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INdealing with the 'why' of creation, it is a commonplace of Western
religious thought, especially true of medieval Christian thought in
general, to say that 'God creates because he is good'.' Augustine,
the paramount teacher and authority of the Middle Ages, had said
in a phrase quoted by almost every major medieval thinker: 'because
God is good, we exist', 2 and the famous axiom derived from Pseudo
Dionysius, bonum est diffusivum sui, was one of the most frequently
employed medieval axioms - and medieval philosophy was much
given to axioms," Given these facts and the constant Hebrew and
Christian understanding of creation as closely linked with the
goodness of God.! it may seem surprising to claim that for Thomas
Aquinas, God does not create because he is good. Such is the claim
of this paper: for Thomas it is a sheer, naked act of divine will that
brings about creation, no intrinsic suitability of the act, no inner
tendency to such creation on God's part. Moreover, although

1 See, for example, Etienne Gilson, The Christian Philosophy of St Thomas Aquinas
(New York, 1956), p, 127; Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange, O.P., Reality: A Synthesis of
Thomistic Thought (St Louis, 1950), p. 102; Decretum pro Iacobitis (ath February 1442),
Denzinger-Schonmetzer, Enchiridion Symbolorum, Definitionum et Declarationum de
Rebus Fidei et Morum (New York, 1965),n. 1333, ... qui (Deus) quando voluit, bonitate
sua universas, tam spiritales quam corporales, condidit creaturas .•. : W. B. Pope (d.
1903), A Compendium of Christian Theology, I (znd edition; New York, n.d.), pp.
406-07. Pope's brief treatment is of interest because it seems to move more toward an
Augustinian-Platonic, rather than a Thomistic, understanding of the motive for creation,
speaking of the need to make some place for 'that love which neither in God nor in
man seeks only its own things. Hence the true heart of all catholic theology has added
the second clause: 'in the diffusion of his communicative goodness' (added, that is,
to 'the universe was brought into being for the display of the Divine glory').

A good summary of the patristic and early medieval understanding of goodness as
related to creation can be found in J. Peghaire's excellent article, 'L'axiome Bonum est
diffusivum sui dans Ie neo-platonisme et Ie thomisme', in Revue de l'Universited'Ottawa,
special section (January 1932), pp. 5*-19*.
2 De Doctrina Christiana, I, 32 (PL. 34, 32).

3 See M.-D. Chenu, Towards Understanding Saint Thomas, trans. by A.-M. Landry and
D. Hughes (Chicago, 1964), pp. 186-8. On the interesting history of the axiom
referred to, see the article by Peghaire referred to in n. I.

• See Genesis I, 1-31; Sirach 39, 16,33, 34; I Timothy 4, 4.
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Thomas does quote the Dionysian axiom a number of times, he
never really uses it as an authority in the proper sense;" in fact, he
accepts it only grudgingly, quoting it for the most part within
objections to be refuted." Thomas accepts the axiom and its under
lying logic only to the extent that they describe the pattern and
substance of the created world as modelled on the divine goodness;
neither the act of creation nor its effect, as existent, flows from divine
goodness or is a sign of that goodness, albeit the goodness (order
liness, coherence, etc.) of the created order is traceable to the divine
goodness. In other words, the decision to create has nothing directly
to do with the divine goodness, since it is an arbitrary and radically
free act of the divine will; the created world, nonetheless, displays
the divine goodness because God, being good, must needs make
good and do well whatever he makes or does: omne agens agit
simile sibi (every agent does or makes what is like to itself')." Only
in this latter sense is goodness self-diffusive.

Perhaps the easiest way to document this claim is to examine
Thomas's own treatment of the issues under three headings: (I) why
does God create? Out of a necessityof nature or by way of voluntary
choice? (2) if God does choose to create by voluntary choice (liberum
arbitrium), what, if anything, moves him to create? (3) how is his
goodness (bonitas or bonum) related to the act of creation and to
the world or universe created?

The two principal texts in which Thomas deals explicitly with the
freedom of creation (necessity or will) are q. 3, article 15 of his
quaestio disputata De Potentia and q. 19, article 4 of the Summa
Theologiae, part I. 8 Because the arguments adduced are basically
parallel and the discussion in De Potentia more detailed (including
four arguments as opposed to the Summa's three), we will concentrate

5 See Peghaire, op. cit., pp. 19*-21 *, for a listing of Thomas's uses of the axiom. On
the use of 'authorities' by the medievals, see Chenu, Towards Understanding St Thomas,
pp. 126-49.
• Peghaire, 'L'axiome', p. 19*: J'ai pu examiner 22 passages pris Ii travers les oeuvres du
Docteur Angelique, dans lesquels explicitement apparait notre formule, Ales regarder
de pres, tout de suite nous remarquons que, dis-sept fois sur vingt-deux, notre axiome sert
Ii etayer une objection. See note 45, on the page for a list of the twenty-two passages.
7 See Summa Theologiae, I, 6, I, resp. The axiom is one of Thomas's favourites.
(Henceforward, the Summa Theologiae will be referred to as S.T., the Summa contra
Gentiles as S.c.G.)
8 According to J. Weisheipl, O.P., Friar Thomas D'Aquino: His Life, Thought and
Work (Garden City, New York, 1974), pp. 361-3, Thomas wrote his quaestio disputata
De Potentia at Rome in 1265-66, the first part of the S.T. at Rome and Viterbo in
1266-68. There is no real change between the two works, aside from the fact that the
treatment in De Potentia is longer and more detailed. The treatment of the issue in
S.c.G. (written about 1259-60, cf. Weisheipl, p. 360), is also basically the same. This
does not seem to be a matter on which Thomas either changed his mind or gave nuance
to his opinion in the course of time. But see n. 60, this article.
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on the line of reasoning in the former, making only casual reference
to S. T., I, 19, 4. 9

Thomas advances four reasons why God creates by way of will
rather than by natural necessity.t? First, the universe as a whole
has some particular end (finis) or finality; were this not so, everything
would happen by chance. That there is some end for the universe
as a whole is obvious from the fact that we observe terrestrial
realities consistently directed toward reasonable goals - this being
so, it is impossible that celestial realities, like the stars, or the universe
as a whole should be ruled by chance - it is absurd to think that
the first and more noble creatures exist and move by chance while
less noble creatures are ordered toward rational ends.'! Now if the
whole universe has an end, this end must be set by God. This is because
an agent acts toward an end either by nature or by will, but an end
is sought by nature only in so far as that end is set for it by a higher,
intelligent reality. This implies that what acts by way of nature acts
• There is a third explicit treatment of the problem by Thomas, S.c.G., II, 23, 28, 29,
where he is more prolix, but offers fundamentally the same line of argument. He does,
however, make the following concessions which disagree with his teaching, even in
S.c.G.:

Ostensum est [S.C.G. Il, 23, 26, 27J quod Deus producit res in esse non ex
necessitate naturae, neque ex necessitate scientiae, neque voluntatis, neque iustitiae,
Nullo igitur modo necessitatis divinae bonitati est debitum quod res in esse producantur.

Potest tamen dici esse sibi debitum per modum cuiusdam condecentiae. Justitia autem
proprie dicta debitum necessitatis requirit: quod enim ex institia alicui redditur, ex
necessitate iuris et debetur.

Sicut igitur creaturarum productio non potest dici fuisse ex debito justitiae quo Deus
creaturae sit debitor, ita nee ex tali iustitiae debito quo suae bonitati sit debitor, si
lustitia proprie accipiatur. Large tamen iustitia accepta, potest dici in creatione rerum
iustitia, inquantum divinam condecet bonitatem. - S.c.G., II, 28.
Given the fact that to understand this in a strong sense would clash with Thomas's

explicit consideration of the question in S.C.G., II, 23, 28, 29, in De Potentia and in
S.T., it would seem necessary to take the statement in a very weak sense indeed 
creation befits but is not due to the divine goodness. Thomas may be drawing from the
Summa Fratris A/exandri here: Alia modo dicitur iustitia condecentia bonitatis divinae:
et hoc modo dicitur iustitia in omni opere et posset esse quod res egrediuntur secundum
rationem iustltiae, id est secundum condecentiam bonitatis. (I, 110, ad I [172bJ).See n. 30
for full bibliographical data on the Summa Fratris A/exandri.
10 De Potentia, q. 3, art. 15, resp. The argument is partially paralleled in ST., I, 19. 4,
resp., and in S.C.G .• II, 23. Cf. also, J Sent., 43. q. a. I; dist. 45, a 3. This was the
univeral Christian position of course, held by any believer in a God who freely and
generously creates the world.
11 Democritus had suggested, according to Aristotle (Physics, II, 196a, 25-35). that the
heavenly bodies came into being through chance, by the action of the vortex, but that
animals and plants are generated through the necessary action of 'nature or mind'.
Aristotle contemptuously dismisses the suggestion as an 'absurdity', stating that 'we
should have expected exactly the opposite - observation teaches us that things do not
happen by chance in the heavens while we see many things occurring by chance on
earth' (196b, 1-9). Thomas points out, agreeing with Aristotle but altering his line of
argument. that we do find obvious intentions embedded in the activities of terrestrial
natures (men come from the seed of men. sheep from the seed of sheep, etc.). It is
impossible for lower realities to be ordered while higher realities are not (order
increases with nobility): ... ea quae sunt nobiliora, non possunt esse minus ordinata
quam indigniora.
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on account of the will of one who precedes it; since there is no
reality prior to God, it follows that he must act voluntarily, by his
will. Second, what is produced by way of nature is equal to and of
the samenature as the producer, unless there besome interveningdefect
on the part of the agent or the object produced. On this hypothesis,
God would produce an equal in creating, because he is limited by
no defect in his own power and by no defect of receiving matter.P
But creatures are by definition not his equal, and include many
ranks of diverse value and power. Such production of subordinate
reality in different ranks can be the result only of free choice, not
of nature determined to one object." Third, an effect must pre-exist

