ANNOUNCEMENT

Brian J. Shanley, O.P., Editor of The Thomist since 2002,
became President of Providence College on July 1, 2005.
Because of these new responsibilities, Fr. Shanley has
stepped down as Editor. We are pleased to announce that
he will remain on the editorial board as an Associate
Editor. In addition, Fr. Lawrence Donohoo, O.P., hasbeen
named an Associate Editor. The new Editor is Joseph
Torchia, O.P., Associate Professor of Philosophy at
Providence College. Father Torchia holds doctorates in
Philosophy (Fordham University) and Early Christian
Studies (The Catholic University of America), and an
S.T.L. from the Dominican House of Studies in
Washington.
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EDITOR’S NOTE
JOSEPH TORCHIA, O.P.

I consider it a great honor to be named editor of a review
which has defined itself as “Steward of the Thomistic tradition.”
As I begin my tenure in this capacity, | wish to comment briefly
about my own sense of our mission, not in the language of some
pronouncement, but merely as one man’s opinion about the task
implicit in our somewhat lofty motto. In my reckoning, this task
encompasses two complementary roles. On the one hand, we seek
serious scholarly investigations into the sources and development
of Christian wisdom that focus primarily (but not exclusively)
upon the thought of St. Thomas Aquinas. But good stewardship
involves more than a custodial role. Reflection on the riches of
the past must also inspire and sustain a response to contemporary
problems. This publication has consistently proceeded from the
premise that Thomism is a living tradition that can speak to those
issues that run to the core of our being as rational creatures made
in the image and likeness of God.

Shortly after assuming the editorship, I examined The
Thomist’s 1939 “Announcement of Publication.” I was immedi-
ately struck by the enthusiasm for a new venture “launched on the
postulate that Dominicans have something very special to offer
this twentieth century of ours.”* As I consider these words some
sixty-six years later, I propose the following question: what can
a distinctively Dominican speculative review of theology and
philosophy offer at the beginning of this new millennium? Indeed,
the vision that inspired and guided our founders must be ours as
well—nothing less than a contribution “to originality of thought,
to solutions rather than compromises with immediately pressing
questions.”” These goals, in fact, are wholly consistent with the
Dominican charism and its commitment to learned preaching

! Excerpt from The Thomist’s “Announcement of Publication,” 1.
2 Ibid., 15.
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according to the ideal of contemplare et contemplata aliis tradere,
that is, “to contemplate and bring what is contemplated to
others.” This ideal rests on the conviction that the life of the mind
must translate into a passion to share its fruits in a concrete
context.

Our model in this endeavor is St. Thomas Aquinas himself.
Aquinas fixed his contemplative gaze on truth. But ever the
teacher, he sought to communicate truth in conversance with all
the intellectual currents of his time. In the process, he forged a
bold new synthesis of faith and reason versatile enough to speak
to a wide range of outlooks and horizons of inquiry. This is why
he could adapt and harmonize traditions that his contemporaries
perceived as wholly incommensurable with such creativity and
imagination. If Aquinas is the “perennial philosopher,” it is
because his thought affirms an openness to truth wherever it can
be discerned. By the same token, he shows us that any search for
truth must be guided by that Divine Wisdom whose ultimate
source is in God, the ground of meaning and intelligibility. This
is the Light that guided him throughout his inquiries, and it must
be the Light that guides us in our own, as we confront the unique
moral dilemmas that the present century opens to Catholic
thinkers. This Light never undermines human reasoning; it only
perfects it, and thereby raises the bar of our rational efforts to
new heights.

We live in an age that presents great challenges to those
committed to the intellectual enterprise of the Catholic Church.
And for those who endorse the Thomistic vision of reality, the
need for “originality of thought” and “solutions rather than
compromises” is more compelling than ever before in the history
of this review. At a time when pluralism is widely valued above
objectivity, it is all too easy to take refuge in one’s own conceptual
framework or ideological perspective, and thereby to exclude the
possibility of genuine dialogue with one’s opponents at the outset.
But in the spirit of Aquinas, we do not perceive disagreement as
an insurmountable obstacle. Rather, we welcome it as the
occasion to advance the debate, and in the process to explore the
possibility of consensus and a resolution of problems, even while
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upholding those absolute principles that must be presupposed in
any rational discussion.

In his encyclical Fides et Ratio, John Paul II spoke of a
hermeneutical crisis in which “many people wonder whether it
still makes sense to ask about meaning.”” By way of a response, he
encouraged a recovery of philosophy’s sapiential dimension in the
search for the ultimate meaning of human existence. From this
standpoint, the medieval understanding of theology as fides
quaerens intellectum provides a contemporary incentive to
challenge the uncritical presuppositions of a postmodernist culture
and its nihilist bent with the considerable dialectical resources at
our disposal. In my estimation, The Thomist offers an excellent
forum for engaging such issues and their wide-ranging
implications with cogency, incisiveness, and depth. It is incumbent
upon us to assume an active and even confrontational role in this
endeavor, not necessarily in an adversarial manner, but in the best
sense of Dominican disputatio.

This year, the Eastern Dominican Province of St. Joseph
celebrates the Bicentennial of its founding in the United States.
The Thomist stands as one of the most salient legacies of its
intellectual apostolate. As we move toward our seventieth year of
publication, we seek to maintain this legacy, and in the words of
our founders, to furnish material “fitting the dignity of human
nature and . . . the joyous work of Wisdom.” But the ongoing
excellence of this review depends, as always, on the input of our
contributors, including that of my fellow Dominicans. As sons of
St. Dominic, our common commitment lies in the pursuit of
Veritas, with all its intriguing textures and nuances, wherever that
pursuit may lead us and whatever the cost, “of one heart and
mind in God.”

? Encyclical Letter Fides et Ratio of the Supreme Pontiff John Paul IT to the Bishops of the
Catholic Church on the Relationship Between Faith and Reason (September 15, 1998), para.
81.

* Excerpt from The Thomist’s “Announcement of Publication,” 15.
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private self-defense in STh II-1I, q. 64, a. 7 holds that it

precludes any kind of deliberate killing. Defensive action
that causes the death of an assailant will be morally permissible
only when this lethal outcome has the character of a pure side
effect. Hence, when Aquinas asserts that in self-defense “the
killing of the attacker” is “beyond the intention” (praeter
intentionem) of the defender, he is taken to be formally denying
that a private defender can justifiably choose (however reluctantly)
to kill his assailant in order to protect himself from grave harm.
Article 7 is thus said to exemplify what has since come to be
called ‘the principle of double effect’ (PDE).

‘Double effect’ is the heading under which the ethical
quandaries surrounding side-effect harm have traditionally been
discussed in philosophy. This term is shorthand for the two
different kinds of effects that can emerge from our actions. On
the one hand, there is the very state of affairs that our actions are
meant to produce. This goal we will succeed at achieving more or
less well, depending on our skill. On the other hand, there are the
side effects that result from this deliberate intervention in the
world. The idea that we are answerable for these side effects, yet
in a manner different from the way we are accountable for our
intentional projects, has been dubbed the ‘principle of double
effect” (PDE). This principle holds that while we can never be
justified in deliberately willing a wrong, we may sometimes have

THE NOW-STANDARD READING of Aquinas’s account of
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moral warrant for allowing harmful side effects to eventuate from
our otherwise good actions.’

My argument here is that Aquinas did not in fact appeal to a
version of PDE in formulating his theory of justifiable defensive
killing in STh II-11, q. 64, a. 7. The broader context of his other
statements on the morality of participation in violence, as well as
the twelfth- and thirteenth-century canon-law teaching on this
topic, indicate that he did not take self-defense to be an act from
which harmful side effects (including the death of the assailant)
might flow. He viewed self-defense instead as an aim that might
justify the application of proportionate force against an assailant,
even to the point of deliberately causing his death, if this were the
only effective measure available at the time. Aquinas recognized
that lethal force could also be applied with a very different
purpose in mind, namely, to avenge a wrong. It was precisely by
way of contrast with this latter aim that Aquinas described
defensive killing as “praeter intentionem.”

I

It is undeniable that the name PDE was originally taken from
a sentence in the responsio to STh II-11, q. 64, a. 7 (“from the act
of self-defense there follows a double effect”). Yet whether a
doctrine of double effect may be found therein is a matter of some
dispute. When Aquinas states that a private individual who
engages in lethal self-defense must aim solely at preserving his
own life, such that the death of his assailant would lie outside of
his intention (praeter intentionem), does he mean to assert that an
agent of this kind may never deliberately inflict death upon
another as a means of saving himself? In other words, does this
article restrict the scope of private self-defense to actions which,
although they may foreseeably result in the attacker’s death, can
never be chosen precisely with that outcome in mind?

! For further elucidations on PDE, see Gregory Reichberg and Henrik Syse, “The Idea of
Double Effect—In War and Business,” in L. Bomann Larsen and O. Wiggen, eds.,
Responsibility in World Business: Managing Harmful Side-effects of Corporate Activity (Tokyo:
United Natons University Press, 2004), 17-38.
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Drawing on Cajetan’s Summa commentary, Joseph Boyle has
argued for an affirmative answer to this question.? His argument
is built around an analysis of the term praeter intentionem (as it is
used in various works of Aquinas), which, he maintains, must be
taken to exclude any deliberate selection of an item, either as end
or as means. This leads Boyle to conclude that lethal self-defense
will be allowable only under condition that

the assailant’s death is not what ends the threat, but is rather a consequence of
what stops the attack. In such a case one is not saved because the assailant is dead
but the assailant dies because one has stopped the attack.’

In a more recent treatment,* Boyle, with co-authors John Finnis
and Germain Grisez, argues that this theory of lethal self-defense
not only holds for private individuals, but, more broadly, should
also apply to the killing of enemy combatants in war.” For even
there

military action must be directed toward stopping the enemy’s unjust use of
military force, not toward killing those who are bringing that force to bear. By
requiring that the death of an enemy soldier be brought about only as a side-
effect of a military act having a different appropriate object, our moral theory
would limit warfare as stringently as possible to the pursuit of the good purposes
which can justify it.*

Underlying this reasoning appears to be a twofold assumption:
first, that punishment is no longer an acceptable war-aim under
current international law; and second, that any deliberate killing
in war will necessarily be punitive in character. The exclusion of
the first (punitive war) thus entails the exclusion of the latter (the

2 Joseph Boyle, “Praeter intentionem in Aquinas,” The Thomist 42 (1978): 649-65.

3 bid., 661.

* John Finnis, Joseph M. Boyle, Jr., and Germain Grisez, Nuclear Deterrence, Morality and
Realism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987).

> In this regard, the authors note (ibid., 315) that their “just-war theory is more restrictive
than traditional versions, even that of Thomas Aquinas.” In a more recent text (Aguinas:
Moral, Political, and Legal Theory [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998]) Finnis clarifies
that this application of PDE to the targeting of enemy combatants in war is within the logic,
but not the letter, of Aquinas’s teaching, since the latter judges “acceptable some intentional
killing in capital punishment and war” (287).

¢ Finnis, Boyle, and Grisez, Nuclear Deterrence, 315
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deliberate killing of active enemy combatants on the battlefield).
Recognizing the continued moral viability of defensive killing in
war, the authors are compelled to justify it by an appeal to PDE.
The scope of this article does not allow for more detailed
discussion of this issue in military ethics. For our present purpose,
it should be noted nonetheless that it is the second of the two
assumptions which stands out as most problematic. Must one
assume that deliberate killing (whether public or private) must
always have a punitive purpose? Or, on the contrary, is it possible
for killing to be deliberate yet purely defensive?

Taking up this last point, Gareth Matthews’ argues that neither
the textual evidence nor sound reasoning warrants a reading of
STh II-11, q. 64, a. 7 in which deliberate killing is wholly excluded
as a means of private self-defense. It is with respect to the second
aspect—the philosophical plausibility of applying double-effect
reasoning to licit self-defense—that Matthews’s analysis is most
trenchant. Unlike the standard examples of double effect (as, for
instance, in medical ethics, when it is argued that causing the
death of a fetus can be allowed as a side effect which results from
the removal of a pregnant woman’s cancerous uterus), where
harm is certainly foreseen but is in no way intended, self-defense,
by its nature, involves the deliberate infliction of some harm on
the opponent (striking him with one’s hands or a weapon). Thus,
in his rebuttal of Boyle’s thesis, Mathews notes that

even in a case in which the assailant was hit and knocked unconscious, but not
killed, there would again be a bad effect—hitting him and knocking him
unconscious—as well as the good effect of defending my life against an attack.
And in this case, too, the bad effect would be the means by which the good effect
was achieved®.

Indeed, the very notion of side-effect harm presupposes the exis-
tence of some prior act which is not itself a side effect (otherwise
an infinite regress would result) but which is itself something
deliberately posited in the world. In the case of lethal self-defense

7 Gareth Matthews, “Saint Thomas and the Principle of Double Effect,” in Scott
MacDonald and Eleonore Stump, Aguinas’s Moral Theory (Ithaca and London: Cornell
University Press, 1995), 63-78.

¥ Ibid., 69.
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this prior act will be nothing other than the application of force
against an assailant, an application which is chosen precisely as a
means of “stopping the attack.”

PDE teaches that agents will be absolved from the liability
which ordinarily attaches to the production of harmful side effects
only if (at a minimum) the deliberate activity which gave rise to
the said side effects was itself not blameworthy. By contrast, the
negative side effects that follow from the commission of a crime
(or, more generally, from any morally wrongful deed) are
ascribable to the agent as an aggravating condition for which he
will be held accountable, regardless of the fact that these were
wholly undesired by the agent and in no way contributed to the
commission of his crime or the enjoyment of its illicit gains.’

Thus, in line with Matthews, when we apply this reasoning to
Boyle’s analysis of lethal self-defense in STh II-1I, q. 64, a. 7, a
manifest problem emerges. As an instantiation of PDE, defensive
killing will be allowable only when it has the character of a pure
side effect which flows from an ostensively good act. Therein lies
the rub. The deliberate application of force by persons not in a
position of authority (private individuals) is, on Aquinas’s
account, prima facie wrong: “It is not permitted for a man to
strike another,” he writes in the subsequent question (STh II-11, q.
65, a. 2), “unless he have some authority over the one whom he
strikes.”’® On such an act (private violence) he confers the name
rixa (strife) which, like the kindred acts bellum (war) and seditio
(sedition) denote kinds of sin.!!

My point is not that, for Aquinas, the application of force by
private individuals can never be justified. On the contrary, in STh
I-1I, q. 41, a. 1 (“De rixa”), he distinguishes sinful striking from
the repelling of injury by force that is proper to the individual
who engages in sinless self-defense. It is essential to note,
however, that defensive striking requires justification no less than

® See STh I-11, q. 73, a. 8.

19 “Et ideo verberare aliquem non licet nisi habenti potestatem aliquam super illum qui
verberatur.”

"' For an account of Aquinas’s conception of “sins against peace,” see Gregory M.
Reichberg, “Is There a ‘Presumption Against War’ in Aquinas’s Ethics?” The Thomist 66 (July
2002): 337-67.
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the parallel case of defensive killing. Indeed, Aquinas employs
nearly the same argumentation in his treatment of these two types
of defensive reaction (see section III, below). Hence, if his aim in
STh II-11, q. 64, a. 7 was to show that defensive killing will only
be justified when it issues as the pure side effect of an otherwise
good act, he would need to mount much the same argument in
favor of defensive striking, thereby denying that it too could ever
be the legitimate target of deliberate action by private individuals.
But if defensive striking will thus be justified only when it has the
character of a pure side effect, we cannot by the same token
appeal to it in our justification of the defensive killing without
giving rise to an infinite regress and hence a vicious circularity in
our reasoning.

One could of course attempt to get around this objection by
limiting private self-defense to some sort of mere blocking
motion, yet it would be hard to find support for this minimalist
construal of self-defense in Aquinas, or in the canon-law writings
of his day, which provided the intellectual background for his
comments on this topic (see section I, below). It also cuts against
widespread contemporary moral and legal intuitions about
justifiable self-defense, which generally allow for using hands or
weapons to strike at an aggressor, as long as the response is
proportionate to the scale of the attack.

Another strategy would consist in arguing that lethal self-
defense is allowable only in cases where the repelling motion can
reasonably be thought to succeed without killing the attacker, yet
where the defender acts with some margin of incertitude with
respect to the lethality of his response.

Not having a great deal of practice at stopping attackers by hitting them with
rocks, I might not have been able to judge accurately how much force would be
needed to stun but not kill my assailant.™

Here killing would have the character of an accidental outcome.
It would be akin to the risky adventure of a mountaineer, who,
despite all precautions to the contrary, is nevertheless killed by an
avalanche: he thereby succumbs to an eventuality that he knew to

12 Matthews, “Saint Thomas and the Principle of Double Effect,” 68.
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be a distinct possibility from the outset, but which he had hoped
to avoid. It is questionable, however, whether Aquinas ever
intended to limit defensive killing praeter intentionem to the sort
of case just envisioned. Indeed, the fact that Aquinas made
accidental killing the express topic of the next article (STh II-11, q.
64, a. 8)" suggests that this kind of occurrence was not his
particular concern in article 7.

