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While acknowledging how hard it is to conceptualize God's eternal
knowledge of the temporal,1 Aquinas nonetheless employs several
different heuristic devices for that purpose. His favorite image, bor
rowed from Boethius and presented in different ways in different texts,
involves conceiving God's eterllal knowledge as being like the panoramic
view that someone situated at a height (a mountaintop or a watehtower)
has of a procession passing llnderneath.2 A knower situated on the
ground level (either as part of the procession or observing the proces
sion) would be constrained by her position and her capacities so as to be
able to take in the whole procession only successively, as each part came
within her present purview; this is analagous to our temporal knowing.
The privileged observer on high, however, is able to take in the entire
procession in a single glance. God is like such a privileged perceiver,
able to grasp the whole of time in a single eternal act.3

In Summa contra gentiles 1,66, however, Aquinas uses another

1 'TIifficultas autem in hoc accidit eo quod divinarn cognitionem significare non
possumus nisi per modum nostrae cognitionis consignificando temporum
differentias." De veritate (DV) 2,12. 1 will be citing the Leonine Edition, vo1.22
(Rome: 1970).
2 The Boethian source is Consolatio V,6 ( p. 432, 11. 166 in the Loeb Classical
Library Edition). Aquinas uses some variation of this image in I Sent. 38,1,5;
DV 2,12; Summa theoIogiae (ST) 1.14.13; De maIo (DM)16,7; and Peryermenias
1,14.
3 "Ita igitur Deus presentialiter omnia intuetur que ad invicem comparantur
secundum ordinem presentis, preteriti et futuri-quod non potest aliquis eorum
cuius intuitus sub hoc ordine ten1.poris cadit-, sicut ille qui est in alta specula
constitutus videt simul omnes transeuntes per viam, non sub ratione
precedentis et subsequentis quod ipsum quamvis videat quosdam alios
precedere; tarnen quicumque in ipsa via constitutus in ordine transeuntium non
potest videre nisi precedentes vE~l iuxta se positos." DM 16,7; 1 am citing the
Leonine edition, vo1. 23 (Rome: 1982), 315, 11. 210-220.

Copyright 1997, American Catholic Philm~ophicalQuarterly, Vol. LXXI, No. 2



198 AMERICAN CATHOLIC PHILOSOPHICAL QUARTERLY

Boethian device4 to schematize the relationship between God's eternal
knowledge and the flow of time. The issue is how God ean have
knowledge of the future, given that it does not yet exist:

Furthermore, God's knowing lacks succession, just like his
act of existing. Accordingly it is abiding always all at once,
which belongs to the nature of eternity. The duration oftime,
however, is extended by the succession of before and after.
Thus the relationship of eternity to the complete duration of
time is like the relationship of an indivisible to a continu-qm;
not indeed of an indivisible that is the limit of the continuum
and so not present to each part of the continuum (an instant
of time is similar to this), but of an indivisble that is outside
the continuum but nonetheless coexists with each part of the
continuum or any designated point of the eontinuum. For
since time does not exceed change, eternity, which completely
transcends change, is nothing belonging to time. On the
other hand, since there can never be a deficieney in eternal
existence, eternity must be present to all of time or each
instant of time as present. A sort of example of this is seen
in a circle: for adesignated point in the circumference, even
if it be divisible, nonetheless cannot coexist together at the
same position with any other point since it is the order of
position that constitutes the continuity of the circumference.
But the center, which is outside the circumference, is direetly
opposed to any designated point on the circumference. Ac
cordingly, whatever is any part oftime coexists with eternity
as if present to it even though it be past or future with respect
to another part of time. But nothing can coexist as present
to eternity except as a whole, because eternity does not have
the duration of succession. Accordingly the divine intellect
sees whatever occurs during the entire course of time as
present. It is not the case, however, that any part of time
existed always. It therefore remains that God has knowledge
ofwhat does not yet exist in the course oftime.5

The perfect life of God's eternity6 is simple, successionless, abiding, and
point-like, in contrast to the evanescent flow of time and history.

4 Consolatio, IV,6, p. 362, 11. 80-81.
s Summa contra gentiles (SCG) 1,66. All translations in this paper are my own.
1 am citing the Editio Leoninis Manualis (Rome: 1934).
6 See SCG 1,15; I Sente 8,2;19,2; and ST 1.10 on divine eternity.
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Although eternity transcends time, it is also intimately and directly
related to each and every moment of time; somehow the fullness of time
is present to and coexists with eternity. Thus the future that is unknow
able to a temporal intellect because non-existent is knowable to the God
who transcends time.

Aquinas clearly believes that the presence of time to eternity does
not compromise the dynamic reality oftemporal becoming. Yet as Scotus
would soon point out (and I will consider his criticisms in the next
section), there are problems in this picture: assuming a tensed view of
time, how can the future coexist with and be present to God before it
has temporal existence? How can the whole successive duration of time
be present to the successionless duration of eternity without collapsing
one into the other? Aquinas's view seems to require that all oftime exist
on an ontological par so as to be the object of God's timeless vision: what
God sees all at once must somehow tenselessly exist as such. The
tenseless view of time required to make sense of Aquinas's picture
conflicts with the reality oftemporal becoming. IfAquinas's picture does
indeed require a tenseless view of time, then he is guilty of internal
inconsistency, since his own discussions of foreknowledge presuppose
the reality of temporal becoming as the explanation for why the future
is inaccessible to temporal knowers.

The purpose of this paper is to show that the Scotistic critique rests
upon amisinterpretation of Aquinas's position which is unintentionally
fostered by Aquinas himself in his use of the Boethian heuristic devices.
The passive perceptual metaphor of sight ingredient in the Super
Viewer picture belies the active, causal, creative character of God's
knowledge. The circle analogy is problematic (at least to the non-Neo
platonic ear) because it seems to imply a static view of the relationship
between God and time.7 Consequently both analogies have to be used
with caution and corrected by a causal view of God's knowledge: God's
eternal knowledge of the future is as its creative cause. The creative-

7 As Katherin A. Rogers notes, the Neoplatonie analogy of the eirele originally
expressed adynamie eausal meaning: "Moreover, to the philosopher influeneed
by the platonie tradition, this metaphor expresses far more than merely how
many sueeessive points may be equally present to a single point. It illustrates
a (the?) fundamental metaphysieal prineiple of Platonism ... For the platonie
thinker (I think we may inelude Boethius and even, to an extent, Aquinas,
among those influeneed by the platonie tradition) the eirele analogy for time
and 'eternity' is espeeially apt beeause the eentre point is seen not only as
present to the eireumferenee, but as its source. Perfeet power resides in unity.
The One must preeede the many. Extension is a weakness, a limitation, whieh
comes to be from the fullness ofundivided unity." "Eternity Has No Duration,"
Religious Studies 30 (1994): 5. Rogers goes on to eite Enneads VI,8,18 as the
prime Plotinian source. Rogers is right about Aquinas.
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causal activity of God is the hidden key and metaphysical presupposi..
tion for all that Aquinas says about how God knows the future. It is only
within this causal framework that proper sense can be made ofhow time
is present to eternity. The real epistemic presence of all time to God is
based upon and derivative from the metaphysical presence of all time
to God as the effect of the eternal God's causality. God has immediate
eternal knowledge of everything in its real temporally determinate esse
because he is the immediate eternal cause of that temporal esse.

I intend to show that Aquinas's view of divine foreknowledge is
compatible with a dynamic view of time when that knowledge is under
stood as the knowledge of the Creator. I shall begin, however, with an
outline of the Scotistic critique. Next I shall show that Aquinas has a
doctrine of divine causal knowing which is at odds with the picture
presupposed by the Scotistic critique. Then I shall show how Aquinas
conceives of the relationship between God's eternal creative knowledge
and time. Finally, I shall show how the Scotistic critique of Aquinas
dissolves in the face of Aquinas's authentic view.

I.

