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Esse Tantum and the One

Eric D. Perl

For over half  a century, thoughtful philosophical scholarship has been re-
vealing Platonic dimensions in the thought of  Thomas Aquinas,1 to such an 
extent that it is now possible, although doubtless still controversial, to say 
that “Aquinas employs Aristotelianism … in the service of  what is in fact a 
Christianized version of  Platonism.”2 Nonetheless, it remains all too com-
mon to see Aquinas’ God contrasted with the One of  Plotinus. The One, we 
are told, is beyond being, whereas Aquinas’ God is being; and this represents 
a fundamental and insurmountable difference.3 In fact, however, this sup-
posed opposition is nothing more than a difference of  terminology, and in 
large part an accident of  translation. Unfortunately, we have only the one 
English word “being” to render both Latin ens (corresponding to Greek o[n) 
and Latin esse. Now, whatever Plato may have meant by saying that the Good 
is ejpevkeina thv~ oujsiva~, Plotinus makes it absolutely clear that when he ap-
plies this and similar expressions to the One, he means that the One, as the 
source of  all being, all that is, is not itself  a being (o[n, Latin ens), not one of  
the beings (o[nta, entia), not included within the whole of  that-which-is as any 
member of  it. But this is precisely what Aquinas means by identifying God as 
esse tantum or ipsum esse:  God is not a being (ens), not a thing that possesses be-
ing (habens esse), but rather the source or cause of  all that is, all beings (entia).4

1  For a few of  the most significant examples, see Cornelio Fabro, La nozione 
metafisica di partecipazione secondo S. Tomasso d’Aquino (Turin: Società editrice internazio-
nale, 1950); Louis-Bertrand Geiger, La participation dans la philosophie de S. Thomas 
d’Aquin (Paris: Vrin, 1953); R. J. Henle, Saint Thomas and Platonism (The Hague: M. Ni-
jhoff, 1956); Wayne J. Hankey, “Aquinas’ First Principle:  Being or Unity?” Dionysius 
4 (1980): 133–72; Hankey, God in Himself (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987). 

2  Lloyd Gerson, Aristotle and Other Platonists (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
2005), 45 n. 76.

3  The classic case, of  course, is Etienne Gilson, The Christian Philosophy of  St. 
Thomas Aquinas, trans. L. K. Shook (New York:  Random House, 1956), 136–41. The 
influence of  Gilson’s reading has never ceased to be felt in Thomistic studies. For a 
more recent and milder example, see David Burrell, “God, Religious Pluralism, and 
Dialogic Encounter,” in Reconstructing Christian Theology, ed. Rebecca S. Chopp and 
Mark Lewis Taylor (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1994), 54, 67.

4  In relating Neoplatonism to Christian thought, it is worth noting that this is 
in fact implied by the Nicene Creed: if  God is the maker of  all things, it follows that 
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 Why is this identity of  meaning so seldom noticed? Apart from 
the problem of  translation, I would suggest three principal explanatory fac-
tors.  First, the terminological difference: Plotinus does not use to; ei\nai, the 
Greek equivalent of  esse, to refer to the One, but rather says that the term to; 
ei\nai signifies oujsiva, i.e., that-which-is as intelligible form (Plotinus, Enneads 
V.5.5.14–15).5 But this is not what Aquinas means by esse. Consequently, the 
fact that the One is beyond to; ei\nai in Plotinus’ terms does not mean that 
it is beyond esse in Aquinas’ terms. Second, 20th-century Thomism has been 
characterized by a strong—not to say violent—anti-Platonic prejudice, which 
has still not been thoroughly overcome and which has blinded many Aquinas 
scholars to the affinity between Aquinas and Plotinus. Third, as a result of  ac-
ademic specialization, not unrelated to this prejudice, most Aquinas scholars 
have only a superficial familiarity with Neoplatonism,6 and most scholars of  
Neoplatonism do not extend their philosophical studies to Aquinas (Wayne 
Hankey is a prominent exception). What is called for is a close, sustained 
comparison of  Aquinas’ doctrine of  God as esse with Plotinus’ doctrine of  
the One, and this is what I propose to undertake here.  
 In developing his idea of  the One beyond being as the source of  all 
reality, Plotinus is going beyond Aristotle’s question, “What is that which is, 

God himself  is not one of  all things; and this is exactly what both Plotinus and Aquinas 
mean.

5  We may note that the famous “Anonymous Commentary on the Par-
menides,” attributed by modern scholarship to Porphyry, does use to; ei\nai in this 
way, and that this is probably the ultimate source, via Boethius and Avicenna, for 
Aquinas’ identification of  God as esse. See Hankey, “Aquinas’ First Principle,” 141–
43; Hankey, God in Himself, 5–6. For a reading of  Plotinus that accords with this usage 
even though it is not that of  Plotinus himself, see Reiner Schürmann, “L’hénologie 
comme dépassement de la métaphysique,” Les études philosophiques 3 (1982): 331–350, 
esp. 334.

