89, a. 1: “As nothing acts except in so far as it is actual, the mode of action
[modus operandi] in every agent follows from its mode of existence [inodus essendi]”; see also
I, q. 50,a. 5; 1, q. 75, a. 2: “Only what actually exists acts, and its manner of acting follows
from its manner of being.”

" De Pot., q. 2, a. 1, ad 13: “Licet eadem natura sit in Patre et Filio, est tamen secundum
alium modum existendi, scilicet cum alia relatione.”

“ De Pot., q. 2, a. 5, ad §: “Sicut una et eadem est essentia trium personarum, non tamen
sub eadem relatione, vel secundum eumdem modum existendi est in tribus personis.” This
distinct “mode of existence” applies to the essence in each divine person and hence to all
divine attributes (here all-mightiness) in each divine person.
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Though the same nature is in the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, it has not the same
mode of existence in each one of the three, and when I say “mode of existence”
I mean in respect of the relation. Nature is in the Father as not received from
another, but in the Son it is as received from the Father.®’

Although the Godhead is wholly and perfectly in each of the three persons
according to its proper mode of existence, yet it belongs to the perfection of the
Godhead that there be several modes of existence in God, namely, that there be
one from whom another proceeds yet proceeds from no other, and one
proceeding from another. For there would not be full perfection in God unless
there were in him procession of the Word and of Love.”

. The teaching on the “modes of existing” restates the Cappa-

docian Trinitarian doctrine formulated by Basil of Caesarea: each
divine hypostasis is characterized by a tropos tés huparxeés
(literally, “mode of existence”) which defines the concrete content
of its proper hypostatic subsistence.”! Medieval Western
theologians had access to this teaching through the Latin trans-
lation of John Damascene.”” Each person exists in a distinct
manner according to a relation. For Thomas, this means that the
personal property designates the relational mode of being proper
to each person: the Father exists in the mode of the unbegotten
source, the Son exists in the mode of filiation insofar as he

® De Pot., q. 3, a. 15, ad 17: “Licet eadem natura sit Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sancti, non
tamen eumdem modum existendi habet in tribus, et dico modum existendi secundum
relationem. In Patre enim est ut non accepta ab alio, in Filio vero ut a Patre accepta.”

7 De Pot., q. 9, a. 5, ad 23: “Licet tota et perfecta divinitas sit in qualibet trium
personarum secundum proprium modum existendi, tamen ad perfectionem divinitatis pertinet
ut sint plures modi existendi in divinis ut scilicet sit ibi a quo alius et ipse a nullo, et aliquis qui
est ab alio. Non enim esset omnimoda perfectio in divinis nisi esset ibi processio Verbi et
Amoris.”

7! Basil of Caesarea, On the Holy Spirit 18.46 (see the critical edition by B. Pruche: Basile
de Césarée, Sur le Saint-Esprit, Sources Chrétiennes 17 bis [Paris: Cerf, 1968}, 408-9). See
also Basil of Caesarea, Letter 235.2 (critical edition by Y. Courtonne: Saint Basile, Lettres, vol.
3 {Paris: Belles-Lettres, 1966}, 45); idem, Homily 24.6 (PG 31:613).

2 De fide orthodoxa 1.8. See Saint John Damascene, De fide orthodoxa: Versions of
Burgundio and Cerbanus, ed. E. M. Buytaert (Louvain: Nauwelaerts; Paderborn: Schéningh,
1955), 35: “Etsi enim Spiritus Sanctus ex Patre procedit, sed non generabiliter, sed
processibiliter. Alius modus existentiae est hic, incomprehensibilis et ignotus, sicut et Filii
generatio. Ideoque omnia quaecumque habet Pater, eius sunt, praeter ingenerationem, quae
pon significat substantiae differentiam neque dignitatem, sed modum existentiae.”
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receives his existence from the Father through generation, the
Holy Spirit exists in the mode of Love who proceeds from the
Father and the Son. Each person is characterized therefore by a
relative mode of existence (the content of the “proper mode of
existence” lies in the personal relation). This distinct mode does
not disappear in the action of the persons; it remains present and
qualifies intrinsically this act. The distinct mode of acting bears
the same noteworthiness and the same profundity as does the
mode of existing.

A precision should be made: in the Trinity, the personal
distinction does not modify the divine being or nature as such, or
the power of acting, or the action. But the three persons are
distinct under the aspect of the mode of being of the divine
essence in them and, consequently, under the aspect of the mode
of acting corresponding to the mode of being. The distinction of
these modes concerns therefore the proper relation of the person,
that is, the intra-Trinitarian relationship of person to person
according to origin. Each person exists and acts in accordance
with his relation to the other persons. This mode of being and of
acting expresses the order (ordo) of the persons, since the real
plurality of the divine persons rests in this order. For Thomas
Aquinas, indeed, the personal distinction is not based solely on the
difference of origin of the Son and the Holy Spirit (generation
and spiration), nor even on the mode of the procession of the Son
and Holy Spirit (mode of nature or intellect, mode of will or
love), but on the order of origin within the Trinity: the Son has
his existence from the Father, the Holy Spirit has his existence
from the Father and the Son.” This order of origin consists solely
in the fact that a person has his existence from another, without
any priority or posteriority.”* It is this order that ultimately
grounds personal plurality: “Itis necessary that there is procession
from procession, and that one of the persons who proceed comes
forth from the other: this is what makes a real difference in

73 De Pot., q. 10, a. 2; S¢G IV, c. 24 (#3615-16).
STh1, q. 42, a. 3.
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God.”” The mode of existence in divine persons and their distinct
mode of action consist therefore in this personal order according
to origin, that is, in the relation of origin. This is what Thomas
explains in saying that it belongs properly to the Son to be the one
“through whom” the Father acts.

In order to account for the Trinitarian dimension of creation
and grace, it is therefore necessary to consider the persons who
act—the subjects of the action (the “agents”)—by paying more
attention to the mutual relation of these persons. Concerning the
relationship of the Father and the Son, Aquinas states:

It is from the Father that the Son has being and acting, and this is why the Father
acts through the Son.”®

The Son, who is acting, exists from the Father.””

We say that the Father acts through the Son, because the Son is the cause of what
is accomplished in virtue of one same and indivisible power, power that the Son
possesses in common with the Father but which he receives, nevertheless, from
the Father by his generation.”

This relative order has been illumined by means of the
property signified by the name Word: in naming the Son Word, we
identify him as the “operative cause” of the works that the Father
accomplishes by him.” The exegesis of John 1:3 also specified this
point: the Son is a subject of action (an operans) distinct from the
Father.?® The Father acts “through the Son” because the Father,
in the eternal generation, gives to the Son the divine essence by
which the Son acts.

7% De Pot., q. 10, a. 2, ad 7: “Et sic oportet processionem esse ex processione, et
procedentem ex procedente; hoc autem facit realem differentiam in divinis.”

71l Sent., d. 13, g. 1, a. 5, ad 4: “Filius a Patre habet et esse et operari, ratione cujus Pater
per Filium operatur.”

77 11 Sent., d. 13, expositio textus: “Filius, qui et operans, a Patre est.”

11 Sent., d. 13, q. 1, a. 5, sol.: “Sic dicimus Patrem per Filium operari, quia est causa
ipsorum operatorum una et indivisibili virtute cum Patre, quam tamen a Patre nascendo
recepit.”

™ STh1, q. 34, a. 3.

8 Cf. In Ioan. 1:3 (#85).
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The explanations of the action of the Holy Spirit show his
personal distinction in a comparable way. The Father and the Son,
spirating the Holy Spirit, give to the Holy Spirit the divine essence
and, with it, the power of acting. This is the reason why the
Father and the Son act “in the Holy Spirit” or “through the Holy
Spirit.”*! The Father and the Son are, in this regard, the principle
of the act that the Holy Spirit performs, insofar as they
communicate to him the divine power of acting.*” Thomas makes
explicit this teaching by means of the property signified by the
personal names Love and Gift. In recognizing the Holy Spirit as
Love and Gift (these names express his distinct property), we
signify him as the source of the effects that the Father and the Son
accomplish through him, that is, as the Love by which the Father
and the Son love us and procure for us their gifts.*’

In sum: “Whatever the Son does he has from the Father.
Likewise, the Holy Spirit acts by receiving his action from the
Father and the Son, because he receives from them the divine
nature. It is from the Father and from the Son that the Holy Spirit
receives being and the power of acting, and it is thus that he
accomplishes his actions. When commenting on John 16:13 (“He
will not speak from himself”), St. Thomas explains that

»84

Just as the Son does not act from himself but from the Father, so the Holy Spirit,
because he is from another, that is from the Father and the Son, will not speak
from himself, but whatever he will hear by receiving knowledge as well as his
essence from eternity he will speak.®

The three persons act in one same action, but each performs this
action in the distinct mode of his personal relation, that is,

# De Pot., q. 10, a. 4.

82 Contra errores Graecorum 11, c. 4: “The Son is the principle by whom the Holy Spirit
acts [principium operandi Spiritui Sancto], because the Son gives the power of action to the
Holy Spirit.” This communication of the power of action belongs to the spiration of the Holy
Spirit by the Father and the Son, and it explains that “the Son acts through the Holy Spirit”
(ibid.). Cf. De Pot., q. 10, a. 4.

8 STh1,q.37,a.2,ad 3; q. 38, a. 2.

8 It Toan. 15:26 (#2061): “Filius quidquid operatur, habet a Patre.”

8 In Ioan. 16:13 (#2103): “Sicut enim Filius non operatur a semetipso sed a Patre, ita
Spiritus Sanctus, quia et ab alio, scilicet a Patre et Filio, non loquetur a semetipso sed
quaecumque audiet, accipiendo scientiam sicut et essentia ab aeterno, haec loquetur.”



THE PERSONAL MODE OF TRINITARIAN ACTION 59

according to his proper “mode of existing” in accordance with the
Trinitarian order. The Father acts as source of the Son and of the
Holy Spirit, the Son acts as Word of the Father, the Holy Spirit
acts as Love and Gift of the Father and the Son. We are not in the
domain of an appropriation, but rather in the domain of a
property of the person, as Thomas expressly explains with regard
to the Word. The proper mode of the persons’ acting, we repeat,
does not give rise to an exclusive action of one person in the
world; rather, it concerns the hypostatic relation (the relation of
divine person to divine person) always implied in the action that
the Three perform in creating the world and saving humankind.

VI. AN EXAMPLE OF DOCTRINAL EXEGESIS:
THE SON AND THE HOLY SPIRIT AS “PARACLETE”

We already noted above the way in which St. Thomas finds in
John 1:3 the property that characterizes the mode of acting of the
Son. This teaching can equally be illustrated by other explanations
that allow one to apprehend better the Son’s mode of acting. One
of the most illumining examples is the exegesis of John 14:16 on
the name Paraclete: “I will pray the Father and he will give you
another Paraclete.” Saint Thomas’s interpretation shows his
concern, in specifying the distinct modality of the action of each
person, to maintain the unity of the action of the divine persons
in virtue of their common nature. The exegesis on this verse also
manifests the unity of speculative theology and biblical exegesis in
St. Thomas, as well as the tight bonds that unite Trinitarian
theology and Christology.

Saint Thomas explains that Paraclete means the “advocate” or
the “consoler.”® It is thus a name that designates the Holy Spirit
in his economic act. This act of the Holy Spirit consists in the
mission that he receives from the Father and the Son: to dwell
amongst the disciples so as to obtain the presence of Father and

8 In Toan. 14:16 (#1911-1912): “Sed attende quod hoc nomen Paraclitus est graecum, et
significat consolatorem. . . . Spiritus Sanctus est consolator et advocatus.” In his exegesis,
Aquinas also often associates with the Holy Spirit words stemming from “deprecator”
(intercessor).
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Son for them, to lead the disciples to the full understanding of
Christ’s teaching, to bear witness to them on behalf of the Son. In
a first step, St. Thomas explains briefly why this name is ascribed
to the Holy Spirit. The term Paraclete fits well for designating the
Holy Spirit “since he is the Spirit of Love”: he is the love that
procures spiritual consolation, joy, intercession.®” The attribution
of the name Paraclete to the Holy Spirit is therefore justified by
the affinity between the action of the Holy Spirit and his personal
property (Love):*® Love is the principle of action signified by the
name Paraclete. In a second step, however, St. Thomas notes that
the New Testament does not exclusively restrict the name
Paraclete to the Holy Spirit. Indeed, the Fourth Gospel designates
the Holy Spirit by the name Paraclete (John 14:16-17, 26; 15:26;
16:7), specifying that the Spirit is “gnother Paraclete” (John
14:16): Christ is also named Paraclete (1 John 2:1). This raises a
question under the form of an objection:

The word Paraclete imports an action of the Holy Spirit. Therefore, by saying
another Paraclete, a difference in nature seems to be indicated, because different
actions indicate different natures. Thus the Holy Spirit does not have the same
nature as the Son.*

The principle invoked by this objection is clear: a being acts in
virtue of what it is, that is, according to its nature, because the
nature is the principle of action. For this very reason, action
makes manifest the nature of a being: “For the clearest indication
of the nature of a thing is taken from its works.””® Saint Thomas
often invokes this metaphysical law in order to show the divinity
of the Son and the Holy Spirit: “When we want to know whether
a certain thing is true, we can determine it from two aspects: its
nature [#atura) and its power [virtus]. For true gold is that which

8 In Toan. 14:16 (#1911): “Cum sit Spiritus Amoris; amor autem facit spiritualem
consolationem et gaudium.”

8 On Love (that is to say the “impression” or “affection of Love”) as the personal property
of the Holy Spirit according to Aquinas, see STh I, q. 37; see Emery, Trinity in Aquinas, 153-
56.

8 In Ioan. 14:16 (#1912).

% In Ioan. 10:38 (#1466).



THE PERSONAL MODE OF TRINITARIAN ACTION 61

has the species of true gold; and we determine it if it acts like true
gold.””! Such is the principle that guides the “soteriological
argument” that St. Thomas draws from the Fathers of the
Church:’* because the Son does the works proper to God (to
pardon sins, to judge, to save, etc.), this shows that he is true God.
In the same manner, St. Thomas shows the divinity of the Holy
Spirit from the works that the Holy Spirit produces: because he
accomplishes the works proper to God (to sanctify, to deify), the
Holy Spirit is God. Here is a brief example of this doctrinal
exegesis often practiced by St. Thomas: “He from whom men are
spiritually reborn is God; but men are spiritually reborn through
the Holy Spirit, as it is stated [in John 3:5]; therefore, the Holy
Spirit is God.”” One easily perceives the governing idea of this
teaching: the action is the sign that allows one to identify the
nature of the one who acts. The objection raised regarding the
name Paraclete rests on these explanations: because the Holy
Spirit is “another” Paraclete, and because this name signifies an
action, does the gospel suggest that the Holy Spirit exercises
another action than the Son, and therefore that the Spirit is of
another nature than the Son? So would the action of the Spirit-
Paraclete be different than that of the Son-Paraclete? Or,
inversely, would the action of the Spirit be conflated with the
action of the Son-Paraclete? The doctrinal stakes of the question
are manifest: how can we account for the action of the Son and
the Holy Spirit while avoiding the pitfalls of Arianism and
Sabellianism? Saint Thomas’s response deserves to be pondered
over in depth.

I reply that the Holy Spirit is a Consoler and Advocate, and so is the Son. John
says that the Son is an Advocate: “We have an advocate with the Father, Jesus
Christ the righteous One” (1 John 2:1). In Isaiah we are told that he is a
Consoler: “The Spirit of the Lord has sent me to comfort those who mourn” (Isa
61:1). Yet the Son and the Holy Spirit are Consolers and Advocates in a different
way [alia et alia ratione), if we consider what is congruent to each person. Christ

1 Inn Ioan. 17:3 (#2187).

*2 See for exemple St. Athanasius of Alexandria, De synodis 51 (PG 26:784).

% In Ioan. 3:5 (#444). On the same soteriological argument, see Irz Ioan. 10:35 (#1460)
and17:3 (#2187); ScG IV, c. 17 (#3528).










































































































































































































































































































