Another twist on this argument would hold that defensive
killing by private individuals is allowable only when it occurs
under conditions of strict urgency, such as when a defender has
little or no time to consider whether his actions will result in the
death of the attacker. In this instance, the press of danger, hence
the necessity to take immediate action in the interests of self-
preservation, will render void any meaningful attempt to foresee
the lethality of one’s defensive response. The death of the attacker
could thus be described as beyond the defender’s intention, for
the good reason that the latter never had sufficient time to
deliberate about the likelihood of a lethal outcome. While not a
wholly implausible interpretation of Aquinas’s use of praeter
intentionem in STh II-11, q. 64, a. 7, it remains that this (much like
the argument based on uncertainty of outcome) would be a less-
than-suitable illustration of the principle of double effect, since
this principle is meant to explain, most paradigmatically,
situations where an agent foresees, with clarity, that a deadly
effect will flow from his otherwise good action. Moreover, those
like Boyle who read STh II-11, q. 64, a. 7 as an illustration of PDE
do in fact construe this article as teaching that “the death of the
attacker is praeter intentionem even though it can be foreseen
with certainty to follow.”™ Thus, when Boyle asserts that “the
death of the attacker is not a means in those cases where Aquinas
regards it as praeter intentionem,”” this proposition is clearly
meant to cover a situation in which the defender is fully aware
that the lethal effect will inevitably flow from his action, as for
example, when a man spears an assailant’s heart in self-defense

3 “Whether one is guilty of homicide through killing someone by chance [causaliter].”
" Boyle, “Praeter intentionem in Aquinas,” 660.
5 Ibid., 661.
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without intending to kill him (to borrow Finnis’s provocative
example).’® And it is precisely the conjunction of these two
propositions (“death of the attacker is . . . foreseen with certainty
to follow” and “. . . is not a means™) that Matthews and others
like him'” consider highly dubious when applied to the special
case of self-defense. Is the Boyle/Finnis reading of Aquinas
accurate? Can one deliberately spear the heart of an assailant
without intending to kill him?

The difficulty in question does not arise because PDE is
thought to be incompatible with a condition of definite foresight
regarding the negative side effect, or because causing another’s
death with such foresight would, given its special gravity, not be
covered by the principle. In military ethics, for instance, it is
generally recognized that some missions will be justified, on
grounds of PDE, in spite of a recognition that civilian casualties
will ineluctably follow. Thus, during the Second World War,
Norwegian resistance fighters sabotaged a ferry that was carrying
their countrymen across a lake. Their goal was to sink the ship, in
order to prevent the occupying German force from transporting
a cargo of heavy water from the Vemork plant to the railway lines

16 «1f, as Aquinas seems to assert and never denies, one can spear an assailant’s heart in self-
defense without intending to kill, it is possible to wage war, too—lethally and often
successfully—without that intent” (Finnis, Aquinas, 287).

17 For a similar position, see Steven A. Long, “A Brief Disquisition regarding the Nature
of the Object of the Moral Act according to St. Thomas Aquinas,” The Thomist 67 (2003):
45-71, see especially 51-53, 56-68. A number of Aquinas’s commentators {e.g., Vitoria,
Vasquez, De Soto, Lessius) have likewise interpreted STh II-II, q. 64, a. 7 as teaching that a
defender can lawfully will the death of his attacker as ameans of self-preservation. Hence they
have (implicitly) rejected the double-effect reading of this text. For an historical survey in
support of this position, see Vincentius M. Alonso, S.]., El principio del doble efecto en los
comentados de Santo Tomds de Aquino (diss., Rome, 1937). For the opposing position, sce
Joseph T. Mangan, S.J., “An Historical Analysis of the Principle of Double Effect,”
Theological Studies 10 (1949): 41-61. This author erroneously attributes to Vitoria the idea
that STh II-1l, q. 64, a. 7 represents a teaching on double effect. In the text alleged
(Commentarios a la Secunda Secundae de Santo Tomds, q. 64, a. 7 [Latin text and English
translation in J. P. Doyle, ed., Francisco de Vitoria, O.P., On Homicide (Milwaukee:
Marquette University Press, 1997)]) , after distinguishing between intention {(fntentio) and
choice {electio), Vitoria states that while it is not licit (for a private individual) to intend as an
end the death of the attacker (“non licet propter se intendere mortem alterius”), this can
nevertheless be willed (i.¢., be chosen as a means) when it is necessary for self-defense (§2, Sed
quia [Doyle, ed., 194-95]).
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on the other side of the lake. Heavy water was an ingredient then
vital to the construction of an atomic bomb. The resistance
fighters knew in advance that many of the civilians on board
would die, yet there was no way to warn them of the danger, as
the mission would thereby have been endangered.

As illustrated by this example, it is neither the ex ante certitude
of a negative result, nor the special gravity of human death, that
raises a doubt about whether defensive killing belongs within the
category of side-effect harm. Rather, the problem arises because
in this particular case the person against whom the defender
deliberately directs his blows and the one who suffers death
(purportedly as a side-effect harm) are the self-same subject.
Moreover and most importantly, the defender clearly stands to
benefit from the harm that he has done to the assailant, since this
is precisely what stops the latter’s wrongful attack. Thus it is
disingenuous to speak of this harm, and the resulting death, as
though they were pure externalities that were of no benefit
whatsoever to the defender. The blow that stops the attack has the
character of a means which, at least when self-defense is
virtuously carried out, will be reluctantly chosen (the defender
takes no pleasure in the harm done), but is a means nonetheless.
By contrast, when PDE is used to justify collateral damage in
wartime, as in the Vemork example given above, there is a clear
differentiation between the target of the intentional action (the
German military personnel and their cargo of heavy water) and
the innocent passengers on board who died as a consequence of
the attack. No harm whatsoever was intended against the latter.
Their death was in no way beneficial to the military operation;
the Norwegian saboteurs would have much preferred to adopt an
alternative course of action had one been available.

One could still argue that defensive killing will be legitimate
only under condition that, counterfactually and on the level of
intention, the agent would have chosen a nonlethal means of
response, had one been available at the precise moment when the
aggression took place. Under such a supposition, it would be
correct to say that the defender did not actually set out to kill the
attacker. He did not choose this particular means precisely
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because of its lethal qualities, but simply because at the time it was
“the only available effective defensive measure.”’® Imagine a man
being pursued up a steep mountain path by an armed assailant.
The former spots a loose boulder, and, seeing that this represents
his only chance of survival, nudges it downwards in the direction
of his pursuer, who will undoubtedly be killed by the impact.
Lethality was not the motivating factor in this defender’s choice
of means; he acted despite this factor, rather than because of it.
On this basis,” Boyle concludes that the death of the assailant,
although a direct consequence of the defender’s forcible response,
should nevertheless be described as praeter intentionem.

Boyle recognizes, however, that on at least one occasion the
term praeter intentionem is used by Aquinas to signify an agent’s
choice of an unwanted means. This occurs in the Summa contra
Gentiles, book 1II, chapter 6, where, reflecting on Aristotle’s
example of the sailors who cast their cargo overboard so as to
avoid capsizing (Nic. Ethics 1110a8-10), Aquinas comments that
although this act is not willed or intended per se, it is nevertheless
willed for the sake of something else (“vult propter aliud”),
namely, protection from drowning, and in this sense it must be
described as a regrettable expedient or means.”® This sense of
praeter intentionem he most often discusses under the heading of
the “mixed voluntary™; according to this concept, an act that one
ordinarily finds repulsive, hence ‘nonvoluntary’ in the sense of
being antithetical to the will, can nevertheless be rationally
desired (chosen) under circumstances of immanent danger. The
similarity with the case of lethal self-defense is indeed striking,*

8 Finnis, Boyle, and Grisez, Nuclear Deterrence, 312.

'® At this juncture, Boyle quotes Cajetan, who (in his commentary on STh II-11, q. 64, a.
7), distinguished between killing an assailant as a2 means (“ut medium ad finem”) of self-
protection and killing him as a consequence which follows from the necessity of the end (“ut
consequens ex necessitate finis”). The second would be praeter intentionem, and the first not.
For an analysis (with a translation of the key passage) of this text, see Long,, “Object of the
Moral Act,” 53-56.

2 Summa contra Gentiles 11, c. 6 (Marietti edition, § 1907).

! Interestingly, in one of his treatments of the mixed voluntary, Quod!. 5, q. 5, a. 3
(“Utrum ea quae per timorem fiunt, sint voluntaria”}, Aquinas mentions killing as an example
of an act that can become desirable in particular circumstances, even though in universali
consideratum it is an unqualified evil. The special case of self-defense is not mentioned.
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yet Boyle resists the comparison on grounds that in later texts
Aquinas utilizes praeter intentionem solely to designate the will’s
relationship to side-effect harm. Thus, according to Boyle, in his
more mature writings Aquinas appears to have avoided any
identification of this term with the related category of the mixed
voluntary. This analysis is plausible, yet it is not quite compelling,
since it is always possible that Aquinas, for reasons left unstated,
simply reverted in STh II-11, q. 64, a. 7 to the usage he had earlier
established in S¢G III, c. 6.

In any event, whether described as a side effect or as a
repugnant means, the mode of defensive killing just described (in
which a nonlethal method of resistance would have been chosen
had it only been available at the time) must be distinguished from
a defensive situation in which someone puts his assailant to death
precisely to ensure that he will never be able to attack again.
Under this scenario, less than lethal means of defense, although
available, would not be chosen, since these would provide only
ineffective protection against attacks that the aggressor would
likely renew in the future. Imagine a woman trapped on a boat
with a serial killer. Escape being impossible (the boat is on the
high seas, and its radio connection with the outside world has
been severed), she decides that her safety can be assured only by
killing the assailant. No other means will protect her during the
time (conceivably quite long) that they will live together on the
boat, since, even if she manages to incapacitate him temporarily,
he will likely recover to threaten her anew. She finds a gun, and
shoots him dead. In this case, the defender directed her choice
precisely at the death of her assailant; this tactic she consciously
adopts in order to secure herself from the threat of ongoing and
future harm. If this were the sort of defensive killing that Aquinas
sought to exclude in STh II-11, q. 64, a. 7, it would indeed make
good sense for him to describe, by way of contrast, the other sort
of defensive killing as praeter intentionem, even if, at the limit, he
did not consider it a pure and simple side effect, but rather a
regrettable means that one might adopt in the heat of the
moment.
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Thus far, we have considered four different ways in which
someone, acting in self-defense, might praeter intentionem cause
the death of his assailant: (1) mere blocking motions where no
harm is directly intended, (2) actions where some harm is
intended (e.g., striking an assailant with one’s fists) but where a
lethal outcome is unforeseen or uncertain, (3) actions chosen
under conditions of urgency with little or no time for reflection
on the lethal consequences, and (4) actions in which the assailant’s
death was foreseen with certainty, yet not chosen with that precise
end in view, as the defender would have adopted other, nonlethal
means, had they only been available at the time. In this last case,
the defender may thus seek to disable but not kill his assailant;
should he intentionally move beyond this limit, his defense will be
illicit.?

In a brief discussion of STh II-I1, q. 64, a. 7, Hugo Grotius, the
Dutch theorist of just war, proposed an additional way in which
defensive killing might be described as praeter intentionem.

It has been well said by Thomas [Aquinas}—if he is rightly understood—that if
a man in true self-defense kills his assailant the slaying is not intentional [ex
intentione]; not that, if reason supplies no other means of saving oneself, it is not
sometimes permissible to do with set purpose [destinato] that which will result
in the death of the assailant; rather it is that in such a case his death is not chosen
as something primarily intended [quiddam primario intentumy}, as in a judicial
punishment, but is the only resource available at the time. Even under such
circumstances the person who is attacked ought to prefer to do anything possible
to frighten away or weaken the assailant, rather than cause his death.”

On this interpretation, when Aquinas distinguished two sorts of
killing, intentional and nonintentional,* his aim was not exactly

22 Boyle makes it amply clear that, on his reading, Aquinas’s theory of private self-defense
does not allow for this sort of intentional killing: “So Aquinas admits that the killing of
another may be within the intention (presumably as a means) but contrasts it with the kind of
deadly self-defense which can be morally justified” (“Praeter intentionem in Aquinas,” 661).

> De iure belli ac pacis, 1L, I, IV. English translaton in G. M. Reichberg, H. Syse, and E.
Begby, The Ethics of War: Classic and Contemporary Readings (Oxford: Blackwell,
forthcoming 2006). I am grateful to Blackwell Publishing for allowing me to quote from this
volume in advance of its publication.

* In STh II-1, q. 64, a. 7, speaking of private citizens, Aquinas initially refers only to
killing praeter intentionem. Later, in the next to last sentence of the responsio, he mentions
the case of soldiers and “ministers of a judge” (policemen}, who have moral license to kill
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to set up a contrast between harm deliberately inflicted, on the
one hand, and side-effect harm, on the other. The contrast was
meant instead to differentiate between inflicting harm instru-
mentally, as a means of self-preservation, versus causing harm as
the very goal of one’s action. In the latter instance, the agent’s
primary intention is to visit harm on another, either to avenge a
past wrong (i.e., retributive punishment, as in Grotius’s example),
as an expression of hatred, or because of the pleasure it procures
(cruelty). Grotius’s primario intentum would then correspond to
Aquinas’s intentio, an act of the will that is directed to some
end.” Thus, within the context of STh II-1, q. 64, a. 7, the killing
that s designated as praeter intentionem would formally exclude
all noninstrumental rationales for terminating another’s life,
retribution in particular, which, by the logic of this article, will
legitimately be exercised only by public officials acting on behalf
of the common good. Killing by private individuals would be
restricted strictly to defensive actions, in the sense that all forms
of revenge killing would be emphatically ruled out. Yet, so
construed, the scope of legitimate defense would be quite broad,
since, at the extreme, it would allow for even a deliberate act of
killing, if, under the circumstances, this is reasonably viewed as
the only effective (and proportionate) response to an attack that
is underway or imminent. The limit set by (4) above would be
breached, since here (on Grotius’s reading), the lethal outcome
could itself be chosen, if the attack could not otherwise be
repelled.

Does Grotius offer a plausible reading of STh II-11, q. 64, a. 72
His proposal is worth considering, as it sums up a view which (as
we have seen)?® a number of Aquinas’s Scholastic commentators
had already entertained. My assessment of this reading will be
two-pronged. First, [ will review several key texts from medieval
canon law, as these texts would likely have served to frame
Aquinas’s own treatment of legitimate defense. Grotius himself
was well versed in this literature, and it is possible that his

intentionally (intendens bominem occidere).
= See STh 1111, q.12, a. 2.
%6 See note 17 above.
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interpretation of Aquinas was informed by a reading of the
standard canon-law texts on self-defense. Then, against this
backdrop, I will scrutinize the logic of STh II-II, q. 64, a. 7, as
well as some related texts (in particular STh II-II, q. 41, on strife
[“De rixa”]) to see whether any support can be found in them for
the view of self-defense that Grotius attributes to Aquinas.

II

If the writings of St. Augustine were Aquinas’s sole point of
reference in elaborating his teaching in the Summa Theologiae on
defensive killing, it could easily be assumed that this teaching was
intended by him to be as restrictive as possible, in line with the
very strong reserves formulated by his eminent predecessor on the
permissibility of killing in self-defense. Augustine, it will be
recalled, argued that while it could be virtuous to use lethal force
as a means of protecting others from assault, it would be best to
abstain from such a measure—and thereby suffer death if
necessary—when faced with an attack upon one’s own self.”
However, beginning with the Decretist commentaries that
appeared in the second half of the twelfth century (the most
significant of which was the gloss Qui repellere possunt) the moral
standing of forcible self-defense underwent a significant
reappraisal in the law schools of the Latin West. The high-water
mark in this development may be found in the commentary (ca.
1241) of the Dominican William of Rennes on Raymond of
Pefafort’s Summa de casibus poenitentiae (ca. 1235). Given the
importance of these texts, and their wide distribution, it is
unlikely that Aquinas’s treatment of moral questions in the
Secunda Secundae (written ca. 1270) would not have been
informed by the new and very robust conception of self-defense
that had emerged in the canon-law teaching of the preceding

decades.”®

%7 See Augustine, De libero arbitrio 1.5-6.

*® Very little has been written on Aquinas’s relationship to medieval canon law, despite the
fact that he makes ample reference to Gratian’s Decretum, the Decretals of Gregory IX, etc.,
in his various writings (see, for example, the long list of his references to canon-law sources
invol. 16 of the Leonine edition of the Summa Theologiae: Auctorum et operum index primus,
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In the Decretum, part 2, causa 23 (which is devoted to the
theme of war and violence),” Gratian opens the first quaestio
with an objection that he seeks to refute in what follows:

It would seem that it is contrary to the teaching of the Gospel to serve as a
soldier, since the point of all soldiering is either to resist injury or to carry out
vengeance; but injury is either warded off from one’s own person or from one’s
associates, both of which are prohibited by the law of the Gospel.*

The contrast here enunciated between the two chief aims for
which Christians might wage war, defense and punishment,
became a staple in subsequent canon-law discussions of this topic.

The first of these aims (resistance to injury) was taken as the
express topic of the gloss Qui repellere possunt,* which articulates
one of the first explicit theories of legitimate defense. The gloss
follows ancient Roman law in emphasizing the limits that apply to
self-defense: it is legitimate only when exercised in the heat of the
moment (incontinenti) against an attack that is imminent or in
progress. Moreover, the defender must show due moderation or
proportionality: he is entitled to use only so much force as is

“lus canonicum,” pp. 220-22). He would, in particular, have had an especially close
knowledge of Raymond of Pefiafort’s Summa de casibus (from which he quoted extensively
in book 4 of the Sentences commentary; for documentation, see Jean-Marie Aubert, Le droit
romain dans Uoeuvre de saint Thomas [Paris: Vrin, 1955], 32 n. 6), which, as noted by
Leonard Boyle (“The Setting of the Summa Theologiae of St. Thomas-Revisited,” in S. Pope,
ed., The Ethics of Thomas Aquinas [Washington: Georgetown University Press, 2002}, 3),
“Thomas would have used . . . as his springboard for occasional casus and for the regular
conventual ‘Collationes de moralibus” [at the Dominican studium in Orvieto, during his stay
there in 1261-1265]. “By 1261,” Boyle adds, “and indeed long before that date, the Surmma
of the former General of the Dominicans (1238-40) had become an integral part of
Dominican training. William of Rennes, Lector of the house of Orléans, had written a valuable
Apparatus to itabout 1241. .. .” See the remainder of the discussion, where, after speculating
that “Thomas had a healthy respect for Raymund as both a fine legist and an able moralist,”
Boyle indicates at least one question in the Summa Theologiae that contains “large and
unsuspected borrowings from the Summa de casibus” (ibid.).

