
CHAPTER 8 

A General Problem of Creation: 

Why Would God Create Anything at All? 

Norman Kretzmann 

1. Introduction 

] udaism, Christianity, and Islam agree that God is the absolutely per
fect being who created the world. There's something puzzling about 
that description. Why would an absolutely perfect being create any
thing at all? 

The general explanation of creation being asked for in that question 
must lie along either one of two divergent lines. The starting points of 
those two lines can be represented in two rudimentary answers to the 
question: one, "Because it is a consequence of his nature"-the begin
ning of a necessitarian line-and the other, "Because he freely chooses 
to do so" -the libertarian line of explanation. Explanations lying along 
the necessitarian line will try to show that an absolutely perfect being is 
essentially productive. And so the necessitarian line entails that there 
cannot be a state of affairs consisting of an absolutely perfect being's 
existing all by itself. On the other hand, libertarian explanations deny 
that God is essentially productive and insist that God could have been 
absolutely perfect without being a creator. Such libertarian explana
tions may or may not go on to try to say why God freely chooses to 
create. 

Much of my understanding of this issue stems from medieval Chris
tian philosophers. They generally adopted libertarian explanations of 
creation, at least partly because they had interpreted the data of Scrip
ture as requiring that sort of account (in, for example, Psalms 
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1341I35:6, James 1:18, and Revelation 4: 11). 1 But, of course, Scripture 
wasn't the only constraint on their explanations. There was also Chris
tian theology with all its inherent Greek philosophy, some of which 
plainly had a tendency to produce explanations that lay along the nec
essitarian line. These were exemplified most flagrantly in the neo
Platonist emanationism that had been taken over by medieval Islamic 
philosophers, and their writings were well known to thirteenth- and 
fourteenth-century Christian theologians. This apparent difference 
between the biblical data and the philosophy in Christianity is one 
important source of tension in medieval Christian explanations of cre
ation. 

I want to begin uncovering the explanations and the tension in them 
by raising some simple questions about creation as Augustine raised 
them.2 

2. Creation and Volition 

In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth. Why? In one 
of his treatises on Genesis, Augustine says, "Anyone who asks 'Why did 
God make heaven and earth?' should be given this answer: 'Because he 
willed it.' "3 That answer isn't quite as empty as it sounds. Part of Au
gustine's purpose in giving the answer "Because he willed it" is to bring 
out the special significance of the ex nihilo aspect of creation as he sees 
it: "For when it is said that God produced [the world] out of nothing (ex 
nihilo), all that's meant is that there wasn't anything from which he 
might have produced [it]; and yet he did produce [it], [simply] because 
he willed. "4 The obvious significance of the ex nihilo doctrine is the 
denial of any independently pre-existing stuff out of which God made 
the world, but Augustine is extending the scope of the doctrine beyond 

1. Psalms 1341I35:6: "All things whatsoever that he willed he made, in heaven and in 
earth, in the seas and all deep places." James 1:18: "Of his own will begat he us .... " 
Revelation 4:11: "thou hast created all things, and for thy pleasure they are and were 
created." 

2. My discussion of Augustine was substantially complete in 1986, when I presented 
an earlier version of this article as a lecture in an NEH Summer Institute on the philoso
phy of religion. Teske 1988 contains a good discussion of material precisely relevant to 
issues I discuss here, including some material not cited here. It should be consulted by 
anyone interested in further research into Augustine's position on these issues. I am 
grateful to Scott MacDonald for calling my attention to Teske's article. 

3· De Genesi contra Manichaeos l.ii.4 (PL 34.175). 
4· Ad Orosium i.3 (PL 42.671). 
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matter to motive. If creation is out of nothing, then the volition to 
create not only uses nothing but also derives from nothing. The fullest 
possible explanation for creation ex nihilo appears to be the volition of 
the omnipotent creator. 

Still, Augustine's empty-sounding answer is bound to prompt most 
people to ask a second question, as he realizes. "Anyone who [then] 
asks why God willed to make the world is looking for a cause of God's 
will. But every cause has an effect (efficiens est), and everything that has 
an effect is greater than what is effected [by it]. But nothing is greater 
than God's will."5 "God's will," he says in another place, "is the cause of 
heaven and earth and is therefore greater than heaven and earth. Now 
anyone who asks 'Why did God will to make heaven and earth?' is 
looking for something greater than God's will; but he cannot find any
thing greater than that."6 

Those two passages together strongly suggest that Augustine's posi
tion on explaining creation is not simply libertarian but voluntarist, 
denying the possibility of any meaningful search for a general explana
tion of creation beyond "God willed it." But there are two features of 
those passages that leave the voluntarism looking half-baked. In the 
first place, there is no good reason why Augustine's cause-greater-than
effect principle couldn't be weakened to a more plausible cause-at
least-as-great-as-effect principle. On that weaker, more plausible prin
ciple, everything he says would be compatible with a case in which 
something as great as God's will played a causal role in God's volition to 
create. And there are promising candidates for that causal role among 
other aspects of God's own nature (and of course only among them). 
An explanation of God's volition to create as caused by some other 
aspect of his nature is theoretically possible, and it would leave this 
apparent voluntarism compatible with the necessitarian line of expla
nation, as we'll see. 

In the second place, Augustine's voluntarism here seems to stem 
from his view that the only explanation that could count as an answer 
to "Why did he will it?" would be an explanation in terms of the kind of 
causation involved in creation itself, as if the question were "What is 
related to God's will as his will is related to creation?" God's will is the 
external agent cause of creation. But no necessitarian explanation that 
might derive from or be compatible with Christian theology could have 
any tendency to lead to an account in which God's will is causally deter-

5· De diversis quaestionibus LXXXI !I q. 28 (PL 40.18). 
6. De Genesi contra Manichaeos I.ii.4 (PL 34.175). 
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mined by an external agency. The only threat Augustine is protecting 
God's autonomy from is an unimaginable threat. And in taking that 
overly protective stance he appears to be blocking a kind of further 
inquiry that would ordinarily be the most appropriate basis for asking 
"Why?" about any act of any will-an inquiry into the internal sources 
of it, the reason, motive, or purpose of the volition. Sources altogether 
internal to an agent who is, as God is, altogether invulnerable to pas
sions pose no threat to the agent's autonomy. 