12 ••• natura semper facit sibi aequale, nisi sit propter defectum virtutls activae, vel
receptivae sive passivae. Defectus autem passivae potentiae Deo non praeiudicat, cum
ipse materiam non requirat .. nee iterum virtus sua est deficiens, sed infinita. Unde hoc
solum ab eo procedit naturaliter quod est sibi aequale, scilicet Filius. Creatura, vera, quae
est inaequalis, non naturaliter, sed per voluntatem procedit. De Potentia, III, 15, resp.
Compare S.T. I, 19, 4, resp.: ... natura uno et eodem modo operatur, nisi impediatur.
Et hoc ideo, quia secundum quodest tale agit: unde, quamdiu est tale, non facit nisi tale.

Thomas, basing himself on Aristotle's teaching that production by way of nature is
generation, the production of like by like, and that this natural production of an equal
will invariably take place when something is produced by nature unless something
contrary to nature intervenes (Metaphysics, VII, 8 - 1033b, 29-33), argues that an
omnipotent God will necessarily produce an equal (the Son) if he does in fact produce
anything by way of nature. This does occur, in Thomas's Christian theology, in the
generation of the Son, but the Son is precisely not a creature; creatures are by definition
not equal to their creator, hence cannot be produced by way of nature. Cf. De Potentia,
I, 5, resp.
13 There is a subtle reference here to Nee-Platonic emanationism, especially in its
Arabic forms, which held that all things proceed from the One by way of nature with
the result that it is necessary that each producer produce only one thing: the One
producing the first Intelligence, the first Intelligence the second, and so on. Cf.
Avicenna, Met. IX 4, f 104 v a-os r a. Also, F. Copleston, A History ofPhilosophy, Pt.
I: Augustine to Bonaventure ('Image Books'; Garden City, N.Y., 1962), pp. 127-19;
E. Gilson, History of Christian Philosophy in the Middle Ages (New York, 1954), pp.
213-16. A necessary procession of reality from the One is a constant of Plotinian and
Neo-Platonic theology, and a constant problem for Christian, jewish and Islamic
thinkers trying to make use of Neo-Platonism, given its basic incompatibility with
theistic belief in a voluntary creation, not to mention divine providence. Thomas is
attempting to score some points against the Augustinian-Platonists here: in finding
some link between the act of creation and the divine nature (i.e., as good), they are
really asserting this sort of necessitarian creation in which the differences in things are
caused by the gradual fading-out of the creative power of the Good as the emanating
natures move further and further away from their source. (On Plotinus and necessary
emanation, see J. M. Rist's scholarly discussion in Plotinus: The Road to Reality
[Cambridge, 1967),pp. 66-83). This was not, of course, the position of St Bonaventure
or of the other Augustinian-Platonists, who never denied that creation was free (in fact,
in his affirmation of the necessity that creation be limited in duration [i.e., have a
determined beginning), Bonaventure was ruling out the possibility of such determinism;
ironically, Thomas sides with those holding for an eternal universe - Avicenna and the
other Arabian Neo-Platonists - in maintaining at least the possibility of an eternal
universe), but only sought to assert an intense appropriateness about its actualization.
See also S.C.G., I, 42; Philip Merlan, 'Emanationism', in The Encyclopedia ofPhilosophy,
ed. by Paul Edwards (New York, 1967), II, pp. 473-4; J. Ratzinger, 'Emanation', in
Reallexikon fur Antike und Christentum, pp. 1219-28.
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in its cause according to the proper mode of the cause's own being.
Since God is essentially intellect, not vegetable or animal or mineral,
the effect must pre-exist in him intellectually, intelligibly. But what
is in the mind can only be made actual by way of will, for the will
is executor of the intellect and is moved by the intelligible. Created
things, therefore, proceed from God through his will. Fourth and
last, Aristotle points out that there are only two types of action or
act: one kind to be found within and identical with the agent itself
(quae consistit in ipso agente), the agent's perfection and act (such
as willing, knowing, and so on), and another kind which goes out
from the agent 'into' something receptive (patiens extrinsecum), an
act which in its very movement beyond the agent is both the agent's
and the receiver's perfection and act (Thomas gives heating and
moving as examples). There are, his point would seem to be, some
realities which act on things external to themselves by their very
natures - fire, for instance, which naturally heats or ignites its
surroundings, and is thus ordered toward its surroundings by nature
- and need these other things to achieve their own proper TEAT'l.
God cannot act after this second fashion, since his action is his
essence (i.e., the knowing and willing of himself). Therefore, all that
God does beyond himself, he does by way of intellect and will, not
by nature.

If God creates by way of voluntary act, what, if anything, moves
him to do so? Is it goodness? Thomas makes his own the definition
of goodness given by Aristotle: the good is that which all things
desire.t! that which is the aim of all things. What makes something
good is the achievement of its proper power or virtus: goodness is
achieved telos. Basically, the good is the perfection of each and every
thing, and absolute perfection, absolute self-sufficiency, is goodness
itself.> absolute act: God, knowing and willing himself perfectly,
lacks nothing and is thus the Good par excellence-s Goodness is

14 See Nichomachean Ethics, I, 1094a, 2-3. The definition was popular among almost
all medieval thinkers who came to know the Aristotelian corpus, but it is the hallmark
of Thomas's treatment of the good, almost always mentioned at the beginning of any
discussion of goodness: bonum est quod omnia appetunt, See S.c.G., I, 37; S.T., I, 5, I
resp.
16 On the idea of goodness as perfection, see S.C.G., III, 20; I, 28. Joseph de Finance,
S.J •• provides an incisive interpretation of Thomas's opinion that perfection is goodness
itself, perfection which can, but most definitely need not. ground the act of creation:
Etre et Agir dans la Philosophie de Saint Thomas (znd ed.; Rome, 1960). pp. 188-95.
16 S.C.G., I, 28, 37 (Ex perfectione autem divina, quam ostendimus, bonitas ipsius
concludipotest.) S.T., I, 3, I, resp.; 1,14, I & 2; 1,18,3, resp.; 1,19. I, resp.; S.T., I. 3. I
resp.; I, 6, 3, resp.: Unumquodque enim dicitur bonum, secundum quod est perfectum.
Arthur O. Lovejoy was strongly critical ofthis identification of goodness with perfection,
especially inlso far as perfection was taken to be self-sufficiencyalone: The Great Chain
of Being (New York, 1960), p. 96.
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therefore defined precisely as self-sufficiency (any dependence on
another involves potency, potency being inferior to act), and the
divinity is perfectly good without any reference to further reality:

Since the goodness of God is perfect, and can be such without other
realities - no increase in perfection comes to him from other realities
- it follows that there is no genuine necessity to God's willing of things
other than himself.!?

Can this goodness move God to create? Thomas equivocates on
the question, though his final and basic answer is a firm 'no'. In the
following quotations, Aquinas does seem to assert that God's
goodness is somehow cause of creation:

A thing has a natural tendency towards its own good, to obtain it
when it has not got it and to rest with it when it has, and also, so far as
possible, to spread its own good to others.... Hence a mark of active
will is that a person, so far as he can, shares with others the good he
possesses.

Especially is this the mark of divine willing, from which by some
likeness every achievement derives. If the things of nature when at their
best share their good with others, much more is it the characteristic of
God's will to share his goodness by making things as like to him as
possible. So therefore he wills his own being and the being of others.
He wills himself, however, as the end, and others as to that end, in that
it befits the divine goodness that others also should partake of it. ...
When, as we have remarked, God wills things other than himself, though
not unless for that end which is his own goodness, the inference is not
that anything other than that moves his Will.I 8

17 Unde, cum bonitas Dei sit perfecta, et esse possit sine aliis, cum nihil el perfectionis ex
a/iis accrescat, sequitur quod alia a se eum velie, non sit necessarium absolute. S.T.,
I, 19,3 resp. See also S.C.G., I, 81, 86; III, 97; De Veritate, q. 23, art. 4.

