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ALBERT, AQUINAS, AND 
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Significant thinkers often defy the categories invented by historians to struc- 
ture their narrative of the development of a subject. In that story, Albert and 
Aquinas belong to "Western theology", while Dionysius the Areopagite 
epitomizes "Eastern theology." In a similar vein, historians have been prone 
to identify Albert as "neo-Platonist", and Aquinas as "Aristotelian." So recov- 
ering their thought for our inspiration and further use often requires that we 
deconstruct the figures of those thinkers as construed by intervening schol- 
arship, which is often shaped by categories designed to fit them into a larger 
historical narrative. This attempt to trace the ways each of these "Western" 
thinkers interacted with Dionysius will carry on that deconstruction of each 
of them, as needed; and since fewer expositions of Aquinas' teacher, Albert, 
are available, juxtaposing the two, as we illustrate the ways in which each of 
these "Western" thinkers is beholden to "Eastern" thought as well as to 
Jewish and Islamic interlocutors, can help readers to a fresh appreciation of 
both. Moreover, in the case of Aquinas, recent work of this sort now allows us 
to recognize the neo-Platonic and theological dimensions of this ostensibly 
"Aristotelian" figure.1 In what follows, Albert is discussed by Isabelle 
Moulin, and Aquinas by David Burrell, although the two have been in con- 
versation throughout.
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634 David Burrell and Isabelle Moulin

Albert the Great and Dionysius

Since a full account of the relationship between Albert the Great and the 
CD is precluded in such a short compass, I shall propose to readers a more 
synoptic view that will allow them to go to the very heart of Albertinian 
metaphysics and theology. Albert the Great (1200-1280), who received the 
title of magnus from his contemporaries, is commonly known to us as the 
Master of Thomas Aquinas.2 From this purely historical perspective, he is 
generally thought of as preparing a way for his fabled disciple. There is 
indeed some truth in this view, as Albert stands at the crossroads of too 
many different cultural tendencies to be able to offer a full systematic syn- 
thesis of his own. Nevertheless, Albert can never be considered as a mere 
precursor of Thomas Aquinas. Put succinctly, Thomas is an axial figure in 
the Western theological tradition, while Albert stands astride both East and 
West in a way that makes it difficult to determine the personal philosophy 
of the Master of Cologne.3 I would like to give one example of this point: 
at the beginning of his Summa Theologiae, Thomas underlines the fact that 
there are two ways to penetrate to the inner act of divine creation, by way 
of the notion of Being or the notion of the Good.4 In the first case, God is 
seen as acting on the world; in the second, as its final cause. Surprisingly, 
Thomas underlines that the Good comes first when one speaks about God; 
but on account of our limited faculty of understanding, the order of expia- 
nation demands that we begin with the notion of Being, only then to reflect 
upon the axial distinction of existence from essence. I suspect this strategy 
to be motivated by the fundamental apologetic dimension of Thomas7 
work. One may have to qualify this statement, however, as will become 
evident from the second part of this article. Is it an historical coincidence 
that Albert's secretary for his commentary upon the Divine Names was pre- 
cisely Thomas Aquinas, during their common stay in Cologne? Thomas was 
doubtless the first reader of Albert's commentary, and even if the influence 
is difficult to estimate, it cannot be ignored.5

Albert, in contrast, in considering divine activity metaphysically, empha- 
sizes the notion of the Good, metaphorically expressing God as the original 
source of all that exists in terms of flow and of light. While remaining 
absolutely one and untouched, God communicates goodness and bestows 
divine prodigality on all beings, as far as it is possible for them to receive it, 
according to a hierarchy whose order is determined by their degree of prox- 
imity to the One. God communicates God's own self by way of a superabun- 
dant overflowing upon the beings that flow from that action (intelligence, 
humanity, and the natural world), so producing being, intellection, life, sen- 
sation, etc.6 So God is compared to the supreme light of the Sun that never 
ceases to produce light so long as it is not restricted by the receptive capacity 
of the being upon which it is bestowed7. Any darkening of the original light 
is progressive, following its path of recession from the original fount of all
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Albert, Aquinas, and Dionysius 635

goodness as it descends towards matter.8 At this point, I hope that readers 
familiar with the CD will have noticed how close we are to the original 
thought of Dionysius.9

