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Abstract
When Pius XII promulgated his encyclical Humani generis in 1950, it was widely read as censuring Henri de Lubac’s 
views on human nature and the desire for God. In recent years, as controversies about nature and grace have revived, 
this reading of Humani generis has been widely assumed by supporters and critics of de Lubac alike. Henri de Lubac, 
however, always insisted that the encyclical did not touch his position. This article will argue that, whatever the objectives 
of the encyclical’s drafters, he was correct. It will make its case by turning to an issue neglected in contemporary debates 
about nature and grace: divine power. It will first trace the history of Christian reflection on divine power, a story whose 
twists and turns have only recently been uncovered by medieval historians, and then argue that, with this history in view, 
interpreting the crucial line in Humani generis as excluding de Lubac’s position becomes untenable. Finally, this article 
will discuss the implications of this conclusion for contemporary accounts of human nature, the desire for God, and the 
gratuity of grace.

Introduction

In Humani generis (1950), in the course of listing contemporary theological errors, Pius XII 
makes this comment: “Others destroy the gratuity of the supernatural order, since God, they say, 
cannot create intellectual beings without ordering and calling them to the beatific vision” (HG 
26).1 This line was almost universally interpreted as criticism of Henri de Lubac.2 A few years 
earlier, his Surnaturel: Études historiques (1946) had instigated international controversy.3 De 

1 “Alii veram ‘gratuitatem’ ordinis supernaturalis corrumpunt, cum autument Deum entia intellectu praedita condere 
non posse, quin eadem ad beatificam visionem ordinet et vocet.” Pius XII, Humani generis, 26. Vatican translation. Other 
translations are my own unless otherwise indicated. Hereafter cited in the main text as HG.

2 Gustave Weigel, “Commentaries on Humani Generis,” Theological Studies 12, no. 4 (December 1951): 521-49  
at 540.

3 On the historical background surrounding Surnaturel and its reception, see Joseph Komonchak, “Theology and 
Culture at Mid-Century: The Example of Henri De Lubac,” Theological Studies 51, no. 4 (December 1990): 579-602; 
Joseph A. Komonchak, “Humani Generis and Nouvelle Théologie,” in Ressourcement: A Movement for Renewal in 
Twentieth-Century Catholic Theology, edited by Gabriel Flynn and Paul D. Murray (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2012), 138-56; Gabriel Flynn, “A Renaissance in Twentieth-Century Catholic Theology,” Irish Theological Quarterly 
76, no. 4 (November 2011): 323-38.
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Lubac had argued that we have a natural desire for beatific union with God, and that this position 
was in accord with the ancient tradition of the Church and the thought of St. Thomas Aquinas. 
These seemingly innocuous claims were rightly seen to challenge the foundations of the reigning 
neo-Thomist synthesis, and the force of de Lubac’s historical and theological arguments, derived 
in large part from earlier scholarship, could not be ignored. Accordingly, with little room for in-
difference, the book had summoned both strong support and strong opposition.

With a single sentence, Pius XII was widely seen to have settled the question for Catholic 
theologians. By affirming that God could indeed create intellectual beings but not order them to 
the beatific vision, his intervention seemed to censure a critical assumption on which all de 
Lubac’s arguments rested. For if a natural desire for the supernatural were common to all intel-
lectual beings, as Henri de Lubac had maintained in Surnaturel (and defended as the authentic 
interpretation of Thomas Aquinas),4 then God could not fail to order them to the beatific vision, 
because not ordering them would frustrate the natures he had given them, and thus, implicitly, 
contradict his own wisdom and goodness. By denying the consequent (modus tollens), Pius XII 
had denied the antecedent. The antecedent was not even named. There was no need. It was obvi-
ous to anyone who had been paying attention.

In many ways, it was a beautiful intervention. Like a surgical strike, it took out its target 
and left everything else untouched. Without naming or shaming any individual theologians, and 
without wading into murky questions which had set some of the best minds in Catholic theology 
against each other, a single sentence had resolved an intense theological controversy on the basis 
of two very safe principles: God’s omnipotence and the gratuity of grace.

Or so it seemed at the time. Not long afterwards, the Second Vatican Council trumped the 
pope’s seeming condemnation of de Lubac with its own seeming vindication. As before, it was 
done with a single, seemingly innocuous phrase. In Gaudium et spes (1965), the Second Vatican 
Council declared that “the ultimate vocation of man is in fact one, and divine,”5 a phrase which 
implicitly affirms that every human person experiences desire for supernatural communion with 
God. Gaudium et spes does not assert that this desire is a natural desire for the supernatural, nor 
does it assert that “there could be for us only one end: the supernatural end,”6 and thus stops short 
of endorsing de Lubac’s position in its entirety. But what it does say was enough to be interpreted 
as vindication, especially since de Lubac had served on the document’s drafting committee. The 
sense of vindication was heightened by the fact that this line, in conjunction with other key pas-
sages in council documents, effected what might be called the velvet revolution of twentieth-cen-
tury Catholic theology: the sudden and peaceful overthrow of the theory of limbo, something that 
de Lubac’s opponents had (rightly) feared his position would undermine – without any council 
document ever even mentioning it.7

Over the past couple decades, the question of whether Gaudium et spes should indeed be 
taken to vindicate de Lubac’s position in Surnaturel, taken for granted for many years after 
the council, has been reopened. Yet the question of whether Humani generis actually 

4 Henri de Lubac, Surnaturel: Études Historiques (Paris: Aubier, 1946), esp. 467-71; cf. Thomas Aquinas, Summa 
contra gentiles, III, 51.1; 57.4.

5 Gaudium et spes, 22. Vatican translation.
6 de Lubac, Surnaturel, 493.
7 For example, an article published in 1950 builds to the conclusion that de Lubac’s thesis must be wrong precisely 

because it leaves no room for limbo. See Philip J. Donnelly, “The Gratuity of the Beatific Vision and the Possibility of a 
Natural Destiny,” Theological Studies 11, no. 3 (September 1950): 374-404 at 403-04. It is not at all coincidental that, as 
criticisms of de Lubac have gained traction in recent years, the theory of limbo is once again being proposed as a plausi-
ble theological option: see Andrew Pinsent, “Limbo and the Children of Faerie,” Faith and Philosophy 33, no. 3 (July 
2016): 293-310.
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censured his position in the first place has not. Today as before, among those writing on the 
topic, critics and supporters alike widely (though not universally) agree or assume that it did.8 
Some claim that de Lubac himself recognized this fact and tried to adjust his position in order 
to bring it into line with Humani generis. Among his critics, Lawrence Feingold lauds de 
Lubac’s receptivity to correction but does not think that his efforts succeeded.9 Meanwhile, 
among his supporters, John Milbank suggests that, though he remained unwavering in his es-
sential insights, de Lubac descended into a significant amount of incoherence trying to harmo-
nize his position with Humani generis.10 Both agree, however, that Humani generis radically 
undermined de Lubac’s position, and that de Lubac recognized this fact and tried, with prob-
lematic results, to revise his position accordingly.

De Lubac tells a different story. Not only does he deny that Humani generis affected his posi-
tion, but he claims that the phrase in question had been lifted from an article that he himself had 
written in 1949 in response to criticisms of Surnaturel.11 In personal correspondence, shortly 
after the encyclical appeared, he made the following observations:

It seems to me to be, like many other ecclesiastical documents, unilateral: that is almost the 
law of the genre; but I have read nothing in it, doctrinally, that affects me. The only passage 
where I recognize an implicit reference to me is a phrase bearing on the question of the 
supernatural; now it is rather curious to note that this phrase, intending to recall the true 
doctrine on this subject, reproduces exactly what I said about it two years earlier in an arti-
cle in Recherches de science religieuse. (So I could presume with some probability that the 

8 John Milbank, The Suspended Middle: Henri De Lubac and the Debate Concerning the Supernatural (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2005), 7-8, 33-47, esp. 36-42; Guy Mansini, “The Abiding 
Theological Significance of Henri De Lubac’s Surnaturel,” The Thomist 73, no. 4 (October 2009): 593-619 at 605; 
Lawrence Feingold, The Natural Desire to See God According to St. Thomas Aquinas and His Interpreters (Ave Maria, 
FL: Sapientia Press, 2010), xxxii, 307, 32, 37, 74, 85; Andrew Dean Swafford, Nature and Grace: A New Approach to 
Thomistic Ressourcement (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2014), 109-10.

Responding to Milbank, Edward Oakes demurs: “On the contrary, de Lubac is only clarifying and nuancing a posi-
tion he consistently maintained, but which required a more subtle formulation to take into account what he had never 
denied but which needed stressing after the encyclical’s position.” See Edward Oakes, “The Paradox of Nature and 
Grace: On John Milbank’s the Suspended Middle: Henri De Lubac and the Debate Concerning the Supernatural,” Nova 
et Vetera 4, no. 3 (Summer 2006): 667-96 at 681.

Jacob Wood holds that de Lubac’s position in Surnaturel may have fallen under the encyclical’s condemnation but 
his position in his 1949 article, “Le Mystère du Surnaturel,” did not. See Jacob W. Wood, “Henri De Lubac, Humani 
Generis, and the Natural Desire for a Supernatural End,” Nova et Vetera 15, no. 4 (Fall 2017): 1209-41 at 1231-32.

9 Feingold, Natural Desire to See God, xxxii, 307, 32, 36-37, 436. Mansini makes the same claim. See Mansini, “The 
Abiding,” 605. For places where Feingold alleges modification, see Henri de Lubac, The Mystery of the Supernatural, 
trans. Rosemary Sheed (New York: Crossroad, 1998), ch. 4-5.

10 Milbank, The Suspended Middle, 33-47.
11 Henri de Lubac, At the Service of the Church: Henri De Lubac Reflects on the Circumstances That Occasioned His 

Writings, trans. Anne Elizabeth Englund (San Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 1993), 71, 298-99, 308-09; The Mystery of 
the Supernatural, 281n1. In a letter to Étienne Gilson, he cites the phrase in question; he also claims to have repeated the 
same point at the conclusion of the article. See Letters of Étienne Gilson to Henri de Lubac with Commentary by Henri 
de Lubac (San Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 1988), 99n1, as cited in Serge-Thomas Bonino, ed. Surnaturel: A 
Controversy at the Heart of Twentieth-Century Thomistic Thought (Ave Maria, FL: Sapientia Press, 2009), 34.

For the article and the phrase to which de Lubac refers, see Henri de Lubac, “Le Mystère Du Surnaturel,” Recherches 
de science religieuse 36 (1949): 80-121 at 103-04; “The Mystery of the Supernatural,” in Theology in History (San 
Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 1996), 281-316 at 302.