6  In recent years, for example, Brian Davies, O. P., has convincingly argued 
for what is in fact a thoroughly Plotinian reading of  Aquinas (without, it seems, fully 
recognizing it as such), citing, for example, Aquinas’ declaration that God is “outside 
the order of  beings (entium), as a certain cause pouring forth (profundens) all that is 
(totum ens) and all its differences” (Aquinas, In Peri Hermeneias I.14). See Brian Davies, 
“Kenny on Aquinas on Being,” The Modern Schoolman 82 (2005): 111–127, at 112–14. 
But elsewhere he shows so little understanding of  Plotinus that he can compare the 
One’s production of  all things to “vomiting.” See Brian Davies, Aquinas (London 
and New York: Continuum, 2002), 83. Jean-Luc Marion, who certainly has a far more 
thorough familiarity with Neoplatonism, reads Aquinas’ understanding of  God as 
esse in the same way, and rightly suggests that this is “Dionysian” and “Neoplatonic,” 
but does not undertake a close, sustained comparison between Aquinas and Plotinus. 
See Jean-Luc Marion, “Saint Thomas d’Aquin et l’onto-théo-logie,” Revue thomiste 95 
(1995): 31–66, at 65.    
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which is just the question, what is reality?” (Aristotle, Metaphysics Z.1, 1028b5), 
to ask further, why are there any beings at all? And he sees clearly that the 
answer to this question cannot itself  be another being. As he says, “It is by 
the one that all beings (o[nta) are beings, both those which are primarily be-
ings and those which are in any way said to be among beings. For what could 
anything be if  it was not one? For if  things are deprived of  the one which is 
predicated of  them they are not those things” (Plotinus, Enneads VI.9.1.1–4). 
Since to be, that is, to be a being, is to be one determinate “this,” every being 
is a being in virtue of  its unifying determination. 

This is why they are realities (oujsivai); for they are already defined 
and each has a kind of  shape. That which is (to; … o[n) must 
not fluctuate, so to speak, in the indefinite, but must be fixed by 
limit and stability; and stability among intelligibles is definition 
and shape, and by these it receives existence (Ibid., V.1.7.23–27). 

Consequently, all beings, as beings, do not account for themselves but de-
pend, in order to be, on determination itself, which is not itself  one determi-
nate “this,” and thus not a being, but is rather that in virtue of  which every 
being is one, is determinate, that is, is a being.  And this is what Plotinus 
means by the One, “the measure of  all things,” (Ibid., VI.8.18.3), “measure 
and not measured” (Ibid., V.5.4.14), not any being but, as Plotinus likes to 
say, the “power of  all things” (Ibid., III.8.10.1; V.1.7.10; V.3.15.33; V.4.1.36; 
V.4.2.39; VI.7.32.31), the enabling condition by which beings are beings.7 Plo-
tinus’ doctrine of  the One as the “cause” or “producer” of  all things is thus 
an expression of  the dependent, derivative nature of  beings as determinate, 
which is to say, as beings. He carefully explains, “For even to say ‘cause’ is 
not to predicate something accidental of  it [i.e. the One] but of  us, because 
we have something from that, which is in itself; but one who speaks precisely 
should not say ‘that’ or ‘is’ …” (Ibid., VI.9.3.49–53).  The production or cau-
sation of  all things by the One, then, is nothing but the absolute dependence 
of  all things: their existence, their status as beings, does not come from them-
selves, but is received in them.8 This idea is, of  course, familiar to students of  
Aquinas, who argues that creation is nothing but the total existential depen-
dence of  the creature on God;9 but scarcely anyone notes that the identical 
doctrine is expressly found in Plotinus.

7  For the One as a condition, see Schurmann, “L’hénologie,” 335.
8  For being as received, see also Plotinus, Enn. V.3.17.6–7; V.5.12.8–9; VI.7. 

15.18–22; VI.7.16.32.
9  E.g., Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles I.18; ST Ia, q. 45, art. 3, resp. On this 

point in Aquinas see Lawrence Dewan, “What Does Createdness Look Like?,” in 
Divine Creation in Ancient, Medieval, and Early Modern Thought:  Essays Presented to the Rev’d 
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 Since to be is to be determinate and thus dependent, it follows that 
the One, as the enabling condition of  beings, cannot itself  be another be-
ing, one of  the beings. “That [i.e. the One] is not something (ou[ ti), but 
prior to each thing, and not a being (oujde o[n) …. For since the nature of  
the One is generative of  all things, it is none of  them (oujden … aujtw`n)” 
(Ibid., VI.9.3.38–41). As Plotinus explains, the One is not even one, i.e. not 
a one thing, for if  it were it would be merely another being, rather than the 
principle by which there are beings. 

But if  the One—name and reality expressed—were to be taken 
positively it would be less clear than if  we did not give it a name at 
all: for perhaps this name … was given it in order that the seeker, 
beginning from this which is completely indicative of  simplicity, 
may finally negate this as well, because … not even this is worthy 
to manifest that nature (Ibid., V.5.6.29–35). 

Consequently, as Plotinus explains, “it is none of  all things (oujde;n tw`n pavnt-
wn), but prior to all things. What is it then? The power of  all things” (Ibid., 
III.8.9.54–10.1). And this, Plotinus explains, is all that it means to say that the 
One is “beyond being”: 

A reality (oujsivan) must be some this (tovde … ti), something de-
fined; but that [i.e. the One] is not to be taken as a ‘this’; for then 
it would not be the principle, but only that ‘this’ which you said it 
was. But if  all things are in that which is generated, which of  the 
things in it are you going to say it [the One] is? Since it is none 
of  these, it can only be said to be beyond them. But these things 
are the beings, and being (ta; o[nta kai; to; o[n): beyond, then, be-
ing (ejpevkeina … o[nto~). This ‘beyond being’ does not mean a 
‘this’—for it does not affirm—and it does not say its name, but it 
conveys only ‘not this’ (ouj tou`to) (Ibid., V.5.6.6–14). 