"Vere, tu es deus absconditus, Deus Israel, salvator"w:
The Mystical Theology
This opening quotation contains in a nutshell the program of Albert's com- 
mentary on Dionysius' Mystical Theology, suggesting also its deepest dimen- 
sions: the relative status of hum an intellects, first, compared to the divine, 
which alone is capable of reaching and producing the truth (vere); the hidden 
character of God, second, who can only be reached by a via negationis (the deus 
absconditus); and the necessity to hide from the profane the most sacred truths 
so as to save them for the people ready to hear them (Israel). Together these 
features reflect the true dimensions of a theology which is primarily neither 
theoretical nor ethical, but directed to the salvation of humanity.

I would like to insist upon this aspect of salvation, since Albert is usually 
classified with the "intellectualist" trend of Dionysian reception. Indeed, he 
can be so understood, but in a way that needs to be clarified. For Albert, 
henôsis (union with God) is attained via the intellect11 But the intellection of 
God does not proceed in an affirmative way using syllogisms and deduc- 
tions,12 but in a negative or "mystical" way,13 because our intellect is as 
powerless to embrace the divine essence as our eye to receive the radiance of 
the sun.14 Ultimately, God cannot be the subject of any predication.15 We can 
at best reach, and then only in a certain way, the quia of God, never the quid or 
essence.16 At this point, one should properly attend to the proportionality of 
cause-and-effect that Albert provides in these few dense pages17, but space 
forbids doing it here. Yet any medievalist interested in the analogy of being 
should read these pages in which Albert refuses any community of genus 
and species between God and his creatures, even ruling out analogy as well.18

"Bonum est diffusivum esse": The Divine Names
The divine essence is not knowable, although we may reach it through pro- 
cessions from it, in which all beings partake. In a way that he deems contrary 
to Dionysius, Albert holds that these processions are not identical with the 
divine esse, for this multiplicity does not introduce any accidents into divin- 
ity.19 Rather, the simpler a substance, the more communicable it is.20 Albert's 
definition of participation does therefore follow, after all, a true analogy of 
being, in which proximity to the first substance is interpreted in terms of 
receiving more of what proceeds from the first (so being less determined in 
a formal sense), as well as being more similar to it.21 This procession,22 better 
called an "emanation," does not compromise the fundamentally free act of 
the divine creator, since creation is at once an opus naturae et substantiae—an 
activity of the divine being itself.23 And since bonum is the first and most 
appropriate name of God, divine action itself cannot but be free.24
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The difficulty for Albert is to hold a position that will allow him to avoid 
the pre-existence of matter and any pantheistic vision of God, while main- 
taining both the inner closeness of God towards his creation and preserving 
His full transcendence. In his commentary upon the Divine Names, he clearly 
rejects the vision of God as a "Giver of Form s/' namely a "Dator Formarum״  
which he attributes to ״ Plato and Avicenna/'25 on the grounds that such a 
thesis presupposes an eternal pre-existing matter (materiam coaeternam primó), 
which is contrary to Faith.26 The pre-existence of matter is unavoidable in a 
system that divides forms coming from the intelligence and forms residing in 
matter.27 Moreover, such a solution does not provide a sufficient distinction 
between the original lux and its reception (lumen) in matter. In DN, Albert 
thus opposes to the Giver of Forms his theory of the so-called "eduction 
through creation" (educere per creationem) that he had already elaborated 
upon in his commentary on the Celestial Hierarchy.28 Using what he thinks to 
be the "Aristotelian" principle of "eduction" (or "calling forth") of the forms 
existing in potency in matter, under the action of the mover acting as an 
efficient cause in nature (the passage from potency to act), Albert proposes a 
theory of creation ex nihilo as a free voluntary act of God.29 This solution 
preserves the exteriority of the divine substance—the form is not the very 
light of the first cause30—while explaining the variety of the reception: the 
form is a resemblance of the light, and is caused by it.31 For Albert, this 
reading is close to Dionysius',32 but also presents Aristotle's position which is 
more "catholic" than Plato's.33 If these were Albert's last words, one would 
certainly be surprised by such a position. Does not Aristotle hold the world 
(and therefore matter) to be eternal? Indeed Albert was not reading 
Aristotle's eternity of the world as it stands, but he at some point would have 
had to have been aware of this problem while commenting upon Dionysius.34 
Moreover, Albert's Dionysianism would not be complete without reflecting 
on his De Causis et processu universitatis a prima causa. In this book, creation is 
not presented as a true "eduction"35 but as an "effusion" and an "emanation". 
This evolution is not a drastic change in Albert's works but its difference 
m ust be underlined. It expresses an authentic maturation of thought about 
Aristotle's works,36 as well as a telling meditation upon the Liber de Causis, as 
if Albert unconsciously needed to go back again to Neo-Platonic origins to 
account for the divine gift. His hesitations invoke the image of our limited 
faculty of understanding of the quia of God, "as far as it is possible".

