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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

One can hardly exaggerate the importance for theology of a clear 

understanding of the concept of person. Stephen A. Hipp is surely correct when he states 

that “The core of the Christian faith is unintelligible without an understanding of the 

concepts just employed [persons and natures] and their relationship to one another.”1 The 

concept of person is crucial to theology proper, Christology, and theological 

anthropology. It is evident, however, that there is nothing approaching a consensus on 

how we should understand the concept of person. This is true in all three of the loci just 

mentioned. In theological anthropology, for example, there are discussions of how to 

understand the human person. Are we composed of body and soul (dualism) or are we 

simply material beings (materialism)?2  In Christology there is disagreement about 

whether Christ has two wills or one or whether Christ has two minds or only one.3 This 

discussion, of course has important implications for the concept of person: where should 
 

 
1 Stephen A. Hipp, The Doctrine of Personal Subsistence: Historical and Systematic Synthesis, 

Studia Friburgensia 114 (Fribourg, Germany: Academic Press, 2012), 5. 

2 John W. Cooper, Body, Soul, and Life Everlasting: Biblical Anthropology and the Monism-
Dualism Debate (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000); Joel B. Green, Body, Soul, and Human Life: The Nature 
of Humanity in the Bible (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008); Christoph Schwöbel, and Colin E. 
Gunton, Persons, Divine, and Human: King’s College Essays in Theological Anthropology (Edinburgh: T 
& T Clark, 1991); Peter Van Inwagen and Dean W. Zimmerman, eds., Persons: Human and Divine 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2007). 

3 See Stephen J. Wellum, God the Son Incarnate : The Doctrine of Christ (Wheaton, IL: 
Crossway, 2016); Aaron Riches, “After Chalcedon: The Oneness of Christ and the Dyothelite Mediation of 
His Theandric Unity,” Modern Theology 24, no. 2 (April 2008): 199–224; Thomas Joseph White, 
“Dyotheletism and the Instrumental Human Consciousness of Jesus,” Pro Ecclesia 17, no. 4 (September 1, 
2008): 396–422; George C Berthold, “Dyothelite Language in Augustine’s Christology,” in Studia 
Patristica (Leuven: Peeters, 2013), 357–64; Robert Lucas Stamps, “John Gill’s Reformed Dyothelitism,” 
The Reformed Theological Review 74, no. 2 (August 2015): 77–93; Andrew Ter Ern Loke, “On 
Dyothelitism Versus Monothelitism: The Divine Preconscious Model,” Heythrop Journal 57, no. 1 
(January 2016): 135–41; Thomas A. Watts, “Two Wills in Christ? Contemporary Objections Considered in 
the Light of a Critical Examination of Maximus the Confessors Disputation with Pyrrhus,” Westminster 
Theological Journal 71, no. 2 (Fall 2009): 455–87. 
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we place mind and will, in person or nature? And, of course, in recent Trinitarian debates 

there are competing ways of conceiving of the divine persons. Are the divine person three 

distinct centers of consciousness4 or should we speak of divine persons as constituted by 

eternal relations of origins5 without recourse to centers of consciousness, will, and mind?   

To restrict ourselves to the loci of theology proper and to Christology for a 

moment, we might ask what accounts for these different conceptions of what it is to be a 

person? What lies behind these different conceptions of what a person is? This can be 

explained, in part, because the shadow of the Cartesian and Lockean psychological 

person looms large in our thinking, whether we recognize it or not. However, it is not just 

this; our own experience of being a person informs our conception of personhood. We 

have an intuition about what it is to be a person that comes from our own experience of 

the world including not only introspection but also our interaction with other persons 6. 

Those intuitions tend to lead to equating person with centers of consciousness and will. It 

seems self-evidently true that a rational life, including perceptions, will, and emotions, is 

central to our own self-understanding of ourselves as persons and to our experience of 

others to whom we ascribe personhood. This intuition has led many to equate the concept 

 
 

4 Jürgen. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom: The Doctrine of God, Fortress Press ed. 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993); John D. Zizioulas, Being as Communion: Studies in Personhood and 
the Church (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1985); Miroslav Volf, After Our Likeness: The 
Church as the Image of the Trinity (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998); Thomas H. McCall, Which Trinity? 
Whose Monotheism?: Philosophical and Systematic Theologians on the Metaphysics of Trinitarian 
Theology (Grand Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 2010); Thomas V. Morris, The Logic of God Incarnate 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1986); Cornelius Plantinga, “Social Trinity and Tritheism,” in 
Trinity, Incarnation, and Atonement: Philosophical and Theological Essays, ed. Ronald Jay. Feenstra and 
Cornelius Plantinga, Library of Religious Philosophy, vol. 1 (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1989). 

5 Karl Rahner, The Trinity, Milestones in Catholic Theology (New York: Crossroad 
Publishing, 1997); Stephen R. Holmes, The Quest for the Trinity: The Doctrine of God in Scripture, 
History and Modernity (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2012); Karl Barth, G. W. Bromiley, and 
Thomas F. Torrance, Church Dogmatics, 2nd ed. (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1975); Gilles Emery, The 
Trinity: An Introduction to Catholic Doctrine on the Triune God, Thomistic Ressourcement Series; vol. 1 
(Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2011); Karen Kilby, “Perichoresis and 
Projection,” New Blackfriars 81, no. 956 (October 2000): 432–45. 

6 Richard Cross makes the same point about the role of intuitions with respect to Trinitarian 
views in general. Richard Cross, “Two Models of the Trinity?,” Heythrop Journal 43, no. 3 (July 2002): 
275–76. 
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of person with being a center of consciousness—that is an independent mind and will.  

Intuitions and experience, however, do not alone account for various conceptions of 

personhood; there are theological7 and philosophical8 influences also. Because of these 

intuitions, it is often assumed that any robust, satisfactory, concept of person necessitates 

either a psychological model of persons or something very like it.  

On the other hand, for those committed to a traditional understanding of the 

Trinity and the Incarnation9, this psychological model of person—equating of person 

with mind and will—is recognized as problematic for traditional doctrinal formulations 

that include the concept of person. According to the historical formulations of the church, 

both those concerning divine persons in the context of the Trinity and those articulating 

the hypostatic union in Christology, the aspects we so closely associate with person are in 

fact properly located in the category of nature, and not in the category of person. 

Furthermore, the reasons for such distinctions and assignments were not made in haste; 

rather, they were well thought out and were, in fact, understood to be necessary 

distinctions in those debates. So, it is not simply a desire to respect tradition that 

motivates a rejection of more modern conceptions of person, instead it is the desire to 

protect those crucial distinctions that motivate those who defend a more traditional, 

theological, understanding of person.10 

 
 

7 See Wolfhart Pannenberg, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991); Moltmann, 
The Trinity and the Kingdom. 

8 See Plantinga, “Social Trinity and Tritheism”; Morris, The Logic of God Incarnate; Richard. 
Swinburne, The Christian God (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994); William Hasker, Metaphysics and the Tri-
Personal God (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013). 

9 I intend in the proposed dissertation to discuss how issues of personhood impact Christology 
as well, but for brevity I have just focused in this opening section on different conceptions of persons in 
Trinitarian formulations. 

10 For examples of defenses of a more traditional view of person see Rahner, The Trinity; 
Holmes, The Quest for the Trinity; Emery, The Trinity; Fred Sanders, The Triune God, ed. Michael Allen 
and Scott R. Swain (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Academic, 2016); Edmund Hill, The Mystery of the Trinity, 
(London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1985); Kilby, “Perichoresis and Projection”; Joseph Koterski, “Boethius and 
the Theological Origins of the Concept of Person,” American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 78, no. 2 
(2004): 203–24. 
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In discussions of personhood, sometimes conceptions of personhood are 

explicitly stated and other times there are simply implicit assumptions about persons at 

play. In either case, some conception of person is present. Some conception is 

undoubtedly assumed but it may not be explicitly and clearly articulated or defended. The 

purpose of this work is not to solve all the issues in any of the above debates. Rather, it 

has the more modest goal of articulating and defending a Boethian/Thomistic definition 

of person and demonstrating its faithfulness to the theological traditions and creeds, as 

well as its adequacy for both human and divine persons.11 

Thesis 

The thesis of this dissertation is that a classical12 definition of person is both 

theologically superior to many modern conceptions of person and that a classical 

definition of person is conceptually robust and thus theologically and philosophically 

 
 

11 I will argue that the classical definition of person is applicable to both human and divine 
persons. I am not claiming that the concept of person can be applied univocally in all of the various loci. 
The concept of person is predicated of God by way of analogy. Aquinas says as much: “Person signifies 
what is most perfect in all of nature—that is a subsistent individual of a rational nature. Hence, since 
everything that is perfect must be attributed to God, forasmuch as His essence contains every perfection, 
this name person is fittingly applied to God; not however, as it is applied to creatures, but in a more 
excellent way.” Saint Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, ed. John Mortensen and Enrique Alarcón, 
trans. Laurence Shapcote (Lander, WY: The Aquinas Institute for the Study of Sacred Doctrine, 2012), I, q. 
29, art. 3, co. 

12 By using the term “classical” I do not intend to imply that there is some universal definition 
of person that was accepted by all orthodox Christians. I mean the definition given by Boethius as it 
developed through Aquinas and the subsequent tradition. It is classical in the sense that it is one of the first 
general definitions of person given in the tradition and it was the definition that the medieval who followed 
Boethius interacted with. Of course, there were many discussions of the concept of person in the Trinitarian 
debates that preceded Boethius, but those discussions were explicitly Trinitarian and rather than giving a 
general definition of person; they discussed what it was that distinguished the divine persons from one 
another. Or in the case of Christology, discussion of person involved articulating carefully what aspects of 
Christ belonged properly to nature and what belonged properly to person. Boethius’ definition is considered 
the classical definition of person even by those who disagree with it. For an instance of Boethius’ definition 
being referred to as the “classical” definition of personhood see Hipp, The Doctrine of Personal 
Subsistence, 26; Spaemann refers to Boethius’s definition as a “benchmark that was to last a thousand 
years.” Robert Spaemann and Oliver O’Donovan, Persons: The Difference between “Someone” and 
“Something,” Oxford Studies in Theological Ethics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 28; 
“Boethius’s definition of persona was adopted by St. Thomas . . . and was regarded as classical by the 
Schoolmen.” See footnote in Boethius, Theological Tractates. The Consolation of Philosophy, trans. H. F. 
Stewart, E. K. Rand, and S. J. Tester (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1973), 84n. 
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sufficient.13 A traditional definition of person, or something very like, it is preferable 

because it preserves a classical account of the Trinity and of the person of Christ.14 These 

formulations were not arrived at hastily nor apart from careful attention to both Scripture 

and reason. Rejection of these classical accounts create problems such as bringing into 

question the full humanity of Christ and calling into question how the divine persons do 

not constitute three gods instead of one. Furthermore, such reinterpretations of the Trinity 

are unnecessary in order to secure a robust concept of person. The classical 

Boethian/Thomistic definition of person, when carefully examined and explained, is an 

account of personhood that can be applied, albeit analogically, to both human persons 

and divine persons. Specifically, I will articulate and defend Aquinas’s interpretation of 

Boethius’s classic definition of person—person is the individual substance of a rational 

nature (persona est rationalis naturae individua substantia). 

Rationale for Boethius’ Definition 

One rationale for choosing to focus on Boethius and Aquinas is that Boethius’ 

definition is still widely regarded as the “classical” definition, not just in theology, but 

even in modern philosophy.15 Of course, that in no way implies that everyone affirms his 

definition. Nor is it the case that his definition is understood precisely in the way it first 

appears in his writings. Boethius’ definition is very often read through the lens of 

Aquinas and the broader tradition when Boethius’ definition is cited. Boethius’ definition 
 

 
13 I am intentionally using sufficient rather than necessary because I am not claiming that the 

classical definition of person is the only possible satisfactory definition of person. I do maintain, however, 
that any other definition of person will have to satisfy the same criteria. 

14 Of course, one could instead reject or modify the tradition in order to accommodate a 
different conception of person, but I will argue that the costs of doing so far outweigh any benefit one 
might derive from such a move. 

15 See, for example, Peter Simpson, “The Definition of Person Boethius Revisited,” The New 
Scholasticism 62, no. 2 (1988): 210–20; Joseph W. Koterski, “Boethius and the Theological Origins of the 
Concept of Person,” American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly: Journal of the American Catholic 
Philosophical Association 78, no. 2 (Spring 2004): 203–24; Malachi J Donnelly, “What It Means to Be a 
Person,” Modern Schoolman: A Quarterly Journal of Philosophy 17 (1940): 47–50; Pope Benedict XVI, 
“Concerning the Notion of Person in Theology,” Communio 17 (1990): 439–54; Hans Urs von Balthasar, 
“On the Concept of Person,” Communio 13, no. 1 (1986): 18–26. 
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is quoted but in exposition “individual substance,” for example, is read as “subsistent 

individual”.16 This shift is largely due to Thomas Aquinas’ treatment of Boethius’ 

definition in the Summa Theologiae. For this reason, a significant portion of this work 

will be an account of Aquinas’ exposition of Boethius’ definition in the Summa 

Theologiae. It is also important to note that it is not my intention to insist on some rigid 

conformity to the exact language of Boethius’ definition. The ultimate goal is to arrive at 

a definition of person that is theologically sound and useful enough to explain how both 

God and humans are persons. It should be admitted that other writers in the tradition may 

and do contribute emphases and ideas that are helpful in sketching a full and thick 

account of persons, but many of those contributions, it can be argued, are present in 

Aquinas’ exposition of Boethius’ definition.17 If this is so, then in provides an additional 

rationale for choosing Boethius’s definition over other definitions of person. I will argue 

that Boethius’ definition is theologically sufficient to account for not only the conciliar 

conceptions of person that are in and behind the historical creeds of the church, but also 

to capture many of our intuitions about personhood. 

Method and Scope 

The methodology of this dissertation is focused on explicating and defending 

the classical definition of person found in Boethius’ Contra Eutychen et Nestorium and 

later explained and defended in Thomas Aquinas’ treatment of the Trinitarian persons in 

the Summa Theologiae. To accomplish this a large portion of this work is comprised of 

examining Aquinas’ defense of Boethius’ definition in the Summa Theologiae. To do that 

 
 

16 Indeed, L.W. Geddes goes so far as to say that Aquinas’ substitution of subsistence for 
substance, among other things, “practically constitutes a new definition.” L.W. Geddes, “Person,” in The 
Catholic Encyclopedia: An International Work of Reference on the Constitution, Doctrine, Discipline, and 
History of the Catholic Church, vol. 11, ed. Charles G. Herbermann et al. (New York: R. Appleton, 1907), 
726. 

17 For example, Boethius’ definition does not explicitly mention incommunicability or dignity, 
but Aquinas argues that those concepts are implicit in Boethius definition. See Aquinas, Summa 
Theologiae, I, q. 29, art. 3. This is examined in chap. 6 below. 
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will also require some understanding of Aquinas’ view of divine simplicity, processions 

and relations in God and analogical predication. Historical exegesis and theological 

retrieval will be applied to a few select seminal texts from the patristic period to establish 

how person was understood prior to the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed of 381, and 

how the concept of person continued to develop in the Christological creeds and 

definitions of the fifth century. Theological and philosophical reasoning will, of course, 

be applied throughout the work, but both will be especially evident in chapters examining 

modern conceptions of personhood and in those sections arguing for and defending 

Aquinas’ view of person.  

It is important to note that the work will not be defending in toto Aquinas’ 

Trinitarian theology, where a significant portion of his discussion of the concept of 

person takes place. Nor will I attempt to respond to or interact with every competing 

conception of person. Rather, I have the more modest goal of providing reasonable 

criteria for formulating any theologically sound definitions of person and then arguing 

that Boethius’ definition fulfills those requirements. As mentioned above, beyond 

Aquinas, the historical exegesis will be limited to a few important texts that show how 

person and nature were understood in the crucial development of the Trinitarian and 

Christological creeds. One reason for the choice of the Cappadocian Fathers, beyond their 

obvious importance in formulating the important distinction between ousia and 

hypostasis, is that they are frequently appealed to as evidence for a social view of divine 

personhood.   

Outline of the Chapters 

Following this introduction, chapter 2 will sketch some contemporary 

conceptions of the concept of person. The purpose of chapter 2 is just to provide an 

overview of the landscape prior to tracing the traditional Christian definition of person. 

Chapter 3 will set forth what I take to be the necessary parameters for a theologically and 
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philosophically sound definition of person. Criteria such as being consistent with 

Scripture, faithfulness to the creeds, being philosophically coherent, and the like will be 

explained. Chapter 4 will sketch a brief history of the concept of person, examine key 

texts from the patristic writings, including the writings of the Cappadocians, along with 

the creeds which emerged from both the Trinitarian and the Christological debates of the 

fourth and fifth centuries.   