Thomas makes the same point later in De Potentia: Ad sextum dicendum quod
creatura non procedit a voluntate divina naturaliter neque ex necessitate; licet enim Deus
sua voluntate naturaliter et ex necessitate amet suam bonitatem, et talis amor procedens
sit Spiritus Sanctus; non tamen naturaliter aut ex necessitate vult creaturas product, sed
gratis. Non enim creaturae sunt ultimus finis voluntatis divinae, neque ab eis dependet
bonitas Dei, qui est ultimus finis, cum ex creaturis divinae bonitati nihil accrescat ; sicut
etiam homo ex necessitate vult felicitatem, non tamen ea quae ad felicitatem ordinantur.
De Potentia, q. 10, a. 2, ad 6.

Except where noted, all translations of Thomas's writings are my own; the only
exceptions are passages quoted from the new English-Latin edition of Thomas's
Summa Theologiae, v. 5, Thomas Gilby, ed. and trans. (see n, 19 for bibliographical
reference). All translations of Bonaventure's works are my own, although I have made
good use of George Boas's translation of the ltinerarium mentis in Deum (The Mind's
Road to God [Indianapolis, Ind., 1953]).
18 Res enim naturalis non solum habet naturalem inclinationem respectu proprii boni, ut
acquirat ipsum cum non habet, vel ut quiescat in illo cum habet; sed etiam ut proprium
bonum in alia diffundat, secundum quod possibile est. Unde videmus quod omne agens,

[continued overleaf
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On the other hand, Thomas is emphatic in asserting the total
freedom of the divine will in choosing to create - it ought not to
be assigned even to God's own goodness as in any sense its cause:
In no way does the will of God have a causer'"

. . . [God's] will is necessarily related to his own goodness, which
is its proper objective. Hence he wills his own goodness necessarily,
rather as we cannot but will our own happiness. For that matter, every
ability is similarly related to its proper and principal objective, like sight
to colour, because to this it tends of its very nature.

Now God wills things other than himself in so far as they are set
towards his goodness as unto their end. By willing an end we are not
bound to will the things that lead to it, unless they are such that it
cannot be attained without them (as when to preserve life we must take
food or to cross the sea we must take a boat). Other things, however,

inquantum est actu et perfectum, facit sibi simile. Unde et hoc pertinet ad rationem
voluntatis, ut bonum quod quis habet, aliis communicet, secundum quod possibile est.
Et hoc praecipue pertinet ad voluntatem divinam, a qua, per quandam similitudinem,
derivatur omnis perfectio. Unde, st res naturales, inquantum perfectae sunt, suum bonum
aliis communicant, multo magis pertinet ad voluntatem divinam, ut bonum suum aliis per
similitudinem communicet, secundum quodpossibile est. Sic igitur vult et se esse, et alia,
sed se ut finem, alia vera ut ad finem, inquantum condecet divinam bonitatem etiam alia
ipsam participare. S.T., I, 19. 2, resp. (Gilby). See also, S.c.G., I, 76.

. • . Deus alia a se non velit nisi propter finem qui est sua bonitas, ut dictum est, non
sequitur quod aliquid aliud moveat voluntatem eius nisi bonitas sua. Et sic, sicut alia a se
inte/ligit inte/ligendo essentiam suam, ita alia a se vult, volendo bonitatem suam. S.T., I,
19,2. ad 2.
18 ••• nullo modo voluntas Dei causam habet. S.T., I, 19, 5, resp. It is significant for the
purposes of our investigation in this paper that the translator of this question in the
new multi-volume, bilingual version being produced by the English Dominicans, Fr
Thomas Gilby, O.P., chose to translate the heading for this question (utrum voluntatis
divinae sit assignare aliquam causam) as follows: 'Has God's willing any motive?' Fr
Gilby also points out Thomas's refusal to address himself to the main issue raised in the
objections (whether there is any rationality about the divine decision to create or not to
create), choosing instead to handle the almost wholly other issue of whether or not
there is a rational order within the created universe: 'Can we look for a cause or reason
here? [Fr Gilby is paraphrasing the introduction to the objections: Videtur quod
voluntatis divinae sit assignarealiquam causam] CG I, 86 & 87. The alternative seems
mere caprice; that is the drift of the opening arguments. The exposition, however, is
about whether one divine volition turns on another.' St Thomas Aquinas, Summa
Theologiae, Vol 5 : God's Will and Providence (Ia. 19-26), Latin text, English translation,
Notes and Glossary by Thomas Gilby, O.P., Introduction and Appendix by Ian
Hislop, D.P. (New York, 1967), p. 21, n. 'a' [emphasis mine]. Thomas similarly avoids
the issue in S.C.G., I, 87. It is instructive that he was sensitive to the problems the
voluntarism he held in regard to the act of creation would create for an ordered and
good universe and that he took care to emphasize the orderliness and 'rationality' of
the universe considered in itself; but it is most instructive that he dodges the specific
issue. We might fairly sum his position up as follows: it is true that God's creation of
the universe has no rationality, but the universe he creates is rational because internally
ordered.

See also I Sent., d. 41, a. 3; De Veritate, q. 2, a. 2; q. 23. a. I, ad 3; S.C.G., III, 97.
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without which the end can be attained, we do not will of necessity (thus
a horse for a journey we can take on foot, and the same holds good in
other cases). Hence, since God's goodness subsists and is complete
independently of other things, and they add no fulfilment to him, there
is no necessity about his willing them.20

That Thomas held this radical opinion on the freedom of God in
creating is the common opinion of Thomist scholars and commen
tators. Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange, one of the more conservative
commentators of this century, is typical in his assertion that for
Thomas God's goodness itself does not act as a cause of his willing
in any way:

Nor can it be said, strictly speaking, that the divine goodness moves,
entices, the divine will,but it is the reason [emphasis added] for his loving
creatures."

This is said in reference to Thomas's statement that 'nothing else
moves [God's] will except his goodness', 22 and while I would
disagree with Garrigou-Lagrange on the meaning of this precise
statement - Thomas obviously says that the divine will is moved
by the divine goodness - Garrigou-Lagrange is right in asserting
that Thomas regularly holds that even the divine goodness has no
causal influence in the divine will's decision to create. How accurately
Garrigou-Lagrange reflects Thomas's view can be seen from the
following quotation, a rather subtle remark in which Thomas
describes the role of the divine goodness in creation; he is responding
to an objection that the divine goodness is the cause of created
existence, an objection based directly on Augustine's aphorism,
'because God is good, we exist':

20 Voluntas enim divina necessariam habitudinem habet ad bonitatem suam quae est
proprium eius obiectum. Unde bonitatem suam esse Deus ex necessitate vult.. sicut et
voluntas nostra ex necessitate vult beatitudinem. Sicut et quaelibet alia potentia
necessariam habitudinem habet ad proprium et principale obiectum, ut visus ad colorem,
quia desui ratione est ut in illud tendat, Alia autem a se Deus vult, inquantum ordinantur ad
suam bonitatem ut in finem. Ea autem quae sunt ad finem, non ex necessitate volumus
volentes finem, nisi sint talia, sine quibus finis esse non potest: sicut volumus cibum,
volentes conservationem vitae; et navem, volentes transfretare. Non sic autem ex
necessitate volumus ea sine quibus finis esse potest, sicut equum ad ambulandum: quia
sine hoc possumus ire .. et eadem ratio est in allis. Unde, cum bonitas Dei sit perfecta, et
esse possit sine aliis, cum nihil ei perfectionis ex aliis accrescat .. sequitur quod alia a se
eum velle, non sit necessarium absolute . . .' - S.T., I, 19, 3, resp. (Gilby). See also De
Veritate, q. 23, a. 4.
21 Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange, O.P., The One God: A Commentary on the First Part
ofSt Thomas' Theological Summa, trans. by Dom Bede Rose, O.S.B. (St Louis, 1952),
P·505.

II S.T., I, 19, 2, ad 2.
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the good is the object of the will. Augustine therefore says that
'because God is good, we exist', because the goodness of God is his
reason in willing all things other than himself (sua bonitas est ei ratio
vo/endi omnia alia).23

Note that the divine goodness is reason, not cause, of creating.
Ratio in Latin is an extraordinarily pliable and extensively used
term; among other things, it is sometimes the equivalent of our
English 'reason', meaning 'cause', 'origin of action', but more often
it means 'plan', 'model', 'pattern' of the act and its aim. 24 'Formality'
is a common contemporary translation. What Thomas says in using
it in place of causa is that, once the divine will has decided to create,
in consummate and absolutely unqualified freedom - there being
nothing whatever in the divine reality or goodness that might impel
him so to act - the divine goodness provides a model and pattern
for creating and a goal for the created, since it is impossible for God
to do anything irrational and purposeless.