"All beings desire the Good": The divinization process 
in the Hierarchies
In Dionysius, the exitus from God is followed by the reditus, the return to God 
that endows a "God-like" process. Each created being possesses a measure 
(metron) that determines its order in the hierarchy, its capacity to reach the 
"divine mysteries".37 Even if this progressive lack of capacity to reach the 
Good is interpreted in terms of progressive deprivation,38 it is each member's

© 2008 The Authors
Journal compilation © 2008 Blackwell Publishing Ltd



Albert, Aquinas, and Dionysius 637

own responsibility, in the hierarchy, to divinize itself in order to reach the 
divine life at the maximum of its capacity. Even if there is no necessity 
pertaining to the process of proodos and epistrophe, there is a sort of dialectic 
of love in the CD that implies a "spiral" movement. This circular dynamic of 
receiving/returning as far as it is possible for the being concerned, i.e., accord- 
ing to its virtus recipiendi, is a central theme for Albert the Great, not only 
when commenting upon the CD but also in his last works:39 " All things desire 
the Good because of their similarity to the Prime Good, and all their motions, 
all their actions and all their productions, are performed for it".40 The Good 
never ceases to flow upon beings as they never cease to desire it.

One should hardly be surprised that the two authors who most influenced 
Albert the Great are the very two upon whom he produced close commen- 
taries, linked as this strategy is to his proper philosophical method of con- 
structing while he explains, since interpreting and elaborating are closely 
intertwined. Yet in Albert's mind, Dionysius m ust have the last word.41 While 
his Dionysianism is largely tempered by the Liber de Causis, one should 
hardly be surprised that the discovery of the true Proclean origin of the Liber 
does not necessitate any change in Albert's system. Despite their differences, 
for an exacting reader of Dionysius the Liber de Causis and the CD coalesce 
in Albert's whole system: once God's ineffability has been linked with 
the inadequacy of calling God a "cause" or a "principle," conventionally 
speaking, one is free to speak of the supereffusion of the Good, bestowing 
prodigalities (energeiai in Dionysian language) by way of the progressive 
narrowing of a unique form (the Liber) first through the hierarchical order of 
Intelligences (the Liber and Islamic philosophy), and reflected finally in our 
world.42 It is not that Albert has adopted a pure Dionysian perspective, 
although he has surely come closer to Dionysius than to Aristotle.43

Aquinas and Dionysius

One would search in vain in Thomas' written works for explicit references to 
his teacher, Albert, yet we can read this situation as Athanasius did when 
challenged about the use of the non-scriptural term homoousios in the wake of 
the Council of Nicea: "Verbum non est, sed res ubique—the very word is not 
found [in scripture], but the reality is omnipresent." Marie-Dominique 
Chenu O.P. alerted us some time ago to the exitus/reditus structure of 
Aquinas' Summa Theologiae, and we have just seen how this circular dynamic 
of receiving/returning is central to Albert, as it is to Dionysius.44 So it could 
well be that Aquinas' tutelage under Albert prepared him to resonate as 
clearly as he does with Dionysius, despite the fact that his manifest attraction 
to Dionysius did not seem directly to serve his self-appointed mandate to 
show how theologia could indeed be a scientia—a clearly Aristotelian under- 
taking.45 As Andrew Louth puts it: "Denys is being read in the west in the 
light of presuppositions that are increasingly remote fro m . . .  the heart of