To say that the One is “beyond being” does not mean, incoherently, that the 
One somehow is something else, “above” or “outside of ” being; it simply 
means that the One, as the principle of  all that is, is not itself  included in 
that-which-is as any member of  it.
 Aquinas’ famous argument from creatures to God in De ente et 
essentia,10 although expressed in different terms, is closely parallel to Plotinus’ 
reasoning. Aquinas begins by making the distinction between the essence 

Dr Robert D. Crouse, ed. Michael Treschow, Willemien Otten, and Walter Hannam 
(Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2007), 335–61, esp. 336–38, 354–58.

10  I do not propose to enter into the controversy as to whether or not this is 
intended as an “argument for the existence of  God.” It suffices that it functions as 
an argument from beings to a cause of  beings qua beings.
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of  a thing, or what it is, and its being (esse). “Now, every essence or quiddity 
can be understood without knowing anything about its being (esse). I can 
know, for example, what a man or a phoenix is and still be ignorant whether 
it has being in the nature of  things.  Therefore it is clear that being (esse) is 
other than essence or quiddity ….” (Aquinas, De ente et essentia III.6). In other 
words, what a thing is does not include, or account for, the thing’s existence.  
As Aquinas says shortly afterwards, the distinction between essence and esse 
is the distinction, within a being (ens), between what is (quod est) and that by 
which it is (quo est) (Ibid., III.9). We may note, already, how close this is to 
Plotinus. Just as Plotinus says, “It is by the one that all beings (o[nta) are be-
ings,” pointing to the condition in virtue of  which they are beings, so Aqui-
nas in effect says, “It is by esse that all beings (entia) are beings.” Aquinas then 
argues that all things in which there is such a distinction are caused to be.  
Since what a thing is does not include or account for its own existence, “it 
follows that every such thing, whose esse is other than its nature, has esse from 
another.” Consequently, in order to account for anything actually existing, for 
there being any beings, we must arrive at a “first cause” in which there is no 
distinction between essence and esse: “And since everything which is through 
another is traced back to that which is by itself  as to a first cause, it follows 
that there is some thing which is cause of  being (causa essendi) to all things 
(omnibus rebus),11 in that it itself  is just being (esse tantum) … and this is God” 
(Ibid., III.7).
 This conclusion does not in any way say what God is or ascribe any 
positive content to God.12 Indeed, Aquinas uniformly insists that we cannot 
know, from creatures, what God is (e.g., Aquinas, ST Ia, q.2, art. 2, obj. 2 and 
ad 3; ST Ia, q. 3, prooem.; Summa contra Gentiles I.14). In the De ente, he subse-
quently remarks that “some philosophers are found saying that God does not 
have a quiddity or essence, because his essence is not other than his esse” (De 

11  Note that Aquinas says here that esse tantum, or God, is the cause of  being 
to all things, not merely to “all other things,” as in Maurer’s mistranslation:  Thomas 
Aquinas, On Being and Essence, tr. Armand Maurer, 2nd rev. ed. (Toronto: Pontifical 
Institute of  Mediaeval Studies, 1968), 57. 

12  Cf. Davies, “Kenny on Aquinas,” 126:  “Aquinas’s claim that God’s essence 
is esse is predominantly negative in import. It is not telling us what God is in any 
intelligible sense.” So also Philipp W. Rosemann, Omne ens est aliquid: Introduction à la 
lecture du ‘système’ philosophique de saint Thomas d’Aquin (Louvain-Paris: Peeters, 1996), 
113–14: “Although we can state that God is ‘being subsistent by itself,’ this notion 
does not correspond, in truth, to anything that we could imagine”; and Marion, 
“Saint Thomas d’Aquin,” 64: “Since it is ordinarily admitted that the divine esse re-
mains, for Thomas Aquinas … without a concept of  being, without essence, without 
definition, without knowability, in short a negative name, why claim to treat it as an 
affirmative name, providing the equivalent of  an essence, the equivalent of  a con-
cept, the equivalent of  a definition, the equivalent of  a knowledge?”
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ente IV.1). Although Aquinas does not directly endorse this formulation, nei-
ther does he repudiate it, but rather seems to regard it as an alternative way of  
expressing his own position.13 Since the doctrine that the first principle is esse 
tantum is reached by observing that beings, as finite “whats,” do not account 
for their own existence, this doctrine is therefore, like Plotinus’ doctrine of  
the One, an expression of  the absolute dependence of  beings as beings. 
On the basis of  this argument, esse tantum can mean only “whatever it takes 
such that there are beings”14—except that this is already saying too much, 
since “whatever” implies a distinct, definite essence. Like Plotinus, Aquinas 
is here asking “Why are there beings at all?” and like Plotinus, he sees that 
the answer cannot be another being (ens).15 As Aquinas says elsewhere, “The 
first cause is above being (supra ens), insofar as it is infinite being (esse) itself ” 
(Aquinas, In De causis prop. VI, lect.6, 175).16 Just as the One is not a thing 
that has unity, and so is not a being, so God as esse tantum is not a being (ens) 
in the sense of  a habens esse, one of  the things that has, or possesses, esse, a 
thing-that-is.  Indeed, this very expression articulates the distinction between 
essence and being, between “thing” and “is.” To be sure, Aquinas calls God a 
“thing” (res) and a “being” (ens), in a sense that is yet to be discussed, simply 
because, as Parmenides pointed out and Aquinas agrees, to speak or think 
at all is to do so in terms of  being (o[n, ens).17 But we can already see that he 
does not mean that God is a being in the sense that there is a common class 
or totality, “beings” (entia), of  which God is one member, the first or chief, 