Having established a tradition that set certain parameters for defining divine 

persons and keeping distinct person and nature, chapter 5 will examine Boethius’s 

traditional definition of person—person is the individual substance of a rational nature 

(persona est rationalis naturae individua substantia). I will examine it in detail in the 

context of his writings and note some issues with that definition. Chapter 6 is an 

exposition of Aquinas’s defense of Boethius’s definition in the Summa Theologiae 

Finally, chapter 7 will gather the insights from the previous chapters and evaluate 

Boethius’s definition against some of the criteria of chapter 3 and respond to some 

possible objections and conclude the work.  
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CHAPTER 2 

CONTEMPORARY VIEWS OF PERSON 

Philosophical Conceptions of Personhood 

It might be informative to begin with a very brief survey of some 

contemporary philosophical views on the concept of person. Of course, to some degree 

every definition or concept of person is philosophical since Scripture does not explicitly 

define the concept of person. Nevertheless. the broader philosophical community has a 

marked influence on Christian philosophers and theologians. So, it makes sense to at least 

get a survey of the philosophical landscape as it pertains to understanding the concept of 

person. Keeping in mind, however, that the intent of this work is to argue for an explicitly 

Christian definition of person it would be helpful to have a succinct summary of the state 

of personhood in academic philosophy.  An essay by Daniel Dennett, though a bit dated, 

will provide an accurate and compact survey of the general philosophical landscape on 

the various options for understanding the concept of person. 

It is common to think of persons and human beings as being synonymous, but 

even in philosophy such conflation is recognized as problematic. Daniel Dennett observes 

that while we often take being human and being a person as identical, there are 

philosophical reasons for thinking that this is not so. Dennett notes, “One’s dignity 

[derived from being a person] does not depend on one’s parentage even to the extent of 

having been born of a woman or born at all. We normally ignore this and treat humanity 

as the deciding mark of personhood, no doubt because the terms are locally coextensive 
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or almost coextensive.”1  But such assumed co-extensiveness, according to Dennett is 

false or at the very least doubtful.2  Clearly Dennett is not alone in his conclusion as 

evidenced by competing accounts of personhood that attempt to define person in a way 

other than as simply any being who possess the property of being human.  

Dennett notes that the problematic concept of personhood has led some in 

philosophy to suggest that the concept of person should simply be discarded, but Dennett 

rightly concludes that such a move seems difficult, if not impossible, to conceive of as 

actually happening.  In a related move some have suggested that person should be simply 

understood as an honorific title that is void of any real content, but Dennett also rightly 

rejects this claim. Like most philosophers, Dennett argues that the search for the 

necessary and sufficient conditions of being a person is a worthwhile endeavor. This 

quest is, however, hampered by a further complication: in addition to the difficulty of 

specifying the conditions of personhood, there is also the problem of distinguishing 

between the search for a moral as opposed to a metaphysical notion of a personhood. 

Dennett explains: “Supposing there is something more to being a person [than a 

subjective honorific title], the searcher for necessary and sufficient conditions may still 

have difficulties if there is more than one concept of a person, and there are grounds for 

suspecting this. Roughly there seems to be two notions intertwined here, which we may 

call the moral notion and the metaphysical notion.”3 

Evaluating competing claims is then further complicated because one writer is 

seeking a metaphysical account of person, while another is seeking to define person in 

 
 

1 Daniel C. Dennett, Brainstorms: Philosophical Essays on Mind and Psychology (Cambridge, 
MA: The MIT Press, 1981), 267. 

2 Although theological considerations do not enter into Dennett’s reasoning concerning 
persons and humanity, there is, of course, a theologically compelling reason to think that persons and 
humans are indeed not coextensive: God is a person, or. more accurately, three persons, and God is not a 
member of the human species. Nevertheless, my main point here is simply to show that the concept of 
personhood is a problem in both philosophy and theology. 

3 Dennett, Brainstorms, 268. 
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order to answer the question of who possesses certain rights and who deserves certain 

moral considerations. But Dennett asks if it might very well be the case that these two 

notions are so closely related that they are in fact dependent upon one another. If so, then 

perhaps a search for the conditions of one account of personhood will provide the 

conditions or basis of the other: “Does the metaphysical notion--roughly the notion of an 

intelligent, conscious, feeling agent—coincide with the moral notion--roughly the notions 

of an agent who is accountable, who has rights and responsibilities? Or is it merely that 

being a person in the metaphysical sense is a necessary but not sufficient condition of 

being a person in a moral sense?”4 Dennett concludes that while they may be 

conceptually distinct, it seems likely that metaphysical personhood is a necessary 

condition for being a moral person.5  Thus, whatever else we may want to say about 

moral persons, if Dennett is correct, and I think he is, then an account of metaphysical 

personhood is the foundational question in the search for an adequate account of 

persons.6 

Dennett continues by briefly outlining six major candidates for specifying the 

necessary conditions of being a person.7 The first candidate for personhood is the 

requirement that one be a rational being. This condition figures heavily in the work of 

Immanuel Kant, John Rawls and Aristotle, among others.8 The second proposal is that 

 
 

4 Dennett, Brainstorms, 268. 

5 Dennett, Brainstorms, 269. 

6 It seems obvious that trinitarian and Christological considerations require the search for a 
metaphysical account of person. This is what the church councils were after in their articulations of the 
relationship between the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and in their distinction of the person and natures in 
Christ. Even modern Christian relational accounts of person often claim that they are an ontological 
account of person; it is only claimed that the ontology has shifted from a substance ontology to a relational 
one (see discussion of Zizioulas below). Thus, the decision to pursue the metaphysical question of 
personhood is not based primarily, or even principally on Dennett’s conclusions. Still, Dennett’s 
conclusions do provide further justification for pursuing the metaphysical notion of personhood as primary. 

7 It should be noted that these criteria are not mutually exclusive; they can and are combined in 
various ways in order to state the necessary conditions (plural) of personhood. For our purposes treating 
them as independent is all that is necessary to demonstrate the point being made. 

8 Dennett, Brainstorms, 269. 
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persons are “beings to which states of consciousness are attributed, or to which 

psychological or mental or intentional predicates are ascribed.”9 Citing the work of P.F 

Strawson,10 Dennett explains that on this view a person is a being of which both “states 

of consciousness” and “corporeal characteristics” can be predicated.11 The third 

suggestion for a necessary condition of personhood is not a metaphysical one, but a social 

or ethical one. Persons are constituted as such precisely because we treat them as persons. 

Personhood is bestowed by entrance into the moral community.12 The fourth suggestion 

is closely related to the third: a person must be someone who is able to reciprocate when 

treated as a person.13 The fifth condition is the capacity for verbal communication. 

Persons are those beings who are capable of speaking or communicating. Finally, 

according to Dennett, self-consciousness has been identified as the necessary condition of 

personhood.14 

Dennett certainly has not exhausted the possibilities, nor can such a survey 

convey all the nuance of various positions, but he does accurately represent the 

continuing disagreement among philosophers when it comes to defining personhood. So, 

while philosophy can and does inform theological formulation, when it comes to defining 

persons, philosophy is itself divided on this issue. The problem of personhood is at least 

as perplexing to philosophers as it is to theologians. If this is so, how can one adjudicate 

 
 

9 Dennett, Brainstorms, 269. 

10 P. F. Strawson, Individuals: An Essay in Descriptive Metaphysics (London: Routledge, 
1990). 

11 Dennett, Brainstorms, 270. 

12 Mary Anne Warren, “On the Moral and Legal Status of Abortion,” The Monist 57, no. 1 
(1973): 43-61. Warren argues that the fetus becomes a person at birth because it is then that it is recognized 
and welcomed into the social/moral community. 

13 Dennett, Brainstorms, 270. 

14 Dennett, Brainstorms, 270. 
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between various accounts of personhood, in either philosophy of theology? The 

remainder of this work aims to give a theological answer to this question.15 

 
Theological Conceptions of Person 

Divine Persons vs. Divine Personality 

The distinction being made between this section and the preceding sections is 

not that there is a hard division between theological and philosophical conceptions of 

persons. In fact, some of the conceptions are, not surprisingly, similar, if not identical to 

the some of the ones outlined above. The distinction being made is not one primarily 

between theology and philosophy, but a distinction between whether one feels compelled 

to ensure that their definition of person is one that is theologically acceptable and not 

merely philosophically so. As was mentioned above, because Scripture itself does not 

provide a definition of person, every definition of person involves some philosophical 

reasoning and appeal. Before turning to some Christian conceptions of personhood, there 

is an ambiguity when speaking about God as a person that should be addressed first.   

When we speak of God as being a person we could be referring to one of two 

things. We can on the one hand speak of God as a person or being personal as opposed to 

being impersonal or merely a force or power. When we do so it is often without specific 

reference to the three divine persons. On the other hand, we can speak of the persons of 

God and be referring specifically about the distinct personhood of the Father, Son and 

Holy Spirit. Of course, the latter does not exclude the former, but they can be treated as 

conceptually distinct. To give an example let us consider Karl Barth16 In his treatment of 

 
 

15 Of course, I do not expect that philosophers who are not Christians are likely to adopt the 
following criteria, but I would like to think any theologian or Christian philosopher would take the 
following criteria to be worthy of serious consideration and rejected them only with substantial reasoned 
arguments. 

16 See Mark S. M. Scott, “God as Person: Karl Barth and Karl Rahner on Divine and Human 
Personhood,” Religious Studies and Theology 25, no. 2 (December 2006): 161–90. 
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the doctrine of God Barth states that God in his being is a person. As one would expect 

from Barth any knowledge of God will be found in the revelations of Jesus Christ, and in 

stating this he also states the subject of the section, “What God is as God, the divine 

individuality and characteristics, the essentia or “essence” of God, is something we shall 

encounter either at the place where God deals with us as Lord and Savior, or not at all.”17 

It is important to note that it is God’s essence and being that is the topic under discussion 

in this section. Barth goes on to say the being of God is personal or as Barth states it, 

God’s being is “being in person,” and here Barth understands person in the common way 

we tend to do so: 

In accordance with the happening of revelation we reject a false spiritualizing on the 
one hand and false realism on the other, and have to understand God’s being as 
“being in person.” What is meant is certainly not personified being, but the being 
that in the reality of its person realizes and unites in itself the fullness of being . . . it 
is not an “It,” nor is it a “He” like a created person. It is genuinely (and therefore 
also for a genuine understanding) always an “I.” It is the I who knows about 
himself, who Himself wills, Himself disposes and distinguishes.18 

Barth here understands person with respect to God’s being “as the knowing, willing, and 

acting ‘I’.”19 This can be gathered from the passage above and seems to accord well with 

our common intuition about what we take a person to be.20 Furthermore, a bit later Barth 

provides an explicit definition of person that states these same three aspects: “The 

definition of person—that is, a knowing, willing, acting I—can have the meaning only of 

a confession of the person of God declared in his revelation.”21 Interestingly, Barth thinks 

that only God is truly a person in the fullest sense because God alone is “being in act;” 

 
 

17 Karl Barth, “The Doctrine of the Word of God, Vol. 2, Part 1,” in Church Dogmatics, ed. G. 
W. Bromiley and Thomas F Torrance (Hendrickson, TN, 2010), 261. 

18 Barth, Church Dogmatics, II.1:268. 

19 Scott, “God as Person,” 164. 

20 See Psychological Model of Person below. 

21 Barth, Church Dogmatics, II.1:284. 
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human persons are only persons analogically22 We usually think of our human language 

as being analogically applied to God. But Barth is making the point that God, who alone 

possess full being truly a person. 

Barth has more to say on “persons” as it relates specifically to the Trinity, but 

before we examine that, it is again worth noting that in the section quoted above, it is the 

being of God and therefore the entire Trinity that is in mind. Commenting on this 

statement, Barth explains, “In this formula we are simply interpreting the triune being of 

God as Father, and Son in the unity of the Holy Spirit proceeding from both. This being 

as such and in its entirety is the being, the essentia, of the Godhead, and whatever else we 

may have to say about it will have to understood as a definition of this being.”23 So, Barth 

in this section is not giving a technical definition of the persons as it applies to each 

member of the Trinity; instead he is simply making the point that God is not an “it” but 

an “I,” a person, and this is true of the triune God as a whole, Father, Son, and Holy 

Spirit. That this is the case is further supported in that when dealing with the divine 

person and not the being of God, he has something different to say. 

Barth is aware of a certain ambiguity that his statements about persons has 

created, specifically with respect to the divine person conceived of apart from the divine 

nature or being; 

Secondly, if we accept the concept of the personality of God, we must be conscious 
of a certain lack of clarity arising from the fact that right up to modern times most 
people have spoken of divine “persons” in relation to the doctrine of the divine 
Trinity. What is meant here is the being of God in three modes: Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit. In our treatment of the doctrine of the Trinity we took the view that the 
concept of “person” should be dropped in the description of this matter, because in 
all classical theology it has never in fact been understood and interpreted in the 
sense in which we are accustomed to think of the term to-day. The Christian church 
has never taught that there are in God three persons and therefore three personalities 
in the sense of a threefold Ego, and threefold subject. That would be tritheism, 

 
 

22 Scott, “God as Person,” 167. 

23 Barth, Church Dogmatics, II.1:268. 
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which the concept of persona, understood as modus subsistentia, is in fact meant to 
avoid.24 

So, again, Barth definition of person and its treatment in this section is not being applied 

to the three persons individually. He is not saying that person when speaking of the 

Father in distinction from the Son and the Spirit should be understood as “a knowing, 

willing, acting I.” It is the Godhead in its fulness that satisfies this definition. Barth would 

have us drop the use of “person: due to its modern misunderstanding and substitute mode 

in its place. More will be said later about Barth’s proposal, but for now it is sufficient to 

note that there exists an ambiguity between God as a person in his being—Father, Son 

and Holy Spirit—and person as it is applied to the distinction between each member of 

the Trinity. Barth is but one example of this twofold sense of person when applied to 

God. 

Karl Rahner makes the same distinction as Barth does above.25 In his 

Foundations of the Christian Faith, Rahner notes the distinction between person as it 

applies to God more generally and its application in the context of the trinitarian persons: 

The statement that God is a person, that he is a personal God, is one of the 
fundamental Christian assertions about God. But it creates special difficulties for 
people today, and rightly so. When we say that God is a person, and this in a sense 
which as yet has nothing to do with the question about the so-called three persons in 
God [italics added], then the question about the personal character of God becomes 
a twofold question: we can ask whether God in his own self must be called a person; 
and we can ask whether he is person only in relation to us, and whether in his own 
self he is hidden from us in his absolute and transcendent distance. 

So, again, like Barth the issue of personhood in this context is about God in his entirety—

in his being or essence, as Barth would put it—and not about the individual divine 

persons. In the context of discussions of the personality of God, the concept of person 

clearly has for both Barth and Rahner aspects of consciousness and relationality that are 

 
 

24 Barth, Church Dogmatics, II.1:296-297. 

25 Karl Rahner and William V. Dych, Foundations of Christian Faith: An Introduction to the 
Idea of Christianity, Crossroad Paperback (New York: Seabury Press, 1978), 71–75; see also Scott, “God 
as Person.” 
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typically associated with modern conceptions of persons. Examples could be multiplied, 

but Barth and Rahner illustrate that one issue that will have to be clarified as we examine 

Boethius’ definition and seek to show its application to God and human beings is how the 

distinctive understanding of person with respect to the Trinity and the more general 

concept of person that we often presume and even ascribe to God are related.26 

Psychological Models of Person 

As mentioned in chapter 1 above, intuitions and experiences influence our 

understanding of concepts. One common and pervasive intuition concerning personhood, 

one we have observed above in both Barth and Rahner, is that an essential aspect, if not 

the defining aspect, of being a person is being a distinct conscious acting subject. By 

“distinct” I mean that being a person necessarily entails that my acts, desires, and 

thoughts are distinctly my own and not another’s. While you and I may both choose, feel, 

and think, there is something that makes my choices, feelings and thoughts mine and not 

yours. To say it more succinctly being a person involves the recognition that my personal 

identity is distinct from others. To be a “conscious acting subject” is to say that I have a 

mental life—experiences, desires, knowledge—that are my own, and that I am the subject 

of my own actions. We have also observed this concept of person in one way or another 

in criteria two and six in the survey provided by Dennett above.  It is not surprising, then, 

that Christian philosophers and theologians have similar intuitions and are led to similar 

conclusions concerning the concept of a person. I am using the classification 

Psychological Model to identify those models or definitions of person that emphasize 

consciousness as central to the concept of person.27 The psychological model of person is 

 
 

26 For an evangelical example see Stanley J. Grenz, Theology for the Community of God 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 83–86. 