» The work appeared ca. 1140.

* Decretum Magistri Gratiani, in E. Friedberg, ed, Corpus Iuris Canonici, pars prior
(Leipzig: Tauchnitz, 1879); translation by Robert Andrews and Peter Haggenmacher in
Reichberg, et al., eds., The Ethics of War.

*! The text may be found in Decretum Divi Gratiani una cum glossis & thematibus
prudentum, & doctorum suffragio combrobatis (Lyon, 1554), p. 840a-b; this gloss has been
attributed to Johannes Teutonicus.
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necessary to ward off the attack. The gloss further distinguishes
between defense of persons and defense of property. The former
allows for some forward-looking (preemptive) action, while the
latter generally does not. Moreover, the notion of self-defense
also serves to characterize a special kind of war, one that is
undertaken precisely as a response to actual or imminent attack.
The gloss acknowledges that this sort of war could be undertaken
not only by private individuals (for whom no appeal to a higher
authority is in principle required) but by polities well. It thereby
follows Gratian in positing self-defense as one of several possible
just causes of war (alongside punishment and recuperation of
stolen property). In this respect, Qui repellere possunt moved well
beyond the conception of legitimate defense that had been
articulated in ancient Rome, where the relevant laws applied
solely to the actions of private individuals, and not to the public
domain of war.*

Very significantly, for our purposes, the gloss raises the
question whether it is “permissible for anyone to resist violence
by hitting back [repercutiendo)” or “only by obstructing [impedi-
endo] the attack?” In response, the author makes clear that
Christians, both clerical and lay, who use force to defend them-
selves are entitled to engage in more than simple blocking
motions. They are also permitted to strike back, even to the point
of killing an assailant, either preemptively (e.g., to ward off an
ambush) or, after the attack has already been initiated, to prevent
its renewal. This active resistance to injury the author sharply
distinguishes from revenge. Defense and revenge are thus
construed as two contrasting reasons for the sake of which
someone might choose to return violence for violence.

But certain people have contended that no one ought to resist force before it
strikes; yet it is permitted to kill [licitum est occidere] an ambusher and anyone
who tries to kill you. . . . If, however, someone returns violence [vim factam
repellat], this should be done with the assumption that it is for defense
[defendends], rather than for revenge [ulciscendi] . . . and only if the first
attacker intends to strike once more [volebat percutere denuol; otherwise, if the
attacker does not intend to strike once more and the other person still returns

32 See Peter Haggenmacher, Grotius et la doctrine de la guerre juste (Paris: Presses
Universitaires de France, 1983), 94-95.
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force, this should be seen as revenge rather than resistance to violence. And this
is what I understand when it is said that force may be resisted “on the spot”
[incontinenti]. It is therefore required that a return blow be in defense, not in
revenge . . . and self-defense must be exercised in moderation.>

In the Summa de casibus poenitentiae,” Raymond of Pefiafort
proposes an expanded version of the main principles outlined in
Qui repellere possunt. He begins his discussion with the remark
that “anyone” may “repel force with force,” and thus wage a
defensive war “without the special authority of a prince or the
Church,” under condition that this be done (1) “immediately” (in
continenti) and (2) with a “moderation of blameless defense”
(moderamine inculpatae tutelae).” The latter expression was at
the time the standard legal formula for designating the require-
ment that the exercise of defensive force should not exceed what
is strictly necessary to resist an attack.’® Such “defense or pro-
tection is blameless, that is without fault” comments William of
Rennes (who expressly mentions the deliberateness of this forcible
response), “because . . . [it] does not harm the adversary more
(especially [if it is] on purpose) than is required to repel his
violence.””” Some authors, Raymond notes, restrict this modera-
tion to actions that consist merely in “impeding” (impediendo) an

** Decretum Divi Gratiani una cum glossis, p. 840 (Andrews and Haggenmacher, trans.,
in Reichberg et al., eds., The Ethics of War).

3 Raymundus de Pennafort, Summa de poenitentia, et matrimonio, cum glossis Ioannis de
Friburgo [in fact William of Rennes} (Rome, 1603). Below I refer to this work under the
abbreviated title Sumima de casibus.Page numbers are given in parentheses.

* Ibid., 11, § 18 (185).

*¢ The formula moderatio (or moderamen) inculpatae tutelae (which seems to have first
appeared in the constitution Recte possidenti, promulgated around the time of the Emperor
Diocletian) originally designated the limits that should be observed by someone who used
force in just defense of his property. The medieval jurists subsequently applied this formula
to the defense of persons (see Haggenmacher, Grotius, 278).

37 Guilielmus Redonensis, Apparatus, ad Summa de casibus, T, § 18 (moderamine
inculpatae tutelae) (185): “[N]jon excedit modum in defendendo, plus lacdendo aduersarium,
€X proposito maxime, quam exigat violentia illata.” William’s gloss on the Summa de casibus
has sometimes been erroneously attributed to John of Freiburg, as for example in the 1603
edition referenced above. This error is explained by the fact that both the Sumina de casibus
and its gloss had long since fallen into disuse when they were first edited in print on the
occasion of Raymond’s canonization in 1601. This confusion was cleared up by 1715 (on this,
see Johann F. von Schulte, Die Geschichte der Quellen und Literatur des Canonischen Rechts
von Gratian bis auf die Gegenwart, 3 vols. [Stuttgart: Enke, 1875-80]).
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attack,®® “for example,” adds William, “[by] holding up an arm or
a stick lest one receive an injury to the head or body.”** “Others,”
Raymond continues, “say that it is permissible for the laity to
strike back [repercutere], but not for clerics,” while “a third group
say that it is permitted not only to the laity but also to clerics to
strike back, but draw a distinction between force directed against
persons or against property.”** The expansive view articulated by
this third group of authors was, in William’s firm opinion, “the
better one.”*’ Unlike the first view, which restricts legitimate

*% Summa de casibus, 11, § 18 (185). This (as noted in William’s Apparatus [§18, Dicunt
quidam}) is undoubtedly a reference to Huguccio, whose very restrictive conception of self-
defense was “a survival of Augustine’s view that denied to the private individual the right to
private defense on the grounds that it entailed a loss of love” (Frederick H. Russell, The Just
War in the Middle Ages [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 19751, 96 n. 23). Russell
mistakenly attributes this position to Raymond of Pefiafort (“[llike Huguccio before him,
Raymond harbored moral suspicions about attempts to justify the right of a private person to
resort to violence on his own behalf, however licit it was in Roman and canon law™), on
grounds that for Raymond “private self-defense justified neither wounding nor killing an
enemy.” The tight restrictions on self-defense that Russell refers to in Raymond’s Summa, the
violation of which merit a sentence of excommunication, bear only on the special case of
persons who exceed the measure in defending themselves against clerics: (“I agree with the
opinion which holds with respect to the sentence of excommunication that if someone
defending himself against a cleric goes too far, if this is intentional, he is subject to excom-
munication” [quantum ad sententiam excommunicationis concordo cum eis, ut, si aliquis
defendendo se contra clericum excessit modum, incidat in excommunicationem}”) (§ 18
[186b]). It is true, however, that Raymond did give a nod in the direction of Augustine when
he affirmed that the permissibility of violent self-defense “applies [only] to the imperfect, the
perfect [perfecti] are not allowed to strike back, which the Lord shows in Matthew 5 [:39],
‘If anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also” ...” (§ 18 [187]). In this
context the perfecti signified those individuals who, by their professed state of life, were
committed to living out the gospel counsels of perfection. William, characteristically, defined
the category quite narrowly: “Who are these [perfect]? Does this include regular clergy who
have renounced possessions and even their own will? Response: as perfection has many
shapes, such as perfection in respect of sufficiency, order, empire, religion, and some other
matters distinguished by the theologians, I believe that here only those are meant who are
obliged by vow, precept or law not to retaliate; among these were the apostles and disciples
in the primitive Church who were held to non-retaliation by the teachings of the Lord, since
the Church was to be promulgated and enhanced by blood and martyrdom” (Apparatus, §18
{187]).

¥ Apparatus, §18 (Impediendo) (185).

* In other words, “striking back” will be allowed especially for the protection of persons,
in contrast to the protection of property, which warrants a lesser use of force, particularly
when applied by and against clergy.

*! Apparatus, §18 (Tertii dicunt) (186).
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defense to a narrow range of actions (blocking motions), the
second and third views place no special limit on the kind of action
that might be engaged in, as long as it is proportionate to the end
of saving oneself from unjust attack. The limits mentioned refer
only to the range of subjects who might take part in such activity
(on the second view clerics are excluded) or the ends for the sake
of which active resistance (striking the assailant) might
legitimately be carried out (for the protection of self rather than
the protection of property).

As to the question whether a “moderate defense” allows for the
use of weapons in fending off an assailant, Raymond argues that
“if force is inflicted with weapons, it may be repelled with
weapons; otherwise without weapons.”*” To this last assertion he
is however quick to qualify that, in so judging, we must “take into
consideration the abilities of persons, so that sometimes the small
and weak may defend themselves with weapons against the big
and strong attacking with raised fist.”*

Immediacy—the first of the two requirements of a lawful
defense—serves to distinguish the force used in countering an
attack (“repulsio iniurie”) from any resort to force that had
punishment ("vindicta”) as its primary goal. The basic supposition
is that punishment seeks rectification for offenses that are past and
done, while self-defense is exercised “on the spot” (in continenti)
against threats that are ongoing.

{Ilf someone after [suffering] an act of violence strikes back, and does it
immediately [in continenti], that is, when he sees the other ready to strike again,
he is in no way liable, but if he strikes back while the other does not want to hit
him again, this is impermissible, because this is not to fend off injury [repulsio
iniurie] but is for revenge [vindicta), which is prohibited for everyone, and most
of all for the clergy.”

The problem, of course, is how exactly to define the immediacy

in question. On this point, Raymond adheres closely to the

teaching of Qui repellere possunt. Upon observing how some

people say restrictively “that no one ought to repel force unless it
2§18 (186).

+ Ibid.
* Tbid.
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has [first] been applied [nisi illatam],” he makes clear on the
contrary that such force may also justifiably be repelled in
anticipation of the actual attack (priusquam sit illata), stating that
the defender is even permitted “to kill an ambusher and one who
intends to kill . . . if there is no other way [si aliter non potest] to
counter the threat of the ambusher.”® To lift all doubt that the
necessity in question would indeed allow for defensive killing,
William jots down the words qua eum occidendo (“than killing
him,” i.e., the assailant),** as a marginal notation to the si aliter
non potest (condition of necessity) cited just above.

If “necessity” allows the defender some degree of anticipatory
action, it also, on Raymond’s account, permits him a reasonable
delay in undertaking his response to an unjust attack.

If force is directed against property, then one is permitted to repel it, whether
it has already occurred [illatam] or is planned [inferendam], but rather that is,
most of all, when it has already occurred; provided this happens immediately [in
continenti), that is, as soon as one knows that the attack has occurred, and before
one turns to a contrary action fcontrarium actum].”

In other words, far from signifying a necessity so overwhelming
that it could leave no time for deliberation, the requirement of
immediate response is construed to be fairly elastic. Strictly
speaking, the defender is not obliged to mount his counterattack
contemporaneously with the assault. He is allowed to set aside
time to prepare an adequate defense, under condition, however
that, in the interim, he does not engage in a “contrary action.” “It
is not considered to be a ‘contrary action,” William clarifies,

if one in the meantime eats, drinks, or sleeps, or prepares to drive the enemy out
of an unjustly occupied possession or recover booty brought away by him, even
if this preparation demands a period of delay . . . but if one disregards the injury
and gives up the intention to pursue one’s goods, turning to other occupations,
then this is “a contrary action.™®

* Ibid.

% Apparatus, §18 (Si aliter), p. 186.

47§18, pp. 186-187.

8 Apparatus, §18 (Contrarium actum), p. 187.
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It remains unclear whether this allowance of a reasonable delay
in defense was intended by Raymond and William to apply solely
to the recovery of one’s property (the immediate context for their
elaborations on this point) or whether it might also be construed
to apply to the defense of one’s person. Could a private defender
be justified in killing his attacker, not immediately in the heat of
the fray, but with careful deliberation, after adequate preparations
had been made? Since what they have to say on defense of
property is, in general, more restrictive than their parallel
teaching on defense of persons, it would seem that if a delay were
allowable with respect to the former, so too would this hold with
respect to the latter. Naturally, however, this broadened concept
of immediacy would obtain only under the supposition that (1)
the aggressor is seen to be readying himself to renew the attack,
and (2) it is impossible to counter this threat (say, by seeking
protection from one’s superior—prince or judge—who would
ordinarily be entrusted with protecting the innocent from
violations of the law) by any measure short of killing the assailant.

Should either of these two conditions be lacking, the killing
would then have the character of punishment, an aim that was
strictly proscribed to anyone not in a position of public authority.
Consequently, it was conformity with these two conditions, and
not the (putative) exclusion of deliberateness, that defined the
legal boundaries of killing in self-defense.

m

Returning now to Aquinas’s treatment of defensive killing at
STh 1I-11, q. 64, a. 7, it is easy to detect traces of the earlier canon-
law discussions of this topic. The principle of proportionality is
duly mentioned (“if indeed one repels violence with moderation,
the defense will be licit”),* as is the prohibition of any defense
that is carried out in a spirit of revenge (ibid., ad 5).>° However,
it is surprising just how little Aquinas says about the exact

# “Si vero moderate violentiam repellat, erit licita defensio: nam secundum iura, vim vi
repellere licet cum moderamine inculpatae tutelae.”

3% “The defense forbidden in this passage (Rom. 12:19] is that which comes from a
vengeful spite [livore vindicate].”
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contours of the said moderation. While telling us that “if someone
uses more than necessary violence in defending his own life, [his
act] will be unlawful,”* he remains silent on the specifics. No
special mention is made of any act that would in principle be
excluded; nor does he allude to the issue of immediacy, which
figured so prominently in the earlier account of the canonists.*?
The point about moderation is however expressed in a dis-
tinctively philosophical way, since it is linked to the general
principle, already articulated in the Prima Secundae, that an act
that proceeds from a good intention can be rendered illicit when
it is not proportionate to its end.” In the case under examination,
the aim of protecting oneself from the harm caused by an attack
is the intention (or end), while the act is constituted by whatever
specific means (e.g., blocking, hitting, striking with a weapon) are
employed by the defender to secure this goal.’* In the absence of
any definite indications about the latter (the means),” the main
burden of article 7 is to elucidate the nature of the former, that is,
self-defense construed as a special sort of aim or intention.

1 “Et ideo si aliquis ad defendendum propriam vitam utatur maiori violentia quam
oporteat, erit illicitum.”

2 However, in STh H-1I, q.108, a. 2, the idea of defense incontinenti is implicitly
mentioned, since here defense and punishment are contrasted precisely by their temporal
dimension (prospective or retrospective): the first is exercised against harms that are still
emergent, while the second against harms that are past and done: “Man resists harm by
defending himself [defendit se] against injuries, lest they be inflicted on him, or he avenges
those that have already been inflicted on him {vel fam illatas iniurias ulciscitur] with the
intention not of harming, but of removing the harm done [non intentione nocendi, sed
intentione removendi nocumental. And this belongs to vengeance.”

33 See, for instance, STh I-11, q.18, a. 4, especially ad 2 and 3.

* To use the vocabulary earlier articulated in the Summa theologiae, whatever means are
employed to resist aggression would constitute the object of the exterior act of the will, while
the end aimed at (self-preservation) would constitute the object of the will’s inner act (see STh
HII, q. 18, a. 6, in corp.).

** However in the sed contra to art. 7, Aquinas remarks that “it is much more permissible
to defend one’s life than one’s house” (multo magis licitum est defendere propriam vitam quam
propriam domum). This could be an allusion to the third opinion mentioned by Raymond of
Pefiafort in Summa de casibus, 11, § 18, p. 185 (cited above, p. xxx), according to which active
resistance (striking back), as distinct from mere passive blocking, may be justified particularly
for the defense of one’s life, and to a lesser extent (or perhaps not at all) for the defense of
one’s property. From this we can tentatively deduce that “the act of one defending himself,”
which is referred to in art. 7, is understood by Aquinas to consist in active and not merely
passive resistance to attack.
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Aquinas’s approach is to define this aim by way of contrast: it
is directed not precisely at killing the attacker (occisio invadentis)
but rather at the preservation of one’s own life (conservatio
propriae vitae). It bears repeating that this is not a comment about
the act or means employed; indeed, the sentence where the
contrast first appears opens with the famous assertion that “from
the act of one defending himself there can follow a double
effect™*—self-preservation, on the one hand, and killing the
attacker, on the other. The first of these effects is what is aimed
at as an end (intenditur), the latter, he suggests (implicitly alluding
to the first sentence in the body of the article), lies outside of the
agent’s intention (praeter intentionem). Taken as an aim, the first
effectus, he argues (seemingly with an appeal to natural law), is in
no way illicit, since “it is natural for each thing to conserve itself
in existence insofar as it can.”’ Reinforcing the same point
several lines down, now seemingly with an appeal to the order of
grace (the self-love of charity), he states that “nor is it necessary
for salvation that a man should omit [performing] an act of
moderate defense so as to avoid killing another, since one is more
bound to look after one’s own life than [to care for] the life of
another.””®

Nowhere in the above does Aquinas say that the act of
repelling an attack cannot involve deliberately taking the life of
another; the only restriction placed on such an act is that it be
moderate, that is, strictly proportionate to the end of saving
oneself. Yet the claim that a private defender might, under
conditions of grave necessity, be entitled to kill his assailant
deliberately would nevertheless seem to be inconsistent with
Aquinas’s main point in STh II-11, q. 64, a. 7, namely, that self-
defense will be licit only when the lethal outcome stands outside
of the agent’s intention. It can be said, however, that this

% “Ex actu igitur alicuius seipsum defendentis duplex effectus sequi potest: unus quidem
conservatio propriae vitae; alius autem occisio invadentis.”