13  Cf. Marion, “Saint Thomas d’Aquin,” 60.
14  Cf. Brian Davies, “Thomas Aquinas,” in A Companion to Philosophy in the 

Middle Ages, ed. Jorge J. E. Gracia and Timothy B. Noone (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003), 
646: “For [Aquinas], ‘How come any universe?’ is a pressing and legitimate query, 
one to which there must be an answer. And he gives the name ‘God’ to whatever the 
answer is.” Cf. Marion, “Saint Thomas d’Aquin,” 48: “The cause appears less as  that 
which produces than as that which is found required by the thing in order to be … 
That which requires has therefore less the status of  an effect than that of  a causatum, 
of  a caused keeping the entire mark of  the Causa in itself, according to a relation less 
transitive than immanent.”

15  Cf. Davies, “Kenny on Aquinas,” 113: “For [Aquinas], God the Creator ac-
counts for the fact that there is any world or universe at all.  He makes the difference 
between there being something rather than nothing … [I]n a serious sense, [Aquinas] 
does not believe that God is ‘something.’ … [O]ne of  the things that strikes Aquinas 
is that [the universe’s] mere existence can be thought of  as an effect—but not the 
effect of  anything within it, and, in this sense, not the effect of  ‘something.’” What 
Davies fails to point out, however, is that all of  this is simply pure Plotinus.

16  On this text see Rosemann, Omne ens, 112–14. See also the passage from In 
Peri Hermeneias, cited above, n. 6, where God is said to be “outside the order of  be-
ings (extra ordinem entium).” 

17  Parmenides, fr. 3; Aquinas, ST Ia, q. 5, art. 2, resp.
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and creatures are other members. Rather, God, as esse tantum, is the principle 
by which there is such a totality, by which there are beings at all, and as such 
is not any member of  the totality of  beings. As Aquinas says here, esse tantum 
is the cause of  being to all things.
 Aquinas’ doctrine of  God as esse is thus “negative theology”18 in the 
same way as Plotinus’ doctrine of  the One as beyond being:  as we have seen, 
what Plotinus means by “beyond being” is “not one of  the beings, not any 
member of  the totality of  things that are,” but rather the enabling condition 
for there to be such a totality; and this is exactly what Aquinas means when 
he argues that the cause of  being to all things is nothing but being itself, not 
a thing that has being. As “that” in virtue of  which there are beings, God 
is not himself  one of  the beings, not a “something.” Thus, as Aquinas says 
in the Contra Gentiles, “In consideration of  the divine substance the way of  
remotion is especially to be used.”19 We should note that “remotion” means 
“taking away,” and thus corresponds precisely to Plotinian ajfaivresi~, the 
taking away of  all things in order to reach the One. Aquinas continues, 

For the divine substance by its measurelessness (immensitate)20 ex-
ceeds every form which our intellect attains; and thus we cannot 
apprehend it by knowing what it is. Yet we have some knowledge 
of  it by knowing what it is not.  We approach knowledge of  it in-
sofar as we are able to remove more things from it by our intellect 
… And then there will be proper consideration of  his substance 
when he is known as distinct from all things (ut ab omnibus distinc-
tus) (Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles I.14). 

Since the more we take away the closer we approach to knowledge of  God, 
and God is properly known only as distinct from all things (not merely all 
other things), God is most adequately known when everything is removed in 
thought. This would therefore be what Dionysius calls “knowledge by un-
knowing” (e.g. Dionysius, On Divine Names VII.3, 872A; cf. Dionysius, On 
Mystical Theology I.3, 1001A; II.1, 1025A), and corresponds closely to Plotinus’ 

18  Cf. Davies, “Kenny on Aquinas,” 119; Rosemann, Omne ens, 112–15.
19  See also Aquinas, ST Ia, q. 11, art. 3, ad 2: “God … is not known to us 

except by way of  privation and remotion.”
20  Translating this as “immensity” obscures the fact that, like “infinite,” it is 

a negative term: in-mensitas, thus corresponding precisely to Plotinus’ “measure and 
not measured (ouj metrouvmenon).” For “infinite” as purely negative in meaning in 
Aquinas, see ST Ia, q. 7, art. 1, resp.: “A thing is called infinite because it is not finite.” 
This seemingly trivial point is in fact of  the utmost importance, because almost im-
mediately after Aquinas, with Henry of  Ghent and Duns Scotus, infinity begins to be 
treated as a positive perfection.
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assertion that in order to “see” the One we must “take away all things (a[fele 
pavnta)” (Plotinus, Enn. V.3.17.39).21