Mansini dismisses de Lubac’s claim that the phrase in Humani generis was taken from his own writings as “strange” 
(Mansini, “The Abiding,” 605n22). To Milbank it seems disingenuous (Milbank, The Suspended Middle, 8). Yet whether 
or not de Lubac is right in his hunch, his claim is not unreasonable: the wording in his article is indeed very similar to the 
wording in the encyclical.
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expression had been substituted, perhaps at the last moment, for another one by someone 
who was familiar with my article and favorably disposed toward me.)12

Furthermore, he claims that Pius XII had been alerted to the intense criticism directed against him as 
a result of Humani generis, and in response, sent him a message through Augustine Bea which 
thanked him for his past work and encouraged him in his current research.13

Whatever the truth of Pius XII’s opinions about de Lubac, and whatever his intentions in 
promulgating Humani generis, Henri de Lubac was correct: Humani generis does not touch his 
position. Some or all of its redactors may well have been aiming at de Lubac, but if so, they 
missed. The reason is simple. The condemnation turns on a claim about what God cannot do 
(non posse). Yet in the Latin theological tradition, many claims about divine power can be both 
true and false depending on how non posse is understood. According to one sense of non posse, 
the passage condemns de Lubac’s position; but according to another, they are perfectly compati-
ble. Consequently, the passage need not – and must not – be held to exclude de Lubac’s position.

This article will first provide a historical overview of Christian reflection on God’s power, 
focusing on linguistic developments and unresolved disagreements. Then, with this historical 
context in place, it will argue that the condemnation of Humani generis cannot be held to exclude 
de Lubac’s position in Surnaturel. Finally, it will discuss the implications of this conclusion for 
contemporary accounts of human nature, the desire for God, and the gratuity of grace.

Divine Power in Christian Intellectual History
Divine power is an intrinsically difficult topic. Its intrinsic difficulty is multiplied many times 
over by a convoluted history of theological reflection – a history whose twists and turns have 
only very recently been traced by intellectual historians, and even then not without significant 
disagreement.14 The decisive phase of that history took place during the middle ages. During the 

12 Henri de Lubac, At the Service, 71. Elsewhere, de Lubac reports the thesis of a friend who speculated that there 
were three successive drafts of the encyclical, the first two harsh and the last one benevolent. On the history of the draft-
ing of Humani generis, see Komonchak, “Humani Generis,” 149-50. The limited available evidence supports the idea of 
successive drafts by different authors. Furthermore, as Komonchak notes in an unpublished paper, an Italian Jesuit his-
torian (though unfortunately without naming his sources) takes a similar view as de Lubac: “According to reliable wit-
nesses, the drafting process of the Encyclical was particularly difficult, with the elimination of various rather harsh ex-
pressions against the proponents of the new theology, and an orientation toward a calmer tone and more moderate 
declarations.” See Giacomo Martina, “The Historical Context in Which the Idea of a New Ecumenical Council Was 
Born,” in Vatican II: Assessment and Perspectives Twenty-Five Years after (1962-1987), ed. René Latourelle (New York: 
Paulist Press, 1988), 3-73 at 32.

13 Henri de Lubac, “The Mystery of the Supernatural,” 281n1. He also notes that he was never publicly censured or 
asked to retract anything he had written. See de Lubac, At the Service, 309.

14 See especially Francis Oakley, Omnipotence, Covenant and Order: An Excursion in the History of Ideas from 
Abelard to Leibniz (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1984); William J. Courtenay, Capacity and Volition: A History 
of the Distinction of Absolute and Ordained Power (Bergamo: Pierluigi Lubrina, 1990); Francis Oakley, “Review: 
Capacity and Volition: A History of the Distinction of Absolute and Ordained Power by William J. Courtenay,” Speculum 
68, no. 3 (July 1993): 739-42; Gijsbert van den Brink, Almighty God: A Study of the Doctrine of Divine Omnipotence 
(Kampen: Pharos, 1993); Lawrence Moonan, Divine Power: The Medieval Power Distinction up to Its Adoption by 
Albert, Bonaventure, and Aquinas (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994); Francis Oakley, “The Absolute and Ordained Power 
of God in Sixteenth-and Seventeenth-Century Theology,” Journal of the History of Ideas 59, no. 3 (July 1998): 437-61; 
Hester Gelber, It Could Have Been Otherwise: Contingency and Necessity in Dominican Theology at Oxford, 1300-1350 
(Leiden: Brill, 2004), 309-49.

On the history of medieval debate about divine power, Courtenay’s Capacity and Volition is the acknowledged point 
of reference. His narrative through the mid-thirteenth century is largely uncontested; his characterization of late medieval 
thought and the positions of figures such as Scotus and Ockham is sometimes challenged or critiqued, but even then with 
great respect for its merits. For an overview of the historiography until 1990, see Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, esp. 
11-24, 189-97. For later developments since 1990 and a somewhat different perspective, see Gelber, It Could Have Been 
Otherwise, 309-24.
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first thousand years questions about divine power were discussed by Christian theologians, but 
they remained on the peripheries. Then, beginning with Peter Damian, they moved from the 
peripheries to the center. They not only began to attract increased attention in their own right, but 
they increasingly set the agenda for debate about a wide range of seemingly unrelated topics: 
creation, incarnation, and redemption; ethics, virtue, and divine commands; nature, grace, and 
salvation; sacraments; the power of popes and kings; and more.

As the conversation deepened, a technical vocabulary gradually emerged. By the early thir-
teenth century, it was more or less fully formed. Yet its precise meaning was ambiguous on key 
points. Meanwhile, outside considerations, especially developments in canon law, began to in-
fluence how it was used and understood. As a result, by the late thirteenth century, there were 
stable terms for talking about divine power, and even to some extent a stable grammar, but no 
stable way to understand either. Not only were the principal protagonists using the same terms 
differently, but they often seem unaware that others (past or present) were not using them in the 
same way, or that they themselves might not be using them consistently. It was not a recipe for 
theological progress.15 Instead, the more the conversation continued, the more theological posi-
tions multiplied.

After the Reformation, there was no longer any realistic hope of convergence, either within 
confessions or across confessions. The questions were too subtle and too obscure, and the termi-
nological differences too pervasive and too hidden, for theologians to agree on common terms, 
let alone arrive at common conclusions. This situation lasted until the promulgation of Humani 
generis in the mid-twentieth century and arguably continues to the present day.

Early History
Long before the birth of Christ, Greek-speaking Jews were calling God ho pantokrator: the ruler 
of all things.16 They did not invent the expression – they took it from Egyptian devotees of Isis –  
but they found it eminently appropriate for the God of Israel. They found it so appropriate, in 
fact, that despite its non-literal equivalence, the Septuagint frequently uses pantokrator to trans-
late Hebrew names for God such as Shaddai and Yahweh.17 These developments were entirely in 
keeping with the religion of Israel. For the Jewish people, the God of Israel was not merely the 
God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. He was the living God, the creator of heaven and earth – and 
at least by the time of second Isaiah (cf. Isa. 45:18), the only God, the uncontested ruler of all.

After Christ, in keeping with Jewish custom, early Christians continued to use the expression 
pantokrator, especially for God the Father and then later for Christ, first in a few places in the 
New Testament (2 Cor. 6:18; Rev. 1:8, 4:8, 11:17, 15:3, 16:7, 19:6, 21:22), and then more and 
more, most notably at the Council of Nicaea, which begins its creed by professing faith in one 
God, the Father pantokrator.18 Meanwhile, in the Latin-speaking world, Christians appropriated 
the title pater omnipotens, used by Romans for Jupiter, and began applying it to the God and 
Father of Jesus Christ.19

15 Though it is widely considered a recipe for scientific progress; the debate about divine power is often credited for 
the emergence of modern science. For a summary of this view and the historiography, see Francis Oakley, “Voluntarist 
Theology and Early-Modern Science: The Matter of the Divine Power, Absolute and Ordained,” History of Science 56, 
no. 1 (March 2018): 72-96. It has also been credited for significant developments in political theory, though with more 
mixed results (Oakley, Omnipotence, 93-118).

16 On the term pantokrator and its meaning in early Christianity, see Brink, Almighty God, 50-60.
17 Bernhard Lang, “God Almighty: Divine Power and Authority in the Biblical and Patristic Periods,” in The Infinity 

of God: New Perspectives in Theology and Philosophy, edited by Benedikt Paul Göcke and Christian Tapp (Notre Dame, 
IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2018), 187-211 at 204-05.

18 Ibid., 206.
19 Ibid., 206-08. On term omnipotens and its meaning in early Christianity, see Brink, Almighty God, 60-66.
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While professing faith in God’s power came naturally to early Jews and Christians, to the 
point that some of their most common names for God are characterized or even constituted by 
this profession of faith, they were not very interested in clarifying the precise parameters of 
God’s power. Nevertheless, early Christians do give the task some consideration, and their ap-
proach is fairly consistent across both East and West.20 Augustine provides a representative ex-
ample. His comments are sporadic but consistent. Positively, Augustine defines God’s 
omnipotence as the power to do whatever he wills. He explains that God would not be called 
omnipotent unless he could do whatever he willed.21 This approach to divine omnipotence – de-
fining it in terms of the power to do whatever God wills – is common among patristic 
authors.22

Negatively, Augustine maintains that there are many things God cannot do. Just as Paul 
teaches that Christ cannot deny himself (2 Tim. 2:13), so too, Augustine argues, “God cannot die, 
cannot change, cannot be deceived or mistaken, cannot be miserable, cannot be defeated.”23 The 
reason, Augustine explains, is that there many things that God cannot will because willing them 
would run counter to God’s nature. “Justice, after all, cannot have the will to do what is unjust, 
or wisdom will what is foolish, or truth will what is false.”24 Elsewhere, for similar reasons, 
Augustine asserts that God cannot make the past not to have been, because the truth of what 
happened would remain, and God, the source of all truth, cannot contradict the truth.25 Other 
patristic authors take a similar approach. Like Augustine, they grant that there are many things 
that God cannot do, and also like Augustine, they explain that this impossibility stems not from 
a lack of power, but from the fact that God cannot act against his own nature.26 Ambrose, for 
example, argues that it is impossible for God to lie, not from any weakness or limitation of his 
power, but because lying is contrary to his nature.27 As Irven Resnick aptly summarizes, “for the 
early Church God’s omnipotence is limited only by the divine will, and the will by His nature.”28 
In the background, too, is often an account of evil as the privation of being and goodness. 
Defining evil as privation implied that the ability to do evil is not a positive ability, but rather the 
absence of ability, and thus provided a ready explanation for why God could not do evil that did 
not compromise divine power.29

The Beginnings of Theological Debate
In 1067, Peter Damian and Desiderius, abbot of Monte Cassino, had a conversation over dinner 
which later proved theologically momentous. In one of his letters, Jerome had remarked that 

20 On the doctrine of divine omnipotence in Christian scripture and patristic thought, see Irven Michael Resnick, 
Divine Power and Possibility in St. Peter Damian’s De Divina Omnipotentia (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1992), 23-36.