John Duns Scotus articulated the classic scholastic objection to
Aquinas's position.8 Scotus decisively rejected Aquinas's claim that all
of time could be eternally present to God on the grounds that (1) only
what actually exists (esse existentiae) can be present to God and (2) only
the temporal present actually exists. Scotus presumes that intuitive
divine knowledge by eternal presence presupposes a real relation of
co-existence between the knower and the known9; what is so known

8 On Scotus's earliest treatment ofthe foreknowledge problem, see "Contingency
and Freedom." Lectura I, 39. Introduction, Translation, and Commentary by
A. Vos Jaczn et aI. (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1994). The
subsequent Ordinatio account is the focus ofWilliam Lane Craig in The Problem
o{Divine Foreknowledge o{Future Contingents {rom Aristotle to Suarez (Leiden:
E. J. Brill, 1988), 127-45. A treament of Scotus's final work on the topic can be
found in Allan B. Wolter, "Scotus' Paris Lectures on God's Knowledge of Future
Events," in his The Philosophical Theology of John Duns Scotus, ed. Marilyn
McCord Adams (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1990), 285-333. An excellent
overview of the long-running scholastic debate on this problem is Joseph de
Finance, "La presence des choses Ei l'eternite d'apres les scolastiques," Archives
de philosophie 19 (1956): 24-62. See also Calvin Normore, "Future Contingents"
in The Cambridge History of Later Medieval Philosophy, eds. Norman
Kretzmann, Anthony Kenny, Jan Pinborg (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1982), 358-81.
9 "Si ergo immensitas non est ratio coexistendi loco nisi actuali, et non potentiali
(quia non est), pari ratione aeternitas non erit ratio coexistendi alicui nisi
existenti: et hoc est quod arguitur quod 'illud quod non est, nulli potest
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must have its own independent esse existentiae and not merely exist as
a known object exists in the knower (esse cognoscibile).10 According to
the tensed view of time that Scotus holds, however, only the temporal
present actually exists; every time except the present is unreal and so
cannot be in a relation of presence to God. ll The future is simply not
there to be intuitively present to God. The only way that God's eternity
could be present to the whole of time would be if the whole of time
actually existed all at once-which is absurd because it contradicts the
very nature of time and the reality of temporal becoming. If what is
future to us were already present to God the First Cause, then it would
already be actual, truly real, and thus no longer future. 12 Scotus's
critique is ultimately a reductio ad absurdum: Aquinas's view of God's
eternal knowledge contradicts the reality of temporal becoming.

Scotus's counter-interpretation of Aquinas's claim that divine eter
nity's relationship to time is like the relationship between the center
point of a circle and the circumference neatly indicates his
understanding of the contrast between the two views:

For if we imagine a straight line with two end points a and b,
and if a is immobile and b is moved around it (as with a
compass, where one foot is immobile and the other mobile), it
is b's having been drawn around a that causes the circumfer
ence in the mind of geometers, who imagine that a flowing
point causes a line. Assuming this, if nothing remains of the
circumference from the flow of b except bitself (such that

coexistere', quia coexistere dicit relationem realem, sed relatio non est realis
cuius fundamentum non est reale." My discussion here is based on the criticism
of Aquinas in Scotus's Ordinatio, Book I, d.38;39,1-5 as it appears in Appendix
A of the Opera Omnia, vol. 6 (Vatican: Typis Polyglottis Vaticanis, 1963), 407,
11. 17-19.
lOScotus distinguishes between esse existentiae and esse cognoscibile in ibid.,
410, 1.7. Scotus obviously must a110w that the future as known by God has esse
cognoscibile in the divine mind. Yet he holds that this knowledge is not on the
basis of the actual existence of the future (esse existentiae) but rather on the
basis of God's knowledge of His own will regarding the future.
n Scotus sums up his criticism thus: "Et ideo omnia ista argumenta procedunt
ex insufficienti, videlicet ex immensitate aeternitatis,--ex qua non sequitur
coexsistentia quae dicit relationem ad alterum, nisi haberetur aliquid in altero
extreme quod posset esse terminus coexistentiae cum isto fundamento; et tale
non potest esse non-ens, quale est omne tempus praeter praesens." Ibid.,443,
11.3-7.
12"Item, si effectus habet esse in se ipso respectu causae primae, simpliciter est
in se, quia respectu nu11ius habet verius esse; unde illud quod dicitur tale
respectu causae primae, simpliciter potest dici tale. Si ergo aliquid futurum sit
in actu respectu Dei, ergo simpliciter est in actu; ergo impossibile est ipsum
posterius poni in actu." Ibid., 410, 11.1-5.
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whenever that point ceases to be somewhere, then nothing of
the circumference is there), then the circumference is never
simultaneously present to the center, but only some one point
of the circumference would be present to the center; yet if the
whole circumference could exist simultaneously, then the
whole circ-gmference could be present to the center. Accord
ingly, since time is not a fixed circumference but rather
flowing, nothing of the circumference exists except the actual
instant-thus nothing of it can be present to eternity (which
is like the center) except that instant which is as it were
present. Yet if it were assumed per impossible that all of time
could endure simultaneously, all of time could be simultane
ously present to eternity as its center.13

Scotus's criticism of Aquinas focuses on the relationship between the
center point, representing divine eternity, and the circumference, rep
resenting the temporal world. Aquinas's analogy allegedly relies on
seeing the circumference as statically existing all at once (simul) as a
kind of line so as to allow for a simultaneous presence of the center to
each point on the circumference. Aquinas thereby seems implicitly to
deny the reality of temporal becoming and to posit a tenseless existence
of all time to God; time must really exist in the same way that God sees
it. Scotus rejects Aquinas's view because of these unacceptable tempo
ral implications. He argues that if the circle in the analogy is to
represent time, then it cannot statically exist all at once because each
point on the circumference is really only a transient punctum fluens
which is constantly shifting; the fleeting temporal present can only be
represented by a flowing point. Only the actual present has esse exis
tentiae; the past is no longer and the future is not yet. Thus iftime truly
is dynamic and flowing, then Aquinas's position is untenable: what is
not real (the future) cannot be present to God's knowledge.

Scotus's trenchant criticisms of Aquinas set the agenda for sub
sequent scholastic debates and have been recently revived by some
contemporary analytic philosophers. What links these critics of Aqui
nas to Scotus is not necessarily explicit historical dependence, since
many of them seem ignorant that their arguments had medieval ante
cedents, hut rather certain shared assumptions. One such assumption
is that Aquinas's primary model for God's knowledge of the future is
speculative and that this presupposes not only an epistemic presence of
the future to God (esse cognoscibile), hut also a metaphysical presence

13Ibid., 441, 1.14-442, 1.8.
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ofthe future to God (esse existentiae). William L. Craig says: 'Thus, the
presence of all events to God does not seem to be merely epistemic;
rather Aquinas' understanding of foreknowledge seems to require that
the past and the future be ontologieally on a par with presently existing
reality.,,14 A second shared assumption is that time is truly tensed,
dynamie, and flowing; there is an ontologieal difference between past,
present, and future such that the future is not now existent so as to be
known by divine intuition. A third shared assumption seems to be that
there must be some kind of isomorphism between God's knowledge and
the way things really exist. If God knows things tenselessly, then they
must aetually exist tenselessly. Conversely, if reality is tensed, then
God's knowledge must somehow be tensed. Citing Scotus, Prior argues
that the ontologieal and modal differenees between past, present, and
future eannot be merely perspeetival; there eannot be a diserepaney
between the reality of time and the way things appear to God:

I simply eannot see how the presentness, pastness or futurity
of any state of affairs can be in any way relative to the persons
to whom this state of affairs is known. What makes this
quite impossible to stomaeh is preeisely the truth that both
Thomas and the objector insist on, namely that the future has
an openness to alternatives that the past has not; such an
openness is just not the sort of thing that ean be present for
one observer and absent for another~ither it exists or it
doesn't, and there's an end to it; and so either a thing has
already oeeurred or it hasn't, and there's an end to that.... So
I don't understand what is meant by saying that contingent
future occurrences are neither contingent nor future as God
sees them, though I do understand what would be meant if it
were said that they are neither contingent nor future when
God sees them. How, in fact, could God know astate of affairs
to be present and beyond alteration, until it is present and
beyond alteration (for if He sees it as present when it is not,
surely He is in error)?15

As Riehard Creel summarizes the eontemporary Seotistie dilemma:

14 ftWas Aquinas a B-Theorist ofTime?" New Scholasticism 59 (1985): 480. Brian
Leftow replied to Craig in "Aquinas on Time and Eternity," New Scholasticism
64 (1990): 387-99. Leftow ingeniously tries to rescue Aquinas by treating time
and eternity as two different reference-frames requiring a "relativity of
simultaneity." As I will indicate in my conclusion, I am opposed to this approach
because it ignores the context of creation and so treats the relationship between
eternity and time in a static fashion.
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according to the logic of Aquinas's position, either the future is actual
for God to know it, and so time and change are illusory, or God is
mistaken.16 Ultimately, of course, it is surely St. Thomas who is
mistaken: there can be no timeless vision of time.