37 “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.”

58 “Nec est necessarium ad salutem ut homo actum moderatae tutelage praetermittat ad
evitandum occisionem alterius, quia plus tenetur homo vitae suae providere quae vitae
alienate.”
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inconsistency would arise only if Aquinas were using intentio
(along with its cognates intendere and intendens) in a manner akin
to the English word intention, which broadly designates “a
determination to act in a certain way,” and hence as applicable to
both ends and means.”” But, in light of the fact that article 7
clearly distinguishes between the act of self-defense and the end
for the sake of which this act is done, there is little doubt that
intentio must here be taken in the more narrow, technical sense
of ‘aiming at an end’. Thus understood, Aquinas’s purpose in the
article was to distinguish between two different goals for the sake
of which killing might be carried out by private individuals: strict
necessity (protection from ongoing or imminent harm), on the
one hand, and the desire to impose a penalty, on the other. Only
in the second case would harming have the character of an end;
defensive harming, by contrast, would solely have the character of
a means. Read in this way, STh [I-Il, q. 64, a. 7 amounts to a
reiteration of the canonists’ basic distinction between licit
defensive killing and illicit revenge, albeit dressed up in the
philosophical vocabulary of the author’s Aristotelianism.
Reference to noninstrumental harming is most apparent in
Aquinas’s description of illicit private vengeance in STh II-II, g.
108, a. 1, where, as he puts it, the avenger’s very aim is to take
satisfaction in the harm done to the other.®' The situation is
somewhat more complicated with respect to the public vengeance
that is carried out by duly authorized members of the common-
wealth, since this will be licit only when it is ordered to something
beyond the infliction of pain, loss, or death, namely, to some
good that is achieved by the punishment.® Here and in other

% The Merriam-Webster Ounline Dictionary (at https//www.m-w.com/cgi-
bin/dictionary?book=Dictionary8va=intention), accessed 14 April 2005.

€ «Sych an act by which one tends to protect one’s life . . .” (“Actus igitur huiusmodi ex
hoc quod intenditur conservatio propriae vitae . . .”).

1 “[f ome’s intention is directed chiefly to the evil of the person on whom one takes
vengeance, and rests there, then this [vengeance] is altogether illicit . . .” (*Si enim eius
intentio feratur principaliter in malum illius de quo vindictam sumit, et ibi quiescat, est
omnino illicitum . . .”).

2 «If, however, the avenger’s intention be directed chiefly to some good, which is obtained
by the punishment of the person who has sinned . . . then vengeance may be licit, provided
other due circumstances be observed” (“Si vero intentio vindicantis feratur principaliter ad
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passages Aquinas mentions several goods that can be achieved
through the imposition of punishment: restraining evil, deterring
wrongdoing, the amendment of sinners, etc. Yet, although
punishment can indeed be viewed as a means for procuring such
goods, it remains true that, at a most basic level, punishment is
first and foremost about rectifying the violated fabric of justice:
“through punishment the equality of justice is restored” (per
poenam reparatur aequalitas iustitae [STh 1I-11, q. 108, a. 4]). It
should be emphasized that this good—the reestablishment of
justice—is an end that is realized i the punishment itself, for, as
Aquinas explains, this justice arises when “he who by sinning has
exceeded in following his own will, suffers something that is
contrary to his will.”® In this sense, the punishments in question
(striking, maiming, incarceration, or death) represent more than
pure means to a distinct end; rather, they are integral to the end
itself, and may be intended as such, for it is in them that the
balance of justice is restored.

This reading is borne out by the concluding sentence in the
body of article 7, where Aquinas asserts that the intentional
infliction of death (intendens hominem occidere) may licitly be
carried out only by persons (soldiers or ministers of a judge) who
have the public authority to exercise this action for the sake of the
common good. This assertion is made by reference to article 3,
where he had explained that political authorities alone, and not
private individuals, are entitled to inflict death on evildoers
(occidere malefactorem), just as “it belongs to a physician to cut
off a decayed limb, when he has been entrusted with the care of
the whole body.” Although the notion of punishment is not
explicitly mentioned, his specification that this killing is to be
wrought specifically upon evildoers makes clear that capital
punishment is indeed the problem under discussion in article 3.%*
This suggests that when the very same concept of public killing is
again mentioned in article 7, it likewise bears a relation to the

aliquod bonum, ad quod pervenitur per poenam peccantis... potest esse vindicatio licita, aliis
debitis cirecumstandis servatis”) (ibid.).

 “[TJlle qui peccando nimis secutus est suam voluntatem, aliquid contra suam veluntatem
patitur” {ibid.); cf. Summa contra gentiles, bk. 1II, chaps. 140 and 146.

5 STh 1I-11, q. 64, a. 3.
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idea of punishment. Soldiers or enforcers of the law may
‘intentionally’ kill in self-defense (a. 7), just as judges may rightly
order the execution of evildoers (a. 3), because in each case they
possess the requisite authority. And such authority is needful for
the precise reason that only persons entrusted with care of the
common good have the right to administer punitive sanctions.
This requirement holds not only for the death penalty, but, as we
have seen, for any corporeal sanction whatsoever.®

The interpretation that I have been arguing for—namely, that
in §Th 1I-1I, q. 64, a. 7 the reference to ‘intentional’ killing
signifies not merely the deliberateness of this act, but more
specifically the fact that it is carried out as an execution of
justice—is somewhat obscured by the formulation Aquinas himself
uses in the closing sentence of article 7. There the contrast
between private individuals and public authorities appears to be
framed, not in terms of self-defense and punishment, but rather
as a subset within the first of these two categories: “It is not licit
for one man to intend killing another in self-defense, except in the
case of those who have public authority, who, though intending
to kill a man in self-defense, refer this to the public good: for
instance a soldier fighting against the enemy and a minister of the
judge fighting with robbers.”®® This formulation can easily lead
one to think that the discussion in article 7 had prescinded

% The principle that only someone (a legitimate authority) who is entrusted with the care
of a community (preserving its common good) may rightdy impose a physical penaley, is
succinctly stated in STh UL, q. 65, a. 2: “Now itis illicit to do someone harm, except by way
of punishment for the sake of justice [nisi per modum poenae propter iustitiam). Again, no
man justly punishes another, except one who is subject to his jurisdiction. Thus it is not licit
for a man to strike another [verberare aliguem], unless he have some power over the one
whom he serikes.” The remainder of the article discusses the application of this principle to
the special case of paternal authority over children and servants. Having differentiated three
types of physical harming in STh II-1I, q. 65, a. 1, namely, striking, maiming, and killing,
Aquinas made clear in STH [I-11, q. 65, a. 2, ad 2, that only a person holding “perfect coercive
power” (i.e., a prince ruling over a city or “perfect community”) might be entitled to
administer death or maiming, while the “imperfect coercive power” of a father (ruling over
the “imperfect community” or family) is limited to striking only.

% [Mllicitum est quod homo intendat occidere hominem ut seipsum defendat, nisi ei qui
habet publicam auctoritatem, qui, intendens hominem occidere ad sui defensionem, refert hoc
ad publicum bonum: ut patet in milite pugnante contra hostes, et in ministro iudicis pugnante
contra latrones.”
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entirely from the notion of punishment;*” in substance the analysis
would then have been about two forms of strictly defensive
killing, private and public, and only the latter could justifiably be
deemed deliberate.

There are however at least two reasons which militate against
reading article 7 in the manner just described. First, in his earlier
discussion of soldiers fighting against an enemy (i.e., combat in a
just war), Aquinas had made clear that such action would
necessarily have a punitive dimension: “those who are attacked,”
he wrote in STh II-IL, q. 40, a. 1, “should be attacked, because
they deserve it on account of some fault.” The same
presupposition of guilt would likewise hold, mutatis mutandis,
with respect to ministers of the judge who use coercive means to
enforce the law against criminals.

Second, Aquinas’s statements about justifiable resort to force
should not be read anachronistically in light of the modern
attempt to separate the question of the lawful behavior of
combatants in war (jus in bello) from the substantive reasons that
states may have for going to war (jus ad bellum). On the modern
conception (articulated in the eighteenth century by authors such
as Wolff and Vattel), the laws of war apply simultaneously to the
opposing belligerents, regardless of which side is truly possessed
of the just cause. Hence the determination of right and wrong
behavior on the battlefield will be measured solely by military
necessity. Soldiers will thus face each others as “defenders,” and
not as agents of justice or executioners of a sanction. On
Aquinas’s more traditional understanding, by contrast, just war is
a “unilateral act of enforcement,” which “implies by definition the
legal inequality of the defenders, who confront each other in quite
distinct capacities, one as an offender, the other as a dispenser of

7 After observing that killing “is only possible in the context of punishment (the
preservation of justice) or of a just war,” Martin Rhonheimer (“Sins Against Justice [IIa Hae,
qq- 59-78], in Pope, ed., The Ethics of Thomas Aquinas, 296) correctly notes that, for this
reason the concluding sentence of STh II-11, q. 64, a. 7 must not be taken to be “dealing with
mere actions in self-defense, as Thomas’s formulation misleadingly suggests.” The same author
adds (ibid), in line with what I have argued below, that for Aquinas “a just war presupposes
some guilt,” such that, by the imposition of a penalty “an injustice has to be redeemed.”
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justice.”®® In line with this conception, an individual soldier would
view his enemy, not as someone entitled to fight in a manner
identical to himself, but rather as “the rebellious object of armed
coercion.” It would accordingly be a mistake to read the state-
ment in article 7 about soldiers and policemen “defending them-
selves” as though this were meant to signify a form of justifiable
killing that would prescind from all considerations of culpability
and punishment.

This reading is confirmed by a text in the Summa Theologiae
which in fact constitutes a close parallel to STh -1, q. 64, a. 7,
namely, the earlier question 41 on strife, “De rixa.” One of the
sins against peace, strife designates “a kind of private war, which
is conducted between private persons, not [from the initiative] of
some public authority, but instead from an inordinate will.””® The
sin consists first and foremost’” in the illicit use of force by one
private person against another. On the part of the individual who
initiates the attack (goes to the offensive), the sin will be especially
grievous: “it is,” Aquinas states in very strong terms, “always
sinful,” “for it is not without mortal sin that one inflicts harm on
another even if the deed be done with the hands.””* Aquinas
points out, by contrast, that using counter force to protect oneself

% Peter Haggenmacher, “Just War and Regular War in Sixteenth Century Spanish
Doctrine,” International Review of the Red Cross, no. 290 (September-October 1992): 434-
45, at 435; cf. Aquinas, STh II-1I, q. 41, a. 1, ad 3.

“ Ibid.

7 STh -, q. 41, . 1: “[R]ixa videtur esse quoddam privatum bellum, quod inter privatas
personas agitur non ex aliqua publica auctoritate, sed magis ex inordinata voluntate.”

! Aquinas mentions two other sorts of actors that might be subject to the sin of strife: (1)
individuals who use force defensively to resist a just attack mounted by ministers of a
legitimate prince or judge; in this sense, criminals who resist apprehension, and soldiers who
prosecute an unjust war, would be guilty of strife (STh II-I, q. 41, a. 1, ad 3); and (2), soldiers
or policemen who give vent to private animosity when carrying out their official duties (STh
II-1I, q. 64, a. 7 {in corp., last line]).

7t “[Rlixa semper importat peccatum. Et in eo quidem qui alterum invadit iniuste est
peccatum mortale: inferre enim nocumentum proximo etiam opere manuali non est absque
mortali peccato.” As Aquinas indicates in the reply to the third objection, it is in this respect
that private violence differs essentially from public war. While it may be lawful for the
legitimate authority (a prince or a judge) to go on the attack (i.e., initiate war) against wrong-
doers, the use of offensive force will never be permitted on the part of private individuals. This
is the reason why rixa is purely and simply the name of a sin, while bellum may be either
sinful or just, depending on the three conditions outlined in STk 1I-1], q. 40, a. 1.
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from this sort of unjust attack need not always be sinful. On the
contrary, some acts of self-defense will be fully justified and thus
without sin. It remains true, nevertheless, that agents can indeed
fall into sin when defending themselves, not just venially, but
mortally as well. To explain the difference between these three
modes of self-defense (blameless, venially sinful, and mortally
sinful) Aquinas appeals to intentionality and proportionality, the
same two principles that would figure so prominently in STh II-11,
q.64,a. 7.

The explanation in STh II-11, q. 41, a. 1 opens with the state-
ment that if someone’s “sole intention be to resist [solo animo
repellends) the injury done to him, and he defends himself with
due moderation, there is no sin, and one cannot say that there is
strife on his part.”” Inversely, however, “should a person defend
himself out of vengeance or hatred, or in excess to what
moderation requires, there will always be sin.””* Significantly,
Aquinas here makes explicit what was left merely implicit in his
later treatment (STh II-1I, q. 64, a. 7), namely, that self-defense
will become illicit if it is pursued, not merely to repel an attack,
but with the added aim of exacting revenge. Should the sentiment
of revenge be slight, and the act’s disproportionality minimal, the
sin will be venial; but should a man go at his attacker with “the
firm resolve to kill or cause him serious harm,””* the sin will then
be mortal. By its placement in the argument, we are led to
understand that this ‘firm resolve’ is sinful precisely because the
violence it exercises is bound up with a project of revenge. In
other words, Aquinas should not here be understood as making a
general statement about the unlawfulness of deliberate private
killing (or severe harming) under any conditions whatsoever, such
that even strictly defensive killing would be prohibited; rather, his
statement bears on the special case of homicidal revenge.

73 “Nam si solo animo repellendi iniuriam illatam, et cam debita moderatione se defendat,
non est peccatum: nec proprie potest dici rixa ex parte eius.”

74 “Si vero cum animo vindictae vel odii, vel cum excessu debitae moderationis se defendat,
semper est peccatum.”

73 “[QJuando obfirmato animo in impugnantem insurgit ad eum occidendum vel graviter
laedendum.”
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SUMMARY

In the preceding, I have offered an interpretation of STh II-11,
q. 64, a. 7 that cuts against the standard reading of this text in
terms of PDE. In so doing, my aim has been twofold. First, I have
attempted to show how this reading misconstrues the basic logic
of Aquinas’s analysis of self-defense. This analysis is not about
deliberate versus nondeliberate killing; its focus rather is on the
difference between two quite different aims for the sake of which
such killing may be carried out: self-preservation and punishment.
While Aquinas unequivocally condemns intentional killing in
private revenge, by the same token he never denies that private
defenders may justifiably resort to lethal force in situations of
extreme necessity. Second, and by extension, I have argued that
the PDE interpretation foists onto Aquinas an overly narrow view
of the sort of acts that may justifiably be done in self-defense, a
view that is out of keeping with the legal conceptions prevalent in
Aquinas’s own time. My intent has not been to deny that PDE
may be found in the writings of Thomas Aquinas. To the contrary,
I would argue that Aquinas does indeed advocate such a principle,
not just once, but repeatedly.”® However, the contexts in question
have little in common with the moral problem of self-defense.”’

7¢ For a discussion of some of the relevant texts, see Reichberg and Syse, “The Idea of
Double Effecte—In War and Business,” 17-22.

77 An early draft of this article was presented in June 2003, at a celebration of the ten-year
jubilee of the Seminar in Medieval Thought at the University of Oslo. I am grateful to Peter
Haggenmacher, Antonio Perez, Mark Souva, Henrik Syse, and an anonymous reviewer for The
Thomist for many useful suggestions.
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recent centuries as formative for philosophy and theology,

the writings attributed to Dionysius the Areopagite, the
Corpus Dionysiacum (CD), exercised substantial influence during
the Western Christian medieval and Renaissance periods. John
Scotus Eriugena, John Sarracen, Robert Grosseteste, and Marsilio
Ficino produced some of the major Latin translations of the
corpus. Albert the Great wrote commentaries on all the major
works of Dionysius; Robert Grosseteste wrote commentaries on
several of them. Aquinas wrote a commentary on the Divine
Names and in addition refers directly to Dionysius in nearly 2200
texts—more references than to any other authors except Aristotle
and Augustine. Dionysius’s influence continued to be felt through
the Renaissance period among thinkers such as Marsilio Ficino,
Nicholas of Cusa, Meister Eckhart, and Dante.

The writings of Dionysius have enjoyed an enduring formative
status in the Eastern Orthodox Church. Dionysius’s writings are
central to the Byzantine tradition that runs through the Cappado-
cian fathers, Maximus the Confessor, John Damascene, Gregory
Palamas, and into the twentieth century among thinkers such as

! LTHOUGH LARGELY NEGLECTED in the West during

! A version of this paper was read at Saint Louis University in April 2005 as part of the
Philosophy Department Colloquium Series. [ want to thank David Twetten, Richard Taylor,
James South, David Bradshaw, and Bogdan Bucur for reading and commenting on various
drafts of the paper.

371



372 JOHN D. JONES

Vladimir Lossky and Christoph Yannaras. A stichera or verse for
vespers for the feast day of St. Dionysius Areopagite (Oct. 3)
reflects the honor still accorded these writings and their author.>

As a friend of wisdom to the point of coming to resemble God as closely as
possible, O blessed Dionysius, you mystically explained the divine names.
Initiated as you were by union with God in the mysteries that surpass all
understanding, you taught them to the ends of the earth.

Moreover, during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
when the dependence of the CD on Neoplatonic authors such as
Proclus was firmly established, a number of scholars came to view
the CD as fundamentally Neoplatonic in spirit: in some cases
compatible with the Christian teachings it contained, while in
other cases using the Christian teachings as a “front” to
promulgate a Neoplatonic view of the world.’