This interpretation of Thomas's position is supported by his
handling of an objection touching on the precise issue of voluntarism :
if things are done or made by a willing agent, but not on account
of any cause, they depend on the simple will of the doer (i.e., on his
arbitrary and unordered will) and have no other cause. This clashes
with what are taken to be the facts - the world is ordered and
dependable, and science is indeed a real possibility based on argu
ment from effects to causes (induction) and from causes to effects
(deductionj.w The objection argues that Thomas, in rejecting any

23 .•• bonum est obiectum voluntatis. Pro tanto ergo dicitur lab Augustino], quia Deus
bonus est, sumus, inquantum sua bonitas est ei ratio volendi omnia alia . . . S.T., I, 19,4,
ad 3.
24 What is suggested here is that Aquinas very consciously uses ratio with the genitive
of the gerund ivolendi) instead of with the preposition ad and the gerundive (ratio ad
omnia alia volenda) or a similar construction (for example, ratio propter quam omnia
alia volita sunt) in order to make clear that the sense of ratio here is 'plan, structure.
order'. Thomas uses causa whenever he wishes to speak of motive, 'reason for' acting,
See n. 19, and the heading of article 5 in the new bilingual edition of the S.T. (full
reference in n. 19): 'has God's willing any motive?' [utrum voluntatis divinae sit
assignare aliquam causam, p. 21]. Ratio is one of the most flexible, and therefore one of
the most difficult to define, among all medieval Latin terms, with applications and
meanings far beyond those enjoyed by 'reason' in English. Its use in the sense of 'plan,
model' goes back to classical Latin: Lucretius, de summa caeli ratione deumque;
Cicero, meae vitae rationes ab ineunte aetate susceptae; Cassell's New Latin Dictionary
(New York, 1960), 'ratio'. Thomas's causa, of course, would embrace a future reality
as ideal and attractive, but he rejects the possibility of something working as a causa
on the divine will, allowing only for a very weak 'purpose': a structure which he does,
de facto, will to come about.
25 The notion of science Thomas accepts here, like most of his immediate predecessors
and almost all of his successors, is that of Aristotle; see Metaphysics, I, 1 (980a-982a).
Without dependability, a rational order of cause and effect, the universe would
obviously not be good, order being intrinsic to the good life for man, rationality. On
the whole question of Thomas's notion of science and the importance of order, see
de Finance, Etre et Agir, pp. 315-35, especially 326-9.
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cause for the divine will save itself, is setting up a world like Ockham's,
where everything is directly the result of the arbitrary will of God,
no natural order or purpose being present to ground science or even
general confidencein cosmicstability. Thomas's answer is illuminating:

· . . since God wills effects in such a way that they come from certain
causes, so that order [an important aspect of goodness for the medi
evals]28 may be preserved,it is not pointless to seekcauses other than the
divine will [in mathematics, biology, ethics or any science]. The quest
would be pointless if other causes were sought as first causes not
dependent on the divine will. . ..
· .. since God wills that effects should occur on account of causes,
whatever effectspresuppose some other effectdo not depend on the will
of God alone, but also on some other effects. Thus, we might say that
God willed that man should have hands to serve his intellect in
performing various works, that he should have an intellect in order to be
human, and that he be human in order to enjoy God himself, or to
complete the tally of the universe.This is not to reduce the subordinate
realities to other created realities. Eventually everything depends on the
willof God alone; intermediate created realities do, however,depend on
both the will of God and other created things.27

Thomas, then, does not shrink from saying that the first effects,
those highest in the architectonically ordered universe, depend solely
on the arbitrary will of God, with no other cause whatever. But he
does insist that the universe so created is orderly:

God's will is reasonable [rationabilis, marked by ratio] because he wills
one thing to be for the sake of another, not because there is a causal
reason for his willing.28

28 Augustine set the tone and the tenor of the whole discussion on ordo in his
influential discussion of peace in De Civitate Dei, XIX, 9-21, especially 13, where he
defines peace (pax) as tranquillitas ordinis. Among Thomas's immediate predecessors
and contemporaries, the authors of the Summa Fratris Alexandri were probably most
remarkable for their attachment to the concept, which plays an important role in their
understanding of goodness (see S.P.A., I, I I5, sol. [I8Ib]), but Thomas himself takes
it to be essential to goodness, hence to being as such: ... secundum quod consistit in
perfectione, consistit [bonitas] etiam in modo, specie et ordine, S.T., I, 5, 5, resp. Cf. De
Potentia, I, 5, 8 & ad 8: ... divina bonitas potest se communicare ordinate . . .
27 ••• cum velit Deus effectus sic esse, ut ex causis certis proveniant, ad hoc quod servetur
ordo in rebus: non est supervacuum, etiam cum voluntate Dei, alias causas quaerere.
Esset tamen supervacuum, si aliae causae quaererentur ut primae, et non dependentes a
divina voluntate.

· .. cum Deus velit effectus esse propter causas, quicumque effectus praesupponunt
aliquem alium effectum, non dependent ex sola Dei voluntate, sed ex aliquo alio. Sed
primi effectus ex sola divina voluntate dependent. Utpote si dicamus quod Deus voluit
hominem habere manus, ut deservirent intellectui, operando diversa opera: et voluit eum
habere intellectum, ad hoc quod esset homo: et voluit eum esse hominem, ut frueretur ipso,
vel ad complementum universi. Quae quidem non est reducere ad alios fines creatos
ulteriores. Unde huiusmodi dependent ex simplici voluntate Dei: alia vero ex ordine etiam
aliarum causarum. S.T. I, 19, 5, ad 2 & 3 (Gilby).
28 ••• voluntas Dei rationabilis est, non quod aliquid sit Deo causa volendi, sed
inquantum vult unum esse propter aliud. S.T. I, 19, 51, ad I (Gilby).
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Thus Thomas saves science and cosmic order, insisting at the same
time that there is no cause beyond will itself for creation: goodness
is self-diffusive not because God's willing to create is anything but
arbitrary, beyond the influence even of goodness, but because,
having chosen to create, a good God must create a good and orderly
universe with pattern and direction. 'Every agent must make or do
in its own likeness.' God as good gives pattern and purpose both
to his universe, but if the good is somehow the finality of the cosmos,
it is not an attractive final cause: 'the good is said to be diffusive
of itself in the way that an end or goal moves'. 29

To sum up: Thomas understands creation as the result of a pure
and ungrounded decision of the divine will, influenced by nothing
whatever. Thomas is thus a radical voluntarist where the act of
creation is concerned, though he takes an 'intellectualist' position on
the internal structure and goodness of creation. God can only bring
about the good once he has decided to act, but there is no basis or
ground for that action.

Bonaventure

Bonaventure approaches creation very differently, starting from
an understanding of being as primarily the good, thus taking up
the basic ontological intuition of Plato and his disciples, pre
eminently Plotinus and Pseudo-Dionysius.s? God is seen as Goodness

2•••• bonum dicitur diffusivum sui esse, eo modo quo finis dicitur movere. S.T., I, 5, 4, ad
2; see also S.T., I, 5, 2, ad I; S.C.G. I, 40. In S.C.G. II, 28, Thomas does seem to assert
a 'motivational causality' to goodness: Ipsa enim divina bonitas praecedit ut finis et
primum motivum ad creandum. Whatever he might appear to have granted in this is
carefully revoked a few paragraphs later: Nullo igitur modo necessitatis divinae
bonitati est debitum quod res in esse producantur. Thomas reinforces his opinion that
the 'first creatures', for which all things else are created and to which they are ordered,
are produced by sheer will, there being no 'dueness' about their production: Si autem
alicuius creaturae productio consideretur, poterit ibi debitum iustitiae invenirt ex
comparatione posterioris creaturae ad priorem. Dico autem priorem non solum tempore,
sed natura. Sic igitur in primis divinis effectibus producendis debitum non invenitur. In
posteriorum vero productione invenitur debitum, ordine tamen diverso, S.C.G. II, 29.
30 See Plotinus, Enneads, VI, passim (a good selection from Enn. VI can be found in
Elmer O'Brien, The Essential Plotinus ['Mentor Book'; New York, 19641, pp. 72-89);
W. R. Inge, The Philosophy of Plotinus, II (jrd ed.; London, 1948 [new impression]),
124-32; J. M. Rist, Plotinus: The Road to Reality (Cambridge, 1967), pp. 23-37, 53-83;
Pseudo-Dionysius, De Divinis Nominibus, 4 (PG 3, 694B ff.), Richard of St Victor and
the school of Alexander of Hales were of prime importance in transmitting the
Augustinian-Platonic world-view, and especially its metaphysic of the Good, to
Bonaventure; see especially Alexandri de Hales Summa Theologica, seu sic ab origine
dicta 'Summa Fratris Alexandri' (Quaracchi: Collegium S. Bonaventurae, 1948),
Prolegomena, pp. 91-92; T. I., pp. 28-38; Luc Mathieu, 'La Trinite Creatrice d'apres
Saint Bonaventure' (these pour Ie doctorat en theologie presentee devant la Faculte de
Theologie de I'Institute Catholique de Paris, 1960), pp. 16-23. On Richard of St Victor,
see Ewert H. Cousins, 'The Notion of the Person in the De Trinitate of Richard of St
Victor' (unpublished Ph.D. Dissertation, Fordham University, 1966), passim.
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itself," and since goodness is defined as that which tends to diffuse
itself, Bonaventure finds it wholly natural, 'appropriate' in a strong
sense, that God should create:

Because [God] is most perfect, he is of the highest goodness; because
he is of the highest goodness, he wills to produce many things and to
share himself.P

This finite, spatio-temporal diffusion is grounded, as Bonaventure
sees things, in the inner life of the Godhead; unlike Thomas's
self-thinking thought, self-loving will, a development of Aristotle's
Thought thinking itself,33 a God marked by introversion and necessity

31 Ideo magister noster Christ us, volens adolescentem, qui servaverat Legem, ad
evangelicam levare perfectionem, nomen bonita tis Deo principaliter et praecise
attribuit. . . . Dionysius, sequens Christum, dicit quod bonum est primum nomen
Dei . . . iItinerarium mentis in Deum [I.M.D.I, V, 2. All Latin quotations from St
Bonaventure are from the Quaracchi editions published over the last century). See
Peghaire, 'L'axiome', pp. 8*-19* (full reference in n. I, above); J. Guy Bougerol,
O.F.M., Introduction to the Works of Bonaventure, trans. by Jose de Vinck (Paterson,
N.J., 1964), pp. 23-49; E. Gilson, History of Christian Philosophy in the Middle Ages
(New York, 1955), pp. 81-85,327-45; idem., The Philosophy of St Bonaventure, trans.
by I. Trethowan and F. J. Sheed (Patterson, N. J., 1965),passim; Theodore de Regnon,
Etudes de Theologie Positive sur la Sainte Trinite, II (Paris, 1892), pp. 447-58.
32 ••• quia [deusl summae bonitatls, multa vult producere et se communicare.
(Commentarium in II Librum Sententiarum, I, 2, I, I, resp. Henceforward, the
Commentary on the Sentences will be referred to as I [or III Sent., the same mode of
reference will be used for Thomas's commentary).
33 See Aristotle, Metaphysics, XII 9, (I074b 15-34); Thomas Aquinas, S.T., I, 27-44. A
very substantial case might be made that, in so far as the inner divine life is concerned,
Thomas does little more than extend Aristotle's Self-thinking Thought to being Self
thinking thought and Self-willing will, though there is no question that his God as
creator must stand in sharp distinction from Aristotle's Unmoved mover. The former
claim may seem extreme, especially in view of the latter, but Thomas's radical
dichotomy between God the Trinity and God the Creator ought to be remembered:
S.T. I, 32, I, ad I ; 41, I, ad I; especially 34, 3, resp.: ... in Verbo importatur respectus
ad creaturam. Deus enim, cognoscendo se, cognoscit omnem creaturam. . . . In nomine
igitur personae divinae, quantum ad relationem personalem, non importatur respectus ad
creaturam: sed importatur in eo quod pertinet ad naturam. S.T. I, 34, 3, resp. & ad I.
One is led to ask, who (or what) exactly is Deus: the Father or some sort of hypostatized
nature? Thomas is highly confusing (and confused?) here; he seems to be affirming
basically the Self-thinking/Self-willing Thought/Will of Aristotle as 'God' who creates.
This gives rise to curious statements when this 'God', who is neither one nor all of the
three Persons as creator, is studied as Trinity; cf. Thomas's incomprehensible
statement on the procession of the Word: Pater enim, intelligendo se et Filium et
Spiritum Sanctum, et omnia alia quae eius scientia continentur, concipit Verbum: ut sic
tota Trinitas Verbo dicatur, et etiam omnis creatura. S.T. I, 34, 2, ad 3. This under
standing of the Trinity as totally introverted, and Trinity, is rooted in St Augustine's
decision to make use of Aristotle's category of relation to defend the equality of the
Son (cf. St Augustine, De Trinitate, V, 6(PL. 42, 913-14». Bonaventure, to the contrary,
sees the Trinitarian life as markedly 'centrifugal', characterized by movement out from
the self, I.M.D., VI, 2. On the roots of the disagreement, see de Regnon, Etudes, II,
pp. 380-90; comparison of Thomas and the Summa Fratris Alexandri on whether
understanding (intelligere lis the same as generation in the Trinity is equally instructive:
Thomas, S.T. I, 27, I, resp.; S.F.A., I, 296, ad oppositum a & b (419b).
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in his deepest life,34 Bonaventure's God is an outward-moving,
dynamic Trinity, whose essential life is marked by personal gift: the
Father, the fontalis plenitudo (fountain-like fullness), gives himself
totally by producing another, and Father and Son complete the
cycle of total self-diffusion in producing the Spirit." This for
Bonaventure is the basic and normative reality of the universe, the
root and reality of being itself,just as the intellectual self-understand
ing of the Unmoved Mover is the ultimate ground and norm of the
Aristotelian universe. Given that reality at its deepest (or highest)
levels is such a dynamic diffusion of the Good/Being, Bonaventure
sees creation - and finite being as such - not as an awkward

34 Thomas's decision to consider the intra-Trinitarian processions as resulting from
pure necessity and the 'procession' of creation as resulting from pure spontaneity is
rather startling in its dichotomy between divine and created being. Thomas actually
moves away from locating any freedom within the Trinity; he had earlier (cf. I Sent.
6) held there to be freedom in the procession of the Spirit. Cf, S.T. I, 41, 2.

The question of introversion in the divinity is, of course, highly complex, and an
affirmation of the One's concern with itself as the root of creation is so Neoplatonic as
to be part of Plotinus's own thought (cf. Rist, Plotinus, p. 83). But the Platonists
in general do affirm a profound congruence between this self-affirmation and
contemplation on the part of the One, the Good, or God, and creation as the diffusion
of goodness. As Rist remarks (Plotinus, p, 66), Plotinus took Plato's remark that being
good means doing good and made it into a law of the cosmos. See J. Trouillard, La
processionplotinienne (Paris, 1955), p. 60; J. M. Rist, Eros and Psyche (Toronto, 1964),
passim; A. H. Armstrong, 'Platonic Eros and Christian Agape', in Downside Review
(1961), pp. 105-121. Also, see J. M. Rist, 'Some Interpretations of Agape and Eros', in
The Philosophy and Theology of Anders Nygren, ed, Charles W. Kegley (Carbondale,
Illinois, 1970), pp. 156-73.
35 I.M.D., VI, 2; cf. In Hexaemeron, XI, II: Item, tertia ratio speculi est, quia in Deo
est ratio productivae diffusionis sic. Illius esse est summe bonum, ergo summe diffundit se
triplici diffusione: actualissima, integerrima, ultimata sive ultimatissima. Quia
actualissima, semper est, semper fuit, semper erit ; semper generat, semper generavit,
semper generabit, Hoc non potest habere creatura, quod semper sit, semper fuerit et
semper futura sit: ergo necesse est, ut emanet aeternus.- Item, integerrima non est haec
diffusio in creatura, quia Deus non dot totum decorem exemplaritatis creaturae, immo non
dat nisi generando Filium qui dicere potest : Omnia quae habet Pater, mea sunt (Johan.
16: 15); hoc non dicit aliqua creatura. - Item, haec dtffusio est ultimata, ut det
producens, quidquid potest; creatura autem recipere non potest, quidquid Deus dare
potest. Unde sicut punctus ad lineam nihil addit, nee etiam mille millia punctorum; sic
bonitas creaturae bonitati Creatoris nihil addit, Ergo necesse est, ut haec diffusio
secundum totum posse sit in aliquo, quo malus cogitari non potest; omni autem creatura
aliquid maius cogitari potest, et etiam ipsa creatura maior-se cogltare potest, Sed in
Filio est productio, sicut in Patre. Si ergo Patre nihil malus cogitart potest: ergo nee
Filio. Si Pater etiam ultimata diffusione non se diffunderet, perfectus non esset. Cf.
I Sent. 9, qq. 4 & 5. See also Bonaventure's important discussion on the meaning of
paternitas as fontalis plenitudo in I Sent. 27, I, I, 2 and Thomas's position on the same
issue in S.T. I, 33, 4, especially, ad I. Thomas takes the position thatpaternitas in the
Father is merely negative, the lack of origin; Bonaventure, in line with his more
dynamic notion of the Godhead, holds that it is essentially positive, the Father's
overflowing generosity. On the dynamism of Bonaventure's theology, within the
context of his general philosophy, see Ewert H. Cousins, 'La "Coincfdentia
Oppositorum" dans la theologie de Bonaventure', in Etudes franciscaines, 18
(Supplement annuel, 1968), pp. 15-31; idem., 'Truth in St Bonaventure' in Proceedings
"f the American Catholic Philosophical Association (1969), pp. 204-10.
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anomaly in the light of the absolute perfection of a static and
inward-looking deity, like Aristotle's or Thomas's, but as a limited
actualization (finite being) of the infinite and dynamic life that
marks the divine order. He sums up his view in the following passage
from his Itinerarium Mentis in Deum (Journey of the Soul into God):