27 Most conceptions of personhood include consciousness as an aspect of person in some way. 
So, it is a matter of emphasis, and these classifications should not be treated as absolute. Rather, they are 
just helpful categories for grouping various views. This is equally true of relationality. 
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especially present in Trinitarian works, specifically in the works of Social Trinitarians28  

But it also can be found in current evangelical works on Christology. One such example 

can be found in the work of J.P. Moreland and William Lane Craig. 

J.P. Moreland and William Lane Craig 

J.P. Moreland and William Lane Craig embrace the intuition that persons are 

centers of consciousness. This leads them to propose a Christology that is a reworking of 

Apollinaris’ solution. They write, “We postulate with Apollinaris that the Logos was the 

rational soul of Jesus.”29 Moreland and Craig argue that the way through the nature/ 

person discussion is to argue that Apollinaris was basically correct if understood 

properly. They formulate the problem and Apollinaris’ solution:  

If there exists a complete individual human nature in Christ and a complete, 
individual divine nature who is the Logos, then how can there not be two persons? 
Apollinarius proposed that the Logos replaced the human mind of Jesus so that there 
was in Christ a single person, the Logos, who was united with a human body, much 
as the soul is united with a human body in an ordinary human being30   

Moreland and Craig recognize that Apollinaris’ view was defective, but they want to 

argue that his basic insight is correct and that Apollinaris’ insight can be salvaged if 

properly articulated. They suggest that Apollinaris may have been misunderstood by his 

opponents when he claimed that the Eternal Logos was the “archetypal man.”31 

 
 

28 Jürgen. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom: The Doctrine of God, Fortress Press ed. 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993); John D. Zizioulas, Being as Communion: Studies in Personhood and 
the Church (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1985); Miroslav Volf, After Our Likeness: The 
Church as the Image of the Trinity (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998); Thomas H. McCall, Which Trinity? 
Whose Monotheism?: Philosophical and Systematic Theologians on the Metaphysics of Trinitarian 
Theology (Grand Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 2010); Thomas V. Morris, The Logic of God Incarnate 
(Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1986); Cornelius Plantinga, “Social Trinity and Tritheism,” in 
Trinity, Incarnation, and Atonement: Philosophical and Theological Essays, ed. Ronald Jay. Feenstra and 
Cornelius Plantinga, Library of Religious Philosophy, vol. 1 (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1989). 

29 James Porter Moreland and William Lane Craig, Philosophical Foundations for a Christian 
Worldview (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2003), 608. 

30 Moreland and Craig, Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview, 608. 

31 Moreland and Craig, Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview, 608. 
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According to Moreland and Craig, Apollinaris did not intend to assert the eternal 

existence of Christ’s body, but only those elements of human nature apart from the body 

that are essential to being fully human.32 Since human beings are created in the image of 

God and since Jesus is that image, the Logos did not need to add a complete human 

nature to himself because he was the archetype of human nature already. “The result was 

that in assuming a hominid body the Logos brought to Christ’s animal nature just those 

properties that would serve to make it a complete human nature.”33 Moreland and Craig 

clearly endorse this move and argue that it can allow Christ to be fully human and fully 

divine without implying two persons.34  This view according to Moreland and Craig 

allows a satisfactory understanding of Christ as being one person and not two since it 

does not require the positing of two wills or two minds in Christ, and thus the unity of the 

person is maintained in a way that is logically coherent. 

 Moreland and Craig acknowledge that their proposal runs afoul of the 

Third Council of Constantinople, which explicitly affirms that there are two wills in 

Christ. However, they do not feel bound by that council and argue that one can makes 

sense of scriptural texts such as Jesus’ prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane without 

positing two wills.35  They acknowledge, however, that it is harder to harmonize the 

scriptural data with position that Jesus only had one mind. How could Jesus be both 

omniscient and ignorant?  They propose a distinction between the conscious mind and the 

subliminal self: 

In the Incarnation—at least during his state of humiliation—the Logos allowed only 
those facets of his person to be part of Christ’s waking consciousness which were 
compatible with typical human experiences, while the bulk of his knowledge and 
other cognitive perfections, like an iceberg beneath the water’s surface, lay 

 
 

32 Moreland and Craig, Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview, 608. 

33 Moreland and Craig, Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview, 608. 

34 Moreland and Craig, Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview, 602. 

35 Moreland and Craig, Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview, 611. 
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submerged in his subconsciousness.36 
  

What is the foundation of Moreland and Craig’s proposal? I would argue it is 

that they understand persons as centers of consciousness and therefore if Christ had a 

fully human nature, including a fully human mind and a fully divine nature, that entails a 

divine mind, he would, on Craig and Moreland’s understanding of persons, be two 

persons. They say as much in asking, “How could Christ be omniscient and yet limited in 

knowledge if there is a single conscious subject in Christ?37 Single conscious subject for 

Craig and Moreland seems to equal person. So, what they are really asking is if there are 

two consciousnesses in Christ, how can we avoid the conclusion that there are two 

persons in Christ. 

If one proposes a unified conscious existence as a necessary condition of 

personhood are we forced to place mind in person rather than nature? I would question 

their assumption that the only way to guarantee a single person is by locating the mind in 

the person rather than nature.  It is not my purpose at this point to critique at length their 

proposal. For the time being it may be sufficient to note that clearly person is being 

treated as a unified center of consciousness. But it might also be briefly noted that it is 

not at all clear that a unified subject requires only one mind. Granted it is a perplexing 

question for Christology regardless of what definition or conception of person one 

adopts, but as Gerald O’Collins notes, “Further difficulties arise here [when discussing 

the two minds that are entailed by Christ’s two natures] from failing to remember that it 

is the person, not the nature, who is the subject of actions. Awareness and knowledge are 

acts of the person—in and through a divine and/or a human nature”38 Natures are not 

persons and persons are not natures. Furthermore, having two natures with two faculties 

 
 

36 Moreland and Craig, Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview, 611. 

37 Moreland and Craig, Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview, 610. 

38 Gerald O’Collins, Christology: A Biblical, Historical, and Systematic Study of Jesus Christ 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 246, italics added. 
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of mind does not entail that there are two persons. Rather, we ought to see one person 

acting in and through a nature, or in the case of Christ, one person acting in and through 

two natures.  

Garrett J. Deweese 

Garrett J. Deweese develops a model of the Incarnation that also places mind 

and will in the person rather than in the nature.39 Of course, this entails that Christ has 

only one mind and one will. Deweese explains his reasoning: “Since a person has a mind 

and a will and a nature does not, Christ has one mind and one will, which belongs to his 

divine person.”40 Deweese is well aware that the 6th Ecumenical Council pronounced that 

Christ had two wills with the resulting implication that he also had two minds. Deweese 

is clearly motivated by a desire to define person in such a way that a unity of experience 

is secured. Deweese provides a detailed definition of person and nature. He defines 

person as “an individual with an appropriately complex and structured set of mental 

properties, faculties (a natural grouping of capacities) and higher order capacities unified 

by  internal relations.”41  Deweese goes on to clarify that also essential to personhood are 

consciousness, self-consciousness and relationality.42 DeWeese concludes that his 

definition of person results in an account of person that insists on the “unity of the 

experiencing subject as essential to personhood.”43    

 
 

39 To be fair to DeWeese, he also presents a dyothelite model and does not insist that the 
modern monthelite model must be adopted. Still, he does seem to take it to be superior to the dyothelite 
model. Garrett J. DeWeese, “One Person, Two Natures Two Metaphysical Models of the Incarnation,” in 
Jesus in Trinitarian Perspective: An Intermediate Christology, by Fred Sanders, Klaus Dieter Issler, and 
Gerald Lewis Bray (Nashville, TN: B & H Academic, 2007), 152. 

40 DeWeese, “One Person, Two Natures Two Metaphysical Models of the Incarnation,” 144. 

41 DeWeese, “One Person, Two Natures Two Metaphysical Models of the Incarnation,” 138. 

42 DeWeese, “One Person, Two Natures Two Metaphysical Models of the Incarnation,” 138. 

43 DeWeese, “One Person, Two Natures Two Metaphysical Models of the Incarnation,” 140. 
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At this juncture our purpose is to simply demonstrate that some evangelical 

philosophers and theologians are working with a model of person that is a psychological 

model of person. So, we will delay more discussion of Deweese until chapter 7 where 

Boethius/Aquinas’ definition is defended. 

Relational Models of Person 

A second model of person that has gained significant traction in Christian 

theology is the relational model of personhood. The precise description of this view 

varies, but the central claim is that persons are constituted by being in relation to others. 

This relationality is not the traditional relation of origin or subsistent relations; instead, 

the relationality in mind here is along the line of the I-Thou interaction or perhaps fearing 

that such language as I-Thou is too individualistic, persons as beings in community with 

others. 

John Zizioulas 

The most influential contemporary work on person as relationality has to be 

John Zizioulas’ Being as Communion: Studies in Personhood and the Church.44 John 

Zizioulas argues that it is communion, or relationality, which defines person and that 

person is the ultimate ontology. In the introduction of Being as Communion, Zizioulas 

makes several striking statements “The being of God is a relational being, without the 

concept of communion it would not be possible to speak of the being of God,” or  “The 

substance of God, ‘God’ has no ontological content, no true being, apart from 

communion.”45 Zizioulas’ thesis is that Greek substance ontology was an impediment to 

understanding the being of God and that it was the Cappadocian Fathers that overcame 

this substance ontology with the category of cause:  

 
 

44 Zizioulas, Being as Communion. 

45 Zizioulas, Being as Communion, 17. 
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This thesis of the Cappadocians that introduced the of “cause” into the being of God 
assumed an incalculable importance. For it meant that the ultimate ontological 
category which makes something really be, is neither an impersonal and 
incommunicable “substance,” nor a structure of communion existing by itself or 
imposed by necessity, but rather the person.46 

Elsewhere Zizioulas makes clear that persons, in this context human persons, should not 

be conceived of as “personalities” who are static individual composed of natural, 

psychological, and moral attributes, “but only as it relates to.”47 Zizioulas represents well 

the idea that person should be thought of primarily, or perhaps exclusively in Zizioulas’ 

case, in terms of relationships to others and not in either categories of substance or 

personality. 

Other Examples of a Relational Emphasis 

Another example of the trend of emphasizing relationality is William Ury’s, 

Trinitarian Personhood: Investigating the Implications of a Relational Definition.48 As 

the title suggests, Ury is defending a model of personhood as relational which he opposes 

to the Boethian/Thomistic model. He characterizes the Boethian/Thomistic model as “an 

individual rational interpretation of person” which he contrasts with the more relational 

model of Richard of St. Victor49 Ury argues that relational models have been suppressed 

in favor of the rationalistic interpretation of person. Phillip A. Rolnick’s book, Person, 

Grace, and God50 also fits within this category. Rolnick also places the emphasis on 

relationality as the key concept in personhood. W. Norris Clarke’s, “Person, Being, and 

St. Thomas” is in this same vein but also emphasizes the importance of the substantial or 

 
 

46 Zizioulas, Being as Communion, 17–18. 

47 J. D. Zizioulas, “Human Capacity and Human Incapacity: A Theological Exploration of 
Personhood,” Scottish Journal of Theology 28, no. 5 (1975): 407–8. 

48 William Ury, Trinitarian Personhood: Investigating the Implications of a Relational 
Definition (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Pub, 2002). 

49 Ury, Trinitarian Personhood, 266. 

50 Philip A. Rolnick, Person, Grace, and God (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007). 
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metaphysical grounding of the important aspect of relation to person.51 Of course, there 

are important differences in each of the works above, but they all have a strong emphasis 

on the person as ultimately constituted by the relational aspect.52 The models above 

provided some conceptual possibilities for understanding and defining person. The 

diversity of conceptions suggests that establishing some criteria for a Christian view of 

person would be the next logical step in evaluating Boethius’ definition and those 

outlined above. 

 

 

 
 

51 W Norris Clarke, “Person, Being, and St Thomas,” Communio 19 (1992): 601–18; Clark 
also has a book length treatment of this theme W. Norris Clarke, Person and Being (Milwaukee: Marquette 
University Press, 1993). 

52 For a critique of Zizioulas see Alan J. Torrance, Persons in Communion: An Essay on 
Trinitarian Description and Human Participation, with Special Reference to Volume One of Karl Barth’s 
Church Dogmatics (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1996), 283–306; For criticisms on Zizioulas’ reading of the 
Cappadocians, specifically Gregory of Nyssa see Lucian Turcescu, “‘Person’ Versus ‘Individual.’ And 
Other Modern Misreadings of Gregory of Nyssa,” in Rethinking Gregory of Nyssa, ed. Sarah Coakley 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 2003), 98–109. 
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CHAPTER 3 

ESTABLISHING CRITERIA FOR A CHRISTIAN 
DEFINITION OF PERSON 

Introduction 

Meic Pearse observes that “Things don’t generally become an issue until they 

become an issue. In recent years personhood has certainly become an ‘issue’ for 

theology.”1 The questions surrounding personhood and what it is to be a person are as 

perplexing to philosophers as they are to theologians. There is a constellation of issues 

surrounding the concept of a person. In philosophy, for example, questions regarding 

persons include issues such as personal identity—what is it to be the same person through 

time? Or what is it to be a human being? What is human nature? Who are persons in a 

moral sense?  Can nonhumans be persons?  

In theology the situation is similar but also has the unique problem that the 

concept of person directly affects three theological loci: theology proper, Christology and 

anthropology. Second, much, but certainly not all, theological discussions on personhood 

occur in isolation from other theological loci. When asking for an account of person in 

theology the answer one receives may vary greatly depending upon which of the three 

loci is under consideration. Readers receive one account of personhood for human beings 

and another account for the divine persons. It is my conviction that while one should not 

expect there to be a completely univocal application of the concept of person between 

human and divine persons, neither should the concepts of divine and human persons be 

so disparate that only equivocally can human beings and divine persons both be called 

 
 

1 Meic Pearse, “Problem? What Problem? Personhood, Late Modern / Postmodern 
Rootlessness and Contemporary Identity Crises,” Evangelical Quarterly 77, no. 1 (January 2005): 5. 
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persons. One advantage of Boethius’ definition is that it can be applied to divine, angelic, 

and human persons.  

Assuming one can sort through this vast discussion and find only those 

discussions that have direct bearing on the particular question at hand, whatever that 

might be, there is the further problem of adjudicating between various accounts of 

persons. How do we untangle the central issue from all these related issues and arrive at a 

theologically informed account of personhood? Readers are expected to intuit the criteria 

or assume certain unstated criteria. This is problematic, however, because it is clear that 

different accounts of personhood are functioning with different criteria. Furthermore, it is 

difficult to systematically evaluate various proposals in the absence of clear criteria.  

In light of the issues above, I propose the following set of criteria, listed 

roughly what I take to be the order of importance.2 1. Biblical Fidelity. Any theologically 

sound definition of person must be at least consistent with Scripture.  2. Creedal Fidelity. 

I take the creeds and councils of the church to have presumptive authority. Creeds are not 

infallible and they are subject to Scripture, but in the absence of strong evidence that they 

have erred with respect to the biblical data, the serve as a source of authority—they are a 

norma normata. 3. Priority of Divine Persons. A definition of person requires special care 

when applied to the divine persons, especially in the case of Trinitarian formulations. 

Many conceptions of personhood can be theologically acceptable when applied to human 

persons. This is not the case when defining divine persons. So, it makes sense to 

prioritize definitions and conceptions that can be applied legitimately to the divine 

persons over those that cannot. The previous two criteria are essential in determining 

what definitions of person can and cannot be legitimately applied to divine persons. 4. 

Philosophically Sound. Any definition of person should be at least coherent, intelligible, 

 
 

2 I say roughly because the first three criteria are deeply intertwined and at least criteria two 
and three could be ordered slightly differently with no real detriment to the project at hand or the evaluation 
of competing definitions of person. 
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and not based on clearly faulty reasoning. We should not expect, however, anything like 

a consensus among philosophers. 5. A Robust Account of Person. Any definition or 

conception of person that can account for our intuitive sense of what it is to be a person is 

superior to one that does not. We might call this a preference for a thick account of 

person, rather than a thin account of person. This criterion, however, is last intentionally. 

The other criteria are theologically prior. One cannot sacrifice biblical fidelity or creedal 

fidelity in service of an intuitively better model of person. If philosophy, and theology for 

that matter, teach us anything it is that our intuitions may not always be correct. Let us 

examine each criterion in more detail.  