In this paper I will sketch three frameworks for reading the
texts of Dionysius: Neoplatonic, Scholastic,® and Byzantine. Of
course, each of the historical traditions associated with these
frameworks is complex, diverse, and multifaceted. It would be
historically naive and inaccurate to reduce any of these traditions
to specific thinkers such as Plato, Plotinus, Damascius Diadochus,
Gregory of Nyssa, Gregory Palamas, Aristotle, or Aquinas.
However, in the context of this paper I shall in fact focus on these

2 This is the feast day for the St. Dionysius who is believed to have been the actual disciple
of Paul. But it is the anonymous author of the Corpus Dionysiacum that is celebrated in this
verse. A kontakian for the same feast reads: “As a disciple of the apostle caught up to the third
heaven, you spiritually entered the gate of heaven, Dionysius. You were enriched with
understanding of ineffable mysteries and enlightened those who sat in the darkness of
ignorance.”

* Alexander Golitzin, Et introibo ad altare dei: The Mystagogy of Dionysius Areopagita
(Thessalonika, 1994), 29-37 gives a very good summary of modern interpretations of
Dionysius along these lines. Of course, the view that Dionysius is more Platonist than
Christian has a long history going back, for example, to Luther: “Dionysius is most pernicious;
he platonizes more than he Christianizes” (Martin Luther, “Babylonian Captivity of the
Church” {in D. Martin Luther’s Werke: Kritische Gesamtausgabe (Weimar: H. Béhlaus
Nachfolger, 1912-), 6:562]).

* While ‘Scholastic’ narrowly signifies the type of thought found among Latin thinkers such
as Aquinas and Albert the Great, the Scholastic framework has a long lineage extending back
at [east to Augustine and Boethius and includes thinkers in the Islamic and Jewish traditions.
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thinkers as representative of their traditions as I try to sharpen
what seem to be three rather distinctive approaches relative to one
another and relative to reading Dionysius.” My aim in elaborating
these frameworks is more systematic than strictly historical.

I am particularly interested in the problem of whether there is
a distinction between the divine essence® and energies,” an issue
that characteristically divides Eastern Orthodox and Roman
Catholic thinkers.® This problem is closely related to a host of
other problems including the character of God’s incompre-
hensibility and simplicity; the relation between the persons or

* Certainly none of these traditions can be strictly identified with any of these thinkers.
After all, various propositions of Aquinas were condemned in 1277. Duns Scotus and Aquinas
have differing views of the relation of divine attributes to the divine essence. But all of the
thinkers I will discuss in this paper are representative of their respective traditions in terms of
a general method of doing philosophy, metaphysical framework, etc—at least sufficiently so
for the purposes of this paper.

¢ “Fssence’ is often used to translate ousia. However, both Joseph Owens, The Doctrine of
Being in the Aristotelian Metaphysics (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies,
1951), 137-54; and Christopher Stead, Divine Substance (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977),
1-25 provide general discussions about translating ousia in light of its multivalent meanings
as well as about problems with translating ousia by ‘essence’. Stead makes this point
particularly in reference to Greek Patristic authors. But given the widespread practice of
translating ousia as ‘essence’ in translations of Greek texts and in secondary works that discuss
the ousia-energeia distinction, I will use the term. For Dionysius, however, I prefer rendering
ousia simply as ‘being’ especially since, when applied to God, ousia properly names the divine
power of ‘being-producing’ (ousiopoios) and not the ‘whatness’ or ‘quiddity’ of God.

7 In the Byzantine framework, the divine energy (energeia) is the natural going forth
(exodos) of the divine essence directed toward creation. As Damascene observes, it is the
persons of the Trinity who employ the divine energy (On the Orthodox Faith 3.15 [59], in Die
Schriften des Jobannes von Damaskos, vol. 2, ed. the Byzantinischen Institut der Abet
Scheyern [Berlin: de Gruyter, 1973]; citations to this work are by book, chapter, and the
paragraph number from the critical edition). The energy can be understood in the singular as
the activity common to the persons of the Trinity; yet it is distinguished in various ways:
divine knowledge, will, glory, light, etc. We know of and participate in God only in terms to
his energies. See, e.g., Vladimir Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church
(Crestwood, N.Y.: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 1976), 67-89; and Gregory Palamas, Capita
physica, theologica, moralia et practica, in R. E. Sinkewicz, trans. and ed., Saint Gregory
Palamas, The One Hundred and Fifty Chapters, Studies and Texts 83 (Toronto: Pontifical
Institute of Medieval Studies, 1988), 82-256. References to the Capita are by chapter
numbers: in this case, 72.

¥ And often divides them in rather sharply polemical fashion. See A. N. Williams, The
Ground of Union: Deification in Aquinas and Palamas (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1999), 3-27 for a good discussion of the controversy on this matter.
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hypostases’ of the Trinity, the divine essence, and divine energy;°
the relation between God and finite beings; and the nature of our
ultimate union with God. In the first part of the paper, I will lay
out the three frameworks with attention to these problems. In the
second, I will consider the interpretation of Dionysius in terms of
these frameworks and with reference to two general topics: first,
how to interpret Dionysius’s characterization of God as
hyperousios ousia (beyond-being being) and, second, whether and
in what sense Dionysius makes a distinction between the divine
being (essence) and energy. In relation to these issues, I do not
think Dionysius fits neatly or completely into any of these
frameworks. On balance, though, his writings are best read in
terms of the Byzantine framework and they are at odds in
fundamental ways with the Neoplatonic and, especially, the
Scholastic frameworks.

As the reader will note, I have spent considerably more time
laying out and providing secondary references to Byzantine
authors than either Neoplatonic or Scholastic authors." The latter

® Properly, hypostasis is translated by ‘individual subsistence’ rather than ‘person’, which
translates proposon. But I will follow convention and use ‘person’. It should be noted,
however, that authors in the Byzantine tradition typically do not understand the inner life of
the Trinity in terms of ‘psychological’ categories as is done in the West, especially since
Augustine. For a good discussion of the differences between Eastern and Western ways of
thinking about the Trinity, see Michael Fahey and John Meyendorff, Trinitarian Theology
East and West: St. Thomas Aquinas and St. Gregory Palamas (Brookline, Mass.: Holy Cross
Press, 1977).

19 “Energy’ is not the most facile translation of energeia; “activity’ is clearly a superior
translation. Nevertheless, I will use ‘energy/energies’ since this is the standard English
translation of energeia as it appears in Byzantne texts and in the debate concerning the
ousia—energeia distinction with reference to God.

" In addition to the secondary works cited elsewhere in this article regarding Byzantine
authors, the interested reader will find the following helpful: Georges Barrois, “Palamism
Revisited,” St. Vladimir's Theological Quarterly 19 (1975): 211-31; David Bradshaw, Aristotle
East and West: Metaphysics and the Division of Christendom (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2005); David Coffey, “The Palamite Doctrine of God: A New Perspective,”
St. Viadimir's Theological Quarterly 32 (1988): 329-58; George Habra, “The Source of the
Doctrine of Gregory Palamas on the Divine Energies,” Eastern Churches Quarterly 22 (1957):
244-52; Andrew Louth, St. Jobsn Damascene: Tradition and Originality in Byzantine Theology
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002); George Maloney, A Theology of Uncreated Energies
(Milwaukee, Wis.: Marquette University Press, 1976); John Meyendorff, A Study of Gregory
Palamas (Wing Road, Bedfordshire: The Faith Press, 1974 [19641]), translated from the French
Introduction & l'étude de Grégoire Palama (Editions du Seuil, 1959); Kallistos Ware, “God
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frameworks, so far as I develop them for this paper, are rather
well known among philosophers in general. However, while the
essence-energy distinction that it at the heart of the Byzantine
framework has received a good deal of discussion among
professional theologians, it has been virtually ignored by
professional philosophers. This is because most philosophers are
less likely than theologians to be familiar with authors in the
Byzantine tradition.

A) The Neoplatonic Framework'

For Plato and Aristotle, things are what they are in virtue of
their form. Knowledge of a being’s form provides our most
fundamental knowledge of it—‘what it is’. Subsistent forms are
what really are for Plato, or the prime instances of being as being
(on hé on) for Aristotle. However, they are definite beings that, as
such, are limited or finite. Despite his insistence on the onto-
logical primacy of form, Plato posits an unlimited principle that
in some sense transcends form: for example, the good beyond
being (epeikena tés ousias). In light of the first hypothesis of the
Parmenides, the Neoplatonists understand this unlimited first
principle as the One. As is well known, in the first hypothesis of
that dialogue, Parmenides posits a one in no way many. After
showing that nothing can be predicated of such a one without
making it many, Parmenides concludes:

There is no manner in which the one has being [ousia]. Therefore, the one in no
manner is [on]. It cannot then be even to the extent of being one. Rather if we
can trust such an argument as this, it appears that the one neither is one nor is
at all . . . you cannot say that it has anything or that there is anything of it.

Hidden and Revealed: The Apophatic Way and the Essence-Energies Distinction,” Eastern
Churches Review 7 (1975): 125-36; Kallistos Ware, “The Debate about Palamism,” Eastern
Churches Review 9 (1977): 45-63; and Ronald D. Zimany, “The Divine Energies in Orthodox
Theology,” Diakonia 11 (1976): 281-85.

2 An expanded and more detailed version of this section is included in my article
“Mystical Union and Beatific Vision,” Proceedings of the 11" International Congress on
Medieval Philosophy, held in Porto, Portugal, August, 2002, forthcoming.
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Consequently, it cannot have a name or be spoken of, nor can there be any
knowledge or perception or opinion of it. It is not named or spoken of, nor a
matter of opinion or knowledge or perception for any being.”

For the Neoplatonists, accordingly, the One as the unlimited
first principle is radically simple: it is in no way many and admits
of no distinction or differentiation. More properly, it is neither
one nor many, neither united nor differentiated. Hence, to refer
to the One as absolutely simple is to assert nothing positive about
it at all, as if it were the most simple being among the totality of
all beings. Rather, the One is beyond all beings and all entitative
determinations.” Although properly ineffable, the One is the
ultimate productive power (dynamis) or cause of all things.
Hence, it can be named ‘good’ and ‘one’. Of course, these names,
or any other names we might give to the One, do not imply
differentiation or distinction in it. They are causal designations
that ‘name’ the One in relation to what comes forth from it.
Conversely, otherness and differentiation, as well as sameness and
union, emerge in the overflow or superabundance of the One. For
Plotinus, otherness is the first “moment” of the procession of
thinking (#ous) and being since otherness is the condition for any
thing to exist at all, while sameness is established in the reversion
of being and thinking to the One." Hence, for Plotinus, thinking
and being do not pertain to the One since both thinking and being
essentially involve multiplicity and, thus, differentiation.'
Consequently, when Plotinus describes the radical reversion of the
soul to the One, in which the soul goes beyond nous, closes the
eye of nous as one might say, there is no longer a basis for
sameness and difference between the soul qua nous and the One."’
So, Plotinus writes:

3 Plato, Parmenides 141D-142E.

" Cf. Enneads 5.3.13 and 6.9.3.

5 Enneads 2.4.5.

16 Cf. Enneads 5.1.4.

7 The limitations of this paper and the complexity of the topic do not allow me to
examine Dionysius’s view on the nature of our ulumate union with God relative to the
Neoplatonic, Scholastic and Byzantine frameworks. But I want to mention this matter in
setting forth each of these frameworks as a way of highlighting the differences among them.
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So then the seer does not see and does not distinguish and does not imagine two.
But it is as if he had become someone else and he is not himself and does not
count as his own there, but has come to belong to that and so is one, having
joined, as it were center to center. For, there too, when the centers have come
together they are one, but there is duality when they are separate. This is also
how we now speak of another.”

This view of the One ultimately denies the primacy of an
‘analogy of being’ between the One and beings since the One is
utterly inexpressible and incomprehensible. To be sure, an
analogy arises in our attempt to understand the one as cause of
beings, but in that connection Plotinus writes: “To say that it is
the cause is not to predicate something incidental of it but of us,
because we have something from it while that One is in itself. But
speaking precisely neither ‘that’ nor ‘is’ should be said.”*® Plotinus
himself, however, seems somewhat ambiguous and ambivalent on
this matter. There are texts (most notably the last part of Enneads
6.8) in which Plotinus develops what various scholars have
suggested is at bottom a kind ‘theistic’ understanding of the
One.”® That ambiguity and ambivalence, however, seems
decisively resolved by Damascius Diadochus, the last head of the
Academy and, probably, one of the most neglected of the great
Neoplatonists.

Damascius begins his work Concerning the First Principle with
the question: “Whether what is called the one principle of all is
beyond the all [to pan] or something of the all as the summit of all
those that proceed from it. Do we say that the all is with it, or
after it and from it?”*' Since for Damascius, “the all” is properly

'* Enneads 6.9.10.

¥ Enneads 6.9.4.

2 John Rist, Plotinus: The Road To Reality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1967}, 25-26, claims that in some sense Plotinus ultimately attributes (infinite) being/actuality
and thinking to the one. This theistic version tempers the more radical strand of Neoplatonism
that T am describing. To that extent, this tempered version is, in the long run, basically
congruent with the Scholastic framework—at least insofar as the One is understood ultimately
as the first being that is the rational and good cause of all other beings.

¥ Damascius, Aporiai kai luseis peri ton protén archén (Dowubts and Solutions Concerning
the First Principle), trans. J. Combes (text by L. G. Westernink), 3 vols. (Paris, 1986-91),
1.1.4-7. All references to Damascius are to this edition, and include volume, page, and line
numbers. For this paper, I have found most useful the excellent discussion of Damascius by
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that from which nothing is absent®” and not just “those things that
subsist in multiplicity and differentiation,”” the One as the
ultimately simple cause is connected even in its transcendence
with what it is to transcend. Accordingly, the One is known
through the negation of an eminent denial: the One beyond the
all—as the undifferentiated, transcendent first principle of all—is
superior to the all and unknowable to all intellect and sensation
just as the intelligible itself is unknown to sensation.”*

Damascius, however, writes that “Our soul conjectures a
principle of all, however conceived, to be beyond the all,
unconnected with the all. Therefore, it must be named neither
principle, nor cause, nor first, nor before the all, nor beyond the
all. Therefore, much less is it to be hymned as the all. Nor in
general [is it] to be hymned, conceived or conjectured.”” In this
case, we have a more radical negation that neither affirms nor
denies the One since it neither has a nature and is utterly
unknown. Indeed, “we do not know it either as known or
unknown.”*

Elsewhere, Damascius writes: “We do not affirm anything of
[the ineffable] at all. Therefore, these are not the nature of it:
nothing, beyond all, beyond cause, and the uncoordinated with

Sara Rappe, Reading Neoplatonism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 197-214,
There are good historical reasons for considering Damascius relative to interpreting Dionysius.
In the introduction to his translation of Dionysius’s letters, Ronald Hathaway concluded a
long introductory discussion of the authorship of the Corpus Dionysiacum with a conjecture
that the writings were influenced not just by Proclus (which was well known) but also by
Damascius Diadochus, the last head of the Platonic Academy (Hierarchy and the Definition
of Order in the Letters of Pseudo-Dionysius Areopagite [The Hague: Nijhoff, 19691, 25-29).
Subsequently, Salvatore Lilla, in his article “Pseudo-Dionysius I’Areopagite, Prophyre et
Damascius,” convincingly showed the influence of Damascius on the Corpus Dionysiacum (in
Denys F'Aréopagite et sa posterité en orient et en occident: Actes du colloque international,
Paris, 21-24 septembre 1994, ed. Ysabel de Andia [Paris: Institut d'études augustiniennes,
19971, 135-52).

22 Combes, trans., 1.1.9.

= 1bid., 1.30.19-20.

*1bid., 1.17.24-18.2

¥ Ibid., 1.4.13-18.

2 fbid., 1.18.4-10.
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all, but only the denial of those after it.”* In this connection, Sara
Rappe correctly observes:

The “Ineffable” is a term that does not possess a meaning in the ordinary sense,
since it has no semantic function. It is not a term so that its deployment in
language conveys nothing at all to the reader or listener. That this word forms
the basis of Damascius’ philosophical activity inevitably leads to a self-conscious
meditation on the status of his own language, which Damascius often refers to
as a radical reversal, or peritrope of language.?

B) The Scholastic Framework

For Aristotle, form, ousia, and actuality (emergeia) are the
primary, and ultimately equivalent, expressions of being as being;
it is with reference to them that everything else is and is said to
be. Subsistent forms (viz., the unmoved movers) are the first
among beings, which as pure actualities, are finite or determinate.
For Aristotle, however, there is no actually infinite being since
anything infinite is as such always potential. Given this, how is it
that later Christian thinkers can use an Aristotelian framework to
claim that God is a purely actual infinite being? Aquinas provides
a typical yet elegant solution to this problem in the Summa
Theologiae 1, questions 2—4. In the third argument for the
existence of God (q. 2, a. 3), Aquinas argues that subsistent
forms—in this case the angels—do not account for themselves
since their essence does not involve be-ing (esse). They are
relatively necessary but not necessary without qualification. To
account for their existence, they require a being that is necessary
without qualification and whose essence is identical to its be-ing
(esse). Indeed, it must be identical to its essence and be-ing (q. 3,
a. 4). This being, God, is be-ing itself subsisting in itself (ipsum
esse per se subsistens) (q. 4, a. 2). This being is completely simple
without any potentiality or composition. This entails that nothing
is predicated of God; rather, God is whatever is said of him.

¥ Ibid., 1.13.16-24.
 Rappe, Reading Neoplatonism, 209.
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In the Neoplatonic and Scholastic frameworks, the first cause
is absolutely simple. In the former framework, as is evidenced by
Plotinus and Damascius, the One is radically beyond essence/being
(byperousios) such that nothing is properly predicated of it,
including ‘simple’ and ‘one’. In the latter framework, however,
God is understood to be an infinite, rational, subsisting being
identical to his essence, existence, goodness, will, knowledge,
love, etc. Whatever is said of God is identical to the divine
essence; whatever is not identical with the divine essence is
created—otherwise God would be subject to accidents and, thus,
divine simplicity would be compromised.