3· Motivation for the Volition to Create 

But there is a simpler and even more convincing sort of reason for 
not taking Augustine's voluntarism in these passages at face value. In 
many of his other discussions of creation, perhaps most, Augustine 
himself neither sounds like a voluntarist nor allows voluntarism to 
block his own attempt to explain God's volition. In commenting on 
Psalms 134/135:6, "All things whatsoever that he willed, he made" 
(omnia quaecumque voluit, fecit), Augustine begins by observing that God 
was "not compelled" to make anything, that "the cause of all the things 
he made is his will." Then he contrasts God's case with ours in this 
respect: "You make a house because if you didn't, you'd be without 
shelter; need (necessitas) compels you to make a house, not free will," 
and similarly as regards your clothing and food-"All these you make 
because of need. God made [whatever he made] because of goodness; 
he needed nothing that he made. And that's why [it says] 'all things 
whatsoever that he willed, he made."' 7 In the light of what we've already 
seen Augustine saying, it's no surprise to find him here implying still 
more clearly that God's volition to create is an instance of free will; nor is 
it surprising to see God described as self-sufficient. As Augustine puts 
it elsewhere, "Where there is no needfulness (indigentia), there is no 
need (necessitas); where there is no lack (defectus), no needfulness. But 
there is no lack in God; therefore, no need."8 What is surprising about 
the passage contrasting human making with divine making is that (hu
man) actions willingly performed for good reasons are denied inclusion 
under "free will." After all, no one is absolutely necessitated even in the 
getting of food, shelter, and clothing. The contrast Augustine points 
out is not really between unfree and free actions but rather between 

7· Ennarationes in Psalmos CXXXIV.1o (PL 37.1745). 
8. De diversis quaestionibus LXXXIII q. 22 (PL 40.16). 
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actions performed out of self-interest and actions performed out of 
"goodness." And that contrast leaves us with a further question. We 
expect goodness to be ascribed to God, but just how is God's goodness 
supposed to constitute his motive or reason for doing what he has no 
need to do? As regards human actions, if we say that one was per
formed out of self-interest and the other out of goodness, we might 
very well mean that the second action was altruistic. But altruism is not 
the aspect of goodness Augustine points to as an explanation of God's 
act of creation. 

His primary basis for associating creation with goodness is pretty 
clearly in the Genesis story itself, where the basis explicitly provided is 
an observation not about the nature of the creator but about the nature 
of the creation. In Genesis the same thing is said specifically six times 
about the work of the six days, "God saw that it was good,"9 and then 
more emphatically regarding the whole: "God saw every thing that he 
had made, and, behold, it was very good." 1° From these appraisals it 
appears to follow that the production of good was God's intention, and 
in general the motivation for an agent whose intention is the produc
tion of good is the agent's goodness. Augustine generously develops 
this sort of explanation of God's volition in another of his discussions of 
Genesis 1: "'God saw that it was good'-What meaning can be assigned 
to those words that appear everywhere [in this chapter] other than 
approval of a finished product skilfully wrought, that is, wrought with 
the skill that is the wisdom of God? But God wasn't previously so 
ignorant that he could only discover that his work was good when it was 
complete. Far from it! Nothing he created would have been created if 
he hadn't known it very well beforehand. Therefore, when he sees that 
a thing is good-a thing he wouldn't have made at all if he hadn't seen 
it was good before he made it-he is teaching us, not learning for 
himself, that it is good .... And in fact there were three main points 
concerning the work of creation that had to be reported to us and that 
it was right for us to know: who made it, how, and why. So what Scripture 
says is: 'God said "Let there be light"; and there was light. And God saw 
that the light was good.' So if we ask 'Who made it?', the answer is 'It was 
God.' If we ask 'How?', the answer is 'God said "Let it be"; and it was.' If 
we ask 'Why?', the answer is 'Because it is good.' Nor is there any origina
tor more excellent than God, any skill more effective than God's word, 

g. Genesis I :4, 10, I2, I8, 2I, 25. There is no specific appraisal of the work of the 
second day; vv. I o and I2 both concern the work of the third day. 

10. Genesis I:31. 
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any purpose better than that something good should be created by a 
good God." 11 

When Augustine does open the door to explanations of creation, he 
opens it wide. But for all its detail, that passage gives us next to nothing 
by way of an answer to Augustine's second question. Why does God will 
to create the world? Because he is good and knows it to be good. 
Augustine says he's shown God's purpose in creating, but we're left 
wanting to know why a perfectly good God would create any world, 
even one he knows to be very good. What could be the point of it? 
Augustine plausibly treats the goodness God finds in the newly created 
world as aesthetic rather than moral, and Revelation 4: 1 1 suggests that 
God created for his own pleasure. But such an explanation seems in
compatible with the concept of an absolutely perfect being (who cannot 
want entertainment) besides being rife with new problems of its own. 

That third general question, about the point of creation, may not 
have been asked (or answered) by Augustine, but it certainly did ex
ercise later medieval philosophers. The first suggestion of the kind of 
answer to it the medievals took most seriously is found not in Genesis, 
but in Plato's creation story. But before moving explicitly to the Greek 
side of the Christian heritage, I want to suggest that we have already 
seen both the biblical and the metaphysical sides, the Jewish and the 
Greek sides of this heritage in Augustine's treatments of creation. In 
his voluntarist mood, his insistence on God's absolute self-sufficiency 
and on the primacy and absolute independence of God's volition repre
sents one prominent (libertarian) strain in Greek thought, whereas his 
expansive, informal account of the who, how, and why of creation is 
biblical with hardly a trace of philosophy in it. 