 
Criteria for Defining Personhood 

Biblical Fidelity 

Admittedly, discussions of how to define personhood often turn on theological 

and philosophical considerations and not on direct biblical exegesis. At best they are 

informed in a tertiary manner from implication from other theological formulations that 

are themselves theological inferences from direct exegesis.3 The Bible does not define the 

concept of person; there are no texts that explicitly define what it is to be a person.4 The 

 
 

3 I will clarify this shortly, but what I am getting at here is that “person’ is derived, or at least 
should be derived, from theological formulations of the Trinity and the Incarnation, which are themselves 
derived from direct exegesis. Personhood is then often, but not necessarily, inferred from doctrines that are 
themselves necessary implication of direct exegesis of the text. So, in one sense the definition of the 
concept of person is often at least two steps removed from direct exegesis. 

4 One may be tempted to object and point out texts such as 1 Thess 5:23, Matt 10:28, or 
perhaps Jas 2:26, but none of these texts address the issue of what it is to be a person. At best, they provide 
a framework for discussing whether human existence is monistic, dualistic or tripartite. Once one has 
arrived at a biblical answer to these questions, one is still left with the questions of where the person is to 
be found in one’s schema and, as will become apparent shortly, in light of the Incarnation, simply 
identifying person with either body or soul is problematic. For various views on the relationship between 
body, soul and spirit see John W. Cooper, Body, Soul, and Life Everlasting: Biblical Anthropology and the 
Monism-Dualism Debate (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2000); J. P. Moreland and Scott B. Rae, Body & 
Soul: Human Nature & the Crisis in Ethics, 3rd ed. (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2000); Joel B. 
Green, Body, Soul, and Human Life: The Nature of Humanity in the Bible (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 
2008); For discussion of the views between body, soul, and spirit see Nancey Murphy, Bodies and Souls, or 
Spirited Bodies? (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006). 
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direct biblical data may very well underdetermine the concept of person, but that biblical 

data is not irrelevant and should inform and provide boundaries and checks on any 

proposed definitions of persons. In short, any definition of personhood should be 

informed by and consistent with what is found in Scripture.5 Two recent treatments of the 

persons of the Trinity will help illustrate what the application of this criterion might look 

like when applied to defining personhood. 

One illustration of an attempt to allow the biblical text to inform and guide 

discussions of personhood comes the work of Robert Sokolowski. Sokolowski is a well-

known phenomenologist. Sokolowski admits that phenomenology seems a strange 

theological tool to employ when considering the Trinity. This is because, as Sokolowski 

explains, the Trinity “is certainly beyond any human perception and experience.”6 While 

this is true, he argues that the Triune God has been revealed, or disclosed, in the words 

and actions of Jesus and therefore we can “reflect on how the Trinity was and is 

manifested to us.”7 Sokolowski acknowledges the importance of the scholastic 

metaphysical work of Aquinas and he accepts it as basically correct, but his project is to 

attend carefully to the way in which the persons of the Trinity are revealed in Scripture. 

Specifically, he focuses on the use of first-person language by Christ as the means by 

which the person of the Son and the Father are revealed. Sokolowski explains that, 

The revelation of the Holy Trinity took place first and foremost in the words and 
actions of Jesus Christ. To reveal this mystery, Christ used human language. This 
language allowed him to use the word I. By using this word and its variant, Christ 
was able to express himself as the speaker responsible for what he was saying. A 
responsible speaker, someone who can say “I,” is a person. Because Christ spoke 
the way a person speaks, he was able to the reveal the Trinity to us; he was able to 
express himself as someone distinguished from the Father and yet intimately related 

 
 

5 I take it as a given that Scripture is the norma normans of all theological formulation and 
although it is beyond the scope of this paper to defend this view, I think a case can easily be made that this 
was the majority view throughout history, even if the precise language of norma normans was not always 
employed. 

6 Robert Sokolowski, Christian Faith and Human Understanding: Studies on the Eucharist, 
Trinity, and the Human Person (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 2006), 131. 

7 Sokolowski, Christian Faith and Human Understanding, 131. 



   

29 

to him; he was able to express himself as a person different from the Father. The 
first-person singular of Christ’s speech is not a mere grammatical feature of the 
language he spoke, but an essential element in his revelation of the Holy Trinity. 
The first person singular must be noted in the theology of disclosure.8 

To be clear, Sokolowski is assuming that Boethius’ definition of a person as an individual 

substance of a rational nature is correct. What is significant is that he is trying to give an 

account of and defense of why this definition is correct by paying attention to the way in 

which the persons of the Trinity are actually revealed in the biblical text; specifically, he 

is paying careful attention to the way in which Jesus speaks about himself in relationship 

to the Father.  

Every language provides many ways for a speaker, an individual substance of a 
rational nature, to manifest himself within and behind the speeches and disclosures 
that he carries out . . . Jesus asserts many things about the Father. He also asserts 
many things about himself in relation to the Father. However, the mere fact that he 
is speaking, the mere fact that he is acting as a person and that he can say “I,” shows 
that he is differentiated from the Father, that he is another person than the Father, 
even while being one with him. The fact that Christ said I showed that in God there 
is another person besides the Father, another rational agent, someone who is “with” 
God and who is God from the beginning. The Holy Trinity was revealed in the very 
fact that Christ spoke and used the term I to express himself in his personality, in his 
Sonship. Christ is a human being but a divine person, and this personality is 
expressed in his use of the first-person singular.9 

One might note here Sokolowski is not alone in using the specifics of the biblical text to 

draw important inferences concerning personhood.  

Thomas McCall also points to the personal nature of the speech of Jesus found 

in the Bible as a clue to personhood. Specifically, he asserts that the persons of the 

Trinity can be observed from the I-Thou nature of the language that is used. McCall 

claims that “The divine persons are fully personal in the sense that they exist together as 

what may be called distinct speech-agents in what are sometimes referred to as ‘I –Thou 

 
 

8 Sokolowski, Christian Faith and Human Understanding, 133. Italics in the original. 

9 Sokolowski, Christian Faith and Human Understanding, 134. 
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relationships,’ and they exist only within their mutual relationship.”10 McCall is aware 

that there is a danger of reading modern conceptions of personhood back into the divine 

persons in a univocal and inappropriate way.  He concludes, however, that this genuine 

concern does not rule out paying careful attention to the biblical data: “We must do our 

best to proceed with a properly biblical and theological understanding of divine persons. 

In other words, we should let divine revelation shape (and perhaps reshape) our 

understanding on divine personhood.”11 McCall goes on to argue that an examination of 

the New Testament shows just such I-Thou relationships and should inform our 

understanding of what it is to be a person. 

Stephen Holmes provides and important observation about the “I-Thou” 

language noted by McCall and Sokolowski. Holmes notes that one must be careful to 

maintain the difference between Trinitarian and Christological language.12 Holmes 

explains that, “A claim about the incarnate Son—particularly a claim about the 

relationship of the incarnate Son to the Father—may be a trinitarian proposition, but it 

may also be a Christological proposition.”13 With this distinction in mind, he argues that 

in Jesus’ prayer in Gethsemane or in the high priestly prayer of John 17 that we 

“necessarily hear the authentically human voice of the incarnate Son pleading with God, 

not an internal dialogue between the eternal Father and the eternal Son.”14  His point of 

course is that in Scripture we are witnessing the incarnate Son, who in his condescension 

is that obedient suffering servant, who has come to do the will of the Father as the Second 

 
 

10 Thomas H. McCall, “Relational Trinity: Creedal Perspective,” in Two Views on the Doctrine 
of the Trinity, by Stephen R. Holmes et al., ed. Jason S. Sexton (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Academic, 
2014), 117. 

11 Stephen R. Holmes et al., Two Views on the Doctrine of the Trinity, ed. Jason S. Sexton and 
Stanley N. Gundry (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan Academic, 2014), 117. 

12 Stephen R. Holmes et al., Two Views on the Doctrine of the Trinity, 44. 

13 Stephen R. Holmes et al., Two Views on the Doctrine of the Trinity, 44. 

14 Stephen R. Holmes et al., Two Views on the Doctrine of the Trinity, 44. 
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Adam. And so, one must be careful when attempting to read intra-trinitarian relations 

from texts occurring in Christ’s incarnate stated.  Should we then, conclude that we can 

gather nothing about the concept of the persons of the Trinity from the biblical data 

because we see only the incarnate Son relating to God and not the eternal Son relating to 

his eternal Father? That would seem to go too far.15 Surely certain subordination texts 

have been traditionally explained by distinguishing between Jesus acting and speaking in 

a through his human nature as opposed to his acting and speaking in and through his 

divine nature and this is necessary to avoid Arianism or any variety of subordinationism.  

But other texts such as John 17:5, “And now, Father, glorify me in your own presence 

with the glory that I have with you before the world existed (ESV),” seems to resist the 

conclusion that all dialogue between the Father and Son is to be interested strictly in light 

of the Incarnation. McCall makes this point in responding specifically to Holmes’ 

understanding of this text replies that, “I struggle to see how Holmes’ view really fits 

with the prayer of Jesus at all, for the Son refers to his relationship to the Father ‘before 

the world began’ (John 17:5, 23-24). This is after all, the incarnate Christ speaking to the 

Father of his relation as the preincarnate Son.”16   McCall’s point is that Christ is 

explicitly referring to his preincarnate relationship with the Father and this is hard to 

square with the idea that this is simply Jesus speaking in and through his human nature. 

On the other hand, Holmes notes that prayer itself seems thoroughly a creaturely action. 

To this point he writes, On the one hand, the act of bringing humble petition before God 

seems to me necessarily creaturely, but on the other, and more significantly, petitionary 

prayer must involve an at-least-potential diversity of volition.17 I do not wish to 

adjudicate between McCall and Holmes at this point. My purpose here is simply to 

 
 

15 I am not claiming that Holmes goes to this extreme. 

16 Stephen R. Holmes et al., Two Views on the Doctrine of the Trinity, 59. 

17 Stephen R. Holmes et al., Two Views on the Doctrine of the Trinity, 142. 
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illustrate that even when one has a strong desire to be faithful to Scripture, the way in 

which it informs the concept of person is not straightforward by any means. 

One does not have to accept the conclusions Sokolowski, McCall or Holmes 

draw from their respective examinations of Scripture to appreciate their desire to allow 

Scripture to inform and shape the concept of personhood rather than simply beginning 

with philosophical principles or intuitions of personhood and proceeding from there.  A 

straightforward definition of person, either human or divine, is nowhere found in 

Scripture. Indeed, God is never called a person and, as the history of the term will show, 

the concept of person played no major role in discourse at all, within Scripture or 

without, until the Trinitarian controversies of the fourth century.  Nevertheless, while the 

precise way in which Scripture informs a definition of person is subject to debate, at the 

very least one should demonstrate that a given conception of “person” is not contrary to 

Scripture.  

While it has been admitted that Scripture alone does not provide all of the 

criteria necessary to evaluate competing conceptions of personhood. This is in no way to 

deny the sufficiency of Scripture; it is rather, to acknowledge that Scripture must be 

interpreted and that those “good and necessary” deductions from Scripture that often 

inform our theology are not always equally clear to all readers. Fortunately, when it 

comes to the concept of “person” we have more hermeneutical guidance from the 

tradition than we have on many doctrines. That is to say, there are important implications 

for conceptions of personhood that can be deduced from the Trinitarian and 

Christological creeds and that serve to inform the reading of Scripture on this matter.  If 

one understands the church’s creeds and confessions to be accurate summaries of the 

teaching of Scripture, then the Bible is never out of view, and those creeds can and 

should provide important criteria for adjudicating between various conceptions of what it 

is to be a person. To that end, in the next criterion I will argue for is creedal consistency. I 

take the creeds to be prima facia faithful summaries of Scripture and therefore, while this 
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works will not engage in biblical exegesis in any detail, it will be apparent in some of the 

exposition of major figures that Scripture is always in the background of such discussions 

and often in the foreground.  

Creedal Fidelity 

Oliver Crisp is surely correct when he asserts that “the creeds of the 

ecumenical councils of the church have a special place in Christian thinking.”18 Of course 

for Protestants they cannot have the same authority as Scripture does, but they provide an 

essential guide for properly interpreting Scripture. Crisp explains the important 

hermeneutical role that the historical creeds and councils play in a proper interpretation 

of Scripture: “They act as a sort of hermeneutical bridge between Scripture and the 

church. By this I mean the creeds of the ecumenical councils help us to understand what 

Scripture is, or is not, saying about a particular doctrine.”19 The creeds and councils do 

not replace Scripture but they do provide a “dogmatic framework for subsequent 

theological reflection on the matters they deal with.”20  Crisp has specifically in mind the 

first seven ecumenical councils, with particular weight given to the first four councils: 

Nicaea, Constantinople, Ephesus and Chalcedon.21 According to Crisp, “Those 

ecumenical councils that touch upon matters Christological are theologically binding 

because they are repositories of dogmatic reflection upon Scripture by the undivided 

Church, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit.”22 What exactly is Crisp claiming when he 

 
 

18 Oliver Crisp, God Incarnate: Explorations in Christology (New York: T & T Clark, 2009), 
12. 

19 Crisp, God Incarnate, 12. 

20 Crisp, God Incarnate, 12. 

21 Crisp, God Incarnate, 13. 

22 Crisp, God Incarnate, 13. I am quite comfortable with the idea of the Holy Spirit guiding the 
outcome and content of the major Trinitarian and Christological creeds. I would not be comfortable with 
applying the language of inspiration to the Holy Spirit’s role in guiding the councils, but Crisp does not do 
so. 
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asserts that the councils are “theologically binding,” and in what sense were the councils 

“under the guidance of the Holy Spirit?” 

Crisp argues that the Creeds are theologically binding not because he believes 

the “Church infallible . . . but because it seems extremely implausible to think that God 

would allow the vast majority of the Christian Church to be led into error on matters 

central to the faith by believing the canons of an ecumenical council, such as that given 

in, say, the Chalcedonian ‘definition’ of the person of Christ.”23 Crisp is not claiming that 

the Holy Spirit inspired the councils and resulting creeds in the same way he inspired 

Scripture, but he is claiming that the Holy Spirit superintended those councils.24 It is 

certainly logically possible, according to Crisp, that a council could have erred. 

Furthermore, he is clear that he does not place the ecumenical councils on the same level 

as Scripture.25  His point is not that the deliverances of ecumenical councils must be 

inerrant, as one might argue concerning Scripture, but that the councils did not in fact err 

when they spoke on matters of Christology.26 To repeat, Crisp explicitly asserts that 

Scripture is authoritative in a way that no council is or could be. Having already made 

these points, Crisp reiterates by summarizing his view:  

To sum up: creedal and confessional documents are the norma normata, or 
standardized norms in the life of the church. They do not have the same authority in 
matters touching dogma that Scripture has, as the principium theologiae that is, the 
collection of fundamental principles or sources for theology . . . Hence the authority 
invested in creeds and confessions is derivative and dependent on the normative 
authority of Scripture.27 

 
 

23 Crisp, God Incarnate, 14n9. 

24 Crisp does not say this, but it seems to me that one need not appeal to a doctrine of 
inspiration here, which I think would be highly problematic. One can simply appeal to the doctrine of 
providence. One can simply claim that the Holy Spirit superintended the outcome of the Trinitarian and 
Christological pronouncement of the councils in such a way as to ensure, not Scriptural infallibility, but 
theological accuracy.  

25 Crisp, God Incarnate, 14n10. 

26 Crisp, God Incarnate, 14. 

27 Crisp, God Incarnate, 15. 
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I am inclined to think one must adopt a view at least very similar to Crisp’s. While 

Scripture is the ultimate authority and the final court of appeal in matters of doctrine, it is 

nevertheless true that the church has already carefully thought through the complicated 

issues of the triune nature of God and the person of Christ. To ignore such established and 

time-tested doctrine would be, in absence of overwhelming Scriptural evidence, foolish. 