Even if per impossibile (as Scotus notes) time could exist all at once
like a fixed circumference, Aquinas's position would still lead to a
contradiction. For ingredient in the analogy ofthe circle is the idea that
divine eternity is simultaneously present to every moment oftime all at
once. Yet how could eternity be present to more than one moment of
time all at once? If eternity were present to each moment of time all at
once, then would not that collapse all temporal differences and make
every moment of time simultaneous with every other moment of time?
Anthony Kenny has argued that Aquinas's position leads to just such
an absurdity.17

In the light of these difficulties, it has been argued by Peter Geach
that the underlying problem is that Aquinas has been bewitehed by the
Boethian picture of God as a spectator viewing the course of time from
the lofty vantage point of eternity.18 E.J. Khamara has pointed out that
there are two fundamental flaws in the Boethian picture.19 The first is
that it tends to assimilate the temporal sense of "in" to the spatial sense
of "in" and so implies that time is a kind of container wherein all events

15 Prior, "The Formalities of Omniscience" in Papers on Time and Tense (Oxford:
The Clarendon Press, 1968), 43-44. Peter Geach presses the same point in "The
Future," New Blackfriars 54 (1973): 213-15: "People tend to confuse themselves
at this point by saying that the world may be timeless from God's point of view
though changeable with time from our point ofview. But this is just a muddle,
a darkening of counsel. If God sees the world as it is, and the world is temporal
and changing, then God must see the world as temporal and changing.... there
is an incoherence of the same kind in Aquinas's view of God's seeing from the
high tower of his eternity the course of future events-seeing future events as
they actually are in their presentness, prout sunt in actu in sua presentialitate.
Future events are not actual, but only potential; they are not present, and
cannot be seen as present." There is a parallel argument in Providence and Evil
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), 51-57.
16Divine Impassibility (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 95-96.
17"Indeed the whole concept of timeless eternity, the whole of which is
simultaneous with every part of time, seems to be radically incoherent. For
simultaneity as ordinarily understood is a transitive relation. If A happens at
the same time as B, and B happens at the same time as C, then A happens at
the same time as C.... But, on 8t. Thomas' view, my typing of this paper is
simultaneous with the whole of eternity. Again, on his view, the great fire of
Rome is simultaneous with the whole of eternity. Therefore, while I type these
very words, Nero fiddles heartlessly on." 'TIivine Foreknowledge and Human
Freedom," in Aquinas: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Anthony Kenny
(Garden City, NY: Anchor Books, Doubleday & Company, Inc.), 264.
18''The Future," 213-14.
19''Eternity and Omniscience," Philosophical Quarterly 24 (1974): 204-19.
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are tenselessly present. The crucial second flaw is in the perceptual
metaphor employed by Boethius (and Aquinas) 10 describe God's knowl
edge. Because the normal necessary condition for veridical perception
is the simultaneous existence of its object, the divine sight metaphor
leads to the assumption that all of time must somehow exist; what God
timelessly sees has 10 be there timelessly in order 10 be seen. Thus it
seems that the erroneous conception of God as a kind of omniperceiver
is the basic root of Aquinas's error.

As Geach also points out, however, there is another view of God's
knowledge in the Christian tradition and in Aquinas. Rather than
erroneously depicting God as a passive specta1or, this view depicts God's
knowledge as creative, causal, and practical. Geach asserts that the two
incompatibleviews~odas specta10r and God as artisan-can be found
side by side and unreconciled in Aquinas. His proposed solution is 10
abandon the speculative model in favor of the practical model that better
reflects God's providential activity. He is right 10 make that move, but
wrong 10 imply that it was not first made by Aquinas.

11.

Nothing skews an account of Aquinas more than the erroneous
imputation to God of a perceptual paradigm of knowledge. Far from
being a passive Big Viewer ofthe temporal panorama, Aquinas's God is
the active cause making it to be. God's knowledge is not effected by and
dependent upon what is known, but rather is itself causative of what is
known: Scientia dei est causa rerum.20 Therein lies the radical
disanalogy with human knowing and the key 10 a proper interpretation
of Aquinas. The centrality of a causal view of divine knowledge and its
relevance to the foreknowledge question has been overlooked or ignored
by many of Aquinas's contemporary interpreters. The reasons for this
are hermeneutical and philosophical. The first major hermeneutical
error is the failure to situate Aquinas's treatment of God's knowledge of
future contingents within the larger context of his treatment of divine
knowledge in general. If Aquinas's explicit consideration of how God
knows future contingents is abstracted from his larger account of how
God perfectly knows the world in its most singular details, then what
ensues is misinterpretation. It may be argued that Aquinas himself
bears some responsibility for this confusion insofar as he does not

20Aquinas explictly devotes several texts to showing that "scientia dei est causa
rerum" in I Sente 38,1; DV 2,14; and ST 1.14.8. The causal character of God's
knowledge is a pervasive presupposition throughout his account of how God
knows everything outside of God.
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explicitly connect his treatment of future contingents with his over
arching account of God's causal-practical knowledge of the world. Yet I
would counter that Aquinas believed the connection to be so clear from
the overall logic of his treatment that it did not have to be explicitly
drawn. Aquinas's treatment of God's knowledge of future contingents
must be interpreted as a subset ofthe larger question ofhow God knows
contingents simpliciter; the former is a more complicated case of the
latter. To that end I will focus in this section on giving an account of
Aquinas's position on how God knows material individuals.

An explicit consideration ofhow God knows material individuals will
also help to remedy the second major hermeneutical error: the failure
to read Aquinas in proper historical context. Often joined with the
previous problem, this is a weakness to which analytic philosophers of
religion are especially prone in their use of Aquinas to address contem
porary philosophical concerns regarding divine epistemology.21 What
is thereby elided or obscured is Aquinas's position within the Neopla
tonic tradition of divine causal knowing wherein God's knowledge of the
world is intimately connected with background metaphysical claims
regarding divine causality; the range of omniscience is tied to the range
of divine causality. Within the problematic of this tradition, God's
knowledge of material singulars was the crux interpretatum. By focus
ing on this thorny issue, it will thus be possible to indicate the necessary
historical and metaphysical background to Aquinas's position.

Hermeneutical errors provide only a partial explanation, however,
for the current failure to appreciate the causal character of God's
knowledge and its relevance to the problematic of divine foreknowledge
and human freedom. There is also the powerful apriori assumption
that a causal account of divine knowledge entails a form of epistemic
causal determinism. If God has determinate knowledge of my actions
in virtue of being their cause, then it seems that I cannot act freely
because my actions are pre-determined. This fear of divine determinism
is not limited to Molinists. Even sympathetic interpreters of Aquinas
like Elenore Stump and Norman Kretzmann hold that Aquinas cannot
really mean it when he says that scientia dei est causa rerum because
the claim is so obviously deterministic; they hold instead that Aquinas's
account ofcausal knowing does not extend to human actions.22 As I shall

21Consider, for example, the accounts of Aquinas in the dialogue between
William Alston, 'TIoes God Have Beliefs?" Religious Studies 22 (1986): 287-306
and William Hasker, 'tyes, God Has Beliefs!" Religious Studies 24 (1988):
385-94.
22"God Knows: But What? and How?: Thomas Aquinas on God's Knowledge."
(Kretzmann read this paper at the University ofToronto on 18 November 1993).
In order to avoid what they consider to be the inevitable deterministic
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indicate, however, Aquinas did not shrink from a consistent and thor
oughgoing causal account of God's knowledge as encompassing individ
ual material existents in all their particularity and human beings in all
their activities- including their thoughts and volitions. Whether or not
this entails determinism, however, is a question that Imust defer to
another day.

Central to Aquinas's account of how God knows the world is his
adoption of the Neoplatonic theme of divine causal knowledge; his
explicit and early use of the De divinibus nominibus and the Liber de
causis clearly indicate the Neoplatonic background.23 The basic claim
is that God's self-knowledge is ipso facto a knowledge of the world
hecause God knows himself to be the cause of the world; God's perfect
self-knowledge must extend as far as his causal power. Crucial to
Aquinas's position is his conception of the nature and extent of divine
causality within his metaphysics of creation and participation.24 He is
ahle to surpass the limits of previous Neoplatonic causal knowing
accounts by intimately and directly connecting God to every being as its
transcendent creative source25 and immanent causa esse26

; God's cau
sality is both formal-exemplar and efficient. The logic of Aquinas's
treatment of the extent of divine knowledge involves a progressive
unfolding of the extent of divine causality.

Aquinas typically begins with a general claim that God must know
things other than himself because God knows himself to be the First

consequences of asserting that God has causal knowledge of free actions, Stump
and Kretzmann interpret Aquinas as making a limited claim for divine causal
knowing as encompassing only things or natures and not events or states of
affairs (such as free actions). Their interpretation restricts divine causal
knowing to formal causal knowing through divine ideas and denies that God's
knowledge is based on efficient causation of events or states of affairs. As I shall
show, their interpretation of Aquinas is false.
23As will be seen shortly, Pseudo-Dionysius emerges in the Sentences as a key
.influence on Aquinas's approach to the problem of how God causally knows
singulars. The Liber de causis, whose true parentage was unknown by Aquinas
until William of Moerbeke translated Proclus's Elementatio theologica in 1268,
is cited by Aquinas in DV 2,3: "unde omnia principium activum immateriale
cognoscit effectum suum; inde est quod in libro De causis [prop.8] dicitur quod
intelligentia cognoscit id quod est sub se in quantum est causa "ei."
24For a good account of Aquinas's conception ofthe causal relationship between
God and the world, see Cornelio Fabro, Participation et causalite selon s.
Thomas d'Aquin (Louvain: Publications Universitaires, 1961), espe 397-409. See
also Joseph de Finance, Etre et agir (Paris: Beauchesne, 1945), 119-56. On God's
immanent presence as causa esse in conservation and created causality, see
T.C. O'Brien, "Esse, The Proper Effect of God Alone," Appendix 1, in Summa
theologiae vol. 14 (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1975), 169-75.