4· Plato's Explanation of Creation 

The basis for an answer to our third question and the classical start
ing point for necessitarian explanations of creation is this passage in 
Plato's Tim(J£us: "Let us now give the reason why the maker made becom
ing, and the universe. He was good, and in him that is good no envy ever 
arises regarding anything. Being devoid of envy, he wanted everything 
to be like himself, as far as possible .... God desired that everything 
should be good and nothing evil, as far as possible .... For him who is 

11. De civitate Dei Xl.21. See Teske 1988, p. 247, for more texts to this effect. 
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most good it neither was nor is permissible to do anything other than what 
is most beautiful." 12 

The stories of creation in Genesis and the Timaeus are enough alike 
that Augustine wondered whether Plato had not plagiarized his from 
Moses.l3 But there are at least four noticeable relevant differences 
between them. In the first place, Plato's world maker, the Demi-urge, is 
not omnipotent and is not creating the world out of nothing, but is 
merely shaping and ordering matter that is already in existence. That 
is what gives Plato's denial of envy in him its point, 11 and that is why it 
would be impossible in this context even to attempt a radical voluntar
ism in which the existence of the world has no explanation beyond the 
maker's volition. Second, in the Timaeus the primary, explicit ascription 
of goodness is to the maker, not to the world he makes-although that 
world is described in the end as "most beautiful." Third, we are offered 
the beginning of an account of the point of creation: the production of 
something as much like the good creator as created things can be. 
Finally, although the Timaeus passage explains the origin of the world in 
terms of an agent's action, it also includes a strong suggestion that that 
action is a consequence of the agent's nature. The suggestion is that the 
making of the world, or at least the character of the world that gets 
made, is not a result of the maker's free choice: "For him who is most 
good it neither was nor is permissible to do anything other than what is 
most beautiful." 

Whatever Plato himself may have intended by this, the later Plato
nists, who influenced medieval thought far more than Plato did di
rectly, strengthened this line of explanation, arguing (as we'll see) that 
it is part of the essence of goodness to give rise to being and goodness
in other words, that the existence of a world is an inevitable conse
quence of God's perfect goodness rather than the result of a freely 
chosen action of his. Medieval Christian philosophers were deeply in
fluenced and sometimes attracted by that part of their Greek heritage 
even when they were convinced that it had to be repudiated. Thomas 
Aquinas's accounts of creation strike me as providing a paradigm of 
that sort of tension in Christian thought. 

12. Timaeus 2gE-3oB. 
13. De civitate Dei Xl.21. 
14. Teske 1988, pp. 249 and 251-53, provides several striking passages in which 

Augustine in his accounts of creation is careful to deny that the creator could be envious. 
Plato's denial of envy in the Demi-urge seems connected with the world maker's intention 
to produce something as much like himself as possible. Augustine's denial of envy in God 
is connected with God's permitting anything besides himself to exist at all. 
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5· Libertarian and Necessitarian Strains in Aquinas 

Is God free to choose whether or not to create? Aquinas's official 
answer to that question is an emphatic, unqualified yes: "one must 
hold, without any doubt, that God produced creatures in existence by a 
free choice of his will, without any natural necessity." 15 But I believe 
that his conceptions of God, goodness, creation, and choice entail a 
negative reply. 16 It seems to me that he resolutely adopted the liber
tarian line but was drawn to and sometimes even expressed a neces
sitarian line. I think that the necessitarian and libertarian strains in 
Aquinas's account of creation might be reconciled, but I don't think he 
reconciled them. And so I see no way of avoiding the inconsistency (or, 
at least, ambivalence) in Aquinas's account as it stands. 

I begin with the libertarian position, the one Aquinas explicitly 
adopts. It is part of his concept of God that God has freedom of 
choice. 17 But God's volition is not entirely characterized by free choice, 
since "God necessarily wills his own being and his own goodness, and he 
cannot will the contrary." 18 In keeping with Aquinas's understanding of 
divine simplicity, God's goodness, like everything else properly ascrib
able to God himself, is simply God himself conceived of by us in a 
particular way. Conceived of as goodness, God himself is recognized by 
Aquinas as the universal, unique, ultimate final cause: "the ultimate 
end is God himself, since he is the highest good." 19 In willing his own 
goodness, therefore, God is willing the one universal natural end, re
garding which no choice is possible. And so Aquinas recognizes that 
some aspects of God's activity can be both necessitated and volitional 
although, of course, not both necessitated and freely chosen. 

Nevertheless, even God's willing his nature (and existence) is not, 
according to Aquinas, incompatible with every sort of freedom: "in 
respect of its principal object, which is its own goodness, the divine will 
does have necessity-not, of course, the necessity of constraint, but the 
necessity of natural order, which is not incompatible with freedom." 20 

That this freedom compatible with the necessity of natural order is not 
freedom of choice is clear from Aquinas's restricted assignment of 

15. DP II Lise. The question is "whether things proceeded from God by a necessity of 
nature or by a choice of will." 

16. I have argued this in Kretzmann 1983b. 
17. See, e.g., SeC !.88: "QUOD IN DEO EST LIBERUM ARBITRIUM." 

18. sec I.8o (n. 676). 
'9· sec L74 (n. 636). 
20. DV XXIII.4c. 
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choice to only one aspect of the action of God's will: "since God wills 
himself as the end but other things as things that are for the end, it 
follows that in respect of himself he has only volition, but in respect of 
other things he has selection. Selection, however, is always accomplished 
by means of free choice. Free choice, therefore, is suited to God."2I 
And the term 'free choice,' he makes clear, "is used in respect of things 
one wills not necessarily, but of one's own accord."22 

So Aquinas appears to be an incompatibilist regarding freedom of 
choice, but he recognizes another kind of freedom in volition that is 
compatible with the necessity of natural order-willingness, it might be 
called. This state of willing freely although necessarily is not hard to 
exemplify in ordinary circumstances. A human being is susceptible to 
emotions necessarily, essentially. But if his positive attitude toward this 
susceptibility is just what it would have been if he had freely chosen an 
inner life characterized by emotions from among available relevant 
possibilities and had found that it measured up to his expectations, 
then he wills susceptibility to emotions freely though necessarily. I call 
that state "willingness" because it seems more natural to describe such a 
person as being willingly susceptible to emotions than as willing that 
susceptibility. In God's case, then, willingness, not freedom of choice, 
characterizes the divine will "in respect of its principal object, which is 
its own goodness." 