Therefore, I would agree with Crisp that the ecumenical creeds have a binding 

interpretive authority, unless there is some overwhelming scriptural evidence to the 

contrary. It is a derived authority, of course, but I would agree with Crisp that one would 

have to show a council declares something that is explicitly contrary to Scripture. With 

respect to conceptions of personhood, therefore, it will not be sufficient simply to show 

that some conception of persons is more palatable or better captures our intuitive sense of 

what it is to be a person in order to disregard the creedal formulas. Instead, one would 

have to show, from Scripture, that the councils erred in their pronouncement on theology 

proper and Christology. In short, one ought to assume that where the councils have 

spoken on how to understand the concept of person (and how it relates to nature or 

essence) that this is binding on any conception of personhood unless one can demonstrate 

that they have spoken contrary to Scripture.28 

Another question that arises with respect to the creeds is how they should be 

understood or interpreted.  Sarah Coakley provides a helpful summary of three basic 

approaches to understanding the purpose and proper interpretation of Chalcedon, for 

example.29 While Coakley’s focus is on the Chalcedonian definition, it is clear that the 

 
 

28 For another evangelical treatment of the presumptive authority of the church’s theological 
consensus see Gregg R Allison, “The Corpus Theologicum of the Church and Presumptive Authority,” in 
Revisioning, Renewing, Rediscovering the Triune Center: Essays in Honor of Stanley J. Grenz, ed. Derek 
Tidball, Brian S. Harris, and Jason S. Sexton (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2014), 319–43. 

29 Sarah Coakley, “What Does Chalcedon Solve and What Does It Not? Some Reflections on the 
Status and Meaning of the Chalcedonian Definition,” in The Incarnation: An Interdisciplinary Symposium 
on the Incarnation of the Son of God, ed. Stephen T Davis et al. (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2002), 143–63. 
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interpretive approaches she outlines have a broader application to the other creeds as 

well. 

 One prominent view is the linguistically regulatory view. According to this 

view, the primary purpose of the Chalcedonian statement was to regulate the language 

that one can use when speaking about the person of Christ. Coakley explains than when 

Chalcedon met, the “cherished terminology from both sides of the debate was craftily 

pasted into a collage, along with inputs for Leo’s Tome, but this is not to say that the 

result was a bodged or incoherent compromise.”30  The heart of this position is to insist 

that Chalcedon was not setting out any particular ontology of the person of Christ, nor did 

it intend to provide definitions of terms such as nature and person. Instead, the definition 

was intended simply as a compromise that was intended to provide linguistic parameters, 

or “rules of predication” for speaking about Christ.31 The second view, the metaphorical 

view, is associated with John Hick32 and this is the view that the language of Chalcedon 

was simply metaphorical and therefore should not be taken literally.33 In this view the 

language of Chalcedon has symbolic meaning but is neither literal nor regulatory. The 

third view is the literal view and, according to Coakley, insists that the language 

enshrined in the creed be taken to communicate something literally true about the natures 

and person of Christ. On this understanding of Chalcedon, the definition entails some 

 
 

30 Coakley, “What Does Chalcedon Solve and What Does It Not? Some Reflections on the Status 
and Meaning of the Chalcedonian Definition,” 146. 

31 Coakley, “What Does Chalcedon Solve and What Does It Not? Some Reflections on the Status 
and Meaning of the Chalcedonian Definition,” 147 Coakley cites Richard A. Norris as a proponent of this 
view. As I understand this view, it is usually interpreted to require that the basic categories of predication 
be maintained not that one’s terminology be identical. 

32 See John Hick, The Myth of God Incarnate (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1977); See also 
John Hick, The Metaphor of God Incarnate: Christology in a Pluralistic Age (Louisville: Westminster/John 
Knox Press, 1993). 

33 Coakley, “What Does Chalcedon Solve and What Does It Not? Some Reflections on the Status 
and Meaning of the Chalcedonian Definition,” 153. 
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ontology with respect to Christ, even if the precise details of that ontology are not spelled 

out in the formula itself. 

In this work I adopt an approach that is equivalent to what Sarah Coakley has 

termed as a literal approach.34 I assume that while Chalcedon and all the creeds in view 

in this work do provide regulative language such as persons and nature/essence, I do not 

understand those creeds to be merely linguistically regulative statements.  While I agree 

with Coakley and others that Chalcedon does not provide a precise definition of the terms 

nature and person, neither does it leave those terms devoid of all content. As Jean Galot 

has correctly observed, the Council of Chalcedon “determined the ontological structure 

that clarifies its [the Incarnation] meaning.”35  In short, I understand the Nicene-

Constantinopolitan, Chalcedon, and Constantinople III as providing not only linguistic 

boundaries, but also ontological boundaries as well. Furthermore, one of the purposes of 

chapter 4, which covers the creedal developments of the fourth and fifth century, is not 

only to trace that development of the concept of person in the creeds, but to provide some 

context for those creedal statements by looking at the writers who specifically influenced 

the understanding of the concepts of person and nature that came to be affirmed in the 

creeds. As we will see shortly, there are three important creeds that must inform any 

definition of person: The Nicene Creed, the Chalcedonian Creed and Constantinople III.36 

We will examine each in more detail in chapter 4, but before moving to the next criterion, 

it would be helpful to see an example of how one might use the creeds as a criterion for 

evaluating a model of personhood. 

 
 

34 Coakley, “What Does Chalcedon Solve and What Does It Not? Some Reflections on the Status 
and Meaning of the Chalcedonian Definition,” 156ff. 

35 Jean Galot, Who is Christ?: A Theology of the incarnation (Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press, 
1981), 255. 

36 The Chalcedon Definition is technically a definition and not a creed, but it is widely referred 
to as a creed, and for economy of language, when including it with other creeds, I will refer to it as a creed. 
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A Contemporary Example 

What might it look like to apply some of these criteria in evaluating an existing 

account of personhood? One clear example is a recent article by R. Lucas Stamps in 

which he applies the Chalcedonian formula, and its development in subsequent councils, 

including Constantinople III in order to evaluate Cartesian dualism.37 Stamps articulates 

an understanding of the authority of the Christological creeds almost identical to the one 

argued for by Crisp above. Stamps’ project is to evaluate a Cartesian understanding of 

what it is to be a person in light of Chalcedon. Cartesian dualism identifies person with 

the nonmaterial soul. Stamps’ major claim is that the idea of equating the person with the 

soul, while widespread, is ultimately problematic in light of Chalcedon: “Whatever 

merits or demerits Cartesian dualism possesses as a coherent model of human 

personhood, this article will suggest that it stands in some tension with the understanding 

of human personhood implied in the Chalcedonian definition and the Christological 

reflections that flowed from it.”38 

The heart of Stamp’s argument is his application of the Chalcedonian 

person/nature distinction to the Cartesian account of personhood. In reference to this 

important distinction Stamps writes: 

This affirmation [that Christ assumed a reasonable human soul] is significant for our 
purposes because the council is drawing a distinction between the person of the Son 
and the soul of Christ, the latter which inheres in his human nature. To confuse 
person and nature on this point would be to upend the Definition’s principle 
terminological clarification, namely, that the singular person and dual natures of 
Christ must be distinguished conceptually.39 

Stamps point is that Cartesian dualism’s equating of person and soul is contrary to the 

important Chalcedonian distinction between Christ’s human soul, which belongs to 

Christ’s human nature, and his person. He concludes that, “The Council of Chalcedon 

 
 

37 R. Lucas Stamps, “A Chalcedonian Argument Against Cartesian Dualism,” The Southern 
Baptist Journal of Theology 19, no. 1 (Spring 2015): 53–66. 

38 Stamps, “A Chalcedonian Argument Against Cartesian Dualism,” 54. 

39 Stamps, “A Chalcedonian Argument Against Cartesian Dualism,” 59. 
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appears to have a very different understanding of human personhood than the one 

summarized in the Cartesian theme.”40 Stamps basic point illustrates how the 

Chalcedonian definition should and does have important implications for how we 

understand human personhood and the conception of person in general. Stamps’ 

argument is, of course, more nuanced and more developed than the attenuated version 

presented here. Nevertheless, this brief summary provides the reader with some 

indication of what an application of this criterion might look like when applied to an 

existing conception of personhood, a conception, it should be noted, that has been very 

widely held.  

The Priority of the Divine Persons  

John Calvin begins the Institutes by asserting the well-known and often quoted 

statement that “Nearly all the wisdom we possess, that it to say, true and sound wisdom, 

consists in two parts: the knowledge of God and of ourselves. But while joined by many 

bonds, which one precedes and brings forth the other is not easy to discern.”41 Calvin’s 

dilemma concerning the relationship between anthropology and theology remains an 

important question today. How exactly should anthropology and theology relate? Which 

has logical priority? I wish, however, to narrow Calvin’s more general question of the 

relation of anthropology and theology by asking where should one begin when seeking a 

clear definition of personhood?  

The Christian faith claims both that humans are persons and that God is a 

person—or more properly three persons—but where should one begin in formulating a 

definition of persons? Should one begin with a definition of personhood drawn from 

reflection on our own experience of being persons and then apply it to God? Or should 

 
 

40 Stamps, “A Chalcedonian Argument Against Cartesian Dualism,” 58. 

41 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill, The Library of 
Christian Classics (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960), 35. 
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we begin with a conception of personhood drawn from reflection of the person and nature 

of God and then apply it to human persons? The answer seems so obvious as to not even 

warrant being asked: Surely one should begin with knowledge of God and then proceed 

to anthropology. In fact, however, in actual practice, even if not always in theory, the 

former is often the case, and this is not just the case in philosophy where one might 

expect that to be the case, but it also the case in much theological work as well. Paul 

Molnar commenting on the attempt by some to read gender back into the Trinity notes 

that this arises from the methodological mistake of beginning with human experience 

rather that the revelation of God in Jesus Christ:   

This muddled thinking once again stems from a starting point in human experience 
rather that in revelation and leads to the problematic notion that analogies for 
speaking about the triune God are drawn not only from the experience of human 
fatherhood and sonship, but from the experiences of women. In reality all true 
analogies are developed within faith in the Son or Word who reveals the true nature 
of God to us so that we must indeed think from a center in God and not at all from a 
center in ourselves.42  

Molnar is correct in asserting that beginning with human experience is a methodological 

error whether it concerns the life of the Trinity or whether it concerns the development of 

a concept of personhood. The starting point for any concept of personhood must begin 

not only with the Trinity in general, but with Christ in particular. That is not to deny that 

there will be some differences between divine and human persons, but methodologically 

we are on safer ground by beginning with the divine persons and not our human 

experience.  

But why should we think that there is any connection between divine and 

human persons at all? The very criterion of requiring one to begin with the divine persons 

and only then move to human persons assumes there is a connection between the two. 

Perhaps, like those mentioned above who attempt to read gender back into the Trinity, we 

 
 

42 Paul Molnar, “Classical Trinity: Catholic Perspective,” in Stephen R Holmes et al., Two 
Views on the Doctrine of the Trinity (2014), 90. 
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are making a mistake in the opposite direction by assuming there is some connection 

between divine and human persons that is simply not there. Perhaps divine and human 

persons are too different to move from one to the other in either direction. One important 

reason to think that this is not the case is the Incarnation itself. As we noted with respect 

to the Chalcedonian Definition, the Incarnation provides a strong reasons to think that 

there is some significant overlap between divine and human persons: since the person of 

Christ is the Son—the eternal Logos—and he is fully human and well as fully divine, one 

should expect that the concept of personhood with respect to Christ coincides with what it 

is to be a human persons in a significant way. How could Christ live a fully human life as 

the person of the Son, if there is no connection between what it is to be a divine person 

and human person. Surely there must be some analogous connection between divine 

persons and human persons in light of the Incarnation. 

More needs to be said about this connection, but at this point I am simply 

arguing that any conception of personhood should begin with theology and Christology 

and then proceed to human personhood. One should not begin with intuitive conceptions 

of what it is to be a human person and then read those claims back into a definition of 

divine persons. To say it another way, person must be defined with respect to Christ first, 

for example, and then transferred to human beings, not the reverse. It is simply 

methodologically improper to begin with our experience of personhood in order to 

formulate what it is to be a person. One reason is that many models or definitions of 

person might work equally well with respect to human persons; this was somewhat 

apparent in our survey of major philosophical models of persons earlier. In one sense, the 

human person underdetermines any one definition of person. I propose, then, that a 

guiding principle should be that Trinitarian and Christological formulations of 

personhood should have priority in any account of personhood.  
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Sound Philosophical Definition 

At the very beginning it should be noted that the search for a definition of 

person that is philosophically sound is a somewhat vague requirement. In what way must 

a definition of personhood be philosophically sound? Who decides? In many areas of 

philosophy it is easier to state what would count against a theory being sound rather than 

stating all the conditions a concept must meet to be considered sound.43  Surely any 

conception of personhood cannot be incoherent or based on arguments that are clearly 

invalid or unsound, or in the case on inductive arguments, weak and/or uncogent. Any 

philosophical definition or concept should also capture at least some of our shared 

understandings and intuitions about the given concept, unless it can be shown that those 

understandings and intuitions are mistaken. None of this means, however, that an account 

that is currently not in vogue among philosophers is automatically suspect. We do not 

simply count noses even if those noses are well respected. Furthermore, it is reasonable 

for theologians to admit as evidence those conclusions of faith that they hold just as 

foundational as philosophical principles widely accepted. Michael Gorman captures this 

insight nicely when introducing Aquinas’ treatment of the Incarnation:  

The theologians’ job is to accept what is revealed, an acceptance called ‘faith,’ and 
then to reflect on it in as satisfactory a way as possible by drawing out implications, 
making comparisons between revealed realities and more familiar things, and so on. 
This task might involve modifying philosophical categories and tools to make room 
for possibilities that show themselves only in theological contexts.44   

So, while one should expect any account of person to be philosophically and logically 

coherent, in the case of a Christian conception of persons, since it involves not only 

human, but also divine persons, one should expect that the commitments of faith may 

overturn some of our intuitions and perhaps rule out some conception that, were it not for 

 
 

43 I am not using “sound” here in a technical sense as is done in logic. Rather, I have in mind 
something closer to reasonable, philosophically sensible, not clearly incoherent etc. 

44 Michael Gorman, “Incarnation,” in The Oxford Handbook of Aquinas, ed. Brian Davies and 
Eleonore Stump, Oxford Handbooks (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 428–29. 
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the revelation of the Trinity and the Incarnation, would be perfectly sound. Although, a 

definition of person should be philosophically sound, it would be also desirable to have, 

if possible, a definition of person that does not require advanced philosophical training to 

understand. Perhaps, that is not possible, but since the definition of person is crucial to 

proper Trinitarian and Christological understanding, it would be an advantage for any 

definition of person to be intelligible to the wider Christian community.  

Global and Robust Account of Person.  

An ideal definition of person would be one that could be applied to all beings 

that we understand to be person. By global I mean a definition of person would apply to 

God, to angels, and to human beings. I will argue that it is the strength of Boethius’s 

definition that it can be applied to divine person and human persons45 This is not simply a 

preference but as I mentioned earlier the Incarnation seems to rule out at the very least 

and equivocal use of person for God and human beings. 

By robust, I mean a definition of person that accounts for some of our common 

intuitions about what it is to be a person. Clearly one of the motivations behind social 

Trinitarian conceptions of person is that it is felt that if the divine persons are to be truly 

persons, then they must each be independent centers of consciousness. Augustine in 

commenting of the concept of person as it relates to the Trinity remarks that, “Yet when 

you ask ‘Three what?’ human speech labors under a great dearth of words. So we may 

say three persons, not in order to say that precisely, but in order not to be reduced to 

silence.”46 William Hasker notes that at first these words from Augustine seem to 

suggests that the concept of person “serves as mere logical token; it fills a needed 

 
 

45 It also applies to angels, but for the purposes of this work we will not be concerned to show 
that since our issues tend to be with human and divine persons. 

46 Saint Augustine, The Trinity, Second edition, ed. John E. Rotelle OSA, trans. Edmund Hill 
OP (Hyde Park, NY: New City Press, 2012), 197. 
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grammatical role without conveying any positive information about the divine Three.”47 

Hasker goes on to say, however, that on his reading of Augustine, Augustine’s actual use 

of the term “conveys a somewhat different impression.”48 Still, regardless of how 

Augustine is to be properly understood on this point, it remains true that some accounts 

of divine persons seem, if not simply a “logical token,” then at least exceedingly thin on 

content, at least from the modern perspective of persons. It would certainly count in favor 

of a definition or conception of person if it could not only fulfill the criteria outlined 

above, but that it could also account for some of our basic intuitions about what it is to be 

a person. It may be the case that we will need to adjust our expectations; but it also may 

be the case that those intuitions can be explained or accounted for without improperly 

locating consciousness and will, for example, in person. 