© 2008 The Authors
Journal compilation © 2008 Blackwell Publishing Ltd



638 David Burrell and Isabelle Moulin

Denys' theology, [namely] the praise of G od ,. . .  [yet] St. Thomas Aquinas 
read Denys w ith great care and attention: and whole areas of his theology— 
the doctrine of divine attributes, angelology, to name but two—are deeply in 
debt to him.46״  Indeed, Aquinas' commentary on Dionysius' Divine Names, on 
which we shall focus, ends w ith a humble confession of homage: "May we 
ask, after having elucidated what blessed Dionysius put forth, though falling 
far short of his understanding, that we be corrected in what we may have 
failed properly to express."47 Moreover, the Marietti edition ends with eight 
pages of references to Aquinas' use of this book of Dionysius throughout his 
writings.48 Anyone engaged in elucidating Aquinas' philosophical theology, 
notably questions 3-13 in the Summa Theologiae, cannot help but read this 
commentary on Dionysius as a summary of Aquinas' central teachings on the 
ineffable relation of creator to creatures, thereby helping to elucidate the 
more austere treatment of the Summa Theologiae as itself a paean to the "praise 
of God", and so effectively diminishing the stereotypical divide between East 
and West.49

We may begin to deconstruct this ostensible "divide" by asking what 
attracted Aquinas to the writings we call "Neo-Platonic"—notably, Diony- 
sius' Divine Names and the Islamic Liber de Causis—to clarify key meta- 
physical issues regarding the creator/creature distinction so axial to his 
philosophical theology.50 Edward Booth's magisterial Aristotelian Aporetic 
Ontology in Islamic and Christian Thinkers traces Aquinas' ability to resolve the 
aporia regarding essence/existence, as it perdured through the entire com- 
mentary tradition on Aristotle, to the way Aquinas uses Dionysius to eluci- 
date the centrality of existence [esse].51 For the way Aristotle had left things in 
his treatment of substance allowed individual things—his very paradigm for 
substance—to be absorbed into an account in which they become mere 
instances of a kind.52 Let me suggest that Aquinas sensed in these writings a 
return to Plato's robust insistence on the centrality of "the Good" as drawing 
our hum an intellects beyond what we can properly conceive to the very 
source of our understanding. The Platonic vein is clearly at work as Aristotle 
opens his Metaphysics with the dictum that "all hum an beings desire to 
know;״  yet philosophers beholden to Aristotle tended to focus more on 
"know" than on "desire". Dionysius seems to prefer to characterize human 
beings as "good-seeking animals" (like "heat-seeking missiles") rather than 
as "rational [or speaking] animals"; and the same can be said for the Liber de 
Causis, despite its refined intellectual cast.53 Aquinas' appropriation of the 
Arabic text Kitâb al-khaîr [Book of the Pure Good] in its Latin translation [Liber 
de Causis] will prove to be as significant (or more) as the particular re-casting 
of Proclus by the anonymous Muslim writer. Yet Aquinas did fasten on this 
work as key to his endeavor to incorporate a free creator into the Hellenic 
heritage, just as he insisted on employing the term "emanation" for creation, 
even after removing and gutting the scheme of necessary emanation enthu- 
siastically adopted by the Islamic thinkers al-Farabi and Ibn Sina, ostensibly
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to articulate the revelation of a unitary creator of the universe. That same 
scheme, trenchantly attacked by al-Ghazali and Moses Maimonides in the 
name of revelation as impugning a free creator and so rendering revelation 
itself incredible, was rejected by Aquinas, ostensibly for mediating the act of 
creation; yet in the end he came to feel that emanation offered the best meta- 
phor for the sui generis activity of creation, even of a free creator. My sugges- 
tion for this about-face turns on the centrality of the Good in his text, as in 
Dionysius. Indeed, it is part of being intentional beings that the capacities 
which emanate to us from the One desire their perfection, that is (in Liber de 
Causis terms), they are so shaped from within as to strive to return to their 
proper good, their source. Such is the power of a creation-centered picture of 
being. This picture is completed in fully intentional, or free, agents, whose 
freedom can be expressed as a "hunger for the Good" and so best seen as a 
response rather than an initiative.54