Since God's freedom of choice is essentially connected with his will
ing of things other than himself, it is, on this view, associated solely with 
creation in some way or other. Ascribing any free choice to God con
ceived of as eternal, simple, and purely actual, is obviously not easy, 
even when its objects are restricted to things other than God. Of 
course, Aquinas recognizes that difficulty, taking up and rejecting 
many putative reasons for asserting that God wills everything he wills 
under the necessity of natural order.23 But one obstacle in the way of 
exempting creation from the necessity of natural order was, I think, 
never dealt with satisfactorily by Aquinas.24 This obstacle is located in 
the divine attribute of goodness, which we have already seen presented 
(by Plato and by Augustine) as essentially associated with creation. 

21. sec 1.88 (n. 732). 
22. SCG 1.88 (n. 730). 
23. See, e.g., DV XXIII.4; XXIV.3. 
24. See, e.g., his rejoinders to objections 1, 5, 12, and 14 in DP III.15. (Obj. 12 is inn. 

27 below, his rejoinder to it inn. 28 below; obj. 1 and his rejoinder are inn. 29 below, obj. 
14 and his rejoinder in n. 30 below.) 
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The essence of goodness is an aspect of the essence of God, who is, 
Aquinas says, "goodness itself, not merely good."25 The particular 
locus of the obstacle in goodness is its essential self-diffusiveness, 
brought out in a neo-Platonist principle Aquinas often appeals to, 
sometimes attributing it to Dionysius: Goodness is by its very nature diffu
sive of itself and (thereby) of being.26 I think this Dionysian Principle, the 
root of which can be discerned in the Timaeus passage, expresses an 
important truth about goodness, most obviously about the goodness of 
agents, which is the only kind at issue here. (There is no obvious incon
sistency in the notion of knowledge that is unexpressed, never shared 
by the agent who possesses it even if he is omnipotent, but there is 
inconsistency in the notion of goodness that is unmanifested, never 
shared, even though united with omnipotence.)27 The use Aquinas 
makes of the Dionysian Principle on many occasions suggests that he, 
too, considers it to be important and true, at least most of the time.28 
But, of course, the principle also looks as if it must give rise to a 
necessitarian line of explanation of creation, one in which creation 
would be a natural consequence of God's nature in its perfect good
ness,29 or in which God's goodness would be understood to cause his 

25. sec 1.38 (n. 310). 
26. "Dionysius," or pseudo-Dionysius, is the otherwise unidentified author of four 

Christian neo-Platonist treatises and ten letters dating from the sixth century. These 
works had special authority during the Middle Ages, when they were thought to have 
been written by the Athenian Dionysius mentioned in Acts 1 T34 as having been con
verted by Saint Paul's sermon on Mars Hill. On the history of this principle see esp. 
Peghaire 1932; also Kremer 1965. 

27. This point is brought out well in DP III.I5. obj.12: "In II Timothy 2:13 it says 'God 
remains faithful and cannot deny himself.' But since he himself is his goodness, he would 
deny himself if he denied his goodness. And he would deny his goodness if he did not 
diffuse it by sharing it, for that is a proprium of goodness." (Seen. 28 below for Aquinas's 
rejoinder.) 

28. See the list in Peghaire 1932, p. 19*, nn. 45 and 46, and scattered references in 
subsequent notes in his article. Aquinas's rejoinder to the objection quoted inn. 27 above 
contains one of his rare rejections of the Dionysian Principle: "If God were to deny his 
goodness in such a way as to do something contrary to his goodness, or something in 
which his goodness was not expressed, it would follow, per impossibile, that he would deny 
himself. But that would not follow even if he did not share his goodness at all, for it would 
be no loss at all to goodness if it were not shared." 

29. See, e.g., DP Ill.Is.obj.I: "Dionysius says [De divinis nominibus IV], 'Just as our sun, 
neither reasoning nor choosing, but by its very being illuminates with its light all things 
willing to share it, so the divine goodness by its essence sheds its rays of goodness 
proportionally for all existing things.' But the sun, illuminating without choice and rea
son, does this by a necessity of nature. Therefore, God also produces creatures by a 
necessity of nature in sharing his goodness." Aquinas's rejoinder: "Dionysius's simile must 
be understood as having to do with the universality of the diffusion; for the sun pours its 
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volition to create, somewhat as our nature causes our volition for hap
piness.3o And the fact that the volition to create, like the volition for 
happiness, is governed by the necessity of natural order would in no 
way militate against its being done with the freedom of willingness, 
even though not with the freedom of choice.3 1 

Aquinas, as we've seen, is explicitly opposed to such a line of explana
tion. Nevertheless, he sometimes writes in a way that indicates that he 
does see God's creating as an instance of the natural self-diffusion of 
goodness, as in this passage, where he is discussing not creation itself 
but God's goodness: "The communication [or sharing] of being and 
goodness proceeds from goodness. This is indeed evident both from 
the nature of the good and from its definition .... But that diffusion is 
suited to God, since he is the cause of being for other things."32 If that 
diffusion is no more than "suited to God" (competit Deo), it sounds as if 
God could conceivably not be characterized by it, or as if he could turn 
it on or off, in which case the essential diffusiveness of goodness would 
pose no threat to God's having a free choice whether or not to create. 
But it seems Aquinas has no right to the convenient weakness of "suited 
to," the same expression he sometimes uses in associating free choice 

rays onto all bodies, not distinguishing one from another, and so does the divine good
ness. But [the simile] is not understood as having to do with a privation of will.'' If the 
objection had focused exclusively on the absence of choice, Aquinas would not have been 
able to characterize it as suggesting a privation of will in God's sharing of goodness. 

30. See, e.g., DP 1Il.15.obj.14: "Everyone who wills wills his ultimate end of necessity, 
as a human being of necessity wills to be happy. But the ultimate end of the divine will is 
the sharing of his goodness, for he produces creatures in order to share his goodness. 
Therefore, God wills this of necessity, and so of necessity he produces." Aquinas's re
joinder: "The ultimate end is not the sharing of goodness, but rather the divine goodness 
itself; it is out of love for it that God wills to share it. For he does not act because of his 
goodness as if desiring what he does not have, but as if wanting to share what he has, 
because he acts not out of desire for the end, but out of love for the end." 