25 See ST 1.44.
26 See ST 1.8.1; 104.4; 105.5, De potentia 3,7 and the othertexts cited by O'Brien.
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Cause of all beings.27 Aquinas's understanding of causality and partici
pation involves the idea that in order for a cause to communicate sorne
actuality to an effect, that actuality must first somehow be contained in
or pre-exist in the cause. From this it follows that the effect bears sorne
similitude to its causal source.28 Hence the similitude of everything that
is must be found in God the First Cause. Aquinas then invokes the
important principle that whatever is in something is in it according to
the mode of the receiver.29 Thus whatever is in God is ipso facto
intelligible, since the divine essence is perfectly intelligible.30 Aquinas
concludes that "God sees things other than himself not in themselves
(in ipsis) but rather in himself (in seipso), insofar as his essence contains
the likeness (similitudinem) ofwhat is other than himself.,,31 The claim
that God knows things in himself (in seipso) rather than in themselves
(in ipsis or in altero) is not meant to imply that God does not directly
know things as they exist in themselves. When Aquinas describes God's
essence as a similitudo omnium, he does not mean that God only knows
a likeness or copy of things. The language of similitude is not meant to
invoke a representationalist epistemology but rather a metaphysics of
participation wherein God's essence is the similitudo omnium because
it is the ultimate exemplar causal source of all that is.32 Thus, to say

271n the ST 1.14.5 asserts that 'llnde cum virtus divina extendat ad alia, eo quod
ipsa est prima causa effectiva omnium entium, ut supradictis [2,3] patet,
necesse est quod Deus alia a se cognoscat." 1 am citing the Ottawa edition
(1941-45).
28"Omnis effectus in sua causa aliqualiter praeexistit similitudo: cum omne
agens agat sibi simile." SCG 1,49.
29"Omne autem quod est in altero est in eo per modum recipientis; unde si
principium activum sit materiale effectus eius est in eo quasi materialiter quia
velut in virtute quadam materiali, si autem sit immateriale activum principium
etiam effectus eius in eo immaterialiter erit." DV 2,3. For a general account of
this principle in Aquinas's thought, see John F. Wippel 'Thomas Aquinas and
the Axiom 'What is Received is Received According to the Mode ofthe Receiver',"
inA Straight Path: Studies in Medieval Philosophy and Culture, eds. Ruth-Link
Salinger et al. (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press,
1988), 279-89. As will become clear shortly, the variant principle that whatever
is known is known according to the modality of the knower is absolutely crucial
to Aquinas's position.
3O"Omnis effectus in sua causa aliqualiter praeexistit similitudo: cum omne
agens agit sibi simile. Omne autem quod est in aliquo, est in eo per modum eius
in quo este Si igitur Deus aliquarum rerum est causa, cum ipse sit secundum
suam naturam intellectualis, similitudo causati sui in eo erit intelligibiliter.
Quod autem est in aliquo per modum intelligibilem, ab eo intelligitur. Deus
igitur res alias a se in seipso intelligit." SCG 1,49.
31ST 1.14.5.
32See L.B. Geiger, QP., La participation dans la philosophie de s. Thomas
d'Aquin, Deuxieme Edition (Paris: J. Vrin, 1953), 232-36 and 370, n. 1, for an
explanation ofhow God's knowledge through the divine essence as a similitudo
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that God knows everything through his essence as a similitudo omnium
is just another way of making the basic claim that God's knowledge is
causal and creative.33 God does not derive his knowledge from what he
knows; God does not need to receive an informing species. The very
same divine essence that is the primary object of God's self-knowledge
is also the medium whereby (medium quo) God knows everything else
as it actually exists precisely because the divine essence is the cause of
that creaturely existence. The divine essence is the sole quo of knowl
edge but not the sole quod. Aquinas is conscious of the potential
misunderstanding and responds to an objection by affirming the direct
realism of God's knowledge:

God does not know other things as they are in hirnself if "as"
is taken to refer to what is known, because God does not know
only the existence which things have insofar as they are
united with hirn, but also the existence which they have
outside of hirn, insofar as they are differentiated from hirn.
But if "as" refers to the way the knower knows, then it is true
that God only knows things as they are in hirnself through
the likeness of the thing that is identical with God and
existing in God.34

A principal source of error regarding the limits of divine omniscience
is the tendency to conceive God's knowledge along the lines ofknowledge
by an abstracted universal; God's knowledge transcends the universal
particular distinction.35 God's knowledge through his own essence is
not as through a universal form, but rather as through the universal
cause.36 God's essence is not related to things as a universal to the
particular, but rather as the perfect causal source to all the limited
caused perfections found in the world (sicut actus perfectus ad imperfec-

omnium is connected to Aquinas's metaphysics of participation.
33''Manifestum est autem quod a Deo effluit in rebus non solum i11ud quod ad
naturam universalem pertinet, sed etiam ea quae sunt individuationis
principia; est enim causa totius substantia rei, et quantum ad materiam et
quantum ad formam. Et secundum quod causat, sic et cognoscit, quia scientia
eius est causa rei, ut supra ostensum este Sicit igitur Deus per essentiam suam,
per quam omnia causat, est similitudo omnium, et per eam omnia cognoscit non
solum quantum ad naturas universales, sed etiam quantum ad singularitatem."
ST 1.57.2 (emphasis added). This text is a wonderfully concise statement of
Aquinas's main approach and a clear indication of the way in which the
language of similitudo is meant to express that the creative exemplarity of the
divine essence is the principle whereby God knows a11 things.
34DV 2,3ad2. Much the same point is made in ST 1-14.6ad1.
35 See I Sente 35,1,5.
36"Essentia divina est universale medium quasi universalis causa." DV 2,4 ad7.
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toS).37 In knowing his own essence, God must also know every conceiv
able mode in which created beings can imperfectly participate in and
imitate the plenitude of divine perfection.38

The causal knowledge schema will take direct divine knowledge as
far as direct divine causality39, so that Aquinas is able to account for
divine knowledge of material singulars by extending divine causality
even to matter. The Sentences is particularly illuminating regarding
both the historical genesis and the main outlines of Aquinas's approach
to God's knowledge ofmaterial singulars. Avicenna's doctrine ofknowl
edge ofthe individual through the universal is Aquinas's main foil each
time he considers the question.40 Aquinas believes that Avicenna's
position is incompatible with divine perfection because it does not allow
for direct knowledge of singulars individuated by matter. He identifies
the error of Avicenna's position as originating in an erroneous concep
tion of divine causality. In the Avicennian emanRtion schema, God
directly produces only the First Caused Intelligence and so does not
operate immediately in all things and a fortiori is not the direct cause
of matter.41 In contrast to Avicenna, Aquinas follows Pseudo-

37"Et sic cum Deus in se omnes perfectiones contineat, comparatur Dei essentia
ad omnes rerum essentias, non sicut commune ad propria, ut unitas ad numeros
vel centrum ad lineas; sed sicut perfect actus ad imperfectos, ut si dicerem, homo
ad animal, vel senarius, qui est numerus perfectus, ad imperfectos sub ipso
contentos. Manifestum est autem quod per actum perfectum cognosci possunt
actus imperfecti non solum in communi, sed etiam propria cognitione. Sicut qui
cognoscit hominem, cognoscit animal' propria cognitione, et qui cognoscit
senarium, cognoscit trinarium propria cognitione." ST 1.14.6.
38"Sic igitur cum essentia Dei habeat in se quidquid perfectionis habet essentia
cuiuscumque rei alterius, et adhuc amplius, Deus in seipso potest omnia propria
cognitione cognoscere. Propria enim natura uniuscuiusque consistit secundum
quod per aliquem modum divinam perfectionem participat. Non autem Deus
perfecte seipsum cognosceret, nisi cognosceret quomodocumque participabilis
est ab aliis sua perfectio; nec etiam ipsam naturam essendi perfecte sciret, nisi
cognosceret omnes modos essendi. Unde manifestum est quod Deus cognoscit
omnes res propria cognitione, secundum quod ab aliis distinguuntur." Ibid.
39"Intantum se extendit scientia divina inquantum se extendit ejus causalitas."
ST 1.14.11.
40See Michael Marmura, "Some Aspects of Avicenna's Theory of God's
Knowledge of Particulars" Journal of the American Oriental Society 82 (1962):
299·312.
41 "Et ex hoc accidit difficultas philosophis propter duo: primo, quia quidam. [for
example, Avicenna] ipsorum non ponebant Deum operari immediate in rebus
omnibus, sed ab ipso esse primas res, quibus mediantibus ab eo aliae
producuntur; et ideo non poterant invenire qualiter cognosceret res quae sunt
hic, nisi in primis causis universalibus: secundo, quia quidam eorum non
ponebant materiam esse factam, sed Deum agere tantum inducendo formam..
Et ideo cum materia sit principium individuationis, non poterat inveniri apud
eos, quomodo Deus singularia, inquantum hujusmodi, cognoscat." I Sente
36,1,1. I am citing the Mandonnet edition, Vol. I (Paris: 1929).
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Dionysius's line that God's causal knowledge extends to every being
insofar as he is the direct cause of esse in every being; where God causes
esse, there his knowledge extends.42 Thus since God is the cause of
matter (even prime matter)43 as it participates in esse as a constitutive
part of the concrete composite particular, his knowledge embraces the
material singular in its entirety.44