Moreover, the fullness of the act of existing is displayed in its order, much 
as the efficacy of any of our actions is assured by the ordering it displays 
towards its goal. We focus authentically, not by eliminating all but one 
feature, but by aligning all the relevant features in a proper order, so that the 
effect is orchestrated. Notice that we cannot escape metaphors here, for there 
is no given ordering. Revelation assists by allowing us to name "the Good", 
and also by providing us with some strategies of ordering—the Torah, the 
example of Jesus, the Q ur'an—yet here again, discernment is always needed, 
and traditions can subvert as well as elaborate a given revelation or way. The 
Ur-pattern derives from creation, as conceived by the Liber de Causis: it is an 
orderly emanation from the One so that the intentional portion of creation 
desires to return to its source. Moreover, such an order is not imposed but 
inherent, since existing is not an added feature but an inherent gift. This is 
seen most fully, according to Aquinas, when we can appreciate this unitary 
source as freely bestowing what it truly is. For since its manner of being is 
triune, in creating it freely communicates the manner in which it naturally 
communicates.55

Yet the sober language of "orderly emanation" can fail to make explicit how 
pervasive is "the good" with its inherent attraction for intentional beings like 
us. As the Liber de Causis puts it, "the first cause infuses all things with a single 
infusion, for it infuses things under the aspect [sub rationem] of the good."56 
Aquinas concurs in commenting how it had already been shown that "the 
first cause acts through its being ,. . . hence it does not act through any addi- 
tional relation or disposition through which it would be adapted to and 
mixed with things."57 Moreover, "because the first cause acts through its 
being, it must rule things in one manner, for it rules things according to the 
way it acts."58 The following Proposition 21 links this "sufficiency of God to 
rule" with divine simplicity: "since God is simple in the first and greatest 
degree as having his whole goodness in a oneness that is most perfect"59 
Hence Proposition 23 can assert: "what is essentially act and goodness,
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namely, God, essentially and originally communicates his goodness to 
things.60״  With such a One there can be no anxiety about "control"; indeed, 
the metaphor which the proposition on divine rule elicits is that "it is proper 
for a ruler to lead those that are ruled to their appropriate end, which is the 
good."61 For to "infuse things under the aspect of the good" is precisely to 
bring all things to be in a certain order, inherent in their very existing, so 
there is nothing "external" about divine providence, no imposition—neither 
"inasmuch as it establishes things, which is called creation; [nor] inasmuch as 
it rules things already established."62 Indeed, the initial diversity comes from 
the first cause, who "produces the diverse grades of things for the completion 
of the universe. But in the action of ru ling ,. . .  the diversity of reception is 
according to the diversity of the recipients" (137 [123]). Yet since the original 
order comes from the One, the One in ruling will "effortlessly" adapt itself to 
the order established in creating. Another way of putting all this, and one 
which should dissolve most conundra regarding "divine action", is to 
remind oneself that the creator, in acting, acts always as creator; and this 
proposition elucidates Aquinas' contention that creating and conserving are 
the same action, differing only in that conserving presupposes things present.

Since the manner of that action will ever escape us (for its very simplicity 
belies any manner at all—no "relation or disposition"), the best we can do is 
to remind ourselves that the creator ever acts by constituting the order which 
inheres in each existing thing, in the measure that it is. (And since essence 
measures esse, it is pointless to oppose essence to existing, in things that are.) 
Yet since "order" is a consummately analogous term, we can never be sure 
we have detected the originating divine order in things, though our convic- 
tion that there is one, inscribed in their very being and our intentional 
attitudes towards them, will continue to fuel our inquiry. Crude classifica- 
tions—inanimate, animate, intentional—can be supplemented by refined 
mathematical structures and symmetries (as now in DNA); yet each stage of 
analytic description will be serving our innate desire to unveil the activity 
present in these infused "goodnesses" which constitute our universe.63 And 
to grasp something of that constitutive ordering is to come closer to its 
source, "because every knowing substance, insofar as it has being more 
perfectly, knows both the first cause and the infusion of its goodness more 
perfectly, and the more it receives and knows this the more it takes delight in 
it, [so] it follows that the closer something is to the first cause the more it takes 
delight in i t" 64 All is not light or delight, of course, because in truth we 
cannot, ourselves, hope to know "the first cause and the infusion of good- 
ness." Indeed, "the most important thing we can know about the first cause 
is that it surpasses all our knowledge and power of expression", for "our 
intellect can grasp only that which has a quiddity participating in 'to-be' 
[while] the quiddity of God is 'to-be itself' ".65 Indeed, that is why Aquinas 
can concur that "the first cause is above being inasmuch as it is itself infinite 
'to-be' ".66 Yet since "what belong to higher things are present in lower things
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according to some kind of participation", we can be said to share, as beings, 
in this inaccessible One.67