 But negation is not the whole story for either Plotinus or Aquinas.  
This, indeed, is another common misrepresentation: Plotinus is presented as 
having an exclusively negative or apophatic doctrine in which is the One is 
simply unknowable, full stop; while Aquinas is said to offer a qualifiedly af-
firmative account of  God. This, of  course, is simply another version of  the 
supposed opposition between the One as beyond being and God as being,22 
and again reflects an inadequate understanding of  both philosophers. For 
Plotinus, the One is not a first being and the making of  all things is not the 
production of  additional beings. Rather, as we have seen, to say that the 
One generates all things means only that all things depend on the One as 
the “power” or condition by which they are. All beings, therefore, are not 
additional to the One, but are rather the differentiated presentation or mani-
festation of  the One, precisely as the enabling condition of  beings. Thus, 
as Plotinus says, all being, all that is, is the “trace” (i[cno~), “likeness” (mivm- 
hsi~) or “expression” (lovgo~) of  the One (Ibid., V.5.5.14, 23; V.1.6.45–46; 
V.3.15.33). To see, to think, to apprehend any being at all is, so to speak, to 
see the One as reflected in a mirror, and to see a reflection of  something is 
at once to see the thing—as it appears here—and not to see it at all. Hence 
Plotinus’ apophaticism is only half  the story. As the condition for beings, the 
One is not any being, absolutely inaccessible, not given to any mode of  ap-
prehension; and as the condition for beings, the One is absolutely accessible, 
totally given, seen and known in all things. Wherever we turn our gaze, we 
find nothing but the One, as presented; and wherever we turn our gaze, we 
do not find the One at all, as any one of  the beings.
 Just as all that is found in the many different reflections or presenta-
tions of  a thing is pre-contained in the thing itself, so, since all reality is the 
differentiated manifestation of  the One, it follows that all things are con-
tained in the One without differentiation, and thus not as their distinct selves. 
As Plotinus says, 

How is that the principle of  all things? Thus, because it pre-
serves them, making each one of  them to be? Yes, and because 
it brought them into existence (uJpevsthsen aujtav). But how? By 
possessing them beforehand. But it has been said that thus it will 
be a multiplicity. But it possessed them in such a way as not to be 

21  Cf. Davies, “Kenny on Aquinas,” 127: in order to understand “what Aqui-
nas has to say about being,” we must “pay attention to the extent to which he is a 
seriously apophatic thinker.”

22  See Gilson, Christian Philosophy of  St. Thomas Aquinas, 139. Gilson is here 
discussing Dionysius, but what he says would apply equally, on his view, to Plotinus.
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distinct; they are distinguished on the second level, in the expres-
sion. For this is already actuality; but that [the One] is the power 
of  all things (Ibid., V.3.15.27–33). 

Beings are not additional to the One, any more than reflections are additional 
to what they are reflections of. Rather, the One “encompasses (perieivlhfe) 
all things” (Ibid., V.5.9.10), or, better, is the “encompassment of  all things 
(perivlhyi~ pavntwn)” (Ibid., VI.8.18.3), the undifferentiated containment of  
all things.  The One is therefore both no thing and all things:23 “The One: all 
things and not any one; the principle of  all things, not all things, but all things 
transcendently (ejkeivnw~). For in a way they do occur there, or rather they are 
not there yet, but will be” (Ibid., V.2.1.1–3; see also V.2.2.25; VI.7.32.13). To 
say that the One is all things transcendently (literally, “therely”) means that 
it is all things without distinction, and thus not as the multiplicity of  distinct, 
finite beings; and “not yet, but will be” refers to the same absence of  dif-
ferentiation, such that in, or as, the One, all things are “not yet” themselves, 
“not yet” all things. The One, then, is not a mysterious “no-thing” apart from 
or outside of  all things.  Rather, the One is not any thing precisely as the 
enfolding, the undifferentiated containment, of  all things. Conversely, then, 
all that is, all beings, in their finitude, their distinction and multiplicity, are 
the unfolding, the presence and manifestation of  the One. And this simply 
restates Plotinus’s idea of  the One as not any being but the enabling condi-
tion of  all beings.
 Thus Plotinus insists at once on the absolute, infinite “distance” of  
all things from the One and on the absolute, infinite “intimacy” of  the One 
to all things: “[The One] is not apart (ouj … a[pestin) from anything, and 
apart from all things” (Ibid., VI.9.4.25). All beings, just as beings, are abso-
lutely other than the One, as the condition by which there are beings. But 
this otherness must not be construed as separation, which would indeed im-
ply that the One was merely another being, located, so to speak, elsewhere. 
Rather, again as the condition by which there are beings, the One is immedi-
ately present to and throughout all things: wherever there is any being, there 
is the One, as the “power” by which it is a being, and all being is therefore 
nothing but the presence of  the One. As Plotinus says, “It is really a wonder 
… how, though he is nowhere, there is nowhere where he is not.” He goes 
on to explain, 

23  Cf. Gilson, Christian Philosophy of  St. Thomas Aquinas, 141. Opposing Aqui-
nas to Dionysius (and hence also to Plotinus), Gilson remarks that since for Aquinas 
God is esse, “what no longer is the case is that our knowledge of  things is a knowl-
edge of  something which God is not. We can now say of  everything that is that God 
is it too. Indeed, we can say that He is it pre-eminently; that its being belongs to Him 
before it belongs to His creature.” But this is in fact exactly what both Plotinus and 
Dionysius say of  the One, or God. 
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So it is there and not there; … because it is free from everything it 
is not prevented from being anywhere. For if  it were prevented, it 
would be limited by something else … and God would go just so 
far … Everything which is not somewhere has nowhere where it 
is not … If  therefore the ‘not somewhere’ is true and the ‘some-
where’ is false, … it will not stand apart from anything (Ibid., 
V.5.8.28–9.23). 