Aquinas rejects Maimonides's claim that scientia is used equivocally
when predicated of God and instead claims that God's knowledge bears
some analogy to our own so as to allow for a still fuller account of how
God knows material singulars.45 He therefore introduces the para
digm of the practical knowledge of an artisan as the main model for how
God knows creation.46 The clarification of the similarities and the
differences between the divine artisan and the human artisan is at the
heart of Aquinas's position. With regard to the knowledge of singulars,
what distinguishes the divine artisan from the human artisan is that
the human artist conceives and causes only the formal element of the
artifact and therefore does not causally know the artifact in its en
tirety.47 Were the artist 10 originate both the form and the matter, then
she would have complete causal knowledge of the artifact. Thus the

42"Unde procedendum est per viam quam docet Dionysius (De divinibus
nominibus VII). Dicit enim, quod cum Deus cognoscit res per essentiam suam
quae est causa rerum, eodem modo cognoscit res quo modo esse rebus tradidit;
unde si aliquid est in rebus non cognitum ab ipso, oportet quod circa i11ud vacet
divina operatio, id est quod non sit operatum ab ipso." Ibid. Chapter VII of De
divinibus nominibus is the key source behind a11 ofAquinas's treatments ofhow
God has comprehensive knowledge of things outside himself. See In librum
beati dionysii De Divinibus Nominibus expositio, ed. Ceslai Pera (Rome:
Marietti, 1950), VII, 1.3.
43See ST 1.44.2.
44"Sed quia nos ponimus Deum immediate operantem in rebus omnibus, et ab
ipso esse non solum principia formalia, sed etiam materiam rei; ideo per
essentiam suam, sicut per causam, totum quod est in re cognoscit, et formalia
et materialia; unde non tantum cognoscit res secundum naturas universales,
sed secundum quod sunt individuatae per materiam." I Sent. 36,1,1.
45 See I Sent. 35,1,4 and 361,1. The analogy of the artisan that Aquinas develops
is a model already suggested by Maimonides himself. See David Burre11,
Knowing the Unknowable God (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press,
1986), 87ff.
46This is clearer in DV 2,5 than in the Sentences: "Et ideo simpliciter concendum
est quod Deus omnia singularia cognoscit non solum in universalibus causis sed
etiam unumquodque secundum propriam et singularem suam naturam. Ad
cuius evidentiam sciendum est quod scientia divina quam de rebus habet
comparatur scientiae artificis eo quod est causa omnium rerum, sicut ars
artificiatorum."
47"Artifex autem secundum hoc cognoscit artificiatum per formam artis quam
ap~d se habet secundum quod ipsum producit: artifex autem non producit
artificiatum nisi formam, quia materiam ad artificialia preparavit natura; et
ideo artifex per artem suam non cognoscit artificiata nisi ratione formae." Ibid.
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divine artisan, as the absolute causal source of both matter and form.
(and existence), has complete causal knowledge of all individual mate
rial existents.48

God's causal-practical knowledge of material singulars differs from
the way in which the human intellect knows singulars. Aquinas denies
that human knowers have direct intellectual awareness of material
singulars since the immaterial intelligible species received through the
medium of the senses abstracts from the individuating conditions of
matter and contains only the formal or universal elements ofthe known
object; the material features can only be directly grasped through the
senses because the potential character of matter renders it impotent to
act on the intellect.49 God is able to attain intellectual knowledge ofthe
material singular because his mode of knowledge is not passive or
abstractive. The potentiality of matter is not an obstacle to divine
knowledge because God's knowledge is factiva rei and therefore does not
depend upon the causal action of the known object.50 Whereas the
likeness informing the human intellect is not a similitudo materiae
because matter cannot act upon the human intellect and because the
human intellect is abstractive in character, the divine essence can
contain a similitudo materiae because as its causal source, it actively
makes matter to be.51

It is vital to notice that ingredient in the causal-practical model is

48"Sed si forma artis esset productiva materiae sicut est et formae, per eam
cognosceret artificiatum et ratione formae et ratione materiae, et ideo, cum
individuationis principium sit materia, non solum cognosceret ipsam secundum
naturam universalem sed etiam in quantum est singulare quoddam. Unde cum
ars divina sit productiva non solum formae sed materiae, in arte sua non solum
existit similitudo formae sed etiam materiae; et ideo cognoscit res et quantum
ad formam et quantum ad materiam, unde non solum universalia sed et
singularia cognoscit." Ibid.
49 See DV 2,6; ST 1.86.1; and Sententia super De anima, l.VIII on our indirect or
reflexive knowledge of singulars. For an overview, see George P. Klubertantz
S.J., "St. Thomas and the Knowledge of the Singular," The New Scholasticism
26 (1952): 135-66.
5o"I11a enim quae est in inte11ectu nostro est accepta are secundum quod res agit
in intellectum nostrum agendo per prius in sensum; materia autem, propter
debilitatem sui esse, quia est in potentia ens tantum, non potest esse principium
agendi, et ideo res quae agit in animam nostram agit solum per formam; unde
similitudo rei quae imprimitur in sensum nostrum et per quosdam gradus
depurata usque ad intellectum pertingit est tantum similitudo formae. Sed
similitudo rerum quae est in inte11ectu divino est factiva rei; res autem sive forte
sive debile esse participet hoc non habet nisi a Deo, et secundum hoc similitudo
omnis rei in Deo existit quod res illa a Deo esse participat; unde similitudo
immaterialis quae est in Deo non solum est similitudo formae sed materiae."
DV2,5.
51 "Et quia ad hoc quod aliquid cognoscatur requiritur quod similitudo eius sit in
cognoscente non autem quod sit per modum quo est in re, inde est quod
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the idea that the divine intellect's relationship to the world is the obverse
of our own: whereas our knowledge passively presupposes the existence
of its object and is measured by it, God's causal knowledge actively
precedes and measures what it knows.52 God's knowledge ofthe world
is independent of any causal determination by what is known. While
our intellects are passively assmilated to what we know, God's intellect
actively assimilates what is known to itself by causing things to be in
imitation of the divine essence.53 God does not know things because
they are, but rather things are because they are creatively known by
him.54

One ofthe crucial presuppositions of Aquinas's overall account is the
claim that knowledge takes its modality from the knower rather than
from the known.55 The principle has its origins in Neoplatonism and
Aquinas explicitly acknowledges his debt to Boethius and the Liber de
causis.56 There does not need to be a strict isomorphism between the

intellectus noster non cognoscit singularia quorum cognitio ex materia dependet
quia non est in eo similitudo materiae, non autem ex hoc quod similitudo sit in
eo immaterialiter; sed intellectus divinus qui habet similitudinem materiae,
quamvis immaterialiter, potest singularia cognoscit." Ibid.
52'TIicendum quod Deus habet cognitionem de rebus creatis per modum quo
arlifex cognoscit arlificiata, quae est arlificiatorum causa unde in contraria
habitudine habet se illa cognitio ad res cognitas et nostra cognitio: nostra enim
cognitio, quia est arebus accepta, naturaliter est posterior rebus, cognitio autem
Creatoris de creaturis et artificis de artificiatis naturaliter praecedit res
cognitas." DV 2,8. See also DV 1,2 and the essay by Josef Pieper, 'The Negative
Element in the Philosophy of Thomas Aquinas" in The Silence of St. Thomas,
trans. John Murray, S.J. and Daniel O'Connor (Chicago: Henry Regnery Co.,
1965),45-71. Two important themes emerge from Pieper's essay. The first is
that the reality of things consists in their being creatively thought by God. The
second is that we have no cognitive access to the ultimate truth of reality as it
is constituted by God's creative intellect. Mark Jordan echoes this latter theme
in his "The Intelligibility of the World and the Divine Ideas in Aquinas," Review
ofMetaphysics 38 (1984): 17-32.
53"Cognitio quae accipitur arebus cognitis consistit in assimilatione passiva per
quam cognoscens assimilatur rebus cognitis prius existentibus; sed cognitio
quae est causa rerum cognitarum consistit in assimilatione activa per quam.
cognoscens assimilat sibi cognitum." DV 2,8 ad2.
54Aquinas specifically acknowledges the Augustinian origin of this idea in the
sed contra of DV 2,14 and ST 1.14.8: "Sed contra est quod dicit Augustinus, XV
De Trin [c.13]: Universas creaturas et spirituales et corporales non quia sunt
ideo novit Deus, sed ideo sunt quia novit."
55"Whatever is known is known according to the modality of the knower" is a
variation on the idea that "whatever is received in something is received
according to the mode of the receiver". See the Wippel article cited earlier in
n.29.
56"Respondeo dicendum, quod qualibet cognitione potest considerari duplex
modus: scilicet modus rei cognitae et modus cognoscentis. Modus quidem rei
cognitae non est modus cognitionis, sed modus cognoscentis, ut dicit Boethius,
V De consol. Philos. Quod patet ex hoc quod ejusdem rei cognitio est in sensu