 

 

 
 

47 William Hasker, Metaphysics and the Tri-Personal God (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2013), 19. 

48 Hasker later argues that Augustine’s psychological analogies show that he is not as “anti-
social” trinitarian as some interpret him to be. Whether Hasker is correct is certainly open to debate, but my 
point here is simply to note that some find the classical view of divine persons exceedingly “thin” and 
perhaps not worthy of the name person. Hasker, Metaphysics and the Tri-Personal God, 19. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FORMULATIONS OF THE CONCEPT OF PERSON 
PRIOR TO BOETHIUS 

The Greek Concept of Person 

It seems obligatory for any work on the concept of person to give some history 

of the development of the term, and it is particularly important in formulating a 

theologically robust Christian definition of person. For the purposes of this work, it is 

important to understand the Christian contribution to the development of that term, 

especially in interpreting Boethius, Aquinas and others. Fortunately, the history of the 

development of the concept of person is so entwined in the history of Christianity as to be 

virtually inseparable.  A brief history of the concept of person has been outlined many 

times and can be found in most treatments of the concept of person1  They all 

acknowledge the role that the necessity of theological formulation played in the 

development of the concept of person. In this chapter I will give a brief outline of the 

development of the concept of person beginning with its origin in the Greeks. As Joseph 

Koterski remarks: “Even the ancient Greeks who proverbially had a name for everything, 

seem not to have had a word for what divine, angelic, and human beings have in 

common.”2 Of course, Koterski is aware of the Greek term prosopon but correctly states 

that it did not have the “ontological weight” that we today associate with person. Rather, 

a primary way in which the term was used was to describe the mask worn by those in the 

 
 

1  Hans Urs von Balthasar, “On the Concept of Person,” Communio 13, no. 1 (1986): 19–26; 
Joseph W. Koterski, “Boethius and the Theological Origins of the Concept of Person,” American Catholic 
Philosophical Quarterly: Journal of the American Catholic Philosophical Association 78, no. 2 (Spring 
2004): 204–11; Antonia LoLordo, ed., Persons: A History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 1–15. 

2 Joseph W. Koterski, “Boethius and the Theological Origins of the Concept of Person,” 205. 
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theater and it served to identify “the ‘role” played by a ‘character’ on stage.”3 In the 

Roman theater prosopon came to be translated as persona. Persona it is widely known is 

derived from an Etruscan word—phersu—whose meaning was also tied to “a mask, or 

the wearer of the mask, at festivals in honor P(h)ersephone.”4 Persona also found usage 

in Roman legal language and in grammatical contexts (person and number when 

declining verb, for example), but the understanding of person which we are familiar with 

today was not yet developed. Such development including the “ontological weight” 

referred to above would not arise until Christians struggled to articulate clearly what was 

one in God and what was three in God. 

Trinitarian Contributions to the Concept of Person 

Speaking to the current state of Trinitarian theology, J Todd Billings writes: 

“Terms and concepts such as essence, persons, simplicity, the economic trinity, and 

perichoresis are used with great vigor. But they often function like a modern bricolage, 

with little sense of the origin and purpose of the distinctions within the historic 

explorations of the meaning of baptismal faith, structured by its trinitarian confession.”5 

If we are going to understand how Boethius and Aquinas understood the concept of 

person it will be important to at least sketch a brief history of its development in the 

Christian tradition. We will of course be unable in this brief chapter to convey all of the 

twist and turns and many councils through which the term person traveled to arrive at the 

understanding we find in Aquinas, for example. But a basic outline of the developing 

understanding of person in the Christian tradition will be helpful in not only 

 
 

3 Joseph W. Koterski, “Boethius and the Theological Origins of the Concept of Person,” 206. 

4 Balthasar, “On the Concept of Person,” 20. von Balthasar in the same place says, “The 
derivation of persons from the Etruscan phersu is almost universally recognized.” See also LoLordo, 
Persons, 7. 

5 Todd Billings, “Foreword,” in On Classical Trinitarianism: Retrieving the Nicene Doctrine 
of the Triune God, ed. Matthew Barrett and Todd Billings (Westmont, CA: InterVarsity Press, 2024), x. 
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understanding Boethius and Aquinas, but also, importantly, in understanding why many 

current conceptions of person are problematic from the standpoint of classical 

Trinitarianism and Christology.  

Tertullian (AD 160-240) 

The Pre-Nicene development of Trinitarian theology did not immediately yield 

a fully articulated concept of person, but in the struggle to articulate the faith, the concept 

of person emerges as important in the writings of Tertullian. Modalism and questions of 

how the Son and the Spirit related to the Father required the church to articulate an 

account of how one God could be at the same time three—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

Donald Fairbairn helpfully reminds us that as important as the terms and concepts that 

came to be defined and codified in the creeds are, the original goal was not a search for 

theological terminology, but rather it arose from the revelation of the Father, Son and 

Holy Spirit found in Scripture and in the faith of the church.6 

The need for a distinction between the one divine nature and the three 

members of the Godhead became clearly necessary. In Tertullian’s most famous work 

Adversus Praxean, a response to the modalist Praxeas, he introduces the formula of una 

substantia and tres personae—one substance and three persons.7  “Three persons” was of 

course intended as a denial of Praxeas’ modalism. An interesting question that arises is 

what led Tertullian to choose personae as the term to be applied to that which is three in 

God? The answer is biblical exegesis. Specifically, the practice of prosopgraphical 

exegesis. Hans Urs von Balthasar explains: “Grammarians and rhetorician and, 

correspondingly, Stoic and Platonic philosophers knew of an interpretation of poems 

 
 

6 Donald Fairbairn, “Ante-Nicene Trinitarianism,” in On Classical Trinitarianism: Retrieving 
the Nicene Doctrine of the Triune God, ed. Matthew Barrett and Todd Billings (Westmont, CA: 
InterVarsity Press, 2024), 3. 

7 Stephen A. Hipp, The Doctrine of Personal Subsistence: Historical and Systematic Synthesis, 
Studia Friburgensia 114 (Fribourg, Germany: Academic Press, 2012), 14. 
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(Homer) or philosophical works (Plato’s Dialogues) in which the author speaks out of the 

‘role’ (ex persona) of a particular god, hero, or interlocutor.”8  Of course, the Scriptures 

themselves invited such exegesis especially when considering passages that included 

“intra-divine dialogue.”9 In Adversus Praxeas, Tertullian applies prosopgraphical 

exegesis to Psalm 110: “Take note how even the Spirit as the third person speaks of the 

Father and of the Son, ‘The Lord said to my Lord, sit at my right hand until I put your 

enemies at your feet.”10  By identifying the distinct speaker and those addressed or 

spoken of, Tertullian is seeking to refute Praxeas’ refusal to ascribe “reality or personality 

to the Logos.”11 The idea of a person as someone who “speaks and acts” would arise 

naturally from the text.12 According to Aloys Grillmeier at this point persona in addition 

to the already established biblical idea of countenance, is now being used to convey the 

idea of individuality.13 Stephen A. Hipp agrees and states, “ ‘Person’ for Tertullian 

signifies the concrete existent precisely according to its concrete manifestation in 

action.14  Again this is just to say that the actions and speech of the divine persons in 

Scripture give rise the application of the term persona to the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, 

and persona functions as a way to speak of what is distinct in the Godhead as opposed to 

what is common. Hipp, however, also correctly observes that we certainly do not have a 

fully articulated concept of person at this stage of development: “While an underlying 

ontological subject of such outward manifestation is implicit in his understanding of 

 
 

8 Balthasar, “On the Concept of Person,” 1986, 20. 

9 Pope Benedict XVI, “Concerning the Notion of Person in Theology,” Communio 17 (1990): 
439–54. 

10 Benedict XVI, “Concerning the Notion of Person in Theology,” 442. 

11 Aloys Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition: From the Apostolic Age to Chalcedon, 2nd 
edition (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1988), 127. 

12 Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition, 127. 

13 Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition, 128. 

14 Hipp, The Doctrine of Personal Subsistence, 14. 
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person, the precise value of ‘person’ as signifying the per se  subsisting individual 

according to distinction in not explicitly present in Tertullian.”15 Hipp goes on to note 

that person does not have “the technical value it will later acquire.”16 Nevertheless, 

person and substance are clearly distinguished in Tertullian. Tertullian’s foundation will 

provide the ground for further refinement in the future of not only the precise 

terminology but also the underlying ontology of person and substance. 

 One final observation, while the majority of discussions of the concept of 

person, including this present work, take place at the conceptual, theological, and 

philosophical level, it is important to keep in mind that the concept of person emerged not 

only from theological reflection, but also from the direct biblical exegesis that informed 

that theological reflection: In the case of Tertullian for example, his exegesis of texts 

containing intra divine dialogue, led to applying the word persona to the Father, Son and 

Spirit. If distinct speakers are being identified in the intra-divine dialogue, such as Psalm 

110 or Genesis 1:26, then a distinction—a separate individuality, a distinct concrete 

existent—is clearly implied. Of course, the analogy with human speaking and acting is 

close at hand, making persona an obvious choice. And, as was noted above, while it is 

not yet clear at this stage precisely how person and substance relate to one another, the 

distinction of persons as distinct individuals is there in Tertullian.  It is important to add 

that while person for Tertullian marked a distinction between the Father, Son and Holy 

Spirit, he was also careful to say that this distinction of persons (tres persona)was not a 

separation of the divine persons (una substantia).17 So then, in Tertullian we find the first 

use of person to refer to the Trinitarian persons. Furthermore, he provides the concept of 

substance to distinguish what is one in God from what is three. His contribution will 

 
 

15 Hipp, The Doctrine of Personal Subsistence, 14. 

16 Hipp, The Doctrine of Personal Subsistence, 14. 

17 Fairbairn, “Ante-Nicene Trinitarianism,” 9. 
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provide a ground for future developments of the concept of person and its distinction 

from substance/essence/nature.  

The Cappadocians 

It is widely recognized that it was the theological controversies of the fourth 

and fifth centuries that lead to increased interest and urgency in formulating a concept of 

person. Pope Benedict for example notes that “the concept of person arose from two 

questions that have from the very beginning urged themselves upon Christian thought as 

central: namely, the question, ‘what is God’(i.e., the God whom we encounter in 

Scripture); and, ‘Who is Christ?”18 Likewise von Balthasar asserts that ultimately the 

dignity that the concept of person carries comes from the theological meaning arrived at 

in the trinitarian and Christological reflections on the concept of person.19 Koterski also 

notes that the Trinitarian debates of the fourth century were a catalyst for deeper 

reflection on the concept of personhood: “It was a set of theological problems in the 

fourth century that occasioned important developments in this regard . . . What 

precipitated the development was the need for better terminology to express some of the 

crucial mysteries of the Christian faith.”20 The Cappadocian Fathers—Basil of Caesarea, 

Gregory of Nyssa, and Gregory of Nazianzus—are largely responsible for the language 

the was to be adopted as the orthodox expression of the Trinity. We will now turn our 

attention to giving a brief account of the terminology set out by the Cappadocians, which 

included the Greek term hypostasis that would come to be function in the East as the 

terminology for what was three in the Trinity as persona initially did in the Latin 

speaking West. 

 
 

18 Benedict XVI, “Concerning the Notion of Person in Theology,” 439. 

19 Balthasar, “On the Concept of Person,” 1986, 19. 

20 Joseph W. Koterski, “Boethius and the Theological Origins of the Concept of Person,” 204. 
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Basil of Caesarea (Gregory of Nyssa): 
Letter3821 

In Letter 38 Basil writes to his brother Gregory of Nyssa concerning the 

difference between the terms ousia and hypostasis22 Basil begins by noting that the 

failure to carefully distinguish between the essence or substance of God and the 

hypostases of God has led to confusion in theology. So much so that some are happy to 

say that there is one person in God and others to affirm 3 substances in God. He 

comments that those to whom he is referring, 

Think that it matters not whether they use the term “substance” or “person” (and for 
this reason some of those who accept such things without investigation are pleased 
to attribute one person to God just as they do one substance; and vice versa, those 
who profess three persons feel obliged to assert as a consequence of this truth the 
same number of divine substances).23 

Basil begins his treatise on the distinction between ousia and hypostasis by distinguishing 

between nouns that refer to universals and those that refer to individuals. Some nouns are 

predicated in a general way such that they apply to a universal such as mankind. In such 

cases we are indicating a common nature shared by human beings. We are not picking 

out any individual specifically in such predication. But some nouns refer not to a 

common nature or property, but to an individual. Basil explains that, 

 Other nouns have a very specific denotation, whereby it is not the common 
property of the class that is indicated by the term employed, but rather a limitation 
to a particular thing, this delimitation implying no participation in the genus so far 
as the individuality of the object is concerned; for example, “Paul” or “Timothy.” 
For such expressions no longer have reference to the properties common to the 
nature of the objects, but by setting apart certain delimited objects from the 

 
 

21 Letter 38 has been traditionally attributed to Basil and included in his corpus. Anders 
Cavallin argued in his 1944 thesis that it was Gregory of Nyssa and not his brother Basil who wrote this 
letter, and it seems patristic scholars generally agree. For our purposes, since the exact authorship does not 
change the content of the letter, I am going to refer to the author as Basil, but I am happy to concede that in 
all likelihood it was written by Gregory instead. Basil does, however, makes similar distinctions in Letters 
214 and 236; so, the contents of Letter 38 are consistent with what Basil says elsewhere. For more 
information on authorship see Gregory of Nyssa, Gregory of Nyssa: The Letters, ed. Anna Silvas, 
Supplements to Vigiliae Christianae, vol. 83 (Boston: Brill, 2007), 247–49. 

22 Basil, Letters 1-58, vol. 1, trans. Roy J. Deferrari, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1926), 197. 

23 Basil, Letters 1-58, 1:197. 
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comprehensive term, specify what they are by means of these names.24 

What Basil is saying here is that the individual names of Paul or Timothy do not refer to 

the human nature they share in common. “Paul” and “Timothy” add nothing to the 

common nature of humanity and furthermore what they have in common is that nature. 

Human nature is not the basis on which we distinguish between individuals and it is also 

true that when individuals are of the same nature, we do not understand individual names 

such as Paul and Timothy to indicate diverse natures: 

Now when a name is sought for two or more similar objects, as, for example, 
“Paul,” “Silvanus,” and “Timothy,” which will indicate the substance [ousias] of 
these men, you will not apply one term to the substance of Paul, but a different one 
to that of Silvanus, and still another to that of Timothy; but whatever terms indicate 
the substance [ousia] of Paul will apply to the two others as well; and those who are 
described with reference to their substance [ousias] by the same terms are 
consubstantial[homoousioi]with one another.25  

The point that Basil is making is that those individuals who share a common nature are 

alike and not different with respect to their nature; so there must be some other 

distinguishing feature that individuates them from one another. Furthermore, those 

features, if they are to distinguish one individual from another, must be different among 

the individuals and obviously it is not anything they share in common.  

Now the individual, which is distinguished from others that share a common 

nature is, according to Basil, referred to as a hypostasis: “This, then, is our statement of 

the matter; that which is specifically referred to is indicated by the expression 

“hypostasis” (person).”26 Basil continues by pointing out that when we say “man” we are 

referring to ousia and when we specify “Paul” we are identifying an individual that 

subsist in that nature. Basil summarizes as follows,  

This, then, is subsistence or “hypostasis” (person). It is, however, not the indefinite 
notion of “ousia” (substance), which by reason of the generality of the term 

 
 

24 Basil, Letters 1-58, 1:199. 

25 Basil, Letters 1-58, 1:199. 

26 Basil, Letters 1-58, 1:201. 
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employed discloses no “sistence”; it is the conception which, by means of the 
specific notes that it indicates, restricts and circumscribes in a particular thing what 
is general and uncircumscribed.27  

Interestingly, Basil goes on the give a biblical example by way of illustration of his point. 

He refers the reader to Job and notes that the story begins with simply saying “a man” but 

then specifies a certain man and to provide specific characteristics that distinguishes this 

man from others.  

Basil is, of course, using this example of the way nouns function with respect 

to human beings to illuminate the proper way to think about the Trinity. The substance is 

common to all three persons of the Trinity and is identical in each. Basil instructs his 

brother Gregory, to apply the principles of distinguishing between a common substance 

and individual persons to divine dogma: 

Accordingly, if you transfer to divine dogmas the principle of differentiation which 
you recognize as applying to substance and person in human affairs, you will not go 
astray. In whatever manner and as whatever thing your mind conceives of the 
substance of the Father (for it is of no avail to press upon a spiritual thing a 
definitely prescribed conception, because we are sure that it is beyond all 
conception), this you will hold for the Son also, and likewise for the Holy Ghost. 
For one and the same conception of Being Uncreated and Incomprehensible is to be 
attributed to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Ghost . . . For one cannot be 
said to be more incomprehensible and uncreated and the other less.28 

Basil is of course teaching what had been set forth in the original Nicene creed of 325, 

and would later be expanded in 381 at Constantinople, to include the Holy Spirit; namely 

that all three persons are consubstantial with one another. With respect to the divine 

nature or substance, they do not differ in any way.   