As the principle whereby there are beings, the One is nowhere and every-
where, nothing and everything.
 For all these doctrines—that all things are images or manifestations 
of  the One, that the One is the undifferentiated containment of  all things, 
and that the One is at once absolutely apart from and absolutely present to all 
things—we find a point-for-point correspondence in Aquinas. First, Aquinas 
argues that since God, as esse, is the cause of  being to all things, it follows that 
all things are like God.  

For since every agent enacts what is like itself  insofar as it is an 
agent, and each thing acts according to its form, it is necessary 
that in the effect there be a likeness to the form of  the agent … 
If  … there is some agent which is not contained in a genus, its 
effects will attain still more distantly to the likeness of  the form 
of  the agent, not, however, so that they participate in a likeness 
to the form of  the agent according to some notion of  species or 
genus, but according to some analogy, as being itself  is common 
to all things …. And in this way those things that are from God 
are assimilated to him insofar as they are beings (inquantum sunt 
entia), as to the first and universal principle of  all being (esse) (ST 
1a, q.3, art. 4, resp.).  

The phrase “insofar as they are beings” is all-important here. Since it is just 
in that they are beings that all things are like God, and the creature as a whole 
and all that is in it is something that is, some ens, it follows that the whole of  
all things, through and through, is nothing but likeness of  God. It is not the 
case that creatures are, so to speak, first themselves and then, also, like God 
in some way. In that case, they would not be like God just insofar as they are 
beings. Rather, Aquinas is here saying that to be, to be a being, just is to be 
a likeness of  God.24 All beings, the whole of  reality, are nothing but many 
different likenesses, or finite presentations, of  esse, or God, as the principle 
by which they are beings. For Aquinas too, wherever we turn our gaze, we 
are seeing God as it were in a mirror, for this is all there is to see, this is what 

24  See also Aquinas, ST Ia, q. 3, art. 5, ad 2: “Anything has so much being 
insofar as it approximates God (unumquodque habet de esse, quantum Deo approprinquat).”
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all being (ens) is. As Aquinas takes care to emphasize repeatedly, this does 
not mean that creatures and God resemble each other in the sense of  hav-
ing something in common, even being. “The likeness of  the creature to God 
is not said on account of  sharing in form according to the same notion of  
genus and species, but only according to analogy …” (ST 1a, q.3, art. 4, ad 
3), and “while it may be admitted in some way that the creature is like God, 
it is nonetheless in no way to be admitted that God is like the creature, as 
Dionysius says … For we say that an image is like a man, but not conversely 
…” (ST 1a, q.3, art. 4, ad 4). As the reference to Dionysius suggests, the like-
ness in question is the Platonic likeness of  many images or presentations, e.g. 
reflections, to their common original, not the mutual likeness of  things that 
have something in common. Thus Aquinas is in effect reiterating Plotinus’ 
doctrine that reality consists of  many different finite presentations, or “re-
flections,” of  God.
 Second, Aquinas argues that God, as esse, is all perfections of  all 
things, without differentation.  

Whatever perfection is in an effect must be found in the effec-
tive cause, either according to the same notion, if  it is a univocal 
agent, as a man generates a man, or in a more eminent mode, if  it 
is an equivocal agent …. Since therefore God is the first effective 
cause of  things, it follows that the perfections of  all things pre-
exist in God in a more eminent mode. Dionysius touches on this 
argument, saying of  God, “It is not that he is this and not that, 
but he is all things, as cause of  all things” (ST Ia, q. 4, a. 2, resp.).  

In the De ente, Aquinas explains that this “more eminent mode” means “with-
out distinction”: “Although God is just being, it does not follow that the 
remaining perfections and excellences are lacking to him; rather, he has all 
perfections which are in all genera … but he has them in a more excellent way 
than all things, because in him they are one, but in others they have diversity” 
(Aquinas, De ente IV.3). Since every perfection is some distinct, differentiated 
mode of  being (esse), or, in other words, to have a certain perfection is to be 
in a certain way, therefore being itself  (esse ipsum) is all perfections without 
distinction. 

God is being itself  subsisting by itself, from which it follows that 
he contains in himself  the whole perfection of  being (essendi) …. 
Thus since God is subsistent being itself, nothing of  the perfec-
tion of  being (essendi) can be absent from him.  This argument too 
is touched on by Dionysius, saying that “God is not existent in 
a certain way, but simply and without circumscription uniformly 
contains all being (esse) in himself  (ST Ia, q.4, a.2, resp.).  
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Thus there is no perfection, no intelligible content, no mode of  being, that 
is not “first” in God, simply as esse. Since this is the Plotinian doctrine of  the 
first principle as the undifferentiated containment or enfolding of  all things, 
it is no accident that in this article Aquinas cites Dionysius, the source of  so 
much of  his Neoplatonism, no less than five times.
 Third, Aquinas, like Plotinus, insists at once on the infinite distance 
of  all things from God, as esse,25 and the infinite intimacy of  God, as esse, to 
all things.  Every being, as a distinct, finite “this,” is absolutely and infinitely 
other than God. “The aforesaid likeness does not do away with the infinite 
distance of  the creature to God” (Aquinas, De veritate q. 2, art. 11, ad 4).  But 
this does not mean that God is not present to all things. On the contrary, 
Aquinas argues that precisely as esse, i.e., as the total and absolute cause in 
virtue of  which all beings are at all, God is utterly present to them. In this 
sense, “nothing is distant from him, as if  it did not have God in itself ” (ST 
Ia, q. 8, art. 1, ad 3). Aquinas argues, 

God is in all things, not indeed as a part of  their essence, nor as 
an accident, but as an agent is present to that on which it acts …. 
Since God is esse itself  by his essence, it follows that created being 
(esse) is his proper effect, as to ignite is the proper effect of  fire. 
But God causes this effect in things … as long as they are pre-
served in being, as light is caused in the air by the sun as long as 
the air remains illuminated. Therefore, as long as a thing has be-
ing, so long must God be present to it …. But being is that which 
is innermost to anything and what is most deeply in all things …. 
Wherefore it follows that God is in all things, and innermostly 
(ST Ia, q. 8, art. 1, resp.). 