214 AMERICAN CATHOLIC PHILOSOPHICAL QUARTERLY

knower and the known in order for knowledge to take place. Here it
means that God does not have to be material or have sense organs in
order to know material individuals; instead, God can have immaterial
knowledge of the material. Aquinas will invoke this axiom time and
time again throughout the course of his explanation of how God knows
the world. No account of divine omniscience will get very far without
some such principle; without this premise it would be impossible for
Aquinas to explain how a being that is simple, immaterial, unchanging,
and eternal could know what is composite, material, mutable, and
temporal.

The range of God's causal knowledge extends to everything that has
existence in any way, including individual entities, their accidents, and
their actions. Aquinas emphasizes that God's knowledge of material
singulars is so thorough that he knows every accidental determination
of a thing, including its temporality:

But the divine intellect, which apprehends materiality, does
not only grasp the universal essence of the species, but also
the singular essence of any individual; and thus God knows
all the accidents, both those common to the entire species or
genus and those proper to each singular; among these is time,
within which is located every actual thing, according to which
determination a thing is said now either to exist or not to
exist. And thus God knows regarding any singular that it
either now is or is not; he also knows all other propositions
that could be formed about the universal or the individual.57

What is remarkable about this passage is that Aquinas does not seem
to see any special problems regarding God's knowledge of the temporal
properties of material individuals; he treats temporal features as
equivalent to any other accidental feature. Whatever is part of the
existence of something is known by God's causal knowledge. Further
more, just as God can have immaterial knowledge of the material, so too

cum conditionibus materialibus, quia sensus est potentia in materia; in
intellectu autem, quia immaterialibus est, ejusdem cognitio est sine appenditiis
materiae. Cujus ratio est, quia cognitio non fit nisi secundum quod cognitum
est in cognoscente. Unumquodque autem est in aliquo per modum ipsius, et
non per modum sui, ut patet ex libro De causis, propos.10: et ideo oportet quod
cognitio fiat secundum modum cognoscentis." I Sente 38,1,2. Richard Sorabji
notes that Proclus's distinction between the status ofthe knower and the thing
known derives from Iamblichus in Time, Creation, and the Continuum (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1983), 261.
57DV 2,7. The same point is made in I Sente 38,1,3 ad 1.
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can God have atemporal knowledge ofthe temporal.58

Still more important is Aquinas's explicit assertion that God's causal
knowledge extends even to our innermost thoughts and volitions be
cause he is their ultimate causal source:

Next it is necessary to show that God knows the thoughts of
the mind and the motions of the will. For everything that is
in any way is known by God through his own essence (as was
shown earlier). But there is a certain being in the soul and a
certain being outside the soul. Accordingly God knows all
such differences ofbeing and what is contained in them. Now
the being that is in the soul is what is in the will or in thought.
It therefore follows that God knows whatever is in thought or
in the will. Furthermore, God knows other things by knowing
his own essence, just as effects are known by knowing their
cause. God knows all things to which his causality extends
by knowing his own essence. But God's causality extends to
the operations of the intellect and the will. For since each
thing acts through its form, by which a thing has its existence,
so it is necessary that the font and source of all existence,
from which is also every form, be the source of every opera
tion; for the effects of secondary causes are ultimately
grounded in first causes. Therefore God knows the thoughts
and affections of the mind.59

Pace Stump and Kretzmann, Aquinas does not exempt human action
from the range of divine causal knowledge. Everything that has being
in any way~very substance, accident, action, event, or state of af
fairs-is known by God as its ultimate causal source.

The causal model of divine knowledge is incomplete, however, with
out a recognition of the essential role of the divine will. Knowledge qua
knowledge is not a transitive activity productive of something outside
the knower. An exemplar form in the mind of an intelligent agent only
becomes actually productive through an act of will. Likewise God's

58"Ad tertium dicendum, quod operationi intellectus nostri componentis et
dividentis admiscetur tempus duplici de causa: turn ex parte sua, quia accipit
scientiam a continuo et tempore, scilicet a sensu et imaginatione; tum ex parte
intellectorum, quae in tempore sunt. In operatione autem divine intellectus
advenit tempus tantum ex parte intellectorum, quia sicut alias res determinate
cognoscit, ita et tempus: unde cognoscit hanc rem esse in tali vel in tali tempore;
sed ex parte ipsius intellectus nullum tempus vel aliqua successio advenit, quia
temporalia intemporaliter cognoscit." I Sente 38,1,3 ad3.
69SCG 1,68.
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knowledge is causal and practical by virtue of an act of the divine will
(voluntate adjuncta) bringing into being what is known. Aquinas calls
this causal-willing knowledge scientia approbationis.60 God knows the
world through the divine essence by knowing what he wills to exist;
God's knowledge about any contingent fact is a kind of self-knowledge
about his will (and his causality) with regard to any contingent fact.61

Just as there is no real distinction between intellect, intelligere, and the
divine essence, so there is no real distinction between voluntas, velle,
and the divine essence; there is perfeet simplicity and identity between
God's knowing, willing, and being.62

Aquinas also distinguishes between scientia visionis and scientia
simplicis intelligentiae. The latter is God's knowledge of what he never
actually wills to exist at any time but could have possibly willed to
exist.63 The nature of God's knowledge of these "pure possibles" has
been the object of scholarly dispute and I do not intend to enter into that
fray.64 I am concerned instead with the meaning of scientia visionis,
since this term applies to God's knowledge ofwhat actually exists in the
temporal past, present, or future.65 By now it should be clear that the

6O"Et similiter forma intelligibilis non nominat prineipium aetionis seeundum
quod est tantum in intelligente, nisi adiungatur ei inelinatio ad effeetum, quae
est per voluntatem. eum enim forma intelligibilis ad opposita se habeat, eum
sit eadem seientia oppositorum, non produeeret determinatum effeetum, nisi
determinaretur ad unum per appetitum, ut dicitur in IX Metaph. [1048all].
Manifestum est autem quod Deus per intellectum suum causat res, cum suum
esse sit suum intelligere. Unde necesse quod sua scientia sit causa rerum,
secundum quod habet voluntatem conjunctam. Unde scientia Dei, secundum
quod est causa rerum, consuevit nominari scientia approbationis." ST 1.14.8.
61 See William Mann, "Epistemology Supernaturalized," Faith and Philosophy 2
(1985): 448.
62See ST 1.19.1.
63"Quaedam vero sunt in potentia Dei vel creaturae, quae tarnen nec sunt nec
erunt neque fuerunt. Et respectu horum non dicitur habere scientarn visionis,
sed simplicis intelligentiae." ST 1.14.9.
64See John F. Wippel, "Thomas Aquinas, Henry of Ghent and Godfrey of
Fontaines on the Reality ofNon-Existing Possibles," in his Metaphysical Themes
in Thomas Aquinas, 163-90. Wippel's interpretation of Aquinas is subjected 10
a vigorous and at times insightful critique by Jarnes Ross in "Aquinas's
Exemplarism; Aquinas's Voluntarism," American Catholic Philosophical
Quarterly 64 (1990): 171-98. Ross is in turn attacked by Lawrence Dewan, OP.,
"St. Thomas, James Ross, and Exemplarism: AReply," ACPQ 65 (1991): 221-34.
Ross replies to his critics in the same issue: "Response 10 Maurer and Dewan,"
235-43. Wippel has defended his position against Ross in his Gilson Lecture:
"Thomas Aquinas on the Divine Ideas," The Etienne Gilson Series 16 (pontifical
Institute of Mediaeval Studies: Toronto, 1993), 10 n.24.
66"Quaedam enim, licet non sint nunc in actu, tarnen vel fuerunt vel erunt; et
omnia ista dicitur Deus scire scientia visionis. Quia, cum intelligere Dei, quod
est ~ius esse, aeternitate mensuretur, quae sine successione existens 10tum
tempus comprehendit, praesens intuitus Dei fertur in 10tum tempus, et in
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visual metaphor cannot be taken to imply any perceptual passivity in
the divine intellect; God does not know by being on the receiving end of
a causal chain. Aquinas hirnself explains that the visual metaphor is
meant to signal that what is known in this way has real existence in its
own right.66 Hence scientia visionis and scientia approbationis are
co-extensive; what God knows as having real temporal existence is what
God wills and causes to have real temporal existence. The two terms
highlight different intelligible features of the same divine knowing.
Future contingents are the object of scientia visionis atque approba
tionis.

The distinctions between various kinds of divine knowledge, imposed
by us according to different intelligible perspectives and different ob
jects, do not imply any real distinction in God.67 There is no mental
process whereby God first speculatively considers the various possibili
ties (scientia simplicis intelligentiae), then practically decides to execute
one plan (scientia approbationis), and finally contemplates the finished
product (scientia visionis); Molinists typically misread Aquinas in this
way.68 This and other errors stern from an anthropomorphic failure to
make the requisite distinctions between the human artist and the divine
artist.69 God's practical knowledge of contingent singulars does not
involve the kinds of logical, temporal, and operational stages involved

omnia quae sunt in quocumque tempore, sicut in subiecta sibi presentialiter."
ST 1.14.9.
66"Quod ideo dicitur, quia ea quae videntur apud nos, habent esse distinctam
extra videntem." ST 1.14.9. See also DV 2,9ad2 and ad3.
67

11Ad secundum dicendum quod scientia simplicis notitiae et visionis nullam
differentiam important ex parte scientis sed solum ex parte rei scitae. Dicitur
enim scientia visionis in Deo ad similitudinem visus corpor~lis,qui res extra se
positas intuetur, unde secundum scientiam visionis Deus scire non dicitur nisi
quae sunt extra ipsum, quae sunt vel praesentia vel praeterita vel futura; sed
scientia simplicis notitiae, ut supra probatum est, est eorum quae non sunt non
erunt nec fuerunt, nec alio modo seit Deus ista et illa." DV 2,9ad2.
68William Craig misreads Aquinas in this fashion in "Aquinas on God's
Knowledge ofFuture Contingents" The Thomist 54 (1990): 75-76. See the telling
critique of Craig by Theodore J. Kondoleon in "God's Knowledge of Future
Contingent Singulars: A Reply," The Thomist 56 (1992): 117-39. See also M. de
la Taille, S.J., uSur les diverse classifications de la science divine," Recherches
de science religieuse, 13 (1923): 7-23; 535-42. De la Taille's piece is an excellent
antidote to the Molinist reading of Aquinas.
69For a detailed comparison between divine art and human art, see Francis J.
Kovach, "Divine Art in Saint Thomas Aquinas," in Arts liberaux et philosophie
au moyen age. Actes du Quatrieme congres international de philosophie
medievales (Montreal: Institut d'etudes medü~vales, 1969): 663-71.
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in human production.

111.

According to the causal view of God's knowledge, God's knowledge
extends as far as his causality and God's causality extends to every
aspect of every being as the causa esse. Since God's causing is eternal,
it is by one infinitely fecund act that everything that ever exists comes
into being at its determinate time as the effect of God's intentional
(knowledge and will) agency. By an act that transcends and creates
time, the temporal springs into existence at its proper moment. What
is future quoad nos is present to God as the object or term of his eternal
causality. It is only from this perspective of God's eternal causal activity
that the temporal is really present to God's knowledge.

The best explanation of this relationship is found in John of St.
Thomas.70 He points out that Aquinas's position seems to require that
a distinction be made between (1) a created being considered as pas
sively produced and subsisting in time as its proper measure and (2) the
same created being considered as the effect or terminus of God's eternal
causal knowledge. Considered abstractly under the first formality, a
temporal being exists only in its own proper temporal duration. When
considered under the second formality, however, as the actual effect or
terminus of God's eternal causal activity (as creatura), then that same
created temporal existence is present to God's eternity.71 God's eternal
knowledge grasps each temporal effect in its own actual, temporal,

70John of 8t. Thomas's line is followed by Garrigou-Lagrange in De Deo Uno
(Paris: Deselee, 1938), 358-59 and J aeques Maritain, Existence and the Existent,
trans. Louis Galantiere and Gerald B. Phelan (Milwaukee: Bruee Publishing
Co., 1966), 86-87. De Finanee's survey deseribes John of 8t. Thomas as
providing the "derniere preeision" of the authentie Thomistie position (56-59).
71 "Aeternitas non mensurat res ereatas immediate, se supponendo illas jam in
se passive produetas et immutatas: sed praeeise prout eontinentur in aetione
divina, a qua attinguntur et respieiuntur res ereatae, ut terminus ejus. Itaque
esse ereatum nee eonsiderari debet, prout est virtualiter intra Deum et est ipse
Deus, nee prout solum est in omnipotentia et in eausis creatis ut possibile: sed
prout attingitur per aetionem Dei. Aetio autem Dei in se est aeterna, et tarnen
habet effeetum temporalem... Unde speeiale est in aetione Dei, quod aetio
mensuretur aeternitate, et effeetus passive immutetur in tempore. Et hine est
quod effeetus potest duplieiter eonsiderari. Uno modo ut immutatus in se
passive: et sie fundat propriam mensurationem, et sie non est ab aeterno, quia
non est immutabiliter sed subest mutationi. Alio modo ut praeeise est terminus
eonnotatus et respeetus ab aetione aeterna: et sub hae eonsideratione dieitur
trahi ad altiorem mensuram, quia mensuratur mensura qua ipsa aetio, eujus
est terminus: lieet non ut immutatus ab illa, sed ut eonnotatus ab illa." Cursus
Theologicus, Vol. 11, 80lesmes Edition (Paris: Deselee, 1934),disp.9,3, n.26, pp.
73-74.
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determinate esse-and not only as it is potential in its causes or within
God's power-because that esse is the terminus of God's creative activ
ity.72 Thus it is precisely and only as created and conserved in existence
by God's eternal causality that temporal beings are present to eternity.
From this it follows that the coexistence and presence of time to eternity
does not mean that all temporal things exist at the same time as each
other or at the same time as God. It is rather that only when considered
precisely as the effect of God's creative activity and thus taken up into
the measure of divine eternity, do all temporal beings become present
to and coexist with God.

It is now possible to see what Aquinas means when he describes the
relationship between God's knowledge and temporal events by such
phrases as praesentialiter, ut praesens, quasi praesens, and sicut ordo
praesentis ad praesens. Aquinas obviously does not mean to imply that
God's act ofknowledge can be located in the temporal present; ifpresent
tense verbs are used to describe God's knowledge, they denote the
eternal present rather than the temporal present. Nor does Aquinas
mean to imply that God sees all things as if they were occurring at the
same moment of time, because then God would quite obviously be
mistaken. Words such as praesentialiter and simul govern the mode of
God's knowledge rather than the mode of existence ofthe events them
selves. Aquinas emphatically and consistently asserts that God's eter
nal knowledge grasps each event in its full temporal existence. Afurther
citation from the Sentences makes this quite clear and provides an
indication of what kind of "presence" Aquinas believes temporal things

72John of St. Thomas stresses that God's eternal causality is an actus secundus
or actual exercise of activity and therefore grasps the created temporal existent
in its actual exercise of existence: "Res, quarndiu in se immutata non est et
passive producta extra causas, nondum est in se ipsa secundum propriarn
mensurarn et durationem sibi adaequatarn: sie enim adhuc intra causas est, et
in tempore producitur de non-esse ad esse. Intelligitur tarnen habere esse extra
causas, ita quod non sit in actu prima sed in actu secundo, hoc ipso quod
intelligitur ut terminus actionis jam existentis in rerum natura; eo quod actio
non est actus primus, sed aetus seeundus; et sie in aetu seeundo, id est, in se
ipsis, ut terminus aetionis aetu exsistentis, dieuntur esse. Sed quia aetio divina
non est semper conjuneta immutationi passivae effeetus, sieut aetio ereata, sed
in se immutabilis et aeterna exsistens immutat in tempore creaturas juxta
liberum decretum voluntatis: ideo locum dat dupliei mensurae rei, quae est
terminus hujus aetionis: seilicet mensurae aeternae et immutabili, quatenus
mensurat aetionem aeternam in actu exsistentem, et eonsequentur terminum
ejus ut praecise respieitur ab aetione et ut est terminus ejus; et mensurae
temporali, quatenus SU9 tempore immutatur ab aetione, et in sua mensura
propria ponitur." Ibid., n.27.
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have to God's eternal knowledge:

Thus when God sees all temporal events through one, non
successive eternal gaze, he does not eternally see as present
all contingent events in their diverse times as having exist
ence only in his act of knowledge. For from eternity God did
not know only that he knew the things that he knew as
existing in his knowing, but rather through one eternal
glance God saw and will see each moment of time and what
thing exists at that time and what does not exist at that time.
Nor does God only see that this thing will be future with
respect to what preceded it or that it will be past with respect
to what is future to it; rather God sees the time in which each
thing is present and the thing to be present at this time, which
cannot happen in us because our intellectual acts are succes
sive and temporal. And hence it is clear that nothing prevents
God from having certain knowledge of what is contingent
because God's gaze bears upon a contingent thing insofar as
it is presently in act and when the contingent thing's exist
ence is thus already determinate, it can be known with
certainty.73

Aquinas here consciously emphasizes that God's knowledge is not a
representational or mediate form of knowledge. God's eternal knowl
edge does not grasp temporal events only as they exist in the divine
intellect as rationes, ideas, or intentional ohjects hut rather as they are
in their own temporal and determinate existence. This realistic claim
consciously distinguishes Aquinas's position from the Augustinian tra
dition represented by his teacher Albert the Great and his contemporary
Bonaventure, for whom God's knowledge of the future is of the divine
idea ofwhat will exist.74 For Aquinas, God's eternal knowledge termi
nates in every being in all its actual, determinate, temporal existence.
In the long scholastic dispute that would ensue regarding whether
future contingents are really present to God or only objectively present,

73/ Sente 38,1,5.
741n ST 1.14.13, Aquinas says ITInde omnia quae sunt in tempore, sunt Deo ab
aetemo praesentia, non solum ea ratione qua habet rationes rerum apud se
praesentes, ut quidam dicunt: sed quia eius intuitus fertur ab aeterno supra
omnia, prout sunt in sua praesentialitate." 1 believe that the quidam intended
by Aquinas are those like Albert and Bonaventure who hold the Augustinian
position in their commentaries on the Sentences. This opinion is shared by De
Finance CLa presence des choses a l'eternite," 30-34) and J. Groblicki in De
scientia Dei futurorum contingentium secundum s. Thomam eiusque primos
sequaces (Krakow: 1939), Chapter Three.
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the orthodox and accurate Thomistic position would be the realist one.75

This etemal realism of God's knowledge means that the epistemic
presence of all temporal events to God is like the immediate access that
we have to what actually occurs in our presence. Just as 1 can ideally
have immediate and certain knowledge of a contingent event occuring
in my presence (for example, whether the person at whom 1am looking
is now sitting or not), so God can have certain knowledge of all contin
gent events because God's etemal knowledge transcends time so as to
be immediately present to each thing as it actually exists in its proper
time. God does not know future contingents as future in relation to his
knowledge, for that would imply a double contradiction of both the
intrinsic unknowability of future contingents and the supra-temporal
character of God's knowledge. It is rather the case that what is unknow
able to us because future, contingent, and so indeterminate, is known
by the eternal God as actual, determinate, and so present-like.

IV.

The Scotistic critique, in both its older scholastic and modern ana
lytic versions, ultimately rests upon the erroneous imputation to Aqui
nas of a static view of the relationship between eternity and time. This
mistaken picture derives partly from an overly literal reading of the
centerpoint-circumference analogy in BeG 1,66. It also trades upon the
visual-perceptual metaphor ingredient in the Boethian picture which
seems to make God's knowledge passively dependent upon and deriva
tive from the tenseless existence of time in the same way that our
veridical perception depends upon the simultaneous existence of what
we perceive. When the static view of the relationship between eternity
and time is wedded to the picture of God as a kind of Super Viewer, what
results is the position vulnerable to the Scotistic critique. Such a picture
is not be be found in Aquinas.

According to the interpretation of Aquinas offered in this paper,
God's knowledge of the temporal world is as its eternal cause. God
knows what is future to us not because it already has some kind of real
temporal existence, but rather through the eternal act whereby the
Creator God causes everything to come into existence at its proper time.
What is future to us is present to God as creatura, as the object or term
of God's eternal causality. It is only when considered precisely as the
effect of God's creative activity and thus taken up into the measure of
divine eternity that all temporal beings are present to and coexist with

75This is quite clear from De Finance's "La presence des choses al'eternite."
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God. When eonsidered as passively produeed and existing in time as in
their own proper measure, ereated beings exist only at the times willed
by God in the dynamie order of their temporal beeoming. There is no
temporal eo-presenee or simultaneous eo-existenee of all of time. The
only time that has aetual existenee is the present; the past is gone and
the future is not yet. There is no now in whieh all of time is present
exeept the eternal now that is identieal with God's own being.76 As we
established earlier, the presenee of all of time to God is not a temporal
presenee but rather a eausal presenee; there is no relationship of
simultaneity possible between the eternal God and anything temporal.
All this makes it easy to see how faeile is Anthony Kenny's eontention
that Aquinas is eommitted to the absurd claim that every moment of
time is simultaneous with every other moment because every moment
is present to divine eternity.

A related eonfusion about the implieations of God's eternal knowl
edge for the reality of time is refleeted in the argument that if God sees
all things tota simul, then things must really exist tota simul or else
God's "knowledge" would be erroneous. As noted earlier, this require
ment of strict isomorphism between knower and known is foreign to
Aquinas's thought and inimieal to any theory of divine omniseienee. It
is rather the ease that whatever is known is known aceording to the
modality of the knower and Aquinas would argue that we must be
eareful not to eonflate the mode of God's knowledge with the mode of
existence of what God knows. When Aquinas says that God sees all
things tota simul, the tota simul governs the mode of God's eternal
knowledge and not the mode oftemporal things' existence.77 God knows
everything tota simul beeause God knows everything through the single
medium ofthe eternal creative divine essence. Nevertheless, what God
knows does not exist tota simul, but rather successive, according to the
temporal order eternally eaused by him.

What this aceount highlights is that the relationship between eter
nity and time must be eoneeived within the context of the dynamie
metaphysieal relationship between God and ereation. To start with
time and eternity as two distinct realms or referenee frames (a la Stump

76The standard Thomistic defense against Scotus's attack, first articulated by
Capreolus, takes the line that temporal beings co-exist with and are present to
God only in the Tl,unc aeternitatis and not in any nunc temporis. See De Finance's
"La presence '- 3 choses a l'eternite," 49-59. It is unfortunate that Anthony
Kenny didn't trv 1 ~e to read Capreolus or Cajetan on this point before writing
"Divine Foreknowledge and Human Freedom."
77This point is nicely made in response to Kenny by R.W. Mulligan in "Divine
Foreknowledge and Freedom: A Note on a Problem of Language," The Thomist
36 (1972): 296-99.
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and Kretzmann)78 which must then somehow be brought together and
coordinated is to misconstrue the issue from the start. Much of the
contemporary discussion and interpretation of Aquinas goes wrong
because it fails to attend to the larger metaphysical background of his
position. It is only the metaphysics of creation and participation that
explains the relationship between eternity and time in Aquinas. When
Aquinas explains that eternity holds together (continet) or envelops
(am bit) time, it is as providing its ultimate origin, unity, and meaning.79

God eternally produces beings in time and knows everything that exists
as it exists because he is the source of its esse. What is future, contin
gent, indeterminate, and unknowable to us is present to the God whose
eternal act brings it into- existence.

By now it should be eminently clear how radically different Aquinas's
conception of divine causal knowing is from any observational, intuitive,
or representational model of knowledge. It is the unique knowledge of
the Creator, whose own essence is the sufficient causal and epistemic
principle whereby God creatively knows all that he wills to exist. Such
knowledge exhaustively penetrates every aspect of every being as the
ultimate causal source. Omnia nuda et aperta sunt oculis eiusBO because
God's knowledge of vision (scientia uisionis) is rooted in his activity as
causa esse of every being. Despite the predominance of the Boethian
analogies, Aquinas believes that the closest analogy that we have for
conceiving divine creative knowledge is the practical model of the
artisan.81 At the end of the day, however, we must frankly admit that
we can arrive at no real understanding ofhow God's causal and creative
knowing works from the inside. God knows what it is like to be human,
but we do not know what it is like to be God. The divine creative
perspective or point of view necessarily remains opaque to uso There is
no heuristic device available to help us conceptualize the modality ofthe
Creator God's eternal causal knowing of the temporal. Thus it is here,
in the unfathomability of the deepest truth of things as creatively
thought by God, that we must acknowledge what John of St. Thomas
calls the maximum et obscurissimum mysterium in quo humanus intel-

78 See their seminal "Eternity," The Journal ofPhilosophy 79 (1981): 429-58.
79 See Joseph de Finance, "Eternity," in Sacramentum Mundi, Vol. 11, ed. Rahner
(New York: Herder & Herder, 1968),251.
80Hebrews 4,13. Aquinas routinely cites this passage in discussions of divine
omniscience.
81 David Braine has argued that God's knowledge of the world is akin to the
practical knowledge that an intelligent agent has ofwhat she intentionally does
as she does it in The Reality ofTime and the Existence ofGod (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1988), 20 and 44-45.
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lectus omnino caligat ("the highest and most impenetrable mystery
wherein the human mind is utterly shrouded in darkness').82
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82Cursus Theologicus, 11, disp. 9, a.3, p.64.