So, the divine nature cannot be that which distinguishes each person from the 

other. How are they, then, distinguished? In answering that question, Basil begins by 

pointing out that the work of the Holy Spirt is not only to be ascribed to him, but also to 

the Son. Furthermore, the work of the Spirit and the Son is also the work of the Father  

 
 

27 Basil, Letters 1-58, 1:201, parentheses in translation. 

28 Basil, Letters 1-58, 1:203–5. 
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The Apostle says, “But all these things one and the same Spirit worketh, dividing to 
everyone according as he will.” But if we ask whether from the Holy Ghost alone 
this supply of blessings taketh its origin and cometh to those who are worthy, we are 
again guided by the Scriptures to the belief that the Only-begotten God is the source 
and cause of the supply of blessings which are worked in us through the Spirit. For 
we have been taught by the Holy Scripture that all things were made by Him and in 
Him cohere Then when we have been lifted up to that conception, we are again led 
on by the divinely-inspired guidance and taught that through this power all things 
are brought into being from not-being; not, however, even by this power without a 
beginning; nay, there is a power which exists without generation or beginning, and 
this is the cause of the cause of all things that exist. For the Son, by whom all things 
are, and with whom the Holy Spirit must always be conceived as inseparably 
associated, is of the Father.29 

Basil’s point in this passage is to preface the discussion of the distinguishing 

characteristics of each person by first ruling out a distinction in divine actions. Basil has 

compactly expressed what came to be known as inseparable operations—or unity of 

action—and as we will see, appears in Gregory, his brother’s work. At this point it is only 

important to note that Basil affirms unity of action and presumably the unity of the will in 

all three persons of the Trinity. Why? The answer contextually seems to be that it is 

because such actions arise from what is common to the three—the divine substance or 

ousia.  

Instead of the divine essence which is shared by all three, the distinguishing 

characteristics instead have reference to language such as cause and production, 

according to Basil. Basil says of the Spirit he is “united with the Son and with Him 

inseparably produced [italics added], He has His being attached to the Father as cause 

[italics added], from whom he indeed proceeds.”30 Concerning the Son, Basil says that he 

“shine forth as the only begotten from the unbegotten light”31 And in this respect the Son 

is entirely distinct from the Father and the Son: “He in the matter of individual tokens 

which distinguishes Him has nothing in common with the Father or with the Holy Spirit, 

 
 

29 Basil, Letters 1-58, 1:205–7. 

30 Basil, Letters 1-58, 1:207. 

31 Basil, Letters 1-58, 1:207. 
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but alone is recognized by the note just named [only begotten].32 The Father’s 

distinguishing characteristic is that he proceeds from “no other principle, and by this note 

again he is recognized individually Himself.”33 For Basil, this exhausts the distinctions 

between the persons; he provides no other distinguishing features such as individual 

consciousness or will. In fact, he asserts complete unity in all other things and this unity 

is specifically asserted to be a unity of substance: 

Therefore we assert that in the community of substance there is no accord or 
community as regards the distinguishing notes assigned by faith to the Trinity, 
whereby the individuality of the persons of the Godhead, as they have been handed 
down in our faith, is made known to us, for each is apprehended separately by 
means of its own particular distinguishing notes. It is by means of the marks just 
mentioned that the distinction of the Persons is ascertained; but regarding attributes 
denoted by the terms infinite, incomprehensible, uncreated, uncircumscribed by 
space, and all others of like nature, there is no variation in the life-giving nature—I 
mean in the case of the Father, or of the Son, or of the Holy Spirit—but a certain 
continuous and uninterrupted community appears in them.34 

This passage illustrate a crucial claim of what has become known as classical 

Trinitarianism and it concerns the relationship between the persons and natures.  Basil is 

clear in the passage above that whatever distinguishes the divine persons cannot pertain 

to the divine nature anymore that what distinguishes Paul from Timothy can be human 

nature. Like Paul and Timothy, the divine persons share a common nature, but more 

precisely they share the divine nature. It is worth repeating a final time: Basil provides no 

other attributes by which the persons of the Trinity can be distinguished as persons. He 

never appeals to individual minds or wills as a distinguishing feature of distinct 

personhood. 

Letter 38 sets out the crucial distinction between ousia and hypostasis which 

would become a critical distinction in speaking about the Trinity. Hipp summarizes 
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Basil’s understanding of hypostasis or person: “According to Basil, a person is that which 

“subsists”, that which has an independent existence and constitutes a totality unto 

itself.”35 This is in contradistinction from the shared divine nature. Hipp continues to note 

that a person or hypostasis, then, is a special mode of existing that sets the person apart 

from others.36  

With respect to the divine nature, it is not a common nature shared by three 

individuals in the same way that three humans share a common nature. Instead, the three 

persons of the Trinity share the exact same, numerically identical, divine nature. So that 

anything that is true of the Father (substantially) is true of the Son and the Spirit as well. 

All effects and works of the Trinity are attributed to all three persons. We have here the 

person/nature distinction that is essential not only for distinguishing the divine persons 

from the divine essence or substance; later this distinction will also be crucial in 

understanding how the person and natures of Christ are to be understood and 

distinguished from one another. 

Gregory of Nyssa 

One continuing issue in current Trinitarian thought, particularly as it relates to 

the divine persons is the question of how the Cappadocian’s conceive of the divine 

persons. Basil or perhaps Gregory of Nyssa, depending on who one takes the author of 

Letter 38 to be, definitely makes a distinction between person (hypostasis) and nature 

(ousia). But how do the Cappadocians conceive of the divine persons? Do they see them 

as three independent centers of consciousness, willing and working individually but 

always in complete harmony? Or should we understand them to have a view similar to 

the view articulated later by Augustine and Aquinas where the divine persons are only 

distinguished by their relations of origins? 
 

 
35 Hipp, The Doctrine of Personal Subsistence, 15. 

36 Hipp, The Doctrine of Personal Subsistence, 15. 
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In many modern accounts of person, particularly in social trinitarianism, it is 

argued that the East had a different conception of the three persons than the West.37 You 

can find evidence of this in writers such as William Hasker, Jurgen Moltmann, and 

Miroslav Volf.38 The claim is that the Cappadocians, particularly Gregory of Nyssa, 

conceived of the persons of the Trinity as a community of person—each person 

possessing their own center of consciousness and will as opposed to the West that was 

focused on the unity of God and understood the persons to be three modes or instance of 

the divine nature. Speaking to this frequently claimed contrasting of the East and the 

West, Lewis Ayres writes, “Some writers still persist in assuming that theologies in the 

early fourth century can be divided between the east and west, the westerners resolutely 

‘beginning’ from the unity of God, easterners somehow naturally prone to a more diverse 

account of Father, Son and Holy Spirit.”39  Michel Barnes commenting specifically on 

how Gregory of Nyssa has been interpreted with respect to his view of person writes,  

The Trinitarian paradigm that Gregory represents has come more and more to be 
understood as the Trinity as Three Person. At the same time the notion of “person” 
has come more and more to be in the category of relation[ship] or consciousness. 
The obvious effect of such moves is that Gregory’s Trinitarian theology is re-stated 
either as The Trinity as “personal relationship” or as Locating consciousness(es) in 
the Trinity40 

Is this reading of Gregory of Nyssa correct? Not according to Barnes, “while a 

knowledge of Gregory’s psychology reveals its role in his Trinitarian theology, it also 

 
 

37 John Zizioulas is influential example of this John D. Zizioulas, Being as Communion: 
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38 Jürgen. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom: The Doctrine of God, Fortress Press ed. 
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39 Lewis Ayres, Nicaea and Its Legacy: An Approach to Fourth-Century Trinitarian Theology 
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Rethinking Gregory of Nyssa (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003). 

40 Michel Rene Barnes, “Divine Unity and the Divided Self: Gregory of Nyssa’s Trinitarian 
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makes clear that personal relationships or consciousness are not the important, 

substantial, psychological concepts for Gregory.”41 And with respect to Gregory’s 

understanding of person or hypostasis specifically, Barnes concludes that Gregory 

understands and uses hypostasis “to mean an existent with real and separate existence, 

and he does not use the term to refer to or name a subject of cognition or volition.”42 A 

brief look at what Gregory teaches on the unity of action within the Trinity confirms 

Barnes’ conclusion. 

Gregory of Nyssa on Inseparable 
Operations 

Various arguments were employed by the Cappadocians to refute defective 

views of the relationship between the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Indeed, Basil of 

Caesarea, Gregory of Nazianzus, and Gregory of Nyssa were required to defend and 

articulate a defense of the divinity of the Son and the Spirit on a number of fronts and 

from a number of opponents. The biblical data required the defenders of Trinitarian 

theology to walk a careful line avoiding two equally dangerous errors. They were 

required to articulate a monotheism that avoided the error of relegating the Son and the 

Spirit to the status of creatures while simultaneously avoiding the opposite error of tri-

theism. They had to defend both the unity of God and the equality of persons. One 

prominent line of thought in Gregory of Nyssa’s writings is the argument from unity of 

actions, or inseparable operations.43 He employs the doctrine of inseparable operations to 

 
 

41 Barnes, “Divine Unity and the Divided Self: Gregory of Nyssa’s Trinitarian Theology in its 
Psychological Context,” 46. 

42 Barnes, “Divine Unity and the Divided Self: Gregory of Nyssa’s Trinitarian Theology in its 
Psychological Context,” 52. 
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argue for both the full deity of the divine persons and the unity of the Godhead. In fact, 

unity of actions or inseparable operations is “one of the central points of the Gregory’s 

theology, as can be seen from the diffusion of the argument throughout Gregory’s 

writings.”44  For example, Gregory uses the concept of inseparable operations to defend 

both the deity of the Son and Spirit and also the unity of the Godhead in On The Holy 

Trinity, Ad Eustathium. Inseparable operations also plays a major role in On Not Three 

God’s, Ad Ablabium and interestingly inseparable operations is the argument Gregory 

uses to defend the equality of the Spirit in his third homily on the Lord’s Prayer. Of 

particular importance for Gregory’s understanding of person as it relates to inseparable 

operation is his work Ad Ablabium. We will confine our examination of Gregory’s views 

on inseparable operations to a brief exposition of that theme in Ad Ablabium. 

On “Not Three Gods,” To Ablabius 

The precise dating and context of Ad Ablabium45 is debated, but recent 

scholarship has favored the latter period of the Gregory’s life.46 Regardless of the exact 

date of composition, Giulio Maspero asserts that it “constitutes a synthesis of the 

theological thought of the Nyssen,” and goes on to say that it is “perhaps the final word” 

of Gregory’s Trinitarian theology.47 That assessment, if correct, certainly argues for the 

choice of this work as representative of Gregory’s thought.  

The occasion of Ad Ablabium is a response to a letter received from Ablabius a 

“noble soldier of Christ” who requests that Gregory answer the charge that a logical 

 
 

44Mateo Seco and Maspero, The Brill Dictionary of Gregory of Nyssa, 771. 

45 It is common to refer to “On ‘Not Three God’ to Ablabius” as simply Ad Ablabium. I will 
use that convention throughout this section for economy of language. 

46 Maspero discusses the various proposals and argues for a date around 390. Mateo Seco and 
Maspero, The Brill Dictionary of Gregory of Nyssa, xix–xxviii. 

47Mateo Seco and Maspero, The Brill Dictionary of Gregory of Nyssa, 3. 
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implication of the Pro-Nicene language of one nature but three persons is tri-theism.48 

“Why is it that we say that the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit are one God, a unique 

divine Nature in three Persons, while when we speak of three concrete human subjects, 

for example Peter, James and John, we say that they are ‘three men’? Should not one 

speak in the case of the Trinity as well of ‘three gods’?”49 Ablabius seems to have been 

unable to refute this charge himself and is appealing to Gregory for assistance.50 

Gregory’s initial answer is to respond by arguing that while we often speak of 

“men” in the plural that is really inaccurate. Even with respect to human nature it is more 

accurate to speak in the singular when referring to the common nature of humanity. 

Names such as John or Peter denote individuals but the nature they share should be called 

“man,” singular, and not men, plural. So, rather than conforming our language about God 

to our mistaken usage about human nature, we should correct our speech when speaking 

of men: “Thus it would be much better to correct our erroneous habit so as no longer to 

extend to a plurality the name of the nature, than by our bondage to habit to transfer to 

our statements concerning God the error which exists in the above case.”51 But of course 

it is unlikely that such a change in usage will occur. So, Gregory continues by providing 

an argument concerning the proper relationship between language and the divine nature. 

Specifically, he examines the term Godhead. 

Apparently, Gregory’s opponents asserted that Godhead was a unique term 

that designated the divine nature in a way that other divine names did not. Gregory 

 
 

48Gregory of Nyssa, “On ‘Three Gods,’” in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, vol. 5, ed. Philip 
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refuted a similar idea in Ad Eustathium.52   There it took the form of claiming that there 

were some divine names that were superior and some that were inferior. In Ad Ablabium 

the primary charge is that applying the term Godhead leads logically to the necessity of 

applying plural language to God. Gregory mentioned this charge of tri-theism in Ad 

Eustathium, but here in Ad Ablabium he provides a more comprehensive reply to the 

charge of tri-theism. One key to dealing with this charge is to give an account of the term 

Godhead. “We must, however, more carefully examine the name of Godhead in order to 

obtain, by means of the significance involved in the word, some help toward clearing up 

the question before us.”53  

In Ad Eustathium, Gregory argued that the divine nature is incomprehensible 

and he makes this point again in Ad Ablabium.  “We, on the other hand, following the 

suggestion of Scripture, have learnt that that nature is un-nameable and unspeakable, and 

we say that every term either invented by man or handed down to us by the Scriptures is 

indeed explanatory of our understanding of the Divine Nature, but does not include the 

signification of that nature itself.”54  Given that the divine nature in and of itself remains 

unknown, Gregory argues that every divine name or term, including Godhead, can only 

arise in one of two ways. Every term applied to God either negates something 

inappropriate with respect to the nature of God or it names a divine activity. Gregory 

explains: “For the subject [the divine nature], whatever it may be, is incorruptible: but our 

conception of incorruptibility is this—that that which is, is not resolved into decay: so 

when we say that He is incorruptible, we declare that His nature does not suffer, but we 

do not express what that is which does not suffer corruption.”55  So one way that divine 
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names work is by negation; they tell us what we cannot predicate of God, but even then 

they do not reveal the divine nature in and of itself, according to Gregory. But there is a 

second way that we derive names for God: “Since, then, as we perceive the varied 

operations of the power above us we fashion out appellations from the several operations 

that are known to us.”56 Gregory goes on to demonstrate how this is true by examining 

the term Godhead and showing how even this term is ultimately derived from a divine 

operation.  