Since God, as esse, means the principle by which beings are, it obviously fol-
lows that where God is not present, there is nothing at all. “Innermostly,” 
here, clearly means “through and through,” because whatever is in a thing is 
some being, something which is. Wherever there is the least trace of  being 
(ens), there is God, making it be. Indeed, if  we think this through, it implies 
that all being, all that is, is nothing but the presence of  God, or esse.  Oth-
erwise, we would have to think of  God as present to something else which 
existed apart from him. Since esse is the total cause, not of  this or that feature 
of  a thing, but of  the whole thing including all its features, the whole thing 
is nothing but a finite presentation of  esse. As in Plotinus, therefore, infinite 
distance and infinite intimacy coincide: precisely as esse, i.e. not any being but 
the principle by which there are beings, and in that sense infinitely distant, 
God is utterly present throughout all that is.26 Replying to the objection that 

25  Cf. Marion, “Saint Thomas d’Aquin,” 58.
26  Cf. Rosemann, Omne ens, 89–91.
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God is “above all things” and therefore not “in all things,” Aquinas says, 
“God is above all things by the excellence of  his nature, but nevertheless he 
is in all things as causing the being of  all things,” i.e. causing all things to be.27 
“Above” does not mean “separate” or “elsewhere,” but simply means that 
God is ipsum esse  rather than any ens; but therefore, precisely as ipsum esse, and 
in that sense “above” all things, God is present to all things as the principle 
of  their existence.
 These three points—that all things are likenesses of  God, that God 
contains all perfections of  all things, and that God is at once infinitely dis-
tant from and infinitely present to all things—are all inferred from the idea 
of  God as esse, which in turn is inferred from the existential dependence of  
beings. Hence these are not really additional truths, but are rather various 
restatements of  that idea. Since esse means nothing but the principle in virtue 
of  which there are beings, it follows analytically that all beings are likenesses 
and presences of  God; and since every perfection is some mode of  being, it 
follows analytically that God is all perfections without differentiation. This is 
not to say that these doctrines are not significant and profound: they are di-
verse articulations of  the wonder of  wonders, that there are beings. Like the 
doctrine of  God as esse, of  which they are restatements, they are expressions 
of  the secondary, derivative character of  all that is. Aquinas’ point through-
out is that it is only when we consider beings not merely with regard to what 
they are, but rather simply as beings, that we realize that we are looking in a 
mirror;28 and in that sense, only, we know God from creatures. But this does 
not mean that we can thereby turn around and see what they are all reflec-
tions of.
 What then are we to make of  the innumerable places where Aquinas 
says that God is (est) or is a being (ens)? Of  course, for Aquinas, such affir-
mations are possible and true on the basis of  analogy. God, for Aquinas, is 
indeed a being (ens), analogously. And again, we are sometimes told that this 
sets him apart from Plotinus, for whom the One is not a being at all. But this 
is a misunderstanding of  Aquinas’ doctrine of  analogy. First, it is now well 
recognized that what Aquinas calls analogy is what Aristotle called pro;~ e{n 

27 Aquinas, ST Ia, q. 8, art. 1, ad 1.
28  See Aquinas, ST Ia, q. 44, art. 2, resp.: “the earliest philosophers assigned 

causes to things considered as this being or as such a being …. Then others advanced 
further and raised themselves to the consideration of  being as being (ens qua ens), and 
who assigned a cause to things, not only according as they are these or such, but ac-
cording as they are beings. Therefore, whatever is the cause of  things considered as 
beings, must be the cause of  things … according to all that belongs to their being in 
any way whatever.”
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equivocity.29 This is the kind of  equivocity in which a term—the canonical 
example is “healthy”—is predicated of  different things with different mean-
ings, but all in relation to one primary or “focal” meaning:  a living thing is 
healthy in the primary sense; medicine is healthy as causing health, urine is 
healthy as a sign of  health, etc. Analogy is a species of  equivocity:30 this cannot be 
repeated too often or with too much emphasis. For it implies that when we 
say that a creature is and that God is, or that a creature is a being and God is 
a being, “is” or “being” does not mean the same thing in both cases. Analogy, 
as a species of  equivocity, always involves a moment of  negation. To say that 
all creatures are beings, and then to call God a being analogously, is to say that 
God is not another being.
 Aquinas makes it quite clear that the analogy between creatures and 
God is not the analogy of  many-to-one, but rather that of  one-to-another.31 
In other words, it is not the case, although Aquinas is often presented in these 
terms, that creatures are beings in one way (finitely), whereas God is a being 
in a different way (infinitely). This in fact is not analogy at all, but Scotistic 
univocity, in which the term “being” (ens) has the same meaning in both cases 
but is predicated in different modes of  creatures and of  God.32 If  that were 
the case, “being” would be a third term to which creatures and God stand in 
different relations, the creature possessing it finitely and God possessing it 
infinitely. This would still imply a common term between creatures and God, 
a more comprehensive term under which both are included.33 The analogy 
of  one-to-another, on the other hand, is based only on the relation of  the 
creature to God as the principle of  which it is a likeness, with no common 
term:34 “Whatever is said of  God and creatures is said according as there is 
some order of  the creature to God, as to its principle and cause, in which all 
the perfections of  things exist excellently” (ST Ia, q. 13, art. 5, resp). God 

29  See above all Ralph McInerny, Aquinas and Analogy (Washington, DC: The 
Catholic University of  America Press, 1996), 40, 46.