... The Best, which is such because it is in all intensity, is that than
which nothing better can be conceived. It cannot be rightly thought not
to be, for being is in all ways better than non-being. This Best is such
that it cannot rightly be thought of as best unless conceived of as both
three and one. For the good is said to be self-diffusive. The highest
good is thereforethemostself-diffusive ... temporal diffusion in creation
is but dot-like, like a centre in relation to a circle or sphere, in com
parison with the immensity of the eternal goodness. Whence also can
some diffusion be conceived as greater than creation - one in which
the diffusive power communicates its whole substance and nature to
another. The highestgood wouldnot existif it could lack that character
istic actually or even conceptually.P"

There is, then, a genuine fittingness to creation for Bonaventure:
if it is possible for the Good to diffuse itself not only in an infinite
manner in the Trinitarian processions, but also in a temporally and
spatially limited way in creation, there is every reason to presume
that it should do so (and, of course, it actually has done so for
Bonaventure).

This is not to say that Bonaventure agreed with the Neo-Platonic
emanationists in attributing creation to the nature of the 'Godhead'
in such a way that finite reality mechanically follows from the very
existence of the divine. In keeping with the Hebrew and Christian
experience of God as radically transcending the universe,
Bonaventure attributed the creation to a free act of the divine will."
The difference between Bonaventure and Aquinas lies rather in the
fact that Bonaventure sees the divine will as acting upon, and
expressing, the tendency of the Good toward self-diffusion - an
efficient causality of the Good. Although he accepts the Aristotelian
definition of the good as 'that on account of which all is done',

3•••• quoniam optimum quod simpliciter est quo nihil melius cogitari potest .. et hoc tale
sic est, quod non potest recte cogitari non esse, quia omnino melius est esse quam non
esse .. sic est, quod non potest recte cogitari, quin cogitetur trinum et unum. Nam 'bonum
dicitur diffusivum sui' .. summum igitur bonum summe diffusivum est sui. . . • Nam diffusio
ex tempore in creatura non est nisi centralis vel punctalis respectu immensitatis bonitatis
aeternae .. unde et potest atiqua diffusio cogltari maior ilia, ea videlicet, in qua diffundens
communicat alteri totam substantiam et naturam. Non igitur summum bonum esset, si re,
vel intellectu illa carere potest, LM.D., VI, 2.
37 I Sent. 45, 2, I, resp.
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good as finality," Bonaventure adds that the good is also 'that
which tends to diffuse itself'. The infinite richness of the divine being,
the only reason on account of which creatures could be made (since
it is the ultimate source and fullness of all that can possibly be or
be a reason), is for Bonaventure and Thomas alike the goal or end
of creation. But for Bonaventure the Good that is end is not a static
perfection but dynamic fullness, overflowing in its tendency to give
of itself:

... causality is attributed to the will on this account: the formality of
causation [ratio causandi] is goodness, both as efficiently and as finally
causative. For the good is said to be diffusive, and the good is also
that on account of which all things move and occur. That which tends
toward making or doing [the effectivum or efficiently causative] actually
does so only on account of an end. That, therefore, which bespeaks
the joining of the efficient principle with the end is the reason or source
of realized causality. But the will is the act according to which goodness
[as efficient] is turned toward goodness [finality]. The will therefore
unites efficiency and finality. Hence it is that the will is the effecter in
the act of creation, and thus it is that we attribute causality to God as
a product of his will and not of his other characteristics.P

Bonaventure's style here is dense and somewhat elliptical, but his
point seems to be that (I) the divine being as such has a natural
tendency to give itself, to share its richness of being with other
realities, but (2) if there is to be a finite self-diffusion of the Good,
this can only be done in a determinate way, shape and form (i.e.
a certain set of 'possibles' must be chosen from among all sets of
'possibles' if any finite universe is to be orderly and thus really
'good')," and (3) this choosing of a specificorder can only take place
by a free act of choice among the possible sets, thus establishing
a specific and worthy 'end' or pattern for the universe modelled on
the divine goodness. None of this is possible to the divine intellect

38/bid. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, I, I (1904a 3); cf. X, 2 (II 72b, 9-15). Finality
was accepted as part of the Good's definition by the whole Platonic tradition, cf.
Pseudo-Dionysius, De Div. Nom. I, 5; IV, 4.
39 Ratio autem, quare voluntati attribuitur causalitas, haec est, quia ratio causandi est
bonitas et in ratione effectivi et in ratione finis. Nam bonum dicitur diffusivum, et bonum
est propter quod omnia. Effectivum autem non fit efficiens in effectu nisi propter finem.
Illud ergo, quod dicit coniuncttonem principii effectivi cum fine, est ratio causandi in
effectu .. sed voluntas est actus, secundum quem bonum reflectitur supra bonum sive
bonitatem: ergo voluntas unit effectivum cum fine. Et hinc est quod voluntas est ratio
causare faciens in effectu .. et ideo attribuimus Deo rationem causalitatis sub ratione
voluntatis, non sic sub aliis rationibus. (I Sent. 45, 2, I, resp.; cf. ibid., ad 2) The opening
paragraphs of this respondeo deal with the problem of using human language
categories in speaking of God.
40 Understanding order as intrinsic to goodness has been characteristic of Platonic
thought since Plato made it the essential work of the demiurge in creating: the
demiurge brings order out of disorder: Timaeus 2ge-30b.
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alone, which needs the divine will to be effective ('willingness'
would actually be a better term; Bonaventure was acutely aware of
the inadequacy of human language in speaking of God),41 nor is it
possible to the divine power alone ('powerfulness'), since on its own
that power would be chaotic and disordered, in nowise productive
of goodness. Only the will can unite these two aspects of the creative
good and make it effective. It is noteworthy that Bonaventure's
reason for attributing creation to the divine will is quite different
from Thomas's. Where Thomas is in the main concerned to protect
the divine perfection and radically free will, Bonaventure is at pains
to elucidate how only through will can an act be truly personal 
both free and expressive of the outward dynamism of goodness, an
act spontaneous yet substantial.

Bonaventure's theory thus accomplishes all that Thomas's does 
the act of creation is free and issues in an ordered cosmos - but
it has the added merit of providing a 'reasonableness' for the act
itself. His 'Good' is not merely pattern, but also cause offinite being.

More exactly, how is Bonaventure's 'goodness' related to the act
and product of creation? In the first place, Bonaventure's good is
quite different from Thomas's. Whereas the good for Thomas is
simply and purely static perfection or achieved TEA-oS, Bonaventure
sees it as perfection that tends to diffuse itself. There are profoundly
different intuitions of being at work in all this. Although Bonaventure
does not join Plato, Pseudo-Dionysius and Plotinus in placing the
Good beyond Being.O he does perceive the Good as they did: not
secondary to Being but radically co-extensive, that which grounds
all limitation by being limit itself, beyond limit, infinite in its
fecundity, the source of all life and intelligibility, so perfect that it
must relate to other realities. To be is to be diffusive; goodness is
being itself.