Ayers summarizes Gregory’s assessment of the term Godhead: “’Godhead’ 

itself (theotes) stems our observation of God’s act of watching over, seeing or beholding 

(thea) and in our observation of this action we see all three persons engaged in the same 

action.”57 Godhead is derived not from an examination of the divine essence itself, but 

like all divine names, from either negation or divine action. In this particular case, it 

derives from divine action, but the point is that it has no special status above any of the 

other divine names; Godhead is not a unique appellation. It no more reveals the essence 

of God than any other term. Not only that, but as the last part of Ayers’ quote mentions, 

Gregory then goes on to assert that all three members are involved in the act of “seeing:”  

“For Scripture attributes the act of seeing equally to Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.”58 

Since this is true, not only has Gregory refuted the idea that Godhead has any special 

status, but he has also used this concept to show that because of inseparable operations, it 

is properly predicated of all three persons of the Trinity. All three members are involved 

in this “seeing over” and thus must be equally divine. However, Gregory recognizes that 

there is still a ready objection from his opponents concerning the original question. 
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Even if the divine names derive from either negation or activity, and even if 

Godhead has no special status, appealing to unity of operations does not refute the 

original charge; for in the case of human activity although individuals share one human 

nature, we still apply plural language to their common activities. Gregory summarizes his 

opponents’ objection at this point: 

If, indeed, Godhead were an appellation of nature, it would be more proper, 
according to the argument laid down, to include the Three Persons in the singular 
number, and to speak of ‘One God’ by reason of the inseparability and indivisibility 
of the nature, but since it has been established by what has been said, that the term 
‘Godhead’ is significant of operation and not of nature, the argument from what has 
been advanced seems to turn to the contrary conclusion, that we ought all the more 
to call those ‘Three Gods’ who are contemplated in the same operation, as they say 
that one would speak of ‘three philosophers’ or ‘orators,’ or any other name derived 
from a business when those who take part in the same business are more than one.59 

It seems that Gregory has proven too much and this has undermined the basis for an 

answer to the original objection. If, as Gregory’s opponents maintained, Godhead was a 

special term for the divine nature, then it could have been argued, perhaps in some other 

way, that this appellation was appropriately applied to the Holy Spirit, for example, and 

having shown that, Gregory could have argued that natures are singular and therefore 

plural language is inappropriate with respect to God. But now he has instead argued that 

the term Godhead is derived from activity and we usually apply plural language to the 

shared activities of more than one person, even when they share a singular nature. So, it 

seems now, even more than before, correct to charge Pro-Nicene language with entailing 

the language of “three gods”  

Gregory’s response is to notice that while there is a superficial similarity 

between human persons doing similar actions and the divine person doing the same 

action, there is a crucial difference between the cases. In human activity we apply the 

plural to individuals who are individually involved in similar tasks, but if we are careful, 
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we notice that they do so separately and on their own. But Gregory notes that this is not 

the case with the divine persons: 

But in the case of the Divine nature we do not similarly learn that the Father does 
anything by Himself in which the Son does not work conjointly, or again that the 
Son has any special operation apart from the Holy Spirit; but every operation which 
extends from God to the Creation, and is named according to our variable 
conceptions of it, has its origin from the Father and proceeds through the Son, and is 
perfected in the Holy Spirit. For this reason the name derived from the operation is 
not divided with regard to the number of those who fulfill it, because the action of 
each concerning anything is not separable and peculiar, but whatever comes to pass, 
in reference either to the acts of His providence for us, or to the government and 
constitution of the universe, comes to pass by the action of the Three, yet what does 
come to pass is not three things.60   

In this passage not only does Gregory answer the current objection, but he also provides a 

much more nuanced presentation of inseparable operations. To the issue at hand, Gregory 

responds by saying that the crucial difference between shared human activity and 

inseparable operations is that in divine activity there is one action mediated through three 

persons. Ayres summarizes Gregory’s response: “The divine persons do not simply act 

together, they function inseparably to constitute any and every divine activity towards the 

creation.”61  In human activity you would have three similar, but separate actions. It 

would be accurate to say there are three ‘orations’ or three ‘philosophical discourses,’ to 

go back to Gregory’s earlier examples. In the divine economy, however, every action is 

the product of all three persons of the Godhead. There are not three acts of providence or 

three acts of salvation; there is one act of providence brought about by the joined activity 

of all three persons of the Trinity. It is this inseparable unity of action that distinguishes 

the divine activity from all possible analogies with human actions. In the passage above 

Gregory explains that every divine action originates in the Father proceeds through the 

Son and is perfected or completed by the Spirit. His explanation not only refutes the 
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charge of tri-theism, but it also provides a “grammar” for speaking about inseparable 

operations: “from the Father, through the Son and perfected by the Spirit.” Furthermore, 

before continuing, it is important to note that the above passage directly speaks to some 

interpretations of Gregory that claim that he conceives of the divine persons as simply 

united in action or as three centers of consciousness with separate, but unified wills, 

analogous to human cooperation for a common goal. This understanding of Gregory 

seems to be explicitly refuted in the passage above. 

Gregory anticipates a final objection: Does inseparable operations and the 

singular nature it implies entail Sabellianism? If the Father, Son and Spirit are 

inseparably involved in every event and if this proves that there is only one divine nature, 

does this not entail or at least suggests modalism? Gregory responds, “If, however, one 

cavils at our argument on the ground that by not admitting the difference of nature it 

leads to a mixture and confusion of persons, we shall make to such a charge this 

answer—that while we confess the invariable character of the nature, we do not deny the 

difference in respect to cause, and that which is caused, by which alone we apprehend 

that one Person is distinguished from another.”62 Notice that Gregory here appeals to the 

language of “causation”  and causation alone to distinguish the persons from one another. 

By causation, “we indicate the difference in manner of existence,” Gregory explains63 He 

is careful to clarify that causation should not be understood as relating to the divine 

nature:  “[W]e do not divide the nature by the word ‘cause,’ but only indicate that the Son 

does not exist without generation, nor the Father by generation: but we must needs in the 

first place believe that something exists, and then scrutinize the manner of existence of 

the object of our belief: thus the question of existence is one, and the of the mode of 
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existence is another.”64 Again it is worth emphasizing that Gregory identifies the 

relations of origin as the distinguishing mark of each divine person, not relationships or 

distinct centers of consciousness and will, or anything else of the kind.  Person signifies a 

mode of existence.  

To conclude, the concept of person that emerges in Ad Ablabium, while 

certainly not fully developed, does not appeal to a center of consciousness, or 

relationality in the modern sense of the word. Furthermore, Gregory explicitly refutes the 

idea that we should conceive of the divine persons as willing and acting harmoniously, 

but independently of one another. Instead, he argues for a unity of action where all works 

of God are one work always involving the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. All works of God 

are one work, not three works done in cooperation as we might think of when humans 

work together for a common goal or purpose.  

Before turning to Nicene-Constantinopolitan creed—the definitive trinitarian 

creed—it is worth noting that there were significant terminological confusions and 

disagreements even in the aftermath of the original Nicene creed of 325 AD. Especially 

problematic was the fact that hypostasis had two possible meanings. Hypostasis could be 

used to simply mean that which is real and concretely existing as opposed to something 

that is an illusion or mental abstraction. Hipp asserts that this understanding of hypostasis 

was equivalent to Aristotle’s primary matter as opposed to secondary matter.65 It simply 

meant a real existing entity. This could be any real exiting entity. But as we saw above in 

Basil’s Letter 38, it also began to take on a different meaning that was given to it in the 

Trinitarian debates. Hypostasis came to be understood, as Hipp helpfully explains, as that 

which is “self-contained and distinct from others . . . the concrete individual existing of 
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itself as an independent subject numerically distinct from every other.”66 The significance 

of this double meaning is that Latin authors often translated hypostasis in Greek 

theological texts as substantia in Latin. One can see how such a translation was an 

invitation to confusion. In fact, at the original council of Nicaea in 325 AD, hypostasis 

and ousia were understood synonymously and had not yet acquired the technical 

distinction that they would have by 381. We know this because one of the anathemas of 

the original Nicene creed was against anyone who said the Son was of a different ousia or 

hypostasis from the Father.67  Thanks in large part to the Cappadocians, ousia and 

hypostasis would come to have distinct meanings by 381. 

Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed                  
(AD 381) 

The history leading up to the initial Nicene Creed in 325 and then the 

expansion in 381 are complex and not easily summarized by recourse to the heresy of 

“Arianism.” It is not as simple as the Nicenes believed Jesus was God and the “Arians” 

did not. Rather, as Lewis Ayers has demonstrated, there was question about how “God” 

might be applied to Jesus and to the Father and if that predication meant the same thing in 

each instance.68 Nevertheless, for our purposes, it is sufficient to note that the discussion 

and controversies leading up to the Nicene-Constantinopolitan creed (hereafter I will 

simply refer to it as the Nicene Creed) concerned the way in which the Father related to 

the Son, and later how the Holy Spirit related to both and it what sense all three could be 

said to be divine. Central to resolving these issues was the development of a grammar 

with which to speak accurately about the way in which God is three and yet one. It was of 
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course more than simply an insistence of using certain terms, behind those terms were 

categories and distinctions that were not merely linguistic conventions, but also 

metaphysical claims. More will be said later about this, but at the moment let us examine 

the creed that emerged in 381 A.D. from those writings and discussions: 

We believe in one God, the Father almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of all 
things visible and invisible; And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only begotten Son of 
God, begotten of his Father before all ages, light from light, true God from true 
God, begotten not made, of one substance with the Father, through Whom all things 
came into existence, Who because of us men and because of our salvation came 
down from the heavens, and was incarnate from Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary, 
and became man, and was crucified for us under Pontius Pilate, and suffered and 
was buried, and rose again on the third day according to the Scriptures, and 
ascended to heaven, and sits on the right hand of the Father, and will come again 
with glory to judge the living and the dead, of Whose kingdom there will be no end; 
And in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and life-giver, Who proceeds  from the Father, 
Who with the Father and the Son is together worshipped and together glorified, 
Who spoke through the prophets; one holy Catholic and apostolic Church. We 
confess one baptism to the remission of sins; we look forward to the resurrection of 
the dead and the life of the world to come.69 

It is important to observe that hypostasis does not appear in the body of the text of the 

creed itself. Furthermore, neither the term ousia, much less hypostasis, since the latter 

does not appear in the creed at all, are clearly defined in the creed. It is clear, however, 

that ousia and hypostasis were clearly known and distinguished from one another by 

those present in 381. We know this is the case because those distinctions are made clear 

in in the synodical letter of 382: 

According to this faith there is one Godhead, Power and Substance of the Father and 
of the Son and of the Holy Ghost; the dignity being equal, and the majesty being 
equal in three perfect hypostases, i.e., three perfect persons. Thus there is no room 
for the heresy of Sabellius by the confusion of the hypostases, i.e., the destruction of 
the personalities; thus the blasphemy of the Eunomians, of the Arians, and of the 
Pneumatomachi is nullified, which divides the substance, the nature, and the 
godhead, and superinduces on the uncreated consubstantial and co-eternal Trinity a 
nature posterior, created and of a different substance. We moreover preserve 
unperverted the doctrine of the incarnation of the Lord, holding the tradition that the 
dispensation of the flesh is neither souless nor mindless nor imperfect; and knowing 
full well that God's Word was perfect before the ages, and became perfect man in 
the last days for our salvation. Let this suffice for a summary of the doctrine which 
is fearlessly and frankly preached by us, and concerning which you will be able to 
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be still further satisfied if you will deign to read the tome of the synod of Antioch, 
and also that tome issued last year by the Ecumenical Council held at 
Constantinople, in which we have set forth our confession of the faith at greater 
length, and have appended an anathema against the heresies which innovators have 
recently inscribed.70 

The distinction between ouia (substance), which all three persons share fully, and 

hypostases (persons) which distinguish the Father, Son and Holy Spirit from one another 

informs how creed of 381 is to be understood and gives insight into the importance the 

terms ousia and hypostasis had acquired by this time. Note that the Father, Son and Holy 

Spirit are of one “godhead, power, and substance,” but they exist as “three perfect 

persons.” The Cappadocian terminology and distinctions, then, are clearly affirmed in the 

synodical letter and are presented as integral to a faithful summary of the faith.  

It is also important to observe the Christological language present in this letter. 

It states that Christ is neither “souless or mindless.” This is a direct refutation of 

Apollinaris. Apollinaris taught that in the Incarnation, the Word, took on a human body 

but the eternal Logos functioned as the soul (nous) of Christ. Grillmeier explains that 

“Apollinaris sees in Christ only one life exclusively controlled by the Godhead. The 

whole of man’s salvation rests on the fact that an invincible divine Nous . . . an 

inalienable will and divine power is ensouled in the flesh of Christ.”71  That Apollinaris is 

in mind is further confirmed by the explicit anathema directed at him in the first canon of 

the council canons.72 Apollinaris’ error is an example where person and nature is being 

conflated. For Apollinaris, preserving a single person seems to require only one soul (mia 

physis). The council fully rejects that and insists on a fully human nature for Jesus. But as 

Gerald O’ Collins observes, the “Apollinarian questions remained,” that is how should 
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the “union between his divinity and humanity be understood.”73 Further clarification 

concerning the relationship between nature and person would emerge in the 

Christological controversies of the fifth century.  

Christological Contributions to the Concept of Person 

Stephen Hipp provides a helpful summary of the Christological issues that 

necessitated the councils that followed the Trinitarian councils of the fourth century: 

The fundamental Christological difficulty was to account for why Christ’s humanity 
does not result in a separate human individual, why his human nature as such is not  
a person. Investigation of the hypostatic union essentially boils down to three 
questions: (1) what is it that is lacking to Christ’s humanity such that it fails to 
constitute a human person in its own right?; (2) what is it that the Logos supplies in 
this union that makes the total Christ one divine person?; and (3) what exactly 
constitutes the person?74 

As Hipp goes on to point out, it was the failure to make the important distinction between 

person and nature that was the genesis of all of the Christological heresies regarding the 

unity of Christ. The instinct to see a “reciprocal numerical correspondence between 

personhood and nature” was, according to Hipp, the mistake of both Nestorianism and 

Monophysitism.”75 In essence the mistake was to assume that if there were two natures, 

then there were two persons, or on the other hand to assume that if there were only one 

person, then there could be only one nature. 

Chalcedonian Definition (AD 451) 

 Like the Nicene Creed, the Chalcedonian definition arose out of theological 

controversy. As we saw above, Apollinaris and his views were condemned in 381 at the 

Council of Constantinople. In addition to that Nestorius and his views had also been 

condemned at the Council of Ephesus in 431. Nestorius’ error seems to have been the 
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opposite of Apollinaris’ error: Nestorius so emphasized the two distinct natures of Christ 

that his language entailed, at least to his opponents, two subjects in Christ, with only an 

outward unity. Nestorius seems to conceive of the two natures of Christ as two subjects76 

Cyril of Alexandria’s letter at the council of Ephesus clearly shows how he and the 

council understood the error of Nestorius: 

We, therefore, confess one Christ and Lord, not as worshipping a man with the 
Word (lest this expression "with the Word" should suggest to the mind the idea of 
division), but Worshipping him as one and the same, forasmuch as the body of the 
Word, with which he sits with the Father, is not separated from the Word himself, 
not as if two sons [italics added]were sitting with him, but one by the union with the 
flesh. If, however, we reject the personal union as impossible or unbecoming, we 
fall into the error of speaking of two sons[italics added] . . .  We must not, therefore, 
divide the one Lord Jesus Christ into two Sons[italics added].77  

The repetition of “two sons” clearly demonstrates that Cyril took Nestorius error to entail 

positing two persons in Christ and thus confusing natures and persons. 

Leo Donald Davidson states that Eutyches was a “confused and muddled  

thinker” making it difficult to discern a “clear and consistent doctrine” in his teachings.78  

But his basic claim was that after the Incarnation Christ had only a single nature; he was 

of two natures before the Incarnation, but only one after.79 The Chalcedonian Definition 

address all three of these defective view of the Incarnation: 

Wherefore, following the holy Fathers, we all with one voice confess our Lord Jesus 
Christ one and the same Son, the same perfect in Godhead, the same perfect in 
manhood, truly God and truly man, the same consisting of a reasonable soul and a 
body, of one substance with the Father as touching the Godhead, the same of one 
substance with us as touching the manhood, like us in all things apart from sin; 
begotten of the Father before the ages as touching the Godhead, the same in the last 
days, for us and for our salvation, born from the Virgin Mary, the Theotokos, as 
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touching the manhood, one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-begotten, to be 
acknowledged in two natures, without confusion, without change, without division, 
without separation; the distinction of natures being in no way abolished because of 
the union, but rather the characteristic property of each nature being preserved, and 
concurring into one Person and one subsistence, not as if Christ were parted or 
divided into two persons, but one and the same Son and only-begotten God, Word, 
Lord, Jesus Christ; even as the Prophets from the beginning spoke concerning him, 
and our Lord Jesus Christ instructed us, and the Creed of the Fathers has handed 
down to us.80 

In a manner analogous to the Trinitarian formula of Nicaea, Chalcedon specifies the 

proper way to speak and conceive of what is one in Christ and alternately what are two in 

Christ. That which is two concerns his natures—a fully divine nature and a fully human 

nature (contra Apollinaris) without mixture or confusion (contra Eutyches). But those two 

natures are unified in one person (contra Nestorius). Oliver Crisp has helpfully suggested 

the following axiom, which he calls the Chalcedonian Axiom: Christ has one of whatever 

goes with the person and two of whatever goes with natures.81 Crisp’s axiom is a helpful 

summary of the guiding principle for Christology that emerges from Chalcedon. Schaff, 

however, provides a bit more detail on the main ideas to emerge from the Chalcedon.82. 

Schaff summarizes, “Nature or substance (essence, οσια) denotes the totality of powers 

and qualities which constitute being, while person (῾υπόστασής, προσωπον) is the Ego, 

the self-conscious, self-asserting acting subject”83  One should keep in mind that the 

loose definition of person provided by Schaff is not actually stated in the Chalcedonian 

definition and so some caution should be exercised in taking that as the technical 

definition of person that was in the mind of the council. But Donald Fairbairn endorses at 

least part of Schaff’s understanding, when he notes one of the ways person could be 
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understood in the patristic period: “A second . . .  patristic way of understanding the idea 

of person was to see person as an active subject who does things and to whom things 

happen.”84 Nevertheless, what is definitely is present is the distinction between the who 

of the Incarnation (The Son) and the what (fully divine nature and fully human nature) of 

the Incarnation.  

It is worth emphasizing that beyond the necessary distinctions between nature 

and person, Chalcedon