After having shown how cognate are the concerns of the Liber de Causis 
with those of Dionysius, let us return to the Divine Names to note how 
Aquinas employs this text to focus on the axial distinction and connection of 
creator with creator. We shall review five features of Aquinas' appropriation 
of the text: the unique status of the creator (the "distinction in itself"); the 
orderly emanation from this transcendent source; Aquinas's attempt to clarify 
the meaning of "peace"; Oneness as culminating his attempts to say what one 
cannot know about the One; and finally, the way he places this entire "dis- 
cussion" under the rubric of praisel In each case, the "he" in question is both 
Dionysius and Aquinas, as the commentator makes the original text his own, 
in a way similar to Albert's mode of commenting on texts key to his endeavor.

When it comes to articulating "the distinction" by focusing on "the One, 
the Superknowable, the Transcendent, Goodness itself/' hum an minds 
cannot take in its measure:

Such things can neither be talked about nor grasped except by the angels 
who in some mysterious fashion have been deemed worthy. Since the 
union of divinized m inds with the Light beyond all deity occurs in the 
cessation of all intelligent activity, the godlike unified minds who imitate 
these angels as far as possible praise it most appropriately through the 
denial of all beings. Truly and supematurally enlightened after this 
blessed union, they discover that although it is the cause of everything it 
is not a thing since it transcends all things in a manner beyond being.
. . .  Because it is there, the world has come to be and exists. All things 
long for it.68

In commenting on this text, Aquinas makes it his own in ways which are 
reflected in his other writings. As he opens the Summa Theologiae by remind- 
ing us how very special a scientia is theologia, since its principles are known 
only to "the saints," so his commentary proceeds here:

the prim ary mode of "naming God" will be according to the way in 
which the minds of the saints, that is the prophets and apostles, are 
conformed to God by being removed from [earthly things] and united 
with the emanations already mentioned [from the creator to creatures, 
which keeps them in being], by way of imitation of the angels—not as 
though they were equal to them, but in so far as is possible in this life, 
praising God by distancing themselves from all existing things.69

Dionysius specifies:

From him who is comes eternity, essence and being, comes time, genesis, 
and becoming. He is the being immanent in and underlying the things
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which are, however they are. For God is not some kind of being. No. But 
in a way that is simple and indefinable, he gathers into himself and 
anticipates every existence.70 

Aquinas unveils his metaphysical arsenal in an attempt to explicate these 
gnomic assertions:

so everything else [that is not the creator] has being [!esse] that is received 
and participated, so does not have being [esse] according to the fullness of 
being [essendi], which is what he means by saying that God can be the 
cause of being [essendi] for all things [precisely] because God does not 
exist in some determinate way ["God is not some kind of being"], but 
infinitely and universally "gathers into himself and anticipates every 
existence,״  because [every existent] pre-exists in Him as in its cause, and 
from Him passes it on to others.71

It would be idolatry to think one could speak of the creator bereft of so 
powerful a metaphysics, for it would then become one being among others, 
however large or powerful.72

When it comes to speaking of the act whereby this One creates all-that־is, 
one will need to employ similarly recondite strategies:

The divine Wisdom knows all things by knowing itself. Uniquely it 
knows and produces all things by its oneness: material things immateri- 
ally, divisible things indivisibly, plurality in a single act. If with one casual 
gesture God bestows being on everything, in that same one act of cau- 
sation he will know everything by derivation from him and through their 
pre-existence in him, and therefore, his knowledge of things will not be 
owed to the things themselves.73

This assertion will allow Aquinas to resume his teaching on creation, an act 
which cannot be a process and so cannot take time nor be susceptible of any 
description "how" it happens:

It should be clear that all knowledge is according to the mode of the one 
by whom something is known, just as all operation takes place according 
to the mode of the form by which something operates. So since divine 
wisdom knows all things by the fact that it knows itself,. . .  it follows that 
there cannot be in God one knowledge by which God knows himself and 
another by which He knows all things in common. For were it the case 
that, in knowing Himself, God did not know all things, then it would 
follow that His causality would not extend everywhere, and there would 
be some things not caused by Him. Yet since it is impossible that there be 
anything not caused by God, it is impossible that there be something not 
known by Him.74

It is illustrative to note how Aquinas employs the unique creator/creature 
relation to say something about God's mode of knowing without claiming to 
have any insight into what that mode is!
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Such an exalted doctrine of creation allows Dionysius to offer what some 
might call a "naturalistic" view of salvation as:

that which preserves all things in their proper places without change, 
conflict, or collapse towards evil, that it keeps them in peaceful and 
untroubled obedience to their proper law s,. . .  [so that] benevolently 
operating for the preservation of the world, [it] redeems everything in 
accordance with the capacity of things to be saved, and it works so that 
everything may keep within its proper virtue . . .  this is why the theolo- 
gians name it "redemption," because it does not permit the truly real to 
fall into nothingness .. .75

Aquinas responds in the same spirit:

That [Dionysius] defines the prim ary ratio of salvation to be conserving 
things in good—[the good of creation]—which militates against conflict 
or gives courage to resist it when it occurs.76

Which leads Dionysius into a masterful reflection on peace:

God is the subsistence of absolute peace,. . .  the one simple nature of that 
peaceful unity which joins all things to itself and to each other, preserv- 
ing them in their distinctiveness and yet linking them together in a 
universal and unconfused alliance.77

Aquinas turns to homely examples to illustrate the contrast with the hum an 
condition:

There are things which are in some way one in themselves, but which are 
not one within themselves, like single hum an beings who are hardly one 
since they are at odds within themselves. But God is one within God's 
own self, because no diversity can be found in God . . . .  Even when God 
proceeds into all things by his similitudes communicated to things, God 
remains totally God's own self.78

So hum an beings have a model for peaceful coexistence, even if we find 
ourselves unable to emulate it.

The final chapter of the DN  begins in this way:

So much, then, for these names, and, if you will, let us proceed to the 
most enduring of them a l l . . .  The name "One" means that God is 
uniquely all things through the transcendence of one unity and that he is 
the cause of all things through the transcendence of one unit and that his 
is the cause of all w ithout ever departing from that oneness. Nothing in 
the world lacks its share of the One.79

Aquinas links this profound sense of unity—cognate to Muslim tawhid—to 
divine providence, offering the example of angels as well as hum an beings, 
who, however exalted they may be in their respective ranks, "receive the gifts
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of God in great simplicity, in as much as whoever possesses simple and 
uniform God-likeness and goodness is that much more assimilated to G od/'80 
It is also worth recalling how Aquinas' articulation of the "formal features" of 
divinity in the Summa Theologiae (1. 3-11) culminates in the elucidation of 
oneness as crowning these imperfect hum an ways of identifying the proper 
subject of theology in a way that leads away from, rather than concealing, the 
endemic hum an penchant for idolatry.

Conclusion

Completing the trajectory from Dionysius through Albert to Aquinas is not 
unlike rounding out a circle, as we are brought to appreciate how the pro- 
found affinities among these thinkers fairly define a "rule of faith", to para- 
phrase Augustine. For they converge in the impossible task of seeking to 
know an unknowable God, yet proceed on that path of discovery without 
flinching. Affinities with other Abrahamic faiths abound, as Roger Arnaldez 
so ably reminds us in his Three Messengers for One God,sl and even beyond 
these cognate paths, as Sara Grant has articulated so deftly in her 
Teape lectures Towards an Alternative Theology: Confessions of a Non-dualist 
Christian:

In India as in Greece, the ultimate question m ust always be that of the 
relation between the supreme unchanging Reality and the world of 
coming-to-be and passing away, the eternal Self and what appears as 
non-Self, and no epistemology can stand secure as long as this question 
remains unansw ered.. . .  A systematic study of Sankara's use of rela- 
tional terms made it quite clear to me that he agrees with St. Thomas 
Aquinas in regarding the relation between creation and the ultimate 
Source of all being as a non-reciprocal dependence relation, i.e., a relation in 
which subsistent effect or "relative absolute" is dependent on its cause for 
its very existence as a subsistent entity, whereas the cause is in no way 
dependent on the effect for its subsistence, though there is a necessary logical 
relation between cause and effect; i.e., a relation which is perceived by the mind 
when it reflects on the implications of the existence of the cosmos.82

So the very existence (esse) of a creature is an esse-ad, an existing which is itself 
a relation to its source. As we have noted, nothing could better express the 
way in which Aquinas' formulation of the essence/existing distinction trans- 
forms Aristotle than to point out that what for Aristotle "exists in itself" 
(substance) is for Aquinas derived from an Other in its very in-itselfness or 
substantiality. Yet since the Other is the cause of being, each thing which 
exists-to-the-creator also exists in itself: derived existence is no less substan- 
tial when it is derived from the One-who-is, so it would appear that one 
could succeed in talking of existing things without explicitly referring them 
to their source. "The distinction", in other words, need not appear. But that
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simply reminds us how unique a non-reciprocal relation of dependence must 
be: it characterizes one relation only, that of creatures to creator.

If creator and creature were distinct from each other in an ordinary way, the 
relation—even one of dependence—could not be non-reciprocal; for ordi- 
narily the fact that something depends from an originating agent, as a child 
from a parent, must mark a difference in that agent itself. Yet the fact that a 
cause of being, properly speaking, is not affected by causing all-that-is does 
not imply remoteness or uncaring; indeed, quite the opposite. For such a One 
must cause in such a way as to be present in each creature as that to which it 
is oriented in its very existing. In that sense, this One cannot be considered as 
other than what it creates, in an ordinary sense of that term; just as the 
creature's esse-ad assures that it cannot be separately from its source.83 So it 
will not work simply to contrast creation to emanation, or to picture the 
creator distinct (in the ordinary sense) from creation by contrast with a more 
pantheistic image. Indeed, it is to avoid such infelicities of imagination that 
Sara Grant has recourse to Sankara's sophisticated notion of "non-duality" to 
call our attention in an arresting way to the utter uniqueness of "the distinc- 
tion" which must indeed hold between creator and creation, but cannot be 
pictured in any contrastive manner.84 Nor does Aquinas feel any compunc- 
tion in defining creation as the "emanation of all of being from its universal 
cause (emanatio totius entis a causa universal¡)".85 While the all-important "dis- 
tinction" preserves God's freedom in creating, which the emanation scheme 
invariably finesses, we m ust nevertheless be wary of picturing that distinc- 
tion in a fashion which assimilates the creator to another item within the 
universe. Harm Goris has shown how close attention to the uniqueness of the 
creator/creature relation, with its attendant corollary of participation as a way 
of articulating this sut generis causal relation, can neutralize many of the 
conundra which fascinate philosophers of religion.86

Although it may seem that we have strayed far from Albert and Aquinas in 
invoking Sankara's hybrid term of "non-duality", we should have realized by 
now how Aquinas helps himself to various ways of expressing the inexpress- 
ible: the "distinction" as well as the "relation" between creatures and their 
creator. Both prove to be foundational to any attempt to grasp our transcen- 
dent origins as gift. Dionysius offers an object lesson to show how astute 
metaphysical reflection can conspire with scripture to highlight the creator's 
freedom, as well as finding ways to think both creature and creator together. 
And the final reference in this rich smorgasbord is suggested by Andrew 
Louth, who reminds us how Dante's Divina Commedia structures "heaven as 
light irradiating in splendid multiformity, expressing the outward flow of 
God's love and the loving response of the cosmos"—all this is close to the 
Dionysian vision:

The primal light that irradiates them all
Is received by them in as many ways
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As are the splendours w ith which it is joined,
And therefore, since the affections flow the act of conceiving,
Love's sweetness glows variously 
In them, more and less.
See how the height and breadth
Of the eternal Goodness, since it has made for itself
So many mirrors in which it is broken,
Remaining in itself one as before (Paradiso 29.136-45).87
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