21 Augustine, Enchiridion, 24.96; City of God, 21.7; Sermons, 214.4.
22 See Resnick, Divine Power, 31.
23 Augustine, Sermons, 214.4, trans. Edmund Hill in Sermons (New Rochelle, NY: New City Press, 1993), Vol. III/6, 

152-53.
24 Augustine, Sermons, 214.4, 152.
25 See Augustine, Contra Faustum, 26.3-5.
26 See Resnick, Divine Power, 32-36.
27 Ambrose, Letters, 50.1.
28 Resnick, Divine Power, 35.
29 For a representative patristic account of evil as privation, see the following sympathetic reconstruction of 

Augustine’s position: Donald A. Cress, “Augustine’s Privation Account of Evil: A Defense,” Augustinian Studies 20 
(1989): 109-28.



What God Cannot Do: Divine Power, the Gratuity of Grace, and Henri De Lubac 7

© 2020 John Wiley & Sons Ltd

“while God can do all things, he cannot raise up a virgin after she has fallen.”30 Desiderius 
agreed; Peter Damian did not, arguing that God has the power to undo the past. The matter might 
have ended there, but later, in a long letter, Peter Damian recalled their conversation and laid out 
his position in great detail. His argument is subtle.31 Aware that undoing the past seems to entail 
logical contradiction – insofar as it seems to imply that the same event both happened and did not 
happen – Damian justifies his position by appealing to God’s timeless eternity. If God sees all of 
time as one eternal present (an idea indebted to book five of Boethius’ Consolation of Philosophy), 
then if God can act however he pleases in the future, as he surely can, then he must also be able 
to act however he pleases in the past, and thus bring it about that something that happened, did 
not happen. Peter Damian’s position is ultimately incoherent,32 but it raised questions not easily 
dismissed, and it placed divine power firmly on the theological agenda for the rest of the medi-
eval period.

Anselm, who was probably familiar with Peter Damian’s letter,33 furthered discussion about 
divine power by making some influential distinctions.34 In his earlier writings, Anselm acknowl-
edges that there are many things God cannot do, including telling a lie or undoing what has been 
done, but he classifies any such acknowledgement as a quirk of language, on the grounds that 
being able to do these sorts of things reflects not power but impotence.35 Later, however, 
Anselm’s position shifts. He starts to allow for greater nuance in how we talk about God’s power. 
In Cur Deus homo, he concedes that there is a sense in which we can say that Christ could tell a 
lie, if he wanted; but Anselm then goes on to explain that since Christ could never want to lie, 
there is another sense in which we can say that Christ is incapable of lying.36 In another change 

30 Jerome, Letter 22, 5.
31 So subtle, in fact, that not all scholars agree that Peter Damian ever meant to affirm that God can undo the past. A 

revisionist reading holds instead that he merely means to say that God could have acted differently in the past than he 
did. See, for example, Lawrence Moonan, “Impossibility and Peter Damian,” Archiv für Geschichte der Philosophie 62 
(1980): 146-63.

Yet while he says things that can be taken to suggest otherwise, Peter Damian does indeed hold that God can undo 
the past. Toward the end of his letter, for example, he summarizes his position by writing that “God can cause things that 
have happened, not to have happened” and “we must firmly and surely assert that God, just as he is in fact said to be 
omnipotent, can in truth, without any possible exception, do all things, either in respect to events that have happened or 
in respect to events that have not happened.” See Peter Damian, Letter 119, 80, trans. Owen J. Blum in The Letters of 
Peter Damian, 91-120 (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 1998), 383.

Nevertheless, even those supporting the traditional reading of Peter Damian disagree about the details and implica-
tions of his position. See Robert McArthur and Michael Slattery, “Peter Damian and Undoing the Past,” Philosophical 
Studies 25, no. 2 (February 1974): 137-41; Peter Remnant, “Peter Damian: Could God Change the Past?” Canadian 
Journal of Philosophy 8, no. 2 (June 1978): 259-68; Resnick, Divine Power, 77-111, esp. 99-02; Richard Gaskin, “Peter 
Damian on Divine Power and the Contingency of the Past,” British Journal for the History of Philosophy 5, no. 2 (1997): 
229-47.

It is important to note that Peter Damian never claims that God would ever act to undo the past. To the contrary, he 
seems to assume that God never does. His argument is entirely focused on what God could do, if he wanted.

32 Peter Remnant’s analysis is superb: according to him, contrary to Peter Damian’s intentions, “God’s alleged power 
to alter the past collapses into his acknowledged power to have created a universe different from the one he did create” 
(Remnant, “Peter Damian,” 268). This is the truth of the revisionist reading: Peter Damian’s argument succeeds only in 
justifying that God could have acted differently in the past. The problem for the revisionist reading is that Peter Damian 
is trying to justify more, namely that God could undo the past.

33 Resnick, Divine Power, 2.
34 On Anselm’s account of divine power, see William J. Courtenay, “Necessity and Freedom in Anselm’s Conception 

of God,” Analecta Anselmiana: Untersuchungen über Person und Werk Anselms von Canterbury, vol. 4.2, ed. Franciscus 
Selecius Schmitt (Frankfurt am Main: Minerva, 1975), 39-64; Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, 31-36. See also Jon 
Whitman, “The Other Side of Omnipotence: Anselm on the Dialectics of Divine Power,” Harvard Theological Review 
104, no. 2 (April 2011): 129-45.

35 Anselm, Proslogion, 7; De casu diaboli, 12.
36 Anselm, Cur Deus homo, 2.10.
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from his earlier position, Anselm likewise concedes that God could change the past, if he wanted; 
but since God always wants the truth of what happened to remain as unchangeable as himself, it 
is also true that the past cannot be changed.37 In addition to introducing these nuances about 
God’s power, Anselm also distinguishes between different kinds of necessity. He distinguishes 
between antecedent and consequent necessity (“there is a necessity which precedes, being the 
cause for an actuality’s existence, and there is a necessity which is consequent, being caused by 
an actuality”),38 and, in parallel fashion, between actions made necessary by external compul-
sion, and actions made necessary by one’s own choice, for example, by promising to do some-
thing.39 In this way, while Anselm is fundamentally in line with patristic approaches to divine 
power, emphasizing that any apparent limitation to God’s power stems from incompatibility with 
the divine will and the divine nature, he is also doing something new: speaking more freely about 
what God could do, even though he never would.40

Peter Abelard escalated discussion about divine power to the level of ecclesial crisis.41 
Seemingly responding to Peter Damian’s position,42 Abelard makes the provocative claim that 
God can do only what he does.43 As John Marenbon explains, for Abelard, “God always does 
what it is fitting for him to do, so that to do something other than what he does do would mean 
not doing something which is fitting for him to do.”44 Abelard seems to accept the problematic 
laid out by Peter Damian, agreeing that God has just as much power over the past as he does over 
the future. But unlike Peter Damian, who had argued that God can alter the past as easily as he 
can alter the future, Abelard instead draws the opposite inference: he concludes that God cannot 
alter the future any more than he can alter the past. Abelard’s opinions on divine power united 
his contemporaries against him and created a storm of ecclesial controversy. They were among 
the opinions condemned by the council of Sens in 1140.45

After Abelard, it becomes theologically imperative to emphasize God’s power to act in ways 
other than he actually does. This emphasis permeates Peter Lombard’s approach to divine power. 
Through his Sentences, it comes to permeate medieval theology more generally.46 Peter Lombard 
devotes three distinctions to divine omnipotence. In the first distinction, quoting Augustine, he 
asserts that God is called omnipotent because he can do all that he wills.47 In the second distinc-
tion, he responds directly to Abelard’s thesis and argues that God can indeed do things other than 

37 Anselm, Cur Deus homo, 2.17.
38 Anselm, Cur Deus homo, 2.17, trans. Janet Fairweather in Anselm of Canterbury: The Major Works (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1998), 346.
39 Anselm, Cur Deus homo, 2.5.
40 On the contrast between Anselm’s approach to divine omnipotence and later medieval theology, see Courtenay, 

“Necessity and Freedom,” 60-64; Whitman, “The Other Side,” 140-45.
41 On Peter Abelard’s position, see Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, 44-50.
42 The fact that Peter Abelard refers to the same passage from Jerome as Peter Damian strongly suggests that he had 

read Peter Damian’s letter, or was at least familiar with it. On the evidence that Peter Abelard knew Peter Damian’s letter 
and the similarities between their respective arguments, see Julian Yolles, “Divine Omnipotence and the Liberal Arts in 
Peter Damian and Peter Abelard,” in Rethinking Abelard: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Babette S. Hellemans 
(Leiden: Brill, 2014), 60-83 at 71-76. Among other things, “Abelard utilizes strikingly similar biblical examples to 
counter precisely the line of argumentation Peter Damian had used” (Ibid., 76).

43 Peter Abelard, Theologia christiana, 5.43; Theologia “Scholarium,” 3.37; Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, 44, 
55n1.

44 John Marenbon, “Peter Abelard,” in A Companion to Philosophy in the Middle Ages, edited by Jorge J. E. Gracia 
and Timothy B. Noone (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003), 485-93 at 491. See also John Marenbon, The Philosophy of Peter 
Abelard (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 217-25. For a sense of how his opponents understood his po-
sition, see Peter Lombard, Sententiae, I, 43.

45 On Abelard’s critics, the council of Sens, and his response, see Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, 50-53.
46 On Peter Lombard’s account of divine power and its influence, see ibid., 53-55.
47 Peter Lombard, Sententiae, I, 42.3; Augustine, Enchiridion, 24.96.



What God Cannot Do: Divine Power, the Gratuity of Grace, and Henri De Lubac 9

© 2020 John Wiley & Sons Ltd

what he does.48 In the third distinction, he affirms, again responding to Abelard, that God can do 
better than he does.49 In the course of his argument, he cites Augustine multiple times to defend 
the practice of affirming that God could do things that he would never actually do. Two quota-
tions are especially significant. First, he quotes a passage from Contra Gaudentium in which, 
commenting on why the Lord tells Lot that he cannot do anything until Lot arrives in Zoar (Gen. 
19:22), Augustine explains that “God could through power, but not through justice” (poterat per 
potentiam, sed non poterat per iustitiam).50 Later, Peter Lombard quotes Augustine’s comment 
about whether God could raise Judas spiritually just as he raised Lazarus physically, where 
Augustine affirms that “God could, but did not will it” (potuit, sed noluit).51 These quotations not 
only lent the weight of Augustine’s authority to Peter Lombard’s position; they also laid the 
foundations for a new way of talking about God’s power.

The Emergence of the Power Distinction
All of the developments from Peter Damian to Peter Lombard set the stage for what has been 
called the power distinction: the distinction between God’s potentia absoluta and God’s potentia 
ordinata.52 Peter Lombard’s interventions were generally accepted as decisive, but it took a 
while for theologians to digest them and settle on a way to express their new understanding of 
divine power. Eventually, after a period of quiescence, they started to develop a new vocabu-
lary.53 The end result was the power distinction. Surviving manuscripts suggest that the power 
distinction emerged spontaneously in the ebb and flow of academic exchange, rather than in 
deference to any single figure (other than Peter Lombard himself). In an important witness to the 
gradual emergence of the power distinction, an anonymous author writing around 1200 argues 
that God’s chosen means to redeem us were the most fitting means given our misery, but they 
were not the most fitting means absolute, that is, considered absolutely.54 Then, around 1210, in 
the first known use of the term potentia absoluta, Godfrey of Poitiers, shifting from an adverbial 
construction to an adjectival construction, maintains that God can do something de potentia ab-
soluta that God cannot do de potentia conditonali.55 The power distinction spread quickly at the 
University of Paris. Then, sometime between 1230 and 1238, Hugh of St. Cher uses the distinc-
tion in the precise form that will endure, distinguishing between what God can do de potentia 
absoluta and what God can do de potentia ordinata.56 From that point on, the power distinction 
featured prominently in medieval theology, sometimes with minor variations in terminology.57 

48 Peter Lombard, Sententiae, I, 43. Although he structures the entire distinction against Abelard’s position, his ap-
proach to God’s eternal knowledge of the temporal, on which his account of God’s power depends, is drawn from 
Abelard’s analysis (Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, 53-54).

49 Peter Lombard, Sententiae, I, 44.
50 Peter Lombard, Sententiae, I, 43.2; Augustine, Contra Gaudentium, 1.30.34.
51 Peter Lombard, Sententiae, I, 43.9; Augustine, De natura et gratia, 7.8.
52 The expression “the power distinction” is taken from Lawrence Moonan. See Moonan, Divine Power, 2-6.
53 According to William Courtenay, “while the period of 1067 to 1150 was seminal for the development of the con-

cept behind the potentia absoluta/ordinata distinction, the period from 1190 to 1240 was the crucial period for the devel-
opment of the specific language that would embody that teaching” (Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, 68).

54 Questiones in epistolam ad Romans, 91, as cited in ibid., 71.
55 Ibid., 68; Moonan, Divine Power, 57-61; Godfrey of Poitiers, Summa (Avrances, Bibl. de la ville, MS lat. 121, fol. 

137r), as cited Courtenay and Moonan, who in turn cite Artur Landgraf, Dogmengeschichte der Fruscholastik, II.2 
(Regensburg, 1954), 103.

56 Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, 72-73; Moonan, Divine Power, 127-28; Hugh of St. Cher, In Sententiae, IV 
(Leipzig, Universitätsbibliothek, Cod. lat. 573, fol 223r.), as cited Courtenay and Moonan, who in turn cite Artur 
Landgraf, Dogmengeschichte der Fruscholastik, III.1 (Regensburg, 1954), 207.

57 For an exhaustive list of related and alternative terms for the power distinction, see Moonan, Divine Power, 
394-95.
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Early users of the distinction include Alexander of Hales, Albertus Magnus, Richard Kilwardby, 
Thomas Aquinas, and (with some reservations) Bonaventure. Ironically, despite earlier scholarly 
emphasis on Franciscan theologians in the development of the distinction, its development and 
acceptance in its early days owed more to secular theologians and Dominicans than it did to 
Franciscans.58

To grasp how the distinction functioned in this early phase of its history, it is helpful to see 
how different authors used it to address the same theological puzzle. Even before the power 
distinction appeared in its final form, Parisian masters often invoked it to answer a common 
question: could God damn Peter and save Judas?59 Parisian masters typically answered this ques-
tion by making a distinction. According to William of Auxerre, “We say that God de potentia 
pure considerate can damn Peter, with respect to the power of God and the natural power of Peter 
by which he was able to sin and not sin. But ‘Therefore he can damn Peter’ does not follow, be-
cause this verb potest in the conclusion has reference to merits.”60 Likewise, Hugh of St. Cher 
asserts that God could damn Peter and save Judas according to his potentia absoluta, but not 
according to his potentia conditionata. It would go against the law, established by God in his 
goodness, according to which he rewards the good and punishes the wicked.61 In his Summa, 
Alexander of Hales writes, “According to potentia absoluta, God could damn Peter and save 
Judas; according to potentia ordinata, in keeping with his preordination and retribution accord-
ing to merits, he could not; and this does not detract from his power, but rather shows the immu-
tability of the ordering of power according to preordination and justice.”62

Albertus Magnus and his student Thomas Aquinas make similar distinctions in their respec-
tive commentaries on the Sentences. In response to the question, “Whether God can damn Peter 
and save Judas,” Albertus Magnus writes, “God can according to potentia absoluta, but not ac-
cording to potentia relata ad ordinem sapientiae.”63 Meanwhile, Thomas Aquinas maintains that 
damning Peter would be contrary to justice. Therefore, “God cannot do this, speaking according 
to potentia ordinaria.”64 Although Thomas does not affirm that Peter could be damned according 
to God’s absolute power, the contrast is implicit; otherwise, he would not have bothered to spec-
ify that he could not be damned according to God’s ordinary power. (Nor does his use of the 
word ordinaria instead of ordinata suggest anything significant; in this historical phase, authors 
often use different terms interchangeably for either arm of the power distinction.)

Bonaventure, however, takes a different approach. He rejects the application of the power 
distinction to the case of Peter and Judas. He writes:

Some distinguish the power of God in two ways, saying, according to potentia absoluta, 
God can save Judas and damn Peter; but according to potentia ordinata, he cannot. But this 
distinction does not seem fitting, because God can do nothing, which he cannot do in an 
ordered fashion. For being able to act in a disordered fashion is a kind of not-being-able, 
like being able to sin or lie, and God can lie neither according to potentia absoluta nor  
according to potentia ordinata.65

58 Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, 73-74, 91-92, 97-98; Oakley, “Power of God,” 441-42.
59 Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, 71-72; Moonan, Divine Power, 69-71, 116-19, 40-1, 69, 202, 324, 33.
60 William of Auxerre, Summa aurea, I, 212, as cited and translated in Moonan, Divine Power, 69.
61 Hugh of St. Cher, In Sententiarum, I, 42, in Eugenio Randi, “‘Potentia Dei Conditionata’: Una Questione di Ugo 

di Saint-Chér Sull’onnipotenza Divina (Sent. I, 42, Q. 1),” Rivista di Storia della Filosofia 39, no. 3 (1984): 521-36 at 
534.

62 Alexander of Hales, Summa, I, 1.4.2.2.2.
63 Albertus Magnus, In Sententiarum, I, 42C, 3. See also his Summa, 77.
64 Thomas Aquinas, In Sententiarum, IV, 46, 1.2.2.3.
65 Bonaventure, In Sententiarum, I, 43, dub. 7.
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Bonaventure goes on to explain that, contrary to those who say that God could save Judas out of 
superabundant mercy, “just as God cannot act against mercy, so neither can he act against justice.”66 
Richard Rufus takes the same line. In his Parisian commentary on the Sentences, which relies heav-
ily but not uncritically on Bonaventure’s, Richard follows Bonaventure and rejects the idea that God 
could damn Peter and save Judas according to either his absolute power or his ordered power.67 
(Later, Henry of Ghent, another outlier, also rejects its application to the case of Peter and Judas.)68 
Nevertheless, Bonaventure uses the power distinction elsewhere, suggesting that, despite his misgiv-
ings, he accepted its legitimacy.69

Due to the historical influence of Thomas Aquinas, his use of the power distinction merits 
particular attention. Thomas employs the power distinction in many different instances to ad-
dress many different questions.70 When he uses it, he does so in much the same way as the ma-
jority of his contemporaries, allowing that God can do things de potentia absoluta not in keeping 
with his goodness or his wisdom.71 Moreover, unlike Bonaventure in the case of Peter and Judas, 
he never demurs from using the distinction in ways common among his contemporaries, even 
when that means using it to talk about God’s power to do something obviously against his good-
ness and wisdom. When Thomas invokes the power distinction, he sometimes mentions only one 
term (e.g., potentia absoluta or potentia ordinata), with the other term implicit, but he also some-
times mentions both arms of the distinction in the same passage, making explicit his acceptance 
of the power distinction as used by his contemporaries. For example, in a quodlibetal question, 
Thomas explains that, speaking of God’s power absolutely, God could annihilate his creatures, 
but speaking about God’s power as ordered to his wisdom and foreknowledge, he cannot.72

66 Bonaventure, In Sententiarum, I, 43, dub. 7.
67 Richard Rufus, In Sententiarum, I, 43 (cod. Vat. Lat. 12993, f. 117rb), as cited in Gedeon Gál, “Petrus de Trabibus 

on the Absolute and Ordained Power of God’,” in Studies Honoring Ignatius Charles Brady, Friar Minor, edited by  
R. S. Almagno and C. L. Harkins (St. Bonaventure, NY: Franciscan Institute Publications, 1976), 283-92 at 285n12. On 
the relation of his Parisian commentary to Bonaventure’s, which it often copies or abridges, see Rega Wood, “Richard 
Rufus of Cornwall,” in A Companion to Philosophy in the Middle Ages, edited by Jorge J. E. Gracia and Timothy  
B. Noone (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003), 579-87 at 584.

68 Henry of Ghent, Quodlibeta XI, 2 (Paris edition), fol 439v-440v, as cited in Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, 
110n46. See also John Marrone, “The Absolute and the Ordained Powers of the Pope: An Unedited Text of Henry of 
Ghent,” Mediaeval Studies 36 (1974): 7-27 at 17n39, 24-25; Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, 99-100.

69 Bonaventure, Commentaria in quatuor libros Sententiarum Magistri Petri Lombardi (Quaracchi, Florence: 
Collegium S. Bonaventurae, 1882–89), vol. 1, 778n3; Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, 91; Moonan, Divine Power, 
198-228. For instances where Bonaventure manifests acceptance of the power distinction, the Quaracchi edition cites In 
Sententiarum, II, 7, 1.1.1 ad 1 and Breviloqium, I, 7. Courtenay adds In Sententiarum, I, 43.4.

70 For a comprehensive survey, see “St Thomas Aquinas on Divine Power,” in Atti Del Congresso Internazionale 
(Roma-Napoli, 17-24 Aprile 1974) Tommaso D’aquino Nel Suo Settimo Centenario (Naples: Edizioni domenicane ital-
iane, 1974), 366-407; Moonan, Divine Power, 292-93.

71 Stephen Brock argues that Thomas’ approach to the power distinction develops over the course of his life. 
According to Brock, in De potentia 1.5, Thomas seems to allow that God could do something de potentia absoluta that 
contradicts his wisdom and goodness (a view that Brock regards as problematic), but then Thomas revises his view in 
Summa theologiae I 25.5 ad 1. Yet as Brock acknowledges, what Thomas says in Summa theologiae, I, 25.3 ad 2 presents 
challenges for his interpretation of Thomas’ mature thought, as does the fact that the Summa contra gentiles, which Brock 
judges to take the same approach as Summa theologiae, I, 25.5 ad 1, was written before De potentia. Brock offers various 
explanations of this seemingly contradictory evidence compatible with his view that Thomas’ position developed. We 
might instead conclude that Thomas’ approach to the power distinction never evolved on any point of substance – which 
is the view of Lawrence Moonan, who after a close examination of relevant texts concludes that Thomas’ position was 
consistent from his Sentences commentary onwards. See Stephen L. Brock, “The Ratio Omnipotentiae in Aquinas,” Acta 
Philosophica 2, no. 1 (1993): 17-42 at 31-41; Moonan, “Aquinas on Divine Power,” 402. Nevertheless, in his later writ-
ings, when he is applying the power distinction to some theological question, Thomas seems to use the terms potentia 
absoluta and potentia ordinata less frequently. Courtenay suggests that this shift is probably pure chance, but might 
possibly indicate that Thomas had become wary of its potential to mislead (Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, 90).

72 Thomas Aquinas, Quodlibetal IV, 3.4. See also De potentia, 5.3; De malo, 16.2 ad 17.
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The Power Distinction in its Classical Phase
In this early phase, differences existed among theologians, but there was overwhelming consen-
sus about many things related to the power distinction.73 First, the power distinction was univer-
sally recognized as a legitimate distinction. It was regarded as an effective tool for clarifying, 
from the perspective of time-bound creatures, what an eternal God can and cannot do. Medieval 
theologians were conscious that, due to our disadvantaged vantage point and the limitations of 
human language, it is difficult to make precise statements about what God could do differently 
than he does (or will do). The power distinction made it possible to affirm that God can do some-
thing in one sense, but not in another, which in turn allowed for a dialectical precision not other-
wise possible. This precision was highly valued.

Second, for medieval theologians in this early phrase, the conceptual heart of the power dis-
tinction was encapsulated in the phrase of Augustine popularized by Peter Lombard: “God could 
per potentiam, but not per iustitiam.”74 By this expression, Augustine never meant to posit a real 
distinction between God’s power and his justice. Like his medieval counterparts, he was fully 
committed to the doctrine of divine simplicity. He meant, rather, to assert God’s absolute sover-
eignty while also explaining that God only exercises that sovereignty according to his justice. In 
this early phase, theologians understood the power distinction in precisely the same way. 
Augustine’s phrase was a key reference point for them, and they saw themselves as merely con-
tinuing Augustine’s project with a more technical vocabulary.

Third, in this early phase, the power distinction did not imply two separate reservoirs of divine 
power. It implied not two powers, but “two ways of viewing divine power: the faculty of power 
by itself, and power as conditioned by what God has ordained.”75 It was a theoretical construct 
designed to accommodate human modes of knowing and their attendant limitations. There are 
two arms of the distinction because there are two ways that we can consider divine power. We 
can either consider divine power absolutely, bracketing all other considerations, or we can con-
sider divine power in the full context of God’s other attributes and all of God’s actions, past, 
present, and future. Accordingly, the category of potentia absoluta does not refer to something 
existing separately in God; it is merely a way of bracketing other divine attributes from analysis 
of God’s sovereignty over creation.

Fourth, from Augustine through Anselm, earlier theologians had explained the seeming con-
straints on divine omnipotence by reference to the divine nature. In this period, however, theolo-
gians started to take a different approach. While they fully agreed with the underlying principles 
of earlier theologians, they started to explain the seeming constraints on divine omnipotence not 
merely by reference to the divine nature, but also by reference to the created order and the im-
possibility of logical contradiction. Thomas Aquinas provided an early and influential articula-
tion of this view. He argued that anything that implies logical contradiction does not fall under 
God’s omnipotence, and that it is better to say these things cannot be done than that God cannot 
do them.76 For example, when explaining why God cannot undo the past, his first remark is that 
it implies a contradiction, and thus does not fall under God’s omnipotence.77 Especially in light 

73 On the meaning of the distinction in this early phase, see Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, 65-113; Moonan, 
Divine Power.

74 Augustine, Contra Gaudentium, 1.30.34; Peter Lombard, Sententiae, I, 43.2; Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, 
89-90.

75 Ibid., 72-73.
76 Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae, I, 25.3.
77 Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae, I, 25.4. Thomas later quotes Augustine’s remark about God not being able to 

undo the past because it would mean that God was falsifying the truth, but Thomas is citing Augustine as a supporting 
authority, not as the originator of the main lines of his argument.
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of the prominence of this question (of whether God can undo the past), it seems likely that this 
approach to divine omnipotence developed, in large part, in response to Peter Damian. Peter 
Damian’s argument was new and disruptive, and it demanded a suitable response. Repackaging 
Augustine’s argument – that undoing the past would be incompatible with God’s nature – was 
not adequate. Clever and insightful in its own context, as a response to Peter Damian, it was 
clumsy and convoluted. It also conceded too much to Peter Damian’s framing of the problem: 
like Augustine, Peter Damian himself relied on premises about God’s nature to prove his point. 
But focusing on the logical contradiction inherent in the idea of undoing the past – something 
that Aristotle had long before recognized78 – was powerful and direct. It proved the value of this 
approach to divine omnipotence.79

Yet for all the consensus surrounding the power distinction in this early phase, there were 
also many points of significant ambiguity and internal tension. The realm of potentia abso-
luta was never adequately clarified. Does God’s potentia absoluta encompass all of his pos-
sible actions, both those he performs and those he does not, as most theologians seemed to 
hold? Or should it be taken to encompass only those possible actions that God does not per-
form, as Alexander of Hales suggested?80 The boundaries of potentia ordinata were also 
vague. The place of miracles was especially in need of clarification. In the twelfth century, 
theologians had coined the term potentia obedientialis to describe a natural openness in 
things to transcend, at God’s command, their normal modes of operation. This resolution 
allowed for miracles to be classified within the natural order, as following a deeper law in 
nature (in keeping with a comment from Augustine in Contra Faustum, 26). Consequently, 
when the power distinction first appeared, miracles were generally taken to fall under God’s 
potentia ordinata. Yet the relationship of miracles to God’s power was never adequately 
clarified.81 As William Courtenay puts it, “What was probably needed was further discussion 
of some distinction within potentia ordinata between the total ordained will of God (divine 
providence or lex aeternalis) and specific laws now in effect (lex ut nunc), which have been 
suspended or altered from time to time.”82 It should also be noted that, compared to its orig-
inal intended use, the term potentia absoluta was intrinsically misleading. Arising from a 
common technical use of the adverb absolute, the term was meant to signify God’s sover-
eignty bracketed from other considerations, but potentia absoluta inevitably lends itself to 
being interpreted in a reified way, as a type of actual power.83

All of this ambiguity made the classical consensus inherently unstable. History would soon 
prove just how unstable it was.

78 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 6.2.
79 The idea that this focus on logical contradiction arose in response to Peter Damian’s argument is supported by two 

pieces of circumstantial evidence. First, in the thirteenth century, undoing the past was a major locus of speculation in 
treatments of divine power. Those who addressed the question included Alexander of Hales, Albertus Magnus, 
Bonaventure, Thomas Aquinas, Gerard of Abbeville, Peter of Tarantasia, Giles of Rome, Richard of Middleton, Henry 
of Ghent, Godfrey of Fontaines, and John Duns Scotus. Second, from 1230 to 1330, there is little evidence that any 
theologian agreed with Peter Damian that God could undo the past; William Courtenay could not identify a single one. 
See William J. Courtenay, “John of Mirecourt and Gregory of Rimini on Whether God Can Undo the Past: Bradwardine 
and Buckingham,” Recherches de théologie ancienne et médiévale 40 (1973): 147-74 at 148. Consequently, in this for-
mative period, an argument judged effective against Peter Damian’s position would have naturally generated interest for 
its other possible applications.

80 Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, 73, 75-77.
81 Ibid., 69-71, 77-78.
82 Ibid., 78.
83 Ibid., 19, 78-79.
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The Dissolution of an Unstable Consensus
Soon after the power distinction became established as a way of talking about God’s power, 
canon lawyers started to apply it to papal power. Canonists, however, applied the power distinc-
tion very differently to the pope than theologians applied it to God. They used the same lan-
guage, but they invested it with different meaning. Whereas God’s potentia absoluta was 
theoretical, a way of thinking and talking about God’s power that accommodated human limita-
tions, the pope’s potentia absoluta was actual. It was a capacity from which he could act. Around 
1250, for example, Hostiensis argues that the pope, invested with the fullness of ecclesiastical 
power (plenitudo potestatis), could dispense a monk from his vows and yet allow him to remain 
a monk. He could do this, Hostiensis maintains, not through his poteste ordinata, but through his 
poteste absoluta.84

By the end of the thirteenth century, the legal definition of the power distinction had made 
inroads among theologians. It started to influence the way that they thought and talked about 
God’s power. Henry of Ghent is a prominent example. In the controversy about the pope’s 
power to grant mendicant friars special privileges to hear confessions, Henry largely accepts 
the canonical definition. He argues, however, that the power distinction does not apply to 
God because, unlike the pope, God could not do anything de potentia absoluta that he could 
not also do de potentia ordinata; God always exercises his power in an ordered way. With the 
pope, however, it was different. Henry grants that the pope could do things de potentia abso-
luta (which he equates with the pope’s plenitudo potestatis) that he could not do de potentia 
ordinata, but he also maintains that any such exercise of papal power would be sinful: valid, 
but sinful.85

Meanwhile, in 1277, the bishop of Paris issued 219 condemnations.86 Some of these condem-
nations targeted assertions about what God cannot do. With respect to divine power, these con-
demnations had the net effect of making theologians more cautious about denying that God 
could do something. By favoring maximalist theories of divine omnipotence, they encouraged 
fanciful speculation about what God could do de potentia absoluta.

Under pressure from canonical usage and the condemnations of 1277, the early consensus 
about the power distinction collapsed. For many theologians, God’s potentia absoluta became 
“operationalized” (an expression now common among historians of the power distinction).87 It 
became a power from which God acts, not merely a way of thinking and talking about God’s 
power. It is easy to imagine how this shift could have happened so quickly. Given the unresolved 
ambiguities in the early consensus (and especially given the misleading nature of the term poten-
tia absoluta, which gives the impression that this power is a “thing” rather than a way of thinking 

84 Hostiensis, Lectura in Quinque Decretalium Gregorianarum Libros (Venice, 1581; repr. Turin, 1965), 3.35.36, fol. 
134r, as cited by Marrone, “The Absolute,” 19-20.

Katherine Tachau suggests that the practice of applying the power distinction to papal power may have begun even 
earlier in the Sentences commentary of Hugh of St. Cher. See Katherine H. Tachau, “Logic’s God and the Natural Order 
in Late Medieval Oxford: The Teaching of Robert Holcot,” Annals of Science 53, no. 3 (1996): 235-67 at 242.

85 Marrone, “The Absolute,” 17-18. See also Henry of Ghent, Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, lat. 3120, fols. 139rb-
140rb, as edited and published in ibid., 23-27.

86 On the condemnations of 1277 and their impact on theological debate about divine power, see Edward Grant, “The 
Condemnation of 1277, God’s Absolute Power, and Physical Thought in the Late Middle Ages,” Viator 10 (1979): 211-
44; Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, 95-96; Gelber, It Could Have Been Otherwise, 317.

87 Heiko Oberman is credited with coining the expression, which in its original context he defines as “the transition 
from the speculation about what God could have done to what he actually does extra ordinem.” Heiko Augustinus 
Oberman, “Via Antiqua and Via Moderna: Late Medieval Prolegomena to Reformation Thought,” in From Ockham to 
Wyclif, edited by Anne Hudson and Michael Wilks (Oxford: Blackwell, 1987), 445-63 at 462.
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and talking about God’s power), it would have been natural for theologians to start thinking 
about God’s power in the same way as canonists had been thinking about the pope’s power, 
without even realizing it. And that seems to be what happened.

It is not the case, however, that theologians simply replaced the classical definition with the 
canonical definition. Instead, as the influence of the canonical definition grew, theological 
usage of the power distinction became infinitely more complex – and confused. In 1320-21, for 
example, in his commentary on the Sentences, Francis Meyronnes states that there are four 
different ways to understand potentia absoluta and then argues for one of them. He likewise 
discusses different ways to understand potentia ordinata, and to resolve certain ambiguities, he 
suggests that it would be better to speak about three powers rather than just two: potentia abso-
luta, potentia actualiter ordinata, and potentia aptitudinaliter ordinata.88 Later, in 1375-65, 
Pierre d’Ailly likewise contrasts two ways of interpreting potentia ordinata and argues for one 
of them.89 In the wake of this new theological landscape, other theologians judge the power 
distinction to be problematic and something to be avoided, just as Henry of Ghent had done in 
the late thirteenth century. Most notable among advocates for this position was Pope John 
XXII. In the early 1330s, he acknowledges two different ways of understanding the power dis-
tinction and finds both of them unsatisfactory.90 As Eugenio Randi explains, “the pope seems 
to have seen potentia absoluta as an empty, useless tool” and feared “the dangers of its eventual 
‘operationalization’.”91

Unsurprisingly, given the complexity of the debate, the positions of John Duns Scotus and 
William of Ockham, the two most important and influential theologians of this later period, are 
complex and difficult to categorize. For a long time, scholars tended to lump them together 
among those who operationalized potentia absoluta to a maximal degree. Recent historical 
scholarship has settled on a more nuanced consensus, placing them each – to varying degrees – 
somewhere between the classical and canonical approaches to the power distinction. John Duns 
Scotus formally defines the power distinction in terms of its canonical usage,92 and his followers 
play a crucial role in advancing the canonical approach,93 but Scotus himself often uses the 
power distinction in ways in keeping with the classical definition.94 Meanwhile, it has become 
increasingly agreed that William of Ockham defends the classical definition of the power 

88 Francis Meyronnes, In Sententiarum, I, 43-44, q.6, dub. 2 (Venice 1520), f. 137ra-b, as cited and discussed in 
Eugenio Randi, “A Scotist Way of Distinguishing between God’s Absolute and Ordained Powers,” Studies in Church 
History, Subsidia 5 (1987): 43-50 at 48; see also Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, 126-27.

89 See Oakley, “Power of God,” 448, and texts cited there from Pierre d’Ailly’s commentary on the Sentences.
90 Eugenio Randi, “Ockham, John XXII and the Absolute Power of God,” Franciscan Studies 46 (1986): 205-16 at 

214-15; Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, 147-51.
91 Randi, “Ockham, John XXII,” 215.
92 John Duns Scotus, Ordinatio, I, 44; Mary Anne Pernoud, “The Theory of the ‘Potentia Dei’ According to Aquinas, 

Scotus, and Ockham,” Antonianum 47 (1972): 69-95 at 84-88; Randi, “A Scotist Way of Distinguishing between God’s 
Absolute and Ordained Powers,” 43-45; Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, 101; Gelber, It Could Have Been Otherwise, 
312-13.

93 Randi, “A Scotist Way”; Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, 115-33.
94 Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, 100-03, 19. Hester Gelber argues that, despite its legal aspects, even his defini-

tion is much closer to the classical definition of the power distinction. See Gelber, It Could Have Been Otherwise, 314-
15. For an especially forceful rebuttal of the claim that Scotus’ position implies the operationalization of potentia abso-
luta, see Henri Veldhuis, “Ordained and Absolute Power in Scotus’ Ordinatio I 44,” Vivarium 38, no. 2 (2000): 222-30. 
For a critical evaluation of Scotus that argues for the opposite conclusion, see Brink, Almighty God, 78-80.
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distinction against canonical interpretations,95 probably with Scotus in mind,96 but that practi-
cally speaking, he often uses it in ways that operationalize potentia absoluta.97

In their writings, both Scotus and Ockham use the power distinction frequently. By William 
Courtenay’s reckoning, Ockham uses the power distinction in almost a third of the questions in 
his Sentences commentary,98 significantly more than his predecessors. Furthermore, while both 
Scotus and Ockham follow the approach of earlier theologians like Thomas Aquinas who used 
logical contradiction to explain the limitations of divine power,99 they increasingly define logical 
contradiction solely by reference to the created order, or else in terms of God’s will isolated from 
other divine attributes. As a result of their increased use of the power distinction, plus this new 
approach to logical contradiction, which tended to set a higher bar for something to be ruled out 
as a logical contradiction, they engage in an increasing amount of counterfactual speculation, 
some of it extreme. For example, with echoes of the familiar case of Peter and Judas in the back-
ground, Scotus argues that, de potentia absoluta, God could accept our good works as meritori-
ous, and thus sufficient for eternal life, even without our possessing the habitus of divine grace.100 
Ockham likewise maintains that God can cause the effect of salvation without its normal second-
ary cause, grace.101 Most famously, Ockham argues that, de potentia absoluta, God could com-
mand us to hate him, and then it would be virtuous for us to do so – a position which was 
controversial in his lifetime and earned him the censure of a papal commission in Avignon.102 
Their followers would make even more radical claims. In the early 1330s, Thomas Bradwardine 
would revive the claim of Peter Damian and argue, against the seeming universal consensus from 
1220 to 1330, that God could indeed revise the past.103 And according to Gabriel Biel, God could 

95 Pernoud, “‘Potentia Dei’,” 88-92. William J. Courtenay, Covenant and Causality in Medieval Thought: Studies in 
Philosophy, Theology, and Economic Practice (London: Variorum Reprints, 1984), ch. 4, 13-15; ch. 5, 92-94; ch. 11, 
39-43; Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, 119-20; Randi, “Ockham, John XXII”; Oakley, “Voluntarist Theology,” 
75-77.

96 Courtenay, Covenant and Causality, ch. 4, 13-14; Randi, “Ockham, John XXII,” 208.
97 Oakley, Omnipotence, 52; Brink, Almighty God, 81-83. In a departure from his earlier position, Courtenay also 

grants this point, though not as strongly as other scholars (Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, 20, 121). Gelber argues that 
Ockham used the distinction in ways influenced by canonical usage more than Courtenay recognizes (Gelber, It Could 
Have Been Otherwise, 319-20).

In describing his settled option, Oakley summarizes a view which represents the current consensus: “By 1984 I had 
come to the conclusion that Ockham’s controlling understanding of the distinction was the classical one favored by 
Aquinas, though his willingness to draw an analogy between divine power, on the one hand, and papal or royal power, 
on the other, suggested a certain instability in his thinking” (Oakley, “Voluntarist Theology,” 76n16).

For a strong (and persuasive) rejection of the tendency to downplay the radicality of Ockham’s use of the power 
distinction, which nonetheless grants that his definition follows the traditional formulation, see David W. Clark, “Ockham 
on Human and Divine Freedom,” Franciscan Studies 38 (1978): 122-60 at 149-60.

98 See Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, 120.
99 Logical contradiction – implicitly on the side of the created order – figures prominently in Scotus’ and Ockham’s 

definition of the power distinction. See John Duns Scotus, Ordinatio, I, 44; William of Ockham, Quodlibetal VI, 1; 
Pernoud, “‘Potentia Dei’,” 86, 89; Courtenay, Capacity and Volition, 112n54.

100 John Duns Scotus, Ordinatio, I, 17.1.1-2, n. 160; Richard Cross, Duns Scotus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1999), 110.

101 William of Ockham, Quodlibetal III, 1; Pernoud, “‘Potentia Dei’,” 91.
102 On Ockham’s claim and its reception, see David W. Clark, “William of Ockham on Right Reason,” Speculum 48, 

no. 1 (January 1973): 13-36 at 32-35; Clark, “Human and Divine Freedom,” 154-56. The nuances of Ockham’s position 
make his position less outrageous than it might seem, as do some of his reasons for asserting that God could command 
us to hate him. For example, in a later quodlibetal question, Ockham uses this theoretical claim to prove that loving God 
is always virtuous in any conceivable scenario, on the grounds that, paradoxically, if we were commanded to hate God, 
we could only obey if we loved him. Nevertheless, his earlier assertion in his Sentences commentary was received as 
extremely provocative, as he undoubtedly expected. See William of Ockham, In Sententiarum, IV, q. 14; Quodlibetal 
3.13, as cited by Clark, “Human and Divine Freedom,” 155.

103 Courtenay, “Bradwardine and Buckingham.”
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annihilate someone who loved him, and if he did, it would not be unjust, “because no one can say 
to him, ‘Why do you do this?’”104

Looking Backwards and Forwards
The medieval debate about divine power was never resolved. And if in the medieval period the 
same terms were being used side by side with different meanings, in different theological con-
texts, the situation now, many centuries and many Christian confessions later, has only become 
more complex.

Fortunately, despite the increased complexity of our theological landscape, there are some things 
we can see more clearly than medieval theologians. In retrospect, we can see now (as has long been 
recognized) that exaggerated attention to questions of what God could do, but never would, can be 
enormously destructive. Perhaps more strikingly, we can see the contrast between the first and 
second millennia more clearly. In the first millennium, the apparent limitations of God’s power 
were explained mainly by reference to God’s nature and also God’s will, insofar as it expressed 
God’s nature. But starting in the thirteenth century and ever since, the apparent limitations of God’s 
power have been increasingly explained by reference to logical contradictions in the created order, 
or else by reference to logical contradictions with God’s will, but not necessarily God’s nature.105 
The earlier patristic approach has never been lost to memory, but it has long ceased to be con-
trolling. As a result, there is today a cross-confessional wariness among theologians about ruling 
anything out as contradictory to God’s goodness or wisdom, as though any such theological move 
is guilty until proven innocent. (This observation is unverifiable, but I believe accurate.)

While it is well beyond the scope of this article to offer any comprehensive historical judg-
ments or theological proposals, four observations seem apposite. First, without a great deal of 
context, it is impossible to evaluate a claim about what God can or cannot do. Strangely enough, 
in the Western theological tradition, as a result of its convoluted history, the claim “God could do 
X” does not necessarily imply “It is actually possible for God to do X.” Second, for our baseline 
understanding of divine power, we could do worse than return to Augustine’s definition of om-
nipotence as God’s power to do whatever he wills, as well as his emphasis on how the divine 
nature determines the sort of things God might choose to will.106 Third, rather than relying on a 
dialectical distinction between two ways of thinking about God’s power, it could be more useful 
– and much less confusing – to distinguish between options not open to God due to a logical 
contradiction on the side of creation (e.g., creating a square circle), and options not open to God 
due to a logical contradiction on the side of God’s nature (e.g., damning Peter). This sort of dis-
tinction would capture the intellectual substance of the power distinction while avoiding its po-
tential to mislead and distract. Fourth, while there is nothing theologically objectionable about 
Thomas’s understanding of the power distinction or his use of it, and while Bonaventure’s ap-
proach to the power distinction is not entirely consistent and needs development (since his 
grounds for rejecting the power distinction in the case of Peter and Judas should have led him to 
reject it outright), if the Western theological tradition had followed Bonaventure rather than 
Thomas, a lot of problems might have been avoided.

104 Gabriel Biel, In Sententarium, I, 17.1.3, dub 3, as cited in L. A. Kennedy, “The Fifteenth Century and Divine 
Absolute Power,” Vivarium 27, no. 2 (1989): 125-52 at 127.

105 Around 1330, an Oxford theologian, Arnold of Stralley, surveys a variety of explanations of what it means to say 
that God cannot do anything that does not involve a contradiction. The patristic approach of emphasizing contradiction 
with the divine nature (with which he seems to be sympathetic) is listed as one among many. See Gelber, It Could Have 
Been Otherwise, 329-31. The very fact of his listing gives an indication of an evolution already well under way.

106 Peter Geach makes essentially the same point in his influential article on divine omnipotence. See Peter T. Geach, 
“Omnipotence,” Philosophy 48, no. 183 (January 1973): 7-20.
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Humani generis and the Gratuity of Grace
With the history of the power distinction in view, interpreting Humani generis as excluding de 
Lubac’s position becomes untenable. The crucial line is too vague. It does not specify the sense 
in which God could create an intellectual being and not order it to the beatific vision. Could 
God do this de potentia ordinata? Or merely de potentia absoluta? It does not say. Yet only 
the former assertion would exclude de Lubac’s position. And as the power distinction is firmly 
entrenched in Christian tradition (and especially in the Thomist tradition, the theological tongue 
in which Humani generis was written), this lack of specification leaves both interpretative op-
tions open.

In a parallel universe, where Bonaventure rather than Thomas Aquinas had become the com-
mon reference point for Catholic theology, it might have been possible to interpret Humani ge-
neris as ruling out de Lubac’s position. But as it stands, since words take their meaning from 
how they are actually used, Human generis cannot be taken to exclude the view that, though 
God could certainly create a being without ordering it to the beatific vision de potentia absoluta, 
he could not do so de potentia ordinata. Granted, the gratuity of grace still needs to be affirmed 
and safeguarded (especially given the preamble: “Others destroy the gratuity of the supernatural 
order . . .”). The encyclical, however, renders no judgment about whether de Lubac’s position 
succeeds or fails in this regard, or even what the gratuity of grace precisely entails.

To exclude de Lubac’s position in a single sentence, it would be necessary to deny a proposi-
tion like this: “God cannot create an intellectual being without simultaneously endowing it with 
a desire that can only be satisfied with the beatific vision.” (Or better yet: “Every intellect natu-
rally desires to see the divine substance” – though that would run into other problems, since the 
wording is taken verbatim from Thomas Aquinas.)107 With a denial focused on natural desire 
rather than divine ordering, Humani generis could have excluded de Lubac’s position. It would 
not have mattered if its denial were interpreted de potentia absoluta or de potentia ordinata. 
Either way, it would have excluded de Lubac’s position. But of course this phrasing was not 
used. Consequently, if the drafters of Humani generis were aiming at de Lubac (and it is virtually 
certain that one or more were), they missed.108 Whether they missed because they found it diffi-
cult to censure de Lubac without denying something they recognized as true, or because a benev-
olent hand intervened to soften the original phrasing (perhaps even by taking something from 
one of de Lubac’s own articles), the fact remains that they missed, because, as de Lubac always 
insisted, Humani generis does not affect his position.

The Misreading of Humani generis
If this judgment is true, why, then, was Humani generis so widely misread at the time of its 
promulgation? There are a number of reasons. Some are circumstantial. Before its promulga-
tion, many rumors had circulated about the encyclical, and it was widely expected that it would 
issue a severe correction of de Lubac. Consequently, when the encyclical was promulgated, 
it was read in light of that expectation. Moreover, if the meaning of a text is equated with the 
author’s ultimate objectives, and if it is further believed that Pius XII intended to censure de 
Lubac’s position, then it would indeed follow that Humani generis excluded his position. While 
this sort of hermeneutic approach has now been widely discredited in multiple disciplines, some 

107 “Every intellect naturally desires to see the divine substance (omnis intellectus naturaliter desiderat divinae sub-
stantiae visionem)” (Thomas Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles, III, 57.4).

108 According to Yves Congar, de Lubac believed that Humani generis had been engineered by some of de Lubac’s 
Jesuit confreres, with himself one of their principal targets. See Yves Congar, Journal of a Theologian 1946-1956, trans. 
Denis Minns (Adelaide: ATF Theology, 2015), 275-76. This passage in Congar’s diary was drawn to my attention by an 
unpublished paper on Humani generis by Joseph Komonchak.
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theologians, believing that Pius XII intended to condemn de Lubac’s position, may well have 
interpreted Humani generis along these lines.

The encyclical was also misread, and continues to be misread, for more substantive reasons. 
The critical phrase speaks about divine power, and divine power is an intrinsically difficult topic, 
in part because it involves modal logic, which itself is very difficult. Moreover, today as be-
fore, interpreters typically indicate little awareness of the serious ambiguity (documented above) 
that has long infected the Western theological tradition when it comes to talking about divine 
power.109 They often seem to assume, as Bonaventure once did, and most Christians today prob-
ably would as well, that acknowledging that God could do something means that it would actu-
ally be possible for God to do it. But since the texts to which these interpreters appeal as 
authoritative do not speak about divine power in this commonsensical way, their insensitivity to 
the ambiguity in the tradition makes it very difficult for them to interpret Humani generis accu-
rately. While the power distinction is not intrinsically necessary for theological reflection on ei-
ther divine power or the gratuity of grace – Christianity managed well for the first thousand years 
without it – its historical influence makes sensitivity to its counterintuitive theological grammar 
indispensable when interpreting a document like Humani generis.

One particularly instructive example of the misunderstanding that results when this sensi-
tivity is lacking is found in a 1950 article by Phillip Donnelly, perhaps the most prominent 
American among de Lubac’s early critics, and a fellow Jesuit. The article was published shortly 
after Humani generis but seemingly written before. In the article, Donnelly quotes a long pas-
sage from de Lubac – which happens to contain the phrase that de Lubac would later claim was 
incorporated into Humani generis by a sympathetic redactor – and then comments,

With every statement of this long passage I concur completely. . . . On the other hand these 
acknowledgements of de Lubac, made here for the first time, are incompatible, I am con-
vinced, with his doctrine in Surnaturel that finite spirits are constituted essentially by a de-
sire for the supernatural, and that this desire is absolute and infrustrable.110

But if we take de Lubac as speaking de potentia Dei absoluta, and Donnelly as reading him to 
speak de potentia Dei ordinata, the seeming incoherence that Donnelly finds in de Lubac’s position 
melts away. (It also explains why Donnelly seems to have missed the implications of a very signifi-
cant qualification in the passage he quotes, by which de Lubac greatly reduced the scope of his 
concessions to his critics.)111 Yet for all the obvious relevance of the power distinction, Donnelly 
does not mention it either here or in a number of other articles that discuss Surnaturel.112 Donnelly 
is not an exception. References to the power distinction seem generally absent from the writings of 

109 Jacob Wood is a notable exception. See Jacob W. Wood, “Henri De Lubac, Humani Generis, and the Natural 
Desire for a Supernatural End,” Nova et Vetera 15, no. 4 (Fall 2017): 1209-41.

110 Donnelly, “Gratuity of the Beatific Vision,” 398-99; cf. Henri de Lubac, “Le Mystère Du Surnaturel,” Recherches 
de science religieuse 36 (1949): 80-121 at 104.

111 The line by which de Lubac qualified the scope of his concessions, as translated by Donnelly, runs as follows: 
“For, if these expressions [about what God could do] are inadequate, their inadequacy does not stem from the reality of 
the sovereign liberty which they attribute to God.”

112 See Philip J. Donnelly, “On the Development of Dogma and the Supernatural,” Theological Studies 8, no. 3 
(January 1947): 471-91; “The Supernatural,” The Review of Politics 10, no. 2 (April 1948): 226-32; “A Recent Critique 
of P. De Lubac’s Surnaturel,” Theological Studies 9, no. 4 (December 1948): 554-60; “Discussions on the Supernatural 
Order,” Theological Studies 9, no. 2 (May 1948): 213-49.
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other early critics of de Lubac.113 It is absent, too, from Rahner’s influential and inadvertently pro-
grammatic essay, in both its original and revised forms.114

By contrast, in the historical reconstructions of Surnaturel, de Lubac makes prominent use of 
the power distinction.115 He could hardly do otherwise, because that is what his sources do. (Here 
we can note in passing that, despite the power distinction’s near absence from contemporary 
controversy about nature and grace, it appears to have played a lively role in parallel controver-
sies in the early modern period.) So he must have been conscious of its relevance to the contro-
versy. Given the ease with which he was ready to make concessions about divine power (an ease 
which mystified his critics), we have reason to think that it played a significant role in his internal 
framework for thinking about nature and grace. Strikingly, however, he does not use the distinc-
tion when presenting his own position. Its absence is most notable in his 1949 article, “Le 
Mystère du Surnaturel.” In the article, which was written in response to his critics, he makes all 
kinds of counterfactual concessions about what God could have done differently. Yet he does not 
make use of the power distinction, which would have been very useful in making his position 
clear.

Why not? Perhaps he preferred to make his case without relying on a distinction that had done 
so much to enshrine counterfactual speculation in the Western theological tradition, since it was 
precisely that counterfactual speculation (about the state of pure nature) which he regarded as 
the root of the problem. Perhaps he thought that any gains in clarity from invoking the power 
distinction would be swallowed up by the deeper confusions surrounding the distinction itself. 
Or perhaps it was a strategic decision. Perhaps, for reasons similar to Basil’s in avoiding terms 
like ho theos and homoousios in his defense of the Holy Spirit’s divinity, de Lubac was trying to 
advance his position without enflaming his opposition with a clarity that, in his judgment, it was 
not ready for. Whatever his reasons, and whatever their ultimate validity, the fact remains that, 
had he clarified his position with explicit reference to the power distinction, it would almost cer-
tainly have been better understood by supporters and critics alike. His failure to do so contributed 
to the misreading of Humani generis and quite possibly the ambiguity of the document itself, if 
its phrasing indeed took its cue from de Lubac’s 1949 article.

The misreading of Humani generis, however, is not merely the result of circumstance and 
theological ambiguity. It also traces to deeply held theological commitments fundamentally op-
posed to de Lubac’s position. Ever since Augustine made the fateful theological judgment that 
infants who die without baptism are necessarily damned, Western theology has been haunted by 
the idea that, for reasons having nothing to do with our use (or misuse) of creaturely freedom, 
God chooses some for predestination and allows the rest to be lost. Augustine’s views on predes-
tination were never entirely accepted, and their bleakness was eventually moderated by the the-
ory of limbo, but their authority shaped Western reflection on God’s goodness. Due to Augustine’s 

113 The articles of Donnelly cited above provide a good survey of de Lubac’s early critics, who include figures such 
as Guy de Broglie, Jacques de Blic, Charles Boyer, Marie-Rosaire Gagnebet, and Leopold Malevez. I have not found any 
references to the power distinction in early criticisms of de Lubac, but they may exist.

114 Karl Rahner, “Eine Antwort,” Orientierung 14 (1950): 141-45; “Concerning the Relationship between Nature and 
Grace,” in Theological Investigations, Vol 1 (Baltimore, MD: Helicon, 1961), 297-317. Karl Rahner’s solution to the 
nature-grace problem is best understood as an attempt to safeguard a notion of gratuity that would satisfy the most rigor-
ous counterfactual criteria even while arguing for a universal ordering to grace. The cost of his solution – the blurring of 
the orders of nature and grace – has been frequently pointed out by his critics. It has also been implicitly acknowledged 
by at least one sympathetic interpreter, David Coffey, who maintains that, though Rahner’s views can be reconstructed 
with confidence, his description of the ontological status of his “Supernatural Existential” is vague and ambiguous. See 
David Coffey, “The Whole Rahner on the Supernatural Existential,” Theological Studies 65, no. 1 (February 2004): 95-
118. One can only speculate what conclusions Rahner might have reached if he had incorporated the power distinction 
into his analysis.

115 For some examples, see Wood, “Henri De Lubac,” esp. 1224-25.
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influence, it became natural, even necessary, for many theologians to think that God’s goodness 
could be compatible with actions that would otherwise seem unjust. For since God’s goodness is 
beyond question, if it is taken as a datum of revelation that God chooses some but not all to be 
saved, even among the baptized, for no reason other than his good pleasure,116 it must necessarily 
follow that it is fully compatible with God’s goodness to act in such a way. And if that is fully 
compatible with God’s goodness, then it must also be the case that God could, de potentia ordi-
nata, create beings with a desire to see God but not call and order them to the beatific vision – 
because, after all, it has already been taken as revealed that God could decline to assist with his 
grace those who were not only created with a desire for the beatific vision, but also positively 
called and ordered to it, for no reason other than an absence of preferential love on God’s part. 
Accordingly, when Human generis is read with Augustinian convictions about predestination 
(especially when combined with certain other theological commitments about divine causality, 
divine knowledge, and divine simplicity common among Thomists),117 the implications of Pius 
XII’s censure about the gratuity of grace are easy to misjudge.

Thinking and Talking about the Gratuity of Grace
The widespread misreading of Humani generis also indicates the need for greater clarity about 
the gratuity of grace vis-à-vis divine power. It is surprising how often the literature on nature and 
grace assumes a definition of gratuity without defending it. Yet the gratuity of grace has never 
been formally defined by any ecclesial authority. Thomas Aquinas, the main point of reference 
in the controversy, never offers a formal definition either. His writings can be mined for an im-
plicit definition, especially in contradistinction to what he calls the debitum naturae,118 but even 
so, he does not speak about the gratuity of grace vis-à-vis divine power. Divine justice, yes, but 
not divine goodness, divine wisdom, or divine power.119

For de Lubac, defining the gratuity of grace is straightforward. It does not require counterfac-
tual speculation. All that needs to be said is that grace is a gift: unowed, unmerited, and with no 
cause other than God’s goodness and generosity. But for those who wish to define the gratuity 
of grace with reference to counterfactual claims about what God could have done but did not, it 
is essential to make use of the power distinction. The power distinction may not be per se nec-
essary to define the gratuity of grace vis-à-vis divine power, but in today’s historical context, to 
avoid contributing to centuries of accumulated ambiguity and confusion, it has become de facto 
necessary. When the distinction is not mentioned explicitly, it is all too easy to defend a claim 
about God’s power that is unassailable from the perspective of God’s potentia absoluta, but then 
proceed as though it has also been proved true from the perspective of God’s potentia ordinata –  
or for it to be taken that way, even if it was not meant that way.

116 According to Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange, for example, “[God] could have not chosen Peter in preference to 
Judas. If he chose him, he did so most freely and because he loved him more. . . . The general motive for predestination 
is therefore the manifestation of God’s goodness that assumes the form of mercy in pardoning; and the motive for the 
predestination of this particular person rather than a certain other, is God’s good pleasure.” See Reginald Garrigou-
Lagrange, Predestination, trans. Bede Rose (St. Louis, MO: Herder, 1939), 103, 205; trans. modified.

117 On Aquinas’s views about God’s knowledge of the world and its relationship to divine causality, see Brian 
Shanley, “Eternal Knowledge of the Temporal in Aquinas,” American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 71, no. 2 (Spring 
1997): 197-224; “Divine Causation and Human Freedom in Aquinas,” American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 72, 
no. 1 (Winter 1998): 99-122. On the tight connection between Thomistic views on predestination and other theological 
convictions about God, see Serge-Thomas Bonino, “Contemporary Thomism through the Prism of Predestination,” in 
Thomism and Predestination: Principles and Disputations, edited by Stephen A. Long, Roger W. Nutt, and Thomas 
Joseph White (Ave Maria, FL: Sapientia Press of Ave Maria University, 2016), 29-50 at 40.

118 See, for example, Lawrence Feingold, The Natural Desire to See God According to St. Thomas Aquinas and His 
Interpreters (Ave Maria, FL: Sapientia Press of Ave Maria University, 2010), 224-29, 377-92.

119 See, for example, Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae, I, 23.5 ad 3.
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But greater clarity about the gratuity of grace vis-à-vis divine power is not the only thing that 
is needed. Greater clarity is also needed about adjacent theological commitments, most notably 
those concerning predestination, that might be tipping the scales one way or the other. Otherwise, 
those adjacent theological commitments will continue to influence the discussion in a hidden 
way.

Once the gratuity of grace has been sufficiently clarified vis-à-vis divine power, and once the 
pressure from adjacent theological commitments has been bracketed or at least acknowledged, 
we may find that the case against de Lubac’s position evaporates. And if it does not, his critics 
might find solid ground in the new theological landscape from which to persuade his supporters. 
Either way, we might finally be able to hope for a resolution to the revived controversy about de 
Lubac and the associated nature-grace issues.

Conclusion
Consider the following hypothetical scenario. God creates a race of creatures capable of know-
ing and loving, and from the beginning he intends to invite every one of them into communion 
with himself. So he plants within the structure of their nature a desire that cannot be satisfied 
with anything less than the vision of himself. Then, as history progresses, he makes an offer of 
grace to each and every one of them. He prefers to make this offer of grace in a communal con-
text, through the mediation of others, first through a special revelation made to a select group, 
and then, later, through his Son who becomes one of them, but when these preferred modes are 
not possible or appropriate, he finds other ways to make his offer. Sometimes the offer is ac-
cepted; sometimes it is rejected; but God always finds a way to make his offer to everyone.

The question: would it be possible for God to act in this way, not merely de potentia absoluta, 
but also de potentia ordinata? Is there any element of Christian revelation that rules it out? If we 
set aside the idea that God predestines some but not all,120 and if we acknowledge that the Holy 
Spirit offers to everyone the possibility of being associated with Christ’s paschal mystery,121 then 
there is nothing to rule out this hypothetical scenario. And if there is nothing to rule it out, why 
not suppose that this hypothetical scenario is in fact our situation? And if it is, counterfactual 
speculation about divine power ceases to have any relevance to the nature-grace controversy. 
The fact that God intended to offer us grace from the beginning does not obliterate the real dis-
tinction between nature and grace, nor does it reduce the second gift of grace to the first gift of 
nature.

Therese of Lisieux once wrote, “The Good God would not inspire unrealizable desires.”122 For 
God to create an intellectual creature, and then not provide a way for it to attain the vision of 
himself, would involve a twofold logical contradiction. It would contradict not only God’s own 
nature, but also his own promissory note, namely, the natural desire for the supernatural, which 
is inextricably bound up in being the sort of creature that has an intellect. God owes us nothing, 
but he cannot act in ways incompatible with his own nature, and he cannot break his own prom-
ise. Doing so would not be a form of power. It would be a form of weakness. Moreover, as is not 
brought into the discussion enough, God acting in this way would not merely contradict his own 

120 As do both Karl Barth and John Paul II: see Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, II/2, trans. G. W. Bromiley (Edinburgh: 
T & T Clark, 1958), 3-506, and John Paul II, Mulieris dignitatem, 4.

121 Second Vatican Council, Lumen gentium, 22.
122 MS C, 2v, in Thérèse de Lisieux, Oeuvres completes (textes et dernières paroles) (Paris: Cerf, 2011), 237. For this 

passage, and for my appreciation of the relevance of Therese’s thought to the nature-grace controversy, I am indebted to 
Noel O’Sullivan, “Henri De Lubac’s Surnaturel: An Emerging Christology,” Irish Theological Quarterly 72, no. 1 
(February 2007): 3-31 at 24.
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goodness. God acting in this way would also contradict his own wisdom. Setting aside God’s 
goodness, why would the all-wise God ever make a creature that “naturally desires to see the 
divine substance”123 but not make it possible for that creature to fulfill its desire? What good 
reason could God possibly have for doing so?

The fact that Humani generis continues to be read as excluding de Lubac’s position has im-
plications that go far beyond intramural Catholic debates about the interpretation of magisterial 
documents. It demonstrates how deeply confused Christian discourse about divine power has be-
come and how serious the consequences are for allowing this confusion to fester. It also suggests, 
implicitly, that defining the gratuity of grace in terms of a counterfactual assertion is not the most 
effective way to proclaim to the nations that God’s offer of salvation is free, and unmerited, and 
infinitely beyond anything we could ever ask or imagine – and that though God offers this gift 
purely out of his love and generosity, he is not wrong to love us, because what he has already 
given us, our nature, made in his image and likeness, is worthy of that love.

123 Thomas Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles, III, 57.4.