30  Ibid., 93: “[F]or St. Thomas, analogy is a kind of  equivocation.”
31  Aquinas, ST Ia, q. 13, art. 5, resp. Cf. Marion, “Saint Thomas d’Aquin,” 45.  
32  This is often what is called “analogy of  being.”  As Marion remarks, “Saint 

Thomas d’Aquin,” 43 n. 26, “as soon as the term is established, the thing has already 
disappeared.”

33  For a presentation of  analogy in this way, see Fran O’Rourke, Pseudo-Dio-
nysius and the Metaphysics of  Aquinas (Leiden: Brill, 1992), 203: “Greek philosophy … 
had not yet discovered the transcendent or universal and analogical value of  Being, 
i.e. that as a concept unrestricted in itself , ‘being’ adequately expresses the reality both of  
creatures and of  God while yet allowing their radical distinction” (italics added). In 
this way, O’Rourke suggests, it is possible “to harmonise faithfully within a unified 
order both the finite and infinite character of  reality.” Here we have, under the guise 
of  Thomistic analogy, a precise expression of  the purest Scotism.

34  Cf. Marion, “Saint Thomas d’Aquin,” 45.
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and the creature, then, are not both beings (entia), however “differently,” any 
more than a man and his portrait, or his reflection, are two men. Yes, we can 
point at each of  them and say, truly and meaningfully, “This is a man” and 
“That is a man.” But it is not the case that they are both men, only in dif-
ferent ways. The portrait, or reflection, is not a man, not a member of  the 
species “human,” at all. The man and his reflection are both called “man” only 
analogously, only in that one is an effect and appearance of  the other. So, too, 
it is not the case that God and the creature are both beings, but in different 
ways. Rather, if  creatures are, or are beings, then God can be said to be, or 
to be a being, only as the esse of  which all beings are limited, differentiated 
presentations. Aquinas repeatedly insists that there is no specific or generic 
community whatsoever between creatures and God (see esp. ST Ia, q. 3, art. 
5; ST Ia, q. 4, art. 4, ad 3). God and creatures are not in any way at all differ-
ent members of  a common class, even the class “beings,” precisely because 
creatures are nothing but finite presentations of  God, or esse.  But this, again, 
is neither more nor less than what Plotinus means when he says that the One, 
as the principle by which beings are beings, is himself  beyond being.
 Properly understood, therefore, analogy does not mitigate but rather 
reinforces the mystery of  God.35 Bernard Montagnes, in his in many ways 
admirable book on the analogy of  being in Aquinas, presents the case for 
analogy thus: “Too close, God ceases to be transcendent; too far, He van-
ishes into an inaccessible transcendence.”36 This, it strikes me, is precisely the 
wrong way to put it. Analogy does not express an ontological location for 
God in between “too close” (univocity) and “too far” (equivocity). Such a 
compromise would, indeed, compromise both the infinite distance between all 
things and God, as esse, and the infinite intimacy of  God, as esse, to all things. 
And this twofold infinity, expressed by Plotinus in saying that the One is no 
thing and all things, nowhere and everywhere, and by Aquinas in saying that 
God as esse is “above all things by the excellence of  his nature” and inner-
mostly present and manifest in all things as the principle of  their existence, is 
what Aquinas’ doctrine of  analogy aims to preserve.
 When we dig beneath the differences of  terminology and style that 
separate Aquinas from Plotinus to uncover the meaning of  their doctrines 
and the reasoning that underlies them, we find that they are saying virtually 
the same thing. This insight requires, on the one hand, a far more thorough 
understanding of  Plotinus than is usually found, especially among Thomists; 

35  Cf. Davies, “Thomas Aquinas,” 649. As Marion says, “Saint Thomas 
d’Aquin,” 43, “The analogy of  being … never has any other function, for [Aquinas], 
than to dig the gulf  that separates these two meanings of  esse,” i.e. esse as said of  
creatures and esse as said of  God.

36  Bernard Montagnes, The Doctrine of  the Analogy of  Being according to Thomas 
Aquinas, tr. E. M. Macierowski (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 2004), 66.
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and, on the other hand, a somewhat unconventional reading of  Aquinas, 
although the work of  scholars such as Hankey, Davies, Marion, Rosemann, 
and others has gone far to bring this reading into prominence. It is time to 
rewrite the textbooks; to set aside long-standing prejudices and to acknowl-
edge, once and for all, not merely that Aquinas’ signature doctrine of  God 
as ipsum esse per se subsistens has some Neoplatonic antecedents, but that it just 
is Neoplatonic through and through. On this critical point, Aquinas is a fol-
lower of  Plotinus rather than of  Aristotle, and, among his Christian sources, 
of  Dionysius rather than Augustine. 

—Loyola Marymount University