31. In DP XV.3, Aquinas's reply is made up of four arguments intended to support his 
very strong libertarian thesis, which insists that creation proceeds from "a free choice of 
his will ... with no natural necessity." But the first, third, and fourth arguments con
clude only that creation proceeds from will rather than from nature. As we have seen, 
Aquinas clearly distinguishes between volition and free choice, and so showing that 
creation proceeds from will is not yet to show that it proceeds from free choice. Further
more, by his own lights, the dichotomy between will and nature (or natural necessity) 
invoked in these conclusions is a false dichotomy; some of what God wills he wills with 
"the necessity of natural order." The conclusion of the second argument does mention 
choice: "The fact that he established a creature in this [or that] determinate degree [of 
inequality] was a consequence of a choice of will, not of natural necessity." This conclu
sion concerns not creation generally, however, but the creation of some universe in 
particular, and, as we will see, there are good reasons for supposing that free choice can 
operate as regards what to create even if not as regards whether to create. (Cf. the article 
cited inn. 16 above and the immediately following essay in this volume.) 

32. SCG !.37 (n. 307). 
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with God.33 God is perfect goodness itself, and goodness is essentially
from its nature and from its definition-diffusive of itself and being. 
Doesn't it follow that the volition to create is a consequence of God's 
nature? 

As more pointed evidence that it does, consider this passage in which 
Aquinas is discussing God's willing the existence of things other than 
himself, and notice in it the echoes of the Timaeus: "every agent, to the 
extent to which it is in act and perfect, produces something like itself. 
Thus this, too, pertains to the nature of the will, that the good which 
anyone has he communicates to others as much as possible. And it 
pertains above all to the divine will, from which every perfection is 
derived in virtue of a kind of likeness."34 

If perfect goodness is an aspect of God's essence, and self
diffusiveness is essential to goodness, it looks as if creation has got to be 
an inevitable consequence of God's nature-unless the diffusion of 
goodness can somehow be completely accounted for within the divine 
nature. The passages we have just been considering, like almost all 
those in which Aquinas is relying on the Dionysian Principle, speak of 
the communication of the divine goodness to other things. But in the 
earliest of his three big theological works (and only there, as far as I 
know) he presents the following intriguing argument for the plurality 
of the divine Persons in the triune God: "As Dionysius says, ... the 
good is communicative of itself. But God is good in the highest degree; 
therefore, God will communicate himself in the highest degree. But he 
does not communicate himself in the highest degree in creatures, be
cause they do not receive all his goodness. Therefore, there must be a 
perfect communication, resulting in his communicating all his goodness 
[with] another. But that cannot be in a diversity of essence; therefore, 
there must be more than one distinct [Person] in the unity of the divine 
essence."35 I think this Trinitarian application of the principle deserves 
further consideration in its own right, but it cannot by itself dispel the 
principle's tendency to initiate a necessitarian account of creation. For 
even if the Son's being begotten by the Father and the Holy Spirit's 
proceeding from the Father and the Son can be considered an essential 
intrinsic diffusion of goodness and being, in the Christian theology to 
which Aquinas subscribes it is the triune God that is characterized as 
"goodness itself, not merely good."36 And so even when the plurality of 

33· See, e.g., sec 1.88 (n. 732), quoted on p. 216 above. 
34· STia.1g.2c. 
35· Super Sent. I, d. 2, q. 1, a. 4, s.c. 
36. sec !.38 (n. 310); see p. 217 above. In at least one place, in a work written after 
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the divine Persons has been explained on this basis, the essential self
diffusiveness of goodness as an aspect of the essence of the triune God 
remains in force, calling for extrinsic, volitional diffusion, or creation. 
Although God's will is the total cause of creation, in bringing it about 
that something besides God exists, his will, it seems, does not freely 
choose but acts, willingly, in a way necessitated by the natural order, the 
relevant aspect of which in this case is the diffusiveness of goodness and 
being that is essential to goodness itself, God's own essence. 

Aquinas's principal strategy for avoiding that necessitarian, Platonist, 
perhaps heretical outcome37 is to rely on his own novel interpretation 
of the Dionysian Principle, an interpretation that strikes me as coun
terintuitive. He proposes that the diffusiveness essential to goodness be 
understood not as "the operation of efficient causation" but as having 
solely "the status of final causation."38 This attempt to introvert the 
principle has nothing to recommend it as an interpretation. For one 
thing, drawing of the sort essential to final causation is contrary to dif
fusing. Of course, goodness has an attractive as well as a productive 
side, but the principle is an expression of the productive side of good
ness, as Aquinas's predecessors unanimously recognized.39 It seems 
wrong-headed to propose reading it as expressing exclusively the attrac
tive side of goodness. More important, Aquinas's final-causation-only 
proposal leaves him with no explanation at all of God's willing the 
existence of other things. The diffusiveness of goodness conceived of 
as final causation can't be extended to the drawing of anything other 

Summa contra gentiles and around the time he was beginning Summa theologiae ( 1265-67), 
Aquinas himself makes this identification very emphatically: "That which is per se one 
itself, which is God, unknown and supersubstantial (i.e., above every substance), and 
which is the good itself (i.e., the very essence of goodness), and which is itself that which is 
(i.e., per se being itself)-namely, the triune unity itself, in which, I maintain, there are 
no degrees, all three being at once and equally God, and at once and equally the good itself 
(the Son is no 'shadow of goodness,' as Origen and Arius said)-that, I say, we can neither 
speak nor think of, considered as it is in itself. For in this present life we cannot see the 
very essence of God, which is unity in trinity" (In librum beati Dionysii De divinis nominibus 
expositio, c. 1, I. iii, n. 81 ). 