Bonaventure's good is also more complex than Thomas's. This is
most evident when his acceptance of the Aristotelian definition of
goodness is examined. If he joins Aristotle and Thomas in describing
(I I Sent, 45, 2. I, resp. Since the divine 'essence' or being is one 'thing' and most simple,
it is more proper in a sense to speak of God as acting in a 'voluntary' fashion (sub
ratione voluntatisi rather than as 'having' a will. We are speaking, Bonaventure would
say, not really of a faculty, but of a characteristic of the divine being.
42 Plato, Republic VII, 509b; cf. Rist, Plotinus, p. 24; Plotinus, Enneads VI, 9 (2, 5, 6);
Pseudo-Dionysius, De Div, Nom. IV, 3. See also the Libel' de Causis: Prima rerum
creatarum est esse. O. Bardenhewer, Die pseudo-aristotelische Schrift iiber das reine
Gute bekannt unter dem Namen 'Libel' de Causis' (Freiburg, 1882), p. 37, quoted in
Rist, Plotinus, p. 129. As Rist remarks, however, it is probable that the denial of Being
to the One by Plato and Plotinus, among others, was more a matter of denying that
the One was finite, like other 'beings,', than of denying existence simpliciter to the
One-Good, since the notion of 'being' for the Greeks in general was intimately
connected with limit conceived of as positive, yet not positive enough for the One
Good. Rist, Plotinus, 21-27. Cf. also Bonaventure, I.M.D., V, 8.
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the Good as that which is desired by all, the perfect End or Finality,"
it is not Aristotle's, or Thomas's, attractive introvert that he has in
mind, because the diffusiveness ofthe Good is as essentiallyconstitu
tive of the Good's desirability as its autarchy. Were it not for the
infinite diffusion of the Father in the Trinitarian processions and,
on a far lesser scale, were it not for the diffusion of creation, God
would not be the highest Good:

... [the Best] would not be the highest good if it lacked that diffusion
actually or even conceptually [re vel intellectu].44

This dynamic generosity which calls the universe into being is,
then, no accident to being, no fortuitous occurrence, but an aspect
essential to being in its very depths, and if the universe does not
exist by mechanical necessity, neither is it the consequence of mere
chance. The men who taught Bonaventure in the theology faculty
at Paris, the authors of the Summa Fratris Alexandrir" suggested
that we may be making a 'cosmocentric' or 'cosmo-morphic' error
in assuming that goodness is secondary to being in the Godhead.
The fact that we encounter (and often are to one degree or another)
beings which are but are not really 'good' - that being seems prior
to goodness in the sense that it seems to survive when goodness
does not - may be true of created, imperfect being only, and not
true on the divine level. They defined goodness as indivisio actus a
potentia, the non-division of act and potentiality, so that the essentially
negative 'thing' we call 'evil', the failure of this or that being or
situation to be all that it should, in spite of the fact that it maintains
a certain minimal substantiality, would be a failure to be properly
self-diffusive, a turning of a reality into a 'dead-end street' of being,
a refusal to participate in the eternal cycle of being giving itself to
being. Given Bonaventure's enormous respect and affection for
Alexander and his Summa, it is probable that this very strong
emphasis on being as goodness was at work in his own metaphysics."
4ll Bonaventure, II Sent. 1,2,2, I, resp.; I Sent. 45, 2, I, resp.; Gilson, Phil. of St
Bonaventure, p. 163.
44 I. M.D. VI, 2; In Hex., XI, II (see nn. 35 & 36).
45 Summa Fratris Alexandri I, 106, resp. (I67b): ... indivisionis actus a potentia, quae
est absoluta ratio boni. Aut igitur [est]indivisio actus et potentiae, quae sunt idem: et hoc
modo est indivisio bonitatis in Deo, in quo est idem actus, id est perfectio et complementum
et potentia; aut est indivisio actus et potentiae, quae sunt diversa, ut in ereatura. The
S.F.A. draws this understanding of goodness from Philip the Chancellor's (+1236)
Summa de bono, n. 4.
46 See Mathieu, La Trtnit« Creatrice, p. 9: Par contre nous n'avons pas oublie que saint
Bonaventure, encore qu'il appartienne aux premiers dges franctscains, s'lnsere deja dans
une tradition d'ecole a laquelle il se veut strictement fide/e. C'est pourquoi nous n'avons pas
hesite a utiliser largement la 'Somme Halesienne' et le Commentaire des Sentences
d'Alexandre de Hates, pour eclairer la pensee de notre docteur. Also, pp. 19-20: A vrai
dire, c'est dans ce dernier ouvrage [the Summa Fratris Alexandri] qu'il faudrait chercher
une synthese del'idee deBien selon saint Bonaventure, car dans l'ensemble de son oeuvre
il admet presque toutes les positions halseiennes a ce sujet,

116



WHY CREATION?

Goodness thus provides not only the motive and impetus of
creation, but its pattern also, and again Bonaventure's vision
includes all that Thomas's does - created being ought to achieve
its own proper sufficiency and telic perfection - but goes beyond
it: created beings must be diffusive as their creator is diffusive, for
this is what it is to be, and no real TEAOS is achieved in its absence.
To be God-like is not to subsist in noble isolation and independence,
even potentially, but to join in the intense generosity of Being itself,
a generosity that paradoxically grounds ever more perfect intimacy
in diversity."

Goodness, in fine, is not only the source of created reality, the
reason for and impulse toward creation, but also the substance,
participated, of that creation - the order, beauty, substantiality of
created being - and the goal or end of creation, the theophany
that will mark creation's full achievement. Bonaventure describes
that fulfilment - the eschatological victory of the Hebrew and
Christian scriptures - as 'peace', a dynamic peace that is not the
mere quiescence or resolution of tensions, but the perfect harmony
of tensions, a dynamism and activity far beyond our capacity to
imagine or endure at this point." It is in this that Bonaventure's
real 'voluntarism' lies: this peace is the work of will, not blind will
but a will deeply cognitive in its movement beyond itself towards
the other.t" Nothing for Bonaventure can turn inward without
corrupting itself, since the centrifugal movement of diffusion is life
itself.

47 In quibus [Patre, Filio, Spiritu Sancto] necesse est propter summam bonitatem esse
summam communicabilitatem, et ex summa communicabilitate summam consub
stantialitatem, et ex summa consubstantialitate summam configurabilitatem, et ex his
summam coaequalitatem, ac per hoc summam coaeternitatem, atque ex omnibus praedictis
summam cointimitatem, qua unus est in altero necessaria per summam
circumincessionem . . . I.M.D. VI, 2; cf. V, 7-8. The view that emanation of the good
takes place only for the sake of a deep, and personal, intimacy of love, is central in the
Summa Fratris Alexandri also; see S.F.A. 298 e (430a).

This is reminiscent of Whitehead's description of the perfection of harmony as the
perfection of subjective form - intense variety and contrasting detail within an
achieved synthesis (the paraphrase of Whitehead's view is my own). See Alfred North
Whitehead, Adventures of Ideas (New York, 1967), pp. 253-4.
48 The 'peace' of ecstasy is, according to Bonaventure, only a foretaste of the perfect
peace of full unity with the Godhead. The stuporem admirationis (I.M.D., VI, 2) which
contemplation of the Trinity's life of love can cause in us is a faint shadow of total
possession by the divine vision and delight. Bonaventure makes his own, in this, the
traditional Hebrew and Christian view that 'no one can see God and live'. The reason
for this is not an inevitable fear and terror on man's part so much as his being over
whelmed by the total dynamism of the divine life. See Gilson, Phil. of St Bonaventure,
pp·422-3·
49 I Sent. 45, 2, I, ad 2.
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Conclusions
Thomas's understanding of the process and motivation of creation

has the advantage of protecting the freedom of God in creating,"
no little thing since it is only a free God whose creation can be
seen in any real sense as the result of generosity and love, more
importantly because only a truly free God provides any hope for
the radical conquest of evil. Further, Thomas's theory does provide
for the manifestation of the goodness of God in the stability, order
and beauty of the universe, a goodness and its manifestations
important in all the traditions to which Thomas fell heir and which
he attempted to articulate coherently.

On the other hand, Thomas's theory would seem to be unsatis
factory in its starkly voluntaristic view of the creation-act, its
attribution of cosmic existence to utterly arbitrary fiat. Whatever
else may be said, such an understanding of creation would seem to
justify the criticism that creation is pointless for Thomas's God,
almost inane.51 If there is a real order and beauty after the fact of
production, it is hard to see why the universe, especially those 'first'
creatures which are architectonically its purpose and raison d'etre,
is called into being.s" It is likewise hard to see what is really valuable
and worth serious effort in such a superfluous world.

Thomas's view of freedom would also seem to be questionable.
It might be likened to a Sartrean pour soi in opposition to a Skinnerian
determinism; if the world's emanation was utterly mechanical and
necessitated in Plotinus and the Arab Neo-Platonists, it hardly seems
much of an improvement to reply with an almost chaotic will, acting
in abandon of all motive or purpose."