Despite the radical difference between God and all finite
beings, that difference in the Scholastic framework is still
entitative in character as a difference between two orders of
beings: God as the uncreated being and all other beings as
created.” That is, God is understood with reference to the same

? Some scholars have argued that Aquinas, at least in some texts, does not understand God
as a being. Gerald Phelan provides the classic statement of this view in light of a distinction
between ens as id quod est and ens as babens esse: “There is a sense, however, in which ens
means habens esse. Ens dicitur quasi esse hahens (De potentia VII, 2.res). In this sense, God
cannot be called ens. God does not ‘have’ esse. God ‘is’ Esse. However, when ens is taken to
mean ‘guod est,” God is ‘maxime ens,” since ‘what’ He is is Ipsum Esse. . . . But when ens
means habens esse, it cannot be said of God” (“The Being of Creatures” in G.B. Phelan:
Selected Papers, ed. Arthur Kirn [Toronto: Pontfical Instituted of Mediaeval Studies Press,
1967], 90). As Phelan notes, this means that “essence is not. . . some positive thing but simply
that ‘by which’ (quo), or the mode . . . in which the act, esse, is exercised” (ibid., 91). Essence,
then, as William Carlo argued, is a negative or limiting principle that is reducible to esse (The
Ultimate Reducibility of Essence to Existence in Existential Metaphysics [The Hague: Martinus
Nijoff, 1966]). This understanding of the relation between esse and essentia has a great many
merits on strictly philosophical grounds. Certainly, it would bring Aquinas into closer
proximity with the Neoplatonic nonentitative understanding of the One. Without gainsaying
texts that support this reading of Aquinas (see Phelan, “The Being of Creatures,” 89-91, for
some relevant texts from Aquinas), it is not clear to me that it is Aquinas’s own, or at least his
predominant, positon. The limitations of this paper preclude any dewailed investigation of this
matter. But if Aquinas held to a nonentitative/nonessentialistic understanding of God one
would, for example, expect him to draw on Dionysius’s use of hyperousios (supersubstantiale
in Sarracen’s translation) to support it. But Aquinas’s implicit understanding of Dionysius’s
use of this language, as far as I can tell, is not that Dionysius denies that God has an essence
but that his essence transcends any finite essence (see Aquinas, In De Divinis nominibus 1.1,
1.3, 3.6, 5.1, etc. See below, p. 393, for further discussion of this matter). Moreover, in STh
I, q. 3, a. 4, Aquinas distinguishes God, who is his esse, from things that have esse as the first
being (primum ens) from all other beings (entia). For a detailed investigation of this theory



AN ABSOLUTELY SIMPLE GOD? 381

metaphysical categories that apply to beings. To be sure, some of
these categories do not apply (e.g., materiality, potentiality, etc.).
But there is a metaphysical and epistemological continuity be-
tween God and beings that is rooted in the analogy of being (e#s)
and extends to essence. Indeed, in the absence of such an
analogical continuity, there wouid be no possibility of a science
about God and, thus, no possibility of providing a rational
grounding of beings in God as the first cause. Accordingly, the
human quest for happiness that is rooted in our nature as rational
beings would be frustrated. As Aquinas says:

There resides in every man a natural desire to know the cause of any effect which
he sees; and thence arises wonder in men. But if the intellect of the rational
creature could not reach so far as to the first cause of things, the natural desire
would remain void. Hence, it must be absolutely granted that the blessed see the
essence of God.”

I wish to note two obvious points of contrast between the
Neoplatonic and Scholastic frameworks. First, despite the strictly
rational requirement that God be utterly simple, the Christian
God is the Trinity of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. While Aquinas
identifies the persons of the Trinity with the divine essence,
nevertheless, the persons are different from and thus in some
sense other than one another.*' The Father is not the Son, the Son
is not the Holy Spirit, etc. The Neoplatonic framework obviously
rejects the Trinity since all otherness and differentiation is
extrinsic to the One.** Second, in the Neoplatonic framework,
radical union with the One involves a transnoetic experience that
transcends sameness and difference between the individual and
the One. According to the Scholastic framework, there is an
intellectual vision of God’s essence for the blessed in the next life
which, although it never comprehends God as God does since the

and its critical reception by other Thomistic scholars, see Chris Curry, Reconmnoitering the Role
of Essence in Light of Esse: The Existential Thesis of Phelan, Clarke, and Carlo (Ph.D. diss.,
Marquette University, 1992). )

°STh1,q.12,a. 1,ad 1.

M STh1, q.39,a 1.

*? See Lilla, “Pseudo-Dionysius L’Areopagite, Prophyre et Damascius,” 121-22.
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created intellect never loses its created status, nevertheless in some
way directly intuits the divine essence.

C) The Byzantine Framework

“His divine power has granted to us all things that pertain to
life and godliness . . . that through them [we] may become
partakers of the divine nature.”®® Commenting on this text,
Gregory Palamas writes, “the divine nature must be called at the
same time incommunicable and, in a sense, communicable; we
attain participation in the nature of God and yet he remains
totally inaccessible. We must affirm both things at one and must
preserve the antinomy as the criterion of piety.”* Elsewhere,
Palamas elaborates on this matter as follows:

Further, that which participates in something according to essence [ousia] must
possess a common essence with that in which it participates and be identical with
it in some respect. Who then has even heard of there being one essence shared
by God and us in any respect? Basil the Great says: “The energies of God come
down to us but his essence remains inaccessible.” And the divine Maximus
affirms, “The man divinized by grace will be everything that God is, apart from
identity of essence.” Thus it is not possible to participate in the divine essence,
not even for those divinized by grace, but it is possible to participate in the
divine energy.®

It is worth noting that a primary motivation for the distinction
between the divine essence and the divine energy is existentially
based in deification; as Maximus the Confessor says, we become
so united to God that “all that God is, save for an identity in
essence, we become when deified by grace.”* In deification, we

* 2 Pet 1:4.

** Theophanes PG 150:932D.

% Capita 111. See Triads 3.2.5-10 for a discussion of the distinction between the divine
essence and energy as well as the distinctions among the energies: Pro hesychastis. J.
Meyendorff, ed., Grégoire Palamas: Défense des saints hésychastes, Spicilegium Sacrum
Lovaniense. Etudes et documents 30 (Louvain, 1973), 5-727; selections in Nicholas Gendele,
trans., The Triads (New York: Paulist Press, 1983).

* Maximus the Confessor, De ambigua PG91:1380B. See also Leonidas Contos, “The
promise of the Secunda Petri . . . is realized as that mystical encounter which the whole
Palamite theology purposes to explain: In its uncreated energies the divine nature, without loss
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are transformed, drawn into a personal communion with the
Trinity in its light and glory, in which we experience God “face
to face”™— proposon ad proposon or person to person—and, thus,
as he is while the ‘essence’ of God remains utterly inaccessible to
us.”” Indeed, while for Aquinas we never see God face to face in
this life, Byzantine authors assert the possibility of this as
evidenced by, for example, the apostles’ vision of the uncreated
glory of God on Mount Tabor at the transfiguration.*®

The following text from John Damascene well represents the
impossibility of knowing the divine essence:

“No one has seen God at any time; the Only-begotten Son, who is in the bosom
of the Father, He has declared Him” (John 1:18). The deity, therefore, is
ineffable and incomprehensible. . . . Moreover, after the first and blessed nature
no one, not of men only, but even of supramundane powers, and the Cherubim,
I say, and Seraphim themselves, has ever known God, save him to whom He
revealed Himself . . . we neither know, nor can we tell, what the essence of God
is, or how it is at all.*

The incomprehensibility of the divine essence is not just a
function of our limitations in this life that are overcome in the
next life. As Palamas writes: “there is no name for the divine
essence either in this life or in the next—for any created beings.”*
Moreover, the apophatism underlying Damascene’s text is not the
via negativa as this is traditionally understood in the West, which
primarily serves to correct the true affirmations said of God:
essence is truly said of God but we must deny that the divine
essence is anything like a created essence to which our term

or compromise of its divinity, and the nature of man, without change from its creaturlieness,
come together in a union of grace” (“Essence-Energies Structure of St. Gregory Palamas,” The
Greek Ortbodox Theological Review 12 {1967): 294).

37 Cf. Maximus the Confessor, Questions to Thalassius 60 (PG 90:621C-D).

38 Capita 146-50. Archbishop Basil Krivocheine, “The Ascetic and Theological Teaching
of Gregory Palamas,” Eastern Churches Quarterly 3 (1938): 193-214 has a very good
discussion about this. See also, Gregory Palamas, Triads 3.1.9-12ff.

% John Damascene, On the Orthodox Faith 1.1 and 2 {1and 2). One finds variants on this
text throughout this entire Byzantine tradition: from the Cappadocian fathers, Maximus the
Confessor, and Gregory Palamas to contemporary Orthodox thinkers such as Christoph
Yannaras and Vladimir Lossky.

* Capita 106.
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‘essence’ refers. In contrast, the more radical apophatism in the
Eastern tradition means that in a proper sense neither essence or
nature are said of God. So, in commenting on Divine Names 5.1
“we do not intend to hymn [hymneo] the hyperousios ousia,”*! the
scholia on this text notes that “Dionysius does not present what
the essence of God is for ‘essence’ is not properly predicated of
God insofar as he is beyond being.”** Gregory Palamas puts the
matter directly as follows: “Every nature is utterly removed and
absolutely estranged from the divine nature [physis]. For if God
is nature, other things are not nature, but if each of the other
things is nature, he is not nature; just as he is not a being [o#n], if
the other are beings [onta]. And if he is a being, the others are not
beings.”*

Properly, then, there is no name for “whatever God is”; the
name most befitting God’s incomprehensibility is that God is
beyond all names. Yet, God reveals himself to us as the Trinity of
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit who are present to us in their
knowledge, will, light, glory, etc. Indeed, the affirmative names
given to God are not said of the essence of God but what is
around the essence or nature of God (peri tén ousian or physin).
As Damascene says: “God then is infinite and incomprehensible
and all that is comprehensible about him is his infinity and
incomprehensibility. But all that we can affirm concerning God
does not show forth God’s nature, but only those that are around
his nature,”** that is, his “energy.” The energy is the natural going
forth (exodos) of the divine essence as directed toward creation.
While this energy can be referred to in the singular, one also
observes the distinctions between various energies: for example,
God’s will is distinct from God’s knowledge.

Hence, the Byzantine framework recognizes a set of distinc-
tions in God that are not simply nominal or a function of the
deficient signification of our language: between the divine essence

# See below, the beginning of part 11, for a further discussion of this text.

*2 PG 4 308D. See also 229C. The Scholia are traditionally attributed to Maximus the
Confessor but many at least were written by John of Scythopolis. See also Fran O’Rourke,
Pseudo-Dionysius and the Metaphysics of Aquinas (Leiden: E.]J. Brill, 1992), 77.

® Capita 78.

* On the Orthodox Faith 1.4 (4).
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(nature) and the hypostases or persons of the Trinity, between the
divine essence and the divine energy, between the persons of the
Trinity and the energy, and between the various energies that
‘comprise’ the divine energy.* Yet the persons of the Trinity are
“one in essence and undivided”* from each other and from the
essence. The same is true for the energy/energies. All of them are
fully and completely God. None is a ‘part’ of God, nor do any of
these distinctions introduce any confusion or division in God.

The distinction between ousia, hypostasis, and energeia is
foundational to the Byzantine framework. Damascene offers this
concise exposition of the difference between them:

But observe that energy [energeia] and capacity for energy [energtikon], and the
product of energy [energtémal, and the agent of energy [energon] are all
different. Energy is the efficient and essential activity of nature. The capacity for
energy is the nature from which the energy proceeds. The product of energy is
that which is effected by energy. And the agent of energy is the person or
subsistence [hypostasis] that employs the energy.?

While the earliest writers in the Greek Patristic tradition tend to
use owusia and hypostasis interchangeably, the Cappadocian
Fathers tend to distinguish them in terms of the distinction
between the universal or common and the particular/individual.*®

* This distinction is perhaps analogous to Scotus’s view that there is a formal distinction
among the persons of the Trinity, among the divine attributes, between the persons of the
Trinity, and between the attributes and the essence. Soctus does acknowledge that formal
distinctions have an ontological foundation. I expect that some Orthodox would view the
above distinctions as ‘real” whereas Scotus does not {e.g., see John Romanidies, “Notes on the
Palamite Controversy and Related Topics, The Greek Orthodox Theological Review 6 [1960-
61]: 2:190.). But this is likely a verbal difference given Scotus’s rather specialized sense of ‘real
distinction’ as pertaining to things that are separable from one another. It is also worth noting
that the text of Palamas quoted above—if God is nature, then beings are not nature,
etc.—seems analogous to the univocal notion of being. Richard Cross makes the observation
that Scotus’s view of formal distinctions in God is bound up with his view of the univocal
notion of being (Duns Scotus [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999], 43-35 as well as 69-
71). But I do not want to push the possible similarity too far since Scotus and Byzantine
writers seem to be working in rather different ontological frameworks.

 From the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom.

*” John Damascene, On the Orthodox Faith 3.15 (59).

*8 Lucian Turcescu, “The Concept of Divine Persons in Gregory of Nyssa’s To His Brother
Peter, on the Difference Between Ousia and Hypostasis,” Greek Orthodox Theological Review
42 (1997): 64-66. Cf. Henry A. Wilson, “[Gregory of Nyssa’s] Teaching on the Holy Trinity”
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So, Peter, Paul, and Barnabas all exist and are all homoousios (of
one essence/substance) with one another so far as they share the
common owusia of humanity. In like manner, the Father, Son, and
Spirit are homoousios since they share the same ousia or nature.
It is the individual (bypostasis) that gives existence to—that is,
manifests—the ousia.”’ In this framework, the hypostasis receives
the ontological weight for it is the hypostasis that subsists in the
proper sense and not the ousia.’® Although the hypostases of the
Trinity are one in essence, they are nevertheless distinct not only
from one another but from the essence.

This framework also distinguishes the essence or nature from
the energy/energies that naturally flow from it. The energy is
around the nature but is not the nature. God’s energies are fully
and completely divine, fully and completely eternal, uncreated,
etc. While they are distinct from the persons and the divine
essence, they are inseparable from both. They manifest the divine
essence in creation and are that in which we participate and to
which we are united in deification. Moreover, the energies that
flow from the essence are used by the hypostasis (person or
subsistent individual) that gives existence to or manifests the
essence. Hence, the distinction between essence and energy goes
hand in hand with the distinction between essence and person. So
Palamas notes it is not man in general—or the essence common to
all humans—that thinks, wills, loves, makes decisions, etc. If it is
said that “God does not have a natural energy distinct from his
essence” one says that “God does not possess individual subsis-

in Select Writings and Letters of Gregory, Bishop of Nyssa, A Select Library of Nicene and
Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church 5, ed. William Moore and H. A. Wilson
(Eerdmans, 1890), 24-25; Basil, Ep 38.1, 214.4; Gregory of Nyssa, “On Not Three Gods.”

* Duncan Reid, Energies of the Spirit: Trinitarian Models in Eastern Orthodox and Western
Theology (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997), 86; and Palamas, Capita 136. See also John
Zizioulas, Being as Communion: Studies in Personhood and the Church (Crestwood N.Y.: St.
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1985), 40-41.

*% This is important in the Byzantine framework since our relation to and experience of
God is fundamentally personal in nature. This primacy is accentuated, it seems to me, when
one recalls the strong apophatism in this tradition—that properly ousia does not apply to God
except in the causal sense of being-producing (ousiopoios).
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tence and [this] completely deprives the trihypostatic Lord of real
subsistence.”"

Palamas notes two problems if these distinctions are not
observed. First, the distinction between human persons and the
persons of the Trinity would collapse if there is no distinction
between the divine ousia and energy since if any created beings
participated in the ousia of God they would be homousios with
the persons of the Trinity. God would be multihypostatic and not
trihypostatic.’?

Second, this first problem is part of a more generalized
problem that the distinction between creation and generation
would be abolished since what flows from the essence does so
naturally, yet creation is a free act of God’s will. Palamas quotes
Cyril of Alexandria for support of this criticism: “begetting be-
longs to the divine nature but creating to his divine energy. . . .
Nature and energy are not identical.”’ So, if we were to grant
with Aquinas that God is called good not simply as cause of
goodness but as goodness itself, then God’s goodness would be
identical to the divine essence and necessary to God. But it is
difficult to see how God can be called creator or cause in the same
sense, since while God is necessarily good, God need not be a
creator or Cause.54

In the Scholastic framework, whatever is said of God is
identical to his essence; whatever is not identical to the essence
must be created since otherwise there would be accidents in God.
Palamas presents a striking contrast to this view which seems to
undergird the Byzantine framework.

*! However, the energies do not subsist on their own; they are enhypostatic rather than
hypostatic (Capita 136). See M. Edmund Hussey, “The Persons-Energy Structure in the
Theology of St. Gregory Palamas,” Sz. Viadimir’s Theological Quarterly 18 (1974): 25-29 for
a general discussion of the divine energies as enhypostatic and dependent upon person or
hypostasis for their existence. Palamas Triads 3.1.9-10 offers this definition of enbypostaton:
“This, then, is properly an enbypostaton: something that is contemplated, not in itself, not in
an essence, but in a person (bypostasis).”

*2 Capita 99 and 109.

3 Cyril of Alexandria, Thesaurus 18 (PG 75:312C). Cf. Reid, Energies of the Spirit, 36-38.
Capita 96-103.

** See, Aquinas STh I, q. 19, a. 3.
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God also has what is not essence. Yet this does not mean that it is an accident.
For that which not only does not pass away but also admits or effects no increase
or diminution whatever could not possibly be numbered among accidents.
Neither is it true that, because this is neither an accident or essence, it belongs
among totally nonexistent things: rather, it exists and exists truly. Since the
hypostatic properties and the hypostases are neither an essence or an accident in
God, are they each on this account ranked among nonexistent things? Certainly
not. Thus, in the same way, the divine energy of God is neither an essence nor
an accident nor is it classed among nonexistent things.”

Accordingly, one must note a significant difference between
these two frameworks. Both stress God’s infinity: that God can in
no manner be properly encompassed by the categories employed
to understand finite beings. In the Scholastic framework, however,
despite the manner in which all the intelligible names that apply
to God must be corrected, still, these names truly apply to God.
In particular, whatever the divine essence might be, we truly say
that there is a divine essence and existence even if we do not
know what it is. So too, the simplicity of God requires that we
correct the distinctions implied in our use of terms regarding
finite beings. While the difference in meaning between knowledge
and will corresponds to a ‘real”*® distinction in finite rational
beings, when these terms are applied to God, they must be viewed
as referring to an entity in whom knowledge and will are identical
with each other since they are identical with the divine essence. In
other words, with reference to God (the Trinity), we have these
sorts of simultaneously true propositions: God is God’s essence;
God is God’s knowledge; God is God’s will; God is the Father;
God is the Son, etc.; God’s essence is God’s knowledge; God’s
knowledge is God’s will; God the Father is God’s knowledge. The
only nonidentity statements are of this sort: God the Father is not
God the Son, God the Holy Spirit is not God the Son. Moreover,
the nonidentity statements between Father, Son, and Spirit do not

** Capita 135. Cf. Capita 75 and 134.

*¢ ‘Real’ distinction here means a distinction that has an ontological foundation apart from
our reason. I am not using ‘real’ to refer only to distinctions among things that are separable
from one another.



AN ABSOLUTELY SIMPLE GOD? 389

imply that Father, Son, and Spirit are not identical to the divine
essence.

In the Byzantine framework, the situation is quite different.
God (the Trinity) is not just his essence, yet there are no accidents
in God. While we may use the term ‘essence’ of God, properly it
does not apply except as a causal designation. Moreover, while
God is completely simple as undivided or noncomposite, there are
nevertheless distinctions or differentiations in God. These eternal
distinctions are eternally united without division. So we have a set
of simultaneously true propositions such as: God is God’s essence;
God is the Father, God is the Son, God is the Spirit; God is God’s
energies. That is, God is fully and completely his essence, each of
the persons of the Trinity, and his energy/energies. But God’s
energies are not God’s essence; God the Father is not God’s
essence; God the Father is not God’s energies. Among the
energies: God is God’s knowledge; God is God’s will; God’s
knowledge is not God’s will. However, the Father, Son, and Spirit
are one in essence, knowledge, will, etc. The Father’s knowledge
is the Son’s knowledge, etc. Hence, while the logic of identity,
thatif A = Band A = C, B = C, is maintained regarding God in
the Scholastic framework and in the Western tradition generally,*’
it breaks down in the Byzantine framework. It is not surprising,
then, that the Byzantine framework is described in terms of
paradoxical or antinomical thinking.’® Moreover, if the logic of
identity governs and is governed by thinking about beings, then in
the Byzantine framework we can say that God properly is not
regarded as a being,.*’

%7 But see Dale Tuggy, “The Triniarian Dilemma” in The Trinity: East/West Dialogue, ed.
Melville Stewart (Dordecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2003), 29. He uses the principle
of identity precisely to show that it is inconsistent to maintain that if the Father, Son and Spirit
are God, then they are somehow distinct from one another.

%8 See, e.g., Krivocheine, “The Ascetic and Theological Teaching of Gregory Palamas,”
151; Lossky, Mystical Thology, 43; A. de. Halleux, “Palamisme et Scolastique,” Revue
théologique de Louvain 4 (1973): 418-22.

** Although the Neoplatonic understanding of the One differs significantly from the
Byzantine understanding of God, since the former does not admit any distinction in the One
while the latter affirms multiple distinctions in God, nevertheless both move beyond an

entitative understanding of the One or of God. See, e.g., John D. Jones, “The Ontological
Difference for St. Thomas and Pseudo-Dionysius,” Dionysius 4 (1980): 119-32,
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i1
A) The Sense of “byperousios ousia” for Dionysius

In this section of the paper, I will consider two fundamental
and related matters in Dionysius relative to these frameworks: the
incomprehensibility of God and the distinction between ousia and
energies.

It is not the intention of our discourse to manifest the beyond-being being
[hyperousios ousia] as beyond-being, for this is ineffable, and unknown and
completely unable to be manifest and surpasses unity itself, but to hymn the
being-producing {ousiopoios] procession of the divine source of being into all
beings.®

Aquinas’s only comment on this text is found in his Commentary
on the Divine Names.

It is not Dionysius’s present intention that the essence of God be manifest
through which all things are given essence insofar as it is in itself, but that the
procession of beings from the divine principle into all existents might be praised.
For some procession of some perfection from God in existents is manifested by
each divine name.

While Dionysius refers the divine names to the processions of
God, Aquinas makes it clear elsewhere that when we call God
being, life, or good, we are not merely naming some procession
of being or life from God but we are naming the source of the
procession, which, given divine simplicity, is identical to the
divine essence.®! Aquinas certainly thinks that Dionysius holds this
view.*

Albert the Great interprets the above text to say that Dionysius
does not intend to say that we cannot know the divine essence,
but only that we cannot know it perfectly. While we do not know
what God is “still the divine essence is known insofar as we come

“ DN 5.1.816B.

“18Th I, q. 13, a. 2, ad 2, which is a direct response to the objection that according to
Dionysius the intelligible divine names only refer to processions and not the essence of God.

21V Sent., d. 50, q. 2, a. 4, qcla. 3, expos.; STh 1L, q. 20, a. 1; 11, q- 13, a. 1.



AN ABSOLUTELY SIMPLE GOD? 391

to it after all effects and after all the simplicity of creatures . . .
namely, we know the divine essence through the removal from all
effects” and accordingly we are able to name it.*’

Gregory Palamas offers a strikingly different analysis based
upon this text:

The nature beyond being, and beyond life and beyond god, and beyond good as
beyond good, etc, is neither conceived nor contemplated in any way at all
because it is apart from all things and more than unknowable and established
beyond the super-celestial minds by an incomprehensible power and is always
utterly unable to be grasped and ineffable to all. For it has no name in the
present age nor does it receive one in the age to come. . . . Anyone who has
knowledge of the truth beyond all truth, if he is to name it correctly cannot
legitimately name it ousia or nature. But on the other hand, since it is cause of
all . . . its name must be drawn from things but not in a proper sense. Thus, it
must be called ousia and nature, but properly the ousia-bestowing procession and
energy of God.**

How, then, should we understand the phrase hyperousios
ousia? Grammatically, of course, ousia is a noun modified by
hyperousious. The ousia in this case is the divine ousia which,
when considered as byperousios, is considered in itself and, thus,
as ineffable to all created beings. This is the way in which Aquinas
and Albert understand the text. But Palamas draws on Dionysius
to support a view that properly neither ousia nor nature are said
of God except in the sense that God is productive of ousia and
nature in things. On this view, despite the grammatical form of
hyperousios ousia, ousia is not a noun referring to a divine
‘essence’ characterized as hbyperousios in one sense and as
ousiopoios (being producing) in another. Rather, hyperousios
“indicates” the Godhead as uncoordinated with all and, thus,

 Super de divinis nominibus 5, ed. P. Simon (Aschendorff, 1972}, 304. It should be noted
that Sarracen translates the Greek text pantelés anekphanton (‘completely unable to be
manifest’) as perfecte non manifestabile. However, in noting that we cannot know God
through an interpretation thatarises through definitions or divisions or demonstrations, Albert
remarks that Dionysius says that God is non perfecte manifestabile (“not perfectly able to be
manifest”). It is worth noting that Grosseteste translates the phrase as omnino immanifestabile
while Eriugena translates it as uniuersaliter inexplanabile. Albert did not have access to
Grossetestes’s translation.

* Capita 106.
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beyond all names whatsoever; ousia, however, refers to God as
manifested, as we shall see, in the divine energy.®’

It is striking how like the texts of Damascius quoted above is
this text of Palamas: all names referring to the ultimate cause of
all name it in reference to beings, while ‘the principle unco-
ordinated with all’ “is’ beyond nature, beyond essence, etc.®® Both
the Byzantine and the Neoplatonic frameworks, then, note a
double sense of byperousios: the transcendent cause of all is
hyperousios as beyond all finite ousiai. As being-producing prin-
ciple of all things, it can be regarded as hyperousios or
‘superessential’. That is, ousia can be said of this being-producing
principle but in a manner that transcends all finite ousiai. But, as
in Dionysius’s text above, hyperousios stands in contrast not to
finite owusiai, but God as the being-producing cause of all
beings—that is, in the Byzantine framework, God as the divine
energy.

Itis unfortunate that translations of Byzantine and Neoplatonic
texts often tend to follow the Latin rendering of hyperousios as
supersubstantiale or superessentiale. For while super can carry the
same ambiguity in Latin as is found in byper, the predominance in
the West of a broadly entitative understanding of God that is
grounded in an analogy of being inevitably flattens the double
sense of hyper that we have noted.®”” That is, the reference to the
divine ousia as hyperousios is ultimately unnecessary and serves at
best a kind of heuristic value. For, since the noun ousiz refers to

% A similar point is made by John Damascene, On the Orthodox Faith 1.12b, although in
the critical edition this section is regarded as a later addition.

¢ Of course, in the Byzantine framework, God’s manifestation to us is strictly due to
God’s, the Trinity’s, own self-revelation to us.

%7 So, G. Kapriev argues that Dionysius should be understood in terms of the Eastern view
that the divine essence is unknowable and inaccessible while we participate in the divine
energies (“Bemerkungen iiber den Kommentar des Thomas von Aquin zu ‘De divinis
nominibus’ des Dionysius Areopagita, Liber IV, lectio 1,” Archiv fiir mittelalterliche
Philosophie und Kultur 3 (1966): 20-32). He notes that this Eastern way of understanding
Dionystus is completely lost in the Scholastic interpretation of Dionysius (ibid., 32 n. 91). See
Andreas Speer for a critique of Kapriev on this point (“Lichtkausalitit: Zum Verhilmis von
dionysischer Licht-theologies und Metaphysick bei Albertus Magnus and Thomas von Aquin,”
in Die Dionysius-Rezeption im Mitielalter, ed. Tzotcho Boiadjiev, G. Kapriev, and A. Speer
(Brepols, 2000), 368-72.
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the divine ousia and the adjective ousios in hyperousios refers to
the finite essence beyond which (hyper-) the divine essence is
supereminently founded, then hyperousios ousia can be recast as
divine “essence beyond essence” (ousia hyper tén ousian). Hence,
hyperousios ousia can be rendered either as “essence beyond
essence” or “supersessential essence.” But given what is involved
in predicating “essence” of God, the phrase “divine essence”
implicitly contains “superessential” within it as a preeminent
denial that the divine essence is like any finite essence. Hence, one
can equivalently say “divine essence” or “divine superessential
essence.” On this view, one can see why Aquinas observes that
Dionysius often uses many words in a manner that seems to be
superfluous.®® It is not at all surprising, then, that terms like super-
subtantiale, superessentiale, superesse, superdeus, superbonum,
which are so prominent in the Latin translation of Pseudo-
Dionysius, are virtually absent from Aquinas’s own vocabulary.
Rather, such terms appear for the most part in Aquinas’s works in
the context of quoting or interpreting Dionysius.

On this matter, I believe that Dionysius is fundamentally
misread within the Scholastic framework and more broadly within
the philosophical theology that is predominant in the West. Still
one must note a significant difference—at least in emphasis—
between Dionysius and the Byzantine framework. For despite the
text quoted above by Palamas and similar texts in other writers in
the Eastern tradition, one finds that these authors regularly use
the terms ousia (essence) and physis (nature) in reference to God.
After all, Christian thinkers, both Eastern and Western, confess
the Father, Son and Spirit as of one essence (Fomoousios). In this
case, ousia refers not to the being-producing energies of God, but
to the divine essence or transcendent nature of the Trinity ‘in
itself’.

In contrast, however, Dionysius rarely uses either ousia or
physis to refer to the divinity. Three texts refer to a divine nature
(physis) twice referring to an ineffable nature;*” four refer to the

* In De Divinis nominibus, proemium.
“ DN 13.3.981A; EH 1.4.376B; MT 3.1032D.
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divine hyperousiotés (‘beyond beingness’ or ‘superessentiality’ in
the Latin translation).”® Dionysius never refers to a consideration
of the divinity kat’ ousian (according to essence). So far as I can
tell, Dionysius never explicitly employs the standard distinction
between knowing what God is (¢ estin — quod est) and knowing
that he is (hoti estin — quia est). To be sure, one finds the phrase
ho ti pote estin used in several places.”' Given the Latin
translation of this phrase as guodcumque est, Albert takes Diony-
sius to refer to what God is per essentiam or definitionem.”” But
the Greek phrase probably has the much looser meaning of “what-
ever in the world it is.” That is, the phrase is an expression of
‘throwing-up-one’s-hands” in the face of what is simply unutter-
able. Similarly, Dionysius never refers to the Godhead in its
separation as ‘existing &ath auto (per se)’. Hence, even if we grant
that in some sense Dionysius concedes that there is a divine
‘essence’ or ‘nature’, one finds a real inversion in his very
infrequent use of this language compared with its very frequent
use by authors in both East and West.

It should be noted that in referring to the utter separation of
God from beings, Dionysius uses the term kryphiotés
(‘hiddenness’, ‘secrecy’, or ‘mystery’). While one finds frequent
use of the term kryphios (‘hidden’) by both Christian and Neo-
platonic authors prior to Dionysius, Dionysius seems to be the
first to use the substantive kryphiotés with reference to divine
‘transcendence’.” There are two key texts that are worth quoting:

If we name the thearchic hiddenness God, or life, or being, or light, or logos, we
understand nothing other than the power brought forth from it into us, whether
deifying, being producing, life-giving, or wisdom-producing.”

The second, and perhaps more radical, text is:

7 DN 1.1.588A; 1.5.593C; 2.4.641A; EP 4.1072B. The term hyperousiotés more likely
has the sense of ‘what is beyond all beingness’ rather than ‘supreme beingness’.

71 DN 1.2.588C; 1.5.593C; 2.1.636C.

72 Albert, Super de divinis nominibus 11 (Simon, ed., 414), Aquinas, In De Divinis
nominibus 2.1 notes the phrase one time and seems to catch the meaning Dionysius intends.

73 Based upon a search using the online Thesaurus Linguae Graecae.

74 DN 2.7.645A.
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Neither monad, nor trinity, nor number, nor unity, nor fecundity nor something
else among being nor something of what is known about beings bring down the
hiddeness, beyond all and logos and intellect, of the beyond-deity beyond be-ing
beyond every manner of being beyond all [tés byper panta hyperousios
hyperousés hypertheotétos].”

It immediately follows this text as its couplet:

Wherefore, naming the deity beyond all as monad and trinity, it is neither monad
or trinity that is discerned by us or something else among beings; but so that we
might truly name that of it beyond name and its god-genesis, we name the
beyond-name by the triadic and unitary divine name, and we name the beyond-
being by beings.”

The ‘tension’ here is between a hiddenness or mystery at the
core of ‘reality’ which ‘is’ utterly unmanifest, unknowable, and
unutterable at least to any finite being, and a procession out of the
hiddenness of the ‘deity’ which involves manifestation in some
sense. Does this include the Trinity itself—the three-person
manifestation of the fecundity beyond-being”’—as well as, of
course, the divine powers to which the intelligible divine names
refer?

The limitations of this article do not allow for a detailed
treatment of Dionysius’s understanding of the Trinity.”® In brief,
the Father is the sole source of deity; the Son and Holy Spirit are

" DN 13.3.981A.

76 DN 13.3.980D-981A. I am writing “trinity’ in lower case letters throughout these two
texts. It is not uncommon in various translations and in Dionysiaca to see the term placed in
capital letters when affirmed and in lower case letters when denied. But that editing decision
seems to beg, or at least already make a determination about, the issue I am about to discuss.

77 DN 1.4.589D.

7% For some representative discussions of Dionysius’s understanding of the Trinity, see
Golitzin, Et introibo, 51-54; Ysabel de Andia, L’Union Dieu chez Denys I’Aréopagite (Leiden:
Brill, 1966), 29-64; Werner Beierwaltes, “Unity and Trinity in East and West” in Eriugena:
East and West, ed. Bernard McGinn and Willemien Otten (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of
Notre Dame Press, 1994), 209-32; Bernhard Brons, Gott und dei Seienden: Untersuchungen
zum Verbiltnis von neuplatonischer Metaphysik und christlicher Tradition bei Dionysius
Areopagita (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1976), 98-129; and Salvatore Lilla,
“Terminologia trinitaria nello Pseudo-Dionigi ’Areopagita. Suoi antecedenti e sua influenza
sugli scritorri successive,” Augustinianum 13 (1973): 609-23.
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uncaused”’ differentiations within the deity. Each person of the
Trinity is differentiated from the others: as ungenerated, the
Father is the sole source of deity; the Son is generated from the
Father, while the Holy Spirit proceeds (ekporeuetai) from the
Father.?” Although Dionysius notes that affirmative theology
shows how the ‘divine and good nature’®' is one and three, he
never employs any language that refers to the unity of the Trinity
as a unity in ousia.®” It seems to me that there is a real ambiguity
in Dionysius in terms of the ‘ultimacy’ of the Trinity in God. The
first issue has to do with whether unity and Trinity are ultimately
primary for Dionysius or whether there is a primacy of unity over
Trinity. Writers in the Byzantine tradition take the former view:
God is essentially one-in-three. So, Gregory of Nazianzen writes:
“As soon as I begin to contemplate the Unity, the Trinity bathes
me in its splendor. As soon as I begin to think of the Trinity, I am
seized by the Unity.”® But Andrew Louth rightly argues that
Dionysius is ambiguous on this point.**

The more fundamental issue, however, is whether for
Dionysius the divine hiddenness is beyond both unity and Trinity.

7 Dionysius restricts the notion of cause to God’s production of finite beings. Many other
Byzantine authors speak of the generation of the Son and the procession of the Spirit from the
Father in terms of ‘causality’ although they note that the Son and Spirit are not ‘effects’ of the
Father in the sense of inferior or subordinate realities.

% Cf. DN 2.4-5.640Dff.

81 MT 3.1032D.

82 This might be expected given that the author is trying to establish the work as written
by a disciple of Paul. On the other hand, he regularly and self-consciously uses much language
that derives from the Cappadocian Fathers and from Neoplatonists such as Proclus. However,
at DN 1.5.593B he does refer to the Triadic henad (triadikén henad) as homotheos and
homoagathos.

8 Oratio 41, In sancto baptisma 41 (PG 36:417C). By way of contrast, writers in the
Byzantine tradition often view the Scholastic tradition as one that gives primacy to unity over
Trinity in light of a distinction between “on the one hand, De Deo Uno, ‘On the One God’
(including the divine essence and attributes or energies), and, on the other hand, De Deo
Trino, which concerns the mystery of the Trinity as such. This approach is basically
philosophical or ‘essentialist.” It assumes the right to speak of the divine essence itself, prior
to or apart from the Hypostases or Persons of the Trinity. Thereby, it juxtaposes and
implicidy separates these two aspects of the divine mystery” (Boris Bobrinsky, The Mystery
of the Trinity: Trinitarian Experience and Vision in the Biblical and Patristic Tradition
[Crestwood, N.Y.: St. Vladimir Seminary Press, 1999], 1).

8 Andrew Louth, Denys the Areopagite (Wilton, Conn.: Morehouse-Barlow, 1989), 88-90.
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The texts we have already considered from Divine Names 5.1 and
13.3 both suggest this. In Divine Names 5.1, Dionysius notes that
‘as’ hyperousios, the divinity surpasses unity itself (byperairon
autén tén hendsin). Albert takes this unity to refer to the unity of
the created intellect, while Aquinas refers it to the unity of the
intellects of the blessed.® But it is just as, indeed far more, likely
that Dionysius has in mind Divine Names 1.5, where the affir-
mations of God include monad (unity) and Trinity, etc.
Moreover, it seems incorrect to me to argue that in Divine Names
13.3 Dionysius is simply referring to the sort of unity, trinity, etc.
that are found among beings. In other words, 1 suggest that the
phrase “something else among beings” is meant to add “what is
found or known among beings” to what does not bring down the
hiddenness beyond being. It does not extend that “class’ as if
unity, trinity, etc. were its first members. If so, as Louth notes, it
is not inconsistent to read these texts in light of Eckhart’s
conception of the God beyond God.*® Certainly, this sort of
reading is ruled out within the Byzantine framework as well as the
Scholastic framework.

Louth observes that one of Dionysius’s impacts upon the
Byzantine tradition is to deepen “the apophatic stress of
Cappadocian theology.”®” The texts from Divine Names 2.7 and
13.3 express what might be called Dionysius’s deep apophatism
that, I believe, can profitably be understood in terms of
Damascius’s notion of a peritrope of speech. That is, neither
hiddeness or beyond-being ‘signify’ ‘something’. Rather, discourse

8 Albert, Super de divinis nominibus 5 (Simon, ed., 304), Aquinas, In De Divinis
nominibus 5.1.

¥ Louth, Denys the Areopagite, 90. See Eckhart, “Sermon 48,” in Die Deutschen Werke,
vol. 2, ed. Josef Quint and George Steer (Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1971), p. 420, 1l. 1-10.

¥ Louth, Denys the Areopagite, 115. Georgi Kapriev has a very interesting essay on
apophatic theology in Dionysius and the Eastern tradition. In particular, he notes that Palamas
does not view apophatic theology, understood in a solely negative manner as the silencing of
reason in unknowing, to be ultimate (“Die antiapophatische Deutung des Dionyius bei
Gregorios Palamas” in Dée Dionysius-Rezeption im Mittelalter, 123-55). If apophatic theology
in this sense is taken as ultimate, as Barlaam took it, then Palamas argues for an ‘antiapophatic’
“spiritual vision of the eternal energies of God that is realized beyond intellectual activity”
(ibid., 155).
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and thinking/intellection cancel itself in the cessation of
intellection (rnoesis).%

B) The Distinction between Essence and Energies for Dionysius

The next question is whether Dionysius distinguishes between
the divine energy/energies® and ousia. The intelligible names we
apply to God refer to the being-producing processions of the
Godhead into beings. Dionysius elaborates on this matter in three
key texts in Divine Names 2.:

The beneficent procession is a divine differentiation of the divine unity which,
in a super-unitary manner, multiplies and makes itself many through goodness.”

We call the divine differentiation the beneficent processions of the Thearchy. For
in being given to beings and abundantly pouring forth the participations of all
good things, it is differentiated in it a unitary manner, multiplied in a singular
manner, and made many without wandering from one.”

These common and united differentiations—or rather, these beneficent
processions—of the whole Godhead we will try to praise to the best of our
abilities.”

But what proceeds? Aquinas notes two senses of ‘procession’:
The first is that “in terms of which one person proceeds from

8 A similar consideration would apply to be-ing (esse or to einai) when said of God.
Dionysius cites Exod 3:14 twice in the Divine Names: 1.6.596 and 2.1.637A. In both cases,
it is included among the affirmative names that designate a divine power. So too, Dionysius
refers to the Godhead as 6n hyperousids (‘be-ing beyond every manner of being’ or
‘superessentially be-ing’) (DN 2.11.649B). But this phrase also occurs in the context of an
affirmative name of God that again refers to causality.

* Dionysius more often says that the divine names refer to the divine powers (dunameis).

*° DN 2.5.641D-644A.

! DN 2.11.649B. See Istvin Perczel, “Denys et les Hénades de Proclus,” Diotima 23
(1995): 71-76 for a concise discussion of Dionysius’s distinction between the divine
union—God as ‘transcendent’—and the divine differentiation—God’s activity in the world.
The divine names refer to powers that are united in the divine differentation since they are
common to the persons of the Trinity. Perczel notes that Dionysius follows the Cappadocian
distinction between essence and energies (ibid., 72). He also shows how Dionysius’s
terminology for ‘union’ and ‘differentiation’ was influenced by Proclus.

2 DN 2.11.652A.
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another and by this the divine persons are multiplied and
distinguished.” The other sense, though, is that of procession “in
terms of which creatures proceed from God according to which
the multitude and distinction of creatures comes to be from
God.”” Accordingly, when Dionysius talks about the processions
of God into creatures, he is referring to the processions of
creatures from God.”* Aquinas and Albert the Great™ allow for a
procession of God into creatures only in the sense of exemplary
causality: the divine essence, which is the likeness of all creatures,
is communicated to creatures through a created likeness So
Aquinas writes that:

The divine essence is not communicated to the creatures that proceed, but it
remains uncommunicated and unparticipated; but his likeness, by which he gives
to creatures, is propagated and multiplied. In a certain way, the divinity through
its likeness and not through essence proceeds into creatures and is in a certain
way multiplied in them. In this way, the procession of creatures can be called a
divine differentiation.”®

On this view, Dionysius does not refer to a differentiation or
procession of God in the strict sense, that is, a procession in God
that is fully God since that sort of procession only refers to the
procession (proodos)”’ of the Son and the Spirit from the Father.
For Palamas, however, this differentiation or procession is the

% Aquinas, In De Divinis nominibus 2.3 See also I Sent., d. 13, q. 1, a. 1.

%% See also O’Rourke, Pseudo-Dionysius, 13.

% Aquinas, In De Divinis nominibus 2.3; Cf. Albertus Magnus, Super de diviniis nominibus
2 {Simon, ed., 74).

% Aquinas, In De Divinis nominibus 2.3, Albert, Super de divinis nominibus, 2 (Simon, ed.,
72).

*7 This is a broader sense of ‘pracession’ (proodos) in the sense of any forward movement.
It is narrower than the specialized sense of ‘procession’ (ekporeusis) which, in the Orthodox
Church, refers only to the ‘coming forth’ of the Holy Sprit from the Father in contrast to the
generation of the Son from the Father. In the Catholic and Protestant Churches, ‘procession’
(prodoos/processio) is applied equally to the generation of the Son and the procession of the
Spirit from the Father and from the Son. Of course, in both East and West, ‘procession’
(proodos) is used in a variety of non-Trinitarian senses. See “The Filioque: A Church-Dividing
Issue: An Agreed Statement of the North American Orthodox-Catholic Theological
Consultation,” Saint Paul’s College, Washington, DC October 25, 2003
{http://www.usccb.org/seia/filiogue.htm). Section 3.1, “Terminology,” gives a good discussion
of the terminological issues that divide Eastern and Western thought about the Trinity.
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divine energy that is distinct both from the hypostases of the
Trinity as well as from the divine essence. It is by this energy, and
its differentiation into many energies, that the divinity—the
Trinity—creates and is present to creation.”® So for Palamas, there
are two processions in God: the processions of the hypostases of
the Trinity and the procession of the divine energies around God.
The divine energy can be named and known from created beings
but is itself beyond being.”® That is, the divine energy is not some
created being or effect of God, but rather God as present to
beings.

The Scholastic framework for reading these texts inevitably
refers the differentiations or processions of God to created
effects: that is, to processions of creatures from God while the
source of the processions—the likeness of creatures in God—is
identical to the divine essence. The Neoplatonic framework
likewise reduces the differentiations to finite processions. Of
course, Dionysius allows for the existence of created powers that
proceed from God: so there is a difference between the divine
power of being and life that is creative of beings and the finite
powers of being and life in which beings participate in order to
exist, live, etc.®®

Both of these frameworks misread Dionysius on this score.
They both rest on an a priori assumption of unqualified or
absolute simplicity that requires that any differentiation or
otherness be extrinsic to the One or to God. Yet if the above texts
of Dionysius are read in a ‘straightforward” manner—that is, to
mean what they say—then the differentiations to which the divine
names refer are differentiations of the divinity which are the
divinity.'® It is precisely these differentiations that are said of the

% Capita 85.

% Capita 87-88.

190 See DN 11.6 and EP 2 where Dionysius distinguishes between the source of the
processions, the uncreated processions, and the finite effects of those processions.

! See Golitzin, Et introibo, 49-60 who argues for the essence-energy distinction in
Dionysius. However, Adolph Ritter maintains that while Dionysius belongs to the traditon
in which essence and energy are distinguished in God, this distinction is not directly derived
from his theology (“Gregor Palamas als Leser des Dionysius Ps.-Areopagita,” Denys
l'Aréopagite et sa posterité en orient et en occident: Actes du colloque international, Paris,
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persons of the Trinity in a unitary manner. Accordingly, there is
a threefold sense of procession (proodos) for Dionysius: the
procession of the Son and Spirit from the Father, the procession
of the divine energy of the Trinity in its production of and
presence to beings, and the processions of beings from the
divinity. This is exactly the manner in which these texts are read
in the Byzantine framework. However, Dionysius’s teaching on
this matter is, or at least seems to be, somewhat different from
and possibly at odds with this framework in certain respects.

In the Byzantine framework, one of the frequent considera-
tions used to distinguish essence from energy is that every essence
naturally gives forth energies by which it is expressed but which
are different from it.'"® But Dionysius never uses this sort of
argument to support the distinction between the being-producing
divine powers and the divine hiddenness or ousia. Given
Dionysius’s extreme reluctance even to talk about a divine ousia,
this is not too surprising. This principle seems to require a certain
ontological continuity between God and beings that Dionysius
does not appear to accept. The reason is that the principle that
every essence naturally gives forth energies, which express it but

21-24 septembre 1994, ed. Ysabel de Andia [Paris: Institut d’études augustiniennes, 1997},
574). Otto Semmelroth argued that the powers (dunameis) “were not a relationship between
God and the world, but a reality in God, in some way different from the essence” (“Gottes
ausstrahlendes Licht: Zur Schopfungs—und Offenbarungsiehre des Pseudo-Dionyius
Areopagita,” Scholastik 28 [1953]: 482). See also, Semmelroth, “Gottes geeinte Vielheit: Zur
Gotteslehre des Ps.-Dionysius Areopagita,” Scholastik 25 (1950): 394 for a similar claim.
Golitzin, Et introtbo, 55 favorably cites the latter text. But see Walter Neidl, Thearchia: Die
Frage nach dem Sinn von Gott bei Pseudo-Dionysius Areopagita und Thomas von Aquin
(Regensburg: Habbel, 1976), 456-57; and Walther Volker, Kontemplation und Ekstase bei
Pseudo-Dionysius Areopagita (Wiesbaden: F. Steiner, 1958), 153-54 for critical assessments
of this claim. For some scholars who reject the essence-energy distinction in Dionysius see E.
Corsine, Il tratto DE DIVINIBUS NOMINIBUS dell Pseudo-Dionigi e i commenit Neo-
Platonici al Parmenide (Turin, 1962), 101; Brons, Gott und dei Seienden, 176-83; Stephen
Gersh, From Iamblichus to Eriugena: An Investigation of the Prehistory and Evolution of the
Pseudo-Dionysian Tradition (Leiden: Brill, 1978), 156-66; and Ysabel de Andia,
“Transfiguration et théologie négative chez Maxime le Confessur et Denys I’Aeréopagite,” in
de Andta, ed., Dernys ['Aréopagite et sa posterité en orient et en occident, 313-15, 325. See also
Ysabel de Andia, L’union Dieu chez Denys I’Aréopagite (Leiden: Brill, 1966), 65-75.

12 Cf. Gregory Nazianaen, Oratio 31.16; John Damascene, On the Orthodox Faith, 3.15
(59); Palamas, Capita 129.



402 JOHN D. JONES

are different from it, must view this relation between essence and
energy as a formal characteristic or property of essence and
energy so that it applies to all essences. But then it seems that
there must be enough similarity between the divine essence and all
other essences that this formal characteristic applies to the divine
essence. Christoph Yannaras claims that the radical incompre-
hensibility and transcendence of the divine ‘essence’ means that
there is no analogy between beings and the divine ‘ousia’ but only
between the beings and the divine energies.'® In the same vein, as
we have seen, Palamas claims that if God is or has essence, then
beings do not and vice versa.

It is hard to see how the above principle, which is invoked to
distinguish the divine essence from the divine energies, does not
run afoul of these claims. It seems to require that there be at least
some analogy between divine and finite essences. Indeed,
Dionysius never really offers a ‘justification® for the difference
between the divine powers and the hiddenness except that the
divine hiddenness is beyond all names whatever and that, as we
saw above in the texts from Divine Names 2.7 and 13.3, any name
said of the divinity must refer to a manifestation, and thus a
differentiated and united procession of the divine hiddenness:
‘within’ (ad intra) God in the manifestation of the Trinity and
divine powers, ‘outside’ (ad extra) God in finite beings.

Another principal reason for distinguishing essence and ener-
gies in God is that there without it would be no creation under-
stood as God’s free production of beings. The reason is that
whatever ‘flows’ from the essence of God does so naturally. In the
Byzantine framework, will is differentiated but not inseparable
from the divine essence precisely to account for the freedom with
which God creates.'®

% Christoph Yannaras, De labscence et de l'inconnaissance de Dieu d'aprés les écrits
aréopagitiques et Martin Heidegger (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1971), 82.

1% Moreover, in virtue of the free character of creation, Lossky denies that the energies
can be viewed merely in causal terms as the divine presence fo creation: “The energy is not
a divine function which exists on account of creatures. . . . Even if creatures did not exist, God
would none the less manifest Himself beyond His essence; just as the rays of the sun would
shine out from the solar disk whether or not there were any beings capable of receiving their
light” (Mystical Theology, 74).
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Thinkers in both the Scholastic and Byzantine traditions affirm
that that God freely creates beings by an act of will and not by
emanation or a simple ‘necessary’ overflowing of God into beings.
Of course, for Plotinus the production of beings by the One is not
necessary or compelled since the One is in no sense constrained
by anything external to itself.'” Conversely, if we take creation
simply in the sense of unconditioned causality—creation ex
nibilo—then there is no incompatibility between creation and
emanation. Hence, the key issue here is not whether the pro-
duction of beings is ex nibilo—the Neoplatonic and Christian
traditions both agree on this—but whether the production of
beings is free in the sense that God need not have willed the
production of beings.' But it is not clear to me that Dionysius
holds to a theory of creation as a free production of beings by
God." To be sure, Dionysius refers to the divine paradigms or
exemplars as the divine wills (thelemata); he also asserts that the
production of beings is guided by divine providence.'® But such
texts in and of themselves do not require a theory of creation. In
the latter part of the sixth Enneads (6.8), Plotinus attributes will
to the One; elsewhere he writes about the providential ordering
of things.'” Yet it is clear that Plotinus does not hold to a theory
of creation in the sense that the One need not have willed to
produce beings.

There are at least two keys texts that seem to argue against the
view that for Dionysius God creates beings in the sense that he
need not have willed them:

19 This is a major conclusion of Enneads 6.9.4.

1% See Aquinas ST I, q. 19, a. 3. “Since the gooduness of God is perfect, and can exist
without other things inasmuch as no perfection can accrue to Him from them, it follows that
His willing things apart from Himself is not absolutely necessary. Yet it can be necessary by
supposition, for supposing that He wills a thing, then He is unable not to will it, as His will
cannot change.”

97 Golitzin, Et introibo, 77-86 argues that Dionysius holds to a theory of creation, yet
notes that “Dionysius’ creationism represents perhaps the most ambiguous features of this
thought” (78). Golitzin’s interpretation seems to depend on viewing the divine logos as the
divine will (86££.).

%8 Cf. DN 4.33.733A-C; and 5.2.693A-696B.

1% Enneads 3.1 and 2.























































































































































































































































































	2005_Volume69_Number3_project_muse_636513
	2005_Volume69_Number3_concatenated