37· At least nineteenth-century Catholic orthodoxy is clearly opposed to this outcome: 
"If anyone should not confess that the world and all the things contained in it, both 
spiritual and material, are produced ex nihilo by God as regards their entire substance, 
or should say that God did not create by a volition free from every necessity but created as 
necessarily as he necessarily loves himself, or should deny that the world was established 
for the glory of God, let him be anathema" (First Vatican Council [187o], sessio III, 
canones "de deo rerum omnium creatore" 5; Denzinger 1976, n. 3025). I do not know of 
any earlier pronouncement as explicit as this, but William Anglin called my attention to 
the condemnation of Abelard at the Council of Sens for maintaining that God could not 
do otherwise than he does (Denzinger 1976, n. 726). 

38. DVXXI.1.ad4. 
39· See Peghaire 1932, pp. 6*, 9*, 12*, 15*, and 17*. 
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than God himself toward it unless there is something else. But in the 
case in which God, perfect goodness, exists alone, why would God will to 
cause anything else to begin to exist? 

Is Aquinas headed toward voluntarism regarding creation, then? 
That way out might seem firmly closed to him by his own emphatic 
repudiation of what he calls "the error of certain people who said that 
all things depend on the simple divine volition, without any reason."4 0 

But there are crucial passages in which it becomes clear that he per
ceives that sort of voluntarism to be mistaken mainly in its universality, 
in its claiming that "all things depend on the simple divine volition, 
without any reason." On one occasion when Aquinas considers the 
question "whether any cause can be assigned to divine volition," he 
answers that "in no way does God's volition have a cause." But he has to 
deal with the objection that "if God's volition has no cause, it follows 
that all the things that are made depend on his simple volition and have 
no other cause, which is absurd." His rejoinder to this objection cer
tainly does sound like voluntarism regarding creation: "Since God wills 
effects to occur on account of causes, any effects that presuppose some 
other effect do not depend on God's volition alone, but on something 
else [as well]. But the first effects depend on the divine volition alone."41 

And yet it is an ambivalent voluntarism, as can be seen from an earlier 
passage in the same Question: "Since God wills things other than him
self only because of the end which is his own goodness, as was said, it 
does not follow that anything else moves his will except his own 
goodness."42 

Despite the occasional flashes of voluntarism in Aquinas's discussions 
of creation, I think he is committed to providing some explanation of 
God's volition to create. But he is aware of the difficulty of doing so in 
view of the apparently closed system constituted by God as perfect will 
drawn to God as perfect goodness. His libertarian explanation of the 
volition to create begins with claims that look like the beginning of the 
necessitarian line: "in willing himself God also wills other things,"43 and 
"God wills himself and other things in one act of will."44 Aquinas recog
nizes that someone could well infer from statements of this sort that 
God therefore wills all other things necessarily, as he wills himself; but 
Aquinas rejects that inference on the grounds of God's self-sufficiency: 
"since the divine goodness can be without other things and, indeed, 

40. sec 11.24 (n. wo8). 
41. STla.1g.5.ad3. 
42. ST la.1g.2.ad2. 
43· sec 1.75 (n. 639). 
44· sec I.76 (n. 647). 
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nothing is added to it by means of other things, there is in him no 
necessity to will other things in virtue of the fact that he wills his own 
goodness."45 

No matter how much detail I added to this account of Aquinas's 
position, it would in the end still be dominated by these two opposing 
forces: Platonist self-diffusiveness and Aristotelian self-sufficiency. 46 
The rift in Aquinas's account of creation seems to be the widening of a 
crack in his characterization of God, a crack that runs not between the 
Jewish and the Greek elements in Christian theology, but between two 
main strands within Greek philosophy itself. The tension between nec
essitarian and libertarian explanations of creation in Aquinas is a ten
sion between aspects of Platonism and Aristotelianism, respectively. He 
seems to me to have deliberately committed himself to the Aristotelian 
side despite his marked tendency to think along the Platonist line, as in 
this argument for God's willing things other than himself: "To the 
extent to which something has the perfection of a power, its causality is 
extended to more things and over a wider range .... But the causality 
of an end consists in the fact that other things are desired because of it. 
Therefore, the more perfect and the more willed an end is, the more 
the will of the one willing the end is extended to more things by reason 
of that end. But the divine essence is most perfect in the essential 
nature of goodness and of end. Therefore, it will diffuse its causality as 
much as possible to many things, so that many things will be willed 
because of it-and especially by God, who wills it [the divine essence] 
perfectly in respect of all its power."47 

But nowhere else have I seen him weave the Platonist and Aristo
telian strands together so neatly as in this passage: "Speaking absolute
ly, he [God] of course does not will them [things other than himself] 
necessarily ... because his goodness has no need of things that stand in 
an ordered relationship to it, and the manifestation of it can be appro
priately accomplished in various ways.48 And so there remains for him a 

45· sec I.81 (n. 683). 
46. As presented, e.g., in Metaphysics XII.9 ( I074b15-34). 
47· sec L75 (n. 644). 
48. My translation here follows the Leonine edition (Thomas Aquinas 1970-76): 

"bonitas eius his quae ad ipsam ordinantur non indiget, et eius manifestatio convenienter pluribus 
modis fieri potest." The version of this passage in the Marietti edition (Thomas Aquinas 
1931) is even more in line with my own interpretation, supporting the translation "except 
as a manifestation of it, which can be appropriately accomplished in various ways" (bonitas 
eius his quae ad ipsam ordinantur, non indiget nisi ad manifestationem, quae convenienter pluribus 
modis fieri potest). The Busa edition (Thomas Aquinas 198oc) presents precisely the same 
reading as the Marietti, a reading not even included in the Leonine's critical apparatus. I 
am grateful to Peter van Veldhuizen for first calling my attention to the discrepancy 
between the Leonine and Marietti editions. 
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free judgment for willing this one or that one,just as in our own case."49 As I 
read this passage, it comes very close to saying what I think Aquinas 
should say about God's need to create something: that goodness does 
require things other than itself as a manifestation of itself, that God 
therefore necessarily though altogether willingly wills the being of 
something other than himself, and that the free choice involved in 
creation is confined to the selection of which possibilities to actualize 
for the purpose of manifestation. But even if we can occasionally find 
Aquinas thinking Platonist thoughts, he interrupts them often enough 
with Aristotelian pronouncements, such as "the divine goodness is 
complete in itself, even if no creature were to exist,"SO or "It is not 
necessary, if God wills that his own goodness be, that he will that other 
things be produced by him."51 

I once suggested a way of getting rid of the inconsistency or ambiva
lence in Aquinas's account of creation, along the following lines. 52 

Aquinas's "necessity of natural order, which is not incompatible with 
freedom," could simply be extended to cover God's willing the exis
tence of something or other besides himself. We could then agree with 
Aquinas that "God cannot will that he not be good and, consequently, 
that he not be understanding or powerful or any of those things which 
the essential nature of his goodness includes,"53 granting as well that 
this necessity of willing is not incompatible with one sort of freedom, 
the sort I called "willingness."54 But I would then want to go on to urge, 
in accordance with the Dionysian Principle, that God's bringing into 
existence something other than himself is among "those things which 
the essential nature of his goodness includes." Although it couldn't be 
said on the basis of this revision that God is free to choose whether or not 
to create, it could consistently be said that Godfreely, although necessarily, 
wills the existence of something besides himself. 

6. Goodness, Trinity, and Creation in Bonaventure 

I still think that suggestion is on the right track. But since making it I 
have looked at Bonaventure's answer to the question why God created 
anything at all. Bonaventure's answer strikes me as extending and en-

49· DVXXIV.3c. 
so. DV XXIII.4c. 
5 1. sec II.28 (n. 1054). 
52. See Kretzmann 1983b. 
53· DV XXIII.4c. 
54· Seep. 216 above. 
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riching the line of thought I took in attempting to repair Aquinas's 
account. 55 

Bonaventure was born a few years earlier than Aquinas, but the two 
of them were colleagues and almost exact contemporaries; both were 
appointed to chairs of theology in the University of Paris on the same 
day in 1256, and both died in 1274. In their explanations of creation 
they used virtually the same elements and principles, but their results 
were quite different in ways that seem to reflect a difference in their 
intellectual backgrounds, which has at least a little to do with the fact 
that Aquinas was a Dominican and Bonaventure a Franciscan. The 
inconsistency or ambivalence in Aquinas's account stems, I've been say
ing, from his decided commitment to Aristotelian self-sufficiency in his 
conception of God combined with his hesitant appreciation of the in
sight and explanatory power of the Dionysian Principle, or Platonist 
self-diffusion as a basic characterization of God. Bonaventure managed 
to unify those ingredients, I think, partly because he was, like many 
other Franciscans, an Augustinian Platonist whose attitude toward Ar
istotelianism was never warmer than guarded tolerance. I don't have 
any evidence that Bonaventure's explanations of creation were written 
with Aquinas's in mind, but at least some of them could have been, and 
they often read as if they were. Whatever the historical relationship 
between the two may have been, I present Bonaventure's views in the 
light of our discussion of Aquinas, and so I'm not much concerned with 
preserving the order in which Bonaventure developed or presented his 
position. 

I begin with sketchy remarks about being and goodness.sfi We've 
already seen being and goodness linked together in the Dionysian Prin
ciple: Goodness is essentially diffusive of itself and (thereby) of being. 
The basic ancient and medieval thesis connecting being and goodness, 
fully subscribed to by Aquinas, can be conveniently expressed, to begin 
with, as the claim that the two terms 'being' and 'goodness' are alike in 
their reference but different in their senses-that they are like the 
terms 'evening star' and 'morning star' in referring to one and the same 
entity despite their different senses. Bonaventure wholeheartedly 
adopts this analysis and insightfully identifies the single referent of 
'being' and 'goodness' as God himself, distinguishing their two senses in 
terms of the dominant Old and New Testament conceptions of God: 
"The one mode [of contemplating the invisible and eternal things of 

55· For much relevant, helpful information, see Keane 1975. 
56. For more detail, see Eleonore Stump and Norman Kretzmann, "Being and Good

ness" (Chapter 4 in this volume). 
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God]looks primarily and essentially to God's being, and says that God's 
foremost name is 'He Who Is.' The other mode looks to God's goodness, 
and says that his foremost name is this very 'Goodness.' The first ap
proach looks more to the Old Testament, which stresses the unity of the 
divine essence, for it was said to Moses: 'I Am Who Am.'57 The second 
approach looks to the New Testament, which reveals the plurality of [the 
divine} Persons ... Christ, our Teacher, ... attributes to God the name 
'Goodness' as belonging to him essentially and exclusively, for he says: 
'No one is good but only God."'58 There's no mystery about why Bona
venture would associate God's Old Testament name with divine unity, 
or the plurality of the divine Persons with the New Testament, but 
how, exactly, is the name "Goodness" supposed to reveal the plurality? 
Since the New Testament was seen as the completion and interpreta
tion of the Old, in Bonaventure's view the concept of being has to be 
completed and understood in terms of goodness. And since he fully 
accepts the Dionysian Principle, he can be said to begin with what he 
takes to be the New Testament conception of God as essentially dynamic 
in his self-diffusiveness. Bonaventure thus naturally employs the Di
onysian Principle as his primary explanatory device in accounting 
for God's nature or activity. Thus the account of the plurality of 
the divine Persons in terms of the essential diffusiveness of goodness, 
which, as we saw, Aquinas considered only peripherally, early in his 
career, becomes the centerpiece of Bonaventure's mature account: 
"Good is said to be self-diffusive; therefore, the highest good is that 
which diffuses itself the most. Now, diffusion cannot stand as the high
est unless it is intrinsic yet active, substantial yet personal, essential yet 
voluntary, necessary yet free, perfect yet unceasing." I am interrupting 
the passage here to point out that the first adjective in each pairing is 
more readily associated with static self-sufficiency, or the being side 
of the being-goodness relationship, whereas the second adjective brings 
out dynamic self-diffusion, or the goodness side. Static: intrinsic, 
substantial, essential, necessary, perfect; dynamic: active, personal, vol
untary, free, unceasing. "Thus, in the supreme good, there must be 
from all eternity an actual and consubstantial producing, the produc
ing of a hypostasis as noble as the One who produces by way of both 
generation and spiration. So, there is produced an Eternal Principle, 
who is an eternal Co-producer. And thus, there is the producing of one 
Beloved and one Co-beloved, of one Engendered and one Spirated. So, 

57· Exodus3:14. 
s8. Mark 10:18 and Luke I8:Ig. !MD V.z. 
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in all, there are the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Otherwise, 
this good would not be supreme, since it would not be supremely self
diffusive."59 

In Bonaventure's system the full diffusion of goodness constitutive of 
the triune nature of God is a necessary concomitant of perfect good
ness, divine Fatherhood being characterized as fontalis plenitudo, the 
full, unstinting flowing of a spring.60 This feature of Bonaventure's 
dynamic conception of God seems to have been directly repudiated by 
Aquinas in a characterization of divine Fatherhood that could hardly 
contrast more sharply with Bonaventure's. After affirming that "in
nascibility," signified by the name "unbegotten," is proper to God the 
Father, Aquinas deals with some attempts to give positive content to 
these negative terms: "Some people say that innascibility ... con
sidered as a property of the Father is not spoken of only negatively, but 
that either it means that the Father is from no one and is the source of 
others, or it means universal authority, or even fontalis plenitudo. But 
that is evidently not true .... Primary and simple things are designated 
by negations, as when we say that a point is that which has no part."61 
In this later, presumably more representative, treatment of divine Fa
therhood by Aquinas it is hard to see even the basis for the plurality of 
Persons, let alone a source of creation. 

Bonaventure's contrasting treatment of the Trinity as the primary, 
supreme instance of self-diffusiveness takes it to be simply the indis
pensable first stage of the diffusion of goodness that proceeds into 
creation. "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 communicate himself."62 And this volition, as we've already seen 
Bonaventure noting, is "essential yet voluntary, necessary yet free."63 

"In God the essential nature of productive diffusion occurs in this way: 
his being is supremely good; therefore, it supremely diffuses itself."64 

The supreme diffusion, as we've seen, is the generation and spiration 
resulting in the plurality of the divine Persons. The diffusion that is 
creation is immeasurably feebler in its effect, but in its cause it is the 
divinely willed manifold manifestation of the full being and goodness 
of the triune God. In keeping with the motive of divine manifestation, 
the creature of the first day is light, the paradigmatic material repre-

59· !MD Vl.2. 
6o. In Sent. I, d. 27, p. 1, a. un., q. 2. 

61. STia.33-4-ad1. 
62. In Sent. II, d. I, p. 2, a. I, q. 1. 
63. P. 225 above. 
64. CH Xl.11. 
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sentation of self-diffusing being, as had been pointed out by Robert 
Grosseteste, who was second only to Augustine as the philosophical 
teacher of the Franciscans, including Bonaventure: "Light of itself dif
fuses itself in every direction, so that a sphere of light as great as you 
please is engendered instantaneously from a point of light."65 As for 
the immeasurable disparity between the divine Persons and creatures, 
"diffusion is utterly final (ultimata) in that the [perfectly good, omnipo
tent] producer gives everything he can give. But a creature cannot 
receive everything that God can give. And so, just as a point adds 
nothing to a line-nor do a million points-a creature's goodness adds 
nothing to the creator's goodness."66 "The temporal diffusion [of 
goodness] in a creature is only like a center or a point in respect of the 
immensity of the eternal goodness. That is why a diffusion greater than 
creation can be conceived of, the one in which the diffusing [goodness] 
does communicate its whole substance and nature to another. There
fore, there would not be a highest good if it could lack that diffusive
ness really or conceptually."67 

I've been providing evidence of Bonaventure's reliance on the effi
cient causality inherent in goodness, as expressed in the Dionysian Prin
ciple. Aquinas, at least in his most systematic pronouncements, relied 
instead on the Aristotelian conception of the good as the universal 
object of desire, the ultimate final cause. But Bonaventure also recog
nized and relied on the Aristotelian conception, in keeping with the 
altogether sensible neo-Platonist tradition, which included both these 
aspects, the Platonic and the Aristotelian, the productive and the attrac
tive, in its account of the essence of goodness.6R As Bonaventure puts it, 
"The reason why causality is attributed to the will is that the essence 
(ratio) of causing, both efficient and final, is goodness. For the good is said to 
be diffusive, and the good is that for the sake of which all things [are 
and act]. But an efficient cause does not actually produce an effect 
except for the sake of an end. Therefore, that which expresses the 
conjoining of an efficient source with an end explains the actual occur
rence of causing. But volition is the act in accordance with which a good 
is turned toward (reflectitur supra) a good, or goodness. Therefore, it is 
volition that unites an efficient cause with an end .... And that is why 
we attribute causality to God under the aspect of will."69 

65. Deluce seu de inchoatione formarum; Robert Grosseteste 1912, 51.11-13. 
66. CH XI. II. 
67. !MD Vl.2. For further discussion of Bonaventure on the Trinity, see Kretzmann 

1g8ga and 1g8gb. 
68. See, e.g., Dionysius, De divini5 nominibus l.5, IV+ 
6g. In Sent. I, d. 45, a. 2, q. 1, resp.; cf. ad 2. 
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7· Conclusion 

Aquinas, like Bonaventure and most other medieval theologians, saw 
the structure and the history of the world as a cosmic cycle willed by 
God, the manifold manifestation of his goodness in the procession of 
creatures from him and the return of creatures to him. Given that 
world view and the concept of God as perfect goodness personified, 
could there be an explanatory mechanism more apt than the neo
Platonist dual-aspect conception of goodness, suggesting the circula
tion of all created good from the heart of goodness and back again? 
Bonaventure took full advantage of this dual-aspect conception. Aqui
nas, who knew it well and sometimes tried it out, in the end left it to one 
side, leaving himself with a one-sided orthodox Aristotelian conception 
that seems to have given him more trouble than help. 7o 

70. I am grateful to William Haines, Scott MacDonald, William Mann, and, especially, 
Eleonore Stump for very helpful comments on earlier drafts of this paper. 