Bonaventure, it is suggested here, attempted to provide a more
adequate answer to the 'why' of finite being, an answer more in
tune with the Hebrew experience of Yahweh as the Holy One,
terrifying in the matchless goodness of his moral will, more in tune
also with the intuited worth that marks the worlds of Plato and
Aristotle alike, more in keeping, finally, with the affirmation of
creation's fittingness expressed in the Christian experience of the
perfect Word/Reason (Logos) as incarnate in Jesus of Nazareth.

so A general aim of importance to many Christian philosophers in the Middle Ages,
especially after Thomas's time. The voluntarism of both Scotus and Ockham can in
some part be attributed to their concern to avoid any coercion of the divine will. See
F. Copleston, A History of Philosophy, Vol. III: Late Medieval and Renaissance
Philosophy, Pt. I: Ockham to the Speculative Mystics (Garden City, N.Y., 1963), p. 60.
SI See Arthur O. Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being ('Torchbook', New York, 1960),
pp. 157-9. A similar criticism of the traditional Aristotelian-Thomistic position can be
found in the late Daniel Day Williams's impressive work, The Spirit and the Forms of
Love (New York, 1968), especially ch. 5. See also Alfred N. Whitehead, Process and
Reality (New York, 1969), pp. 403-13.
52 S.T. I, 19, 5, ad 2.
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Recognition is also due to Bonaventure for his attempt to provide
a more suitable understanding of freedom, especially the freedom
of love that he took to be the ground of all being. He speaks of love,
in his Itinerarium, as something both 'necessary and free'," not
rigidly determined in any sense, yet pregnant with meaning, so
appropriate as to be somehow really 'necessary', almost Sartre's
unattainable union of en soi and pour soi. Unlike Sartre's magnifi
cently free yet ultimately tragic freedom, arising spontaneously
but pointlessly, impotent to achieve anything of lasting value,
Bonaventure's arises with an intrinsic meaningfulness and capacity
for achievement. The world is radically the result of the generous
choice of the divine will, wholly free and unforced, but that choice
is in harmony with the deepest reality of divinity - its diffusiveness
and generous self-gift. The choice is thus reasonable and terminates
in a solidly appropriate universe, one that adds its substantial, if
minor, confirmation and realization of the goodness of God.
Bonaventure protects the personal freedom of God from the deter
minism of the Neo-Platonists and Arabs, but not by abandoning
the 'rightness' of that love and personal choice.

Thomas apparently felt that to adopt a position like Bonaventure's,
with its ascription of diffusiveness to the nature of God, would be
to assign a higher cause to divine actions, perhaps a necessitarian
'system' that would amount to a 'God beyond God'. In this he
seems to have missed the point: Bonaventure was not speaking
about the system within which God might or might not operate,
but about the very structure or 'nature' of being itself. Just as
Aquinas held it to be self-evidently true and obvious that being
itself must be ultimately intellectual and volitional, so Bonaventure
and his companions in the early Franciscan school held it to be
intuitively true that being is in its very roots not only intellectual
and volitional but self-giving as well. Perhaps the best way to
appreciate this intuition is provided by the image employed by

53 'Motive' and 'purpose' are used here in the sense of 'cause', that which gives rise to
an act. Thomas would admit a 'motive' in the modem English sense of 'end', but not a
'cause-motive'. The 'end-motive' would be the glory of God, and this end is a matter of
necessity for God: he cannot do otherwise than seek his own goodness, affirming it and,
given creation, directing creatures towards his own goodness as glory. On the other
hand, since there is not the slightest benefit to be derived from creation, it would seem
that creation almost should not be actualized - it is pointless in that sense. Thomas
is far more radical in his dichotomy between the divine and the created than is
commonly appreciated, and his total dichotomy between the unconditional necessity
of the Trinitarian processions and the almost Sartrean freedom of the act of creation
is an indication of this. The Augustinian-Platonic tradition, on the other hand,
frequently took pains to emphasize that freedom, especially the freedom of love, is a
positive reality which, perhaps even more than necessity, must be rooted in the divine
life. Cf. the S.F.A. on the freedom of the Spirit's procession, I, 307, ad 4 (44sa).
54 I.M.D. VI, 2.
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Augustinian-Platonists like Robert Grosseteste to explain the
structure of all being, infinite and finite: they saw light as the great
paradigm - so soon as a spark of light exists, it forms a sphere of
being around itself. In being it cannot fail to share being."

Intriguing at the moment is Bonaventure's possible contribution
to an understanding of the universe as genuinely valid and valuable
even before (i.e., in the eyes of) God. Whitehead, among others.s"
criticized the traditional Christian and Jewish assertion that God
does not need the world, on the grounds that this deprives the
universe and its inhabitants of any substantial value or purpose.
Supporters of the traditional doctrine of God's transcendence, on
the other hand, have been able to claim that to see God as in need
of the world is tantamount to reducing him to the level of a participant
in a more truly 'divine' order, a higher system controlling him and
his world."

Thomas certainly avoids the latter difficulty, but only at the price
of a radical refusal to value the world in the presence of God, making
it pointless, its fate of little or no consequence in the broader range
of things. Bonaventure may avoid both pitfalls: although acknow
ledging God's essential transcendence of any real 'need' for the
created world, he sees that very transcendence/Goodness, that
abundance of being and value, as 'compelling' itself to create a
universe which can manifest and contribute to the perfect realization
of his own goodness/being. In other words, if the universe does not
ground the divine goodness (as Whitehead's world does in a real
sense for its God), it is in a certain way its realization: it is in the
creation of the world, if not by it, that God is really Goodness itself.58

The fate of that world, for good or for ill, is of consequence to
God, for his Goodness is radically involved: he would not be the
Good itself, the Best, were he to abandon the project once under
way or complacently witness its disaster. While Bonaventure accepted
the traditional Christian belief in 'hell' as a corollary of the divine
respect for human liberty and the goodness that liberty represents,
a respect which might compel the divinity to acquiesce in the loss
of that world or at least of a part of it,59 it would not be for want of
55 See Gilson, Hist, of Christian Phil. in the M.A., pp. 260-5; Grosseteste's De Luce
is available in translation in Clare Riedl (trans.), On Light or the Beginning of Forms
(Milwaukee, 1942), and in a translation by C. G. Wallis, reprinted in A. Lyman and
J. Walsh, Philosophy in the Middle Ages: The Christian, Islamic and Jewish Traditions
(Indianapolis, 1973), pp. 434-40. 06 See note 51.
07 See, for example, R. C. Neville's 'Neoclassical Theology and Christianity: A Critical
Study of Ogden's "Reality of God"', in International Philosophical Quarterly, IX
(1969), pp. 605-24.
58 See S.F.A. I, 317, ad 1 (466).
09 The Incarnation and Redemption would, of course, rule out any total loss of the
world for both Bonaventure and Aquinas.
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trying or of concern. In actual fact, for Bonaventure, his Good/God
had obviated that possibility in the Incarnation-Atonement, an
act of consummate concern and involvement, a 'fact' which fits in
very well indeed with his understanding of God as involved Goodness
It would seem a matter of some difficultyfor Thomas, in comparison,
to explain why God should so care for a basically pointless world
as to 'give his only son', even more, why such a good God should
allow so many to suffer so deeply for something of so little moment.
It is interesting to discover that it is only in attempting to explain
the Incarnation, the deepest Christian experience of God as caring,
as implicated in the fate of man and his world, that Thomas has
resort to the principle of diffusive goodness he so avoids elsewhere
- he quotes Pseudo-Dionysius to support the assertion that it is
the nature of God to share his being and that the Incarnation is
explicable as the highest possibility of such sharing.60

Finally, Bonaventure's view,in agreement with that of many of his
mentors, like Richard of St Victor and Alexander of Hales, has the
advantage of making freedom conceived of as a positive (ability to
love generously) and not merely negative (lack of coercion) value,
transcend creation and the creative act as part of the inner life of
the divinity. Where Thomas sees the processions of the Trinity as
a matter of strict necessity, limiting free and generous love to God's
relationship to creation.s' Bonaventure sees the love of God for
creatures as a mere shadow of the 'free and necessary love' which
generates the Son and produces the Spirit - Son and Spirit are
valuable only because they issue forth from the diffusive Father,
yet they are the conditions of his being the highest because most
diffusive of goods.O

Bonaventure's world, like Bonaventure's Trinity, is paradoxical
in its being valuable and real only because the product of a God
generous in his total self-sufficiency, but valuable and real nonetheless
in its manifestation of that sufficiency in its fullness.
60 S.T. III I, I, resp.: ... Unde quidquid pertinet ad rationem boni, conveniens est Deo,
Pertinet autem ad rationem boni ut se aliis communicet: ut patet per Dionysium, 4 cap
de Div. Nom. Unde ad rationem summi boni pertinet quod summo modo se creaturae
communicet. Quod quidem maxime fit per hoc quod naturam creatam sic sibi coniungit
ut una persona fiat ex tribus, Verbo, anima et carne: sicut dicit Augustlnus, XIII de Trin.
Unde manifestum est quod conveniens fuit Deum tncarnari. Peghaire, L'axiome, p. 24·,
rejects the idea that this passage may indicate a change of mind on Thomas's part, but
the possibility of such a change is at least rendered worthy of consideration by a
noteworthy deepening of Thomas's thought and sensitivity detected by a good number
of scholars in the II and III parts of the Summa Theologiae (see J. Weisheipl, Friar
Thomas d'Aquino [New York, 19741, pp. 244-5). A better appreciation of creation's
genuine value, even before an infinitely perfect God, may very well have been part of
this more 'human, considerate and complex' understanding of theology on Thomas's
part (Weisheipl, p. 243).
61 S.T. 1,41,2. 62 I.M.D. VI, 2.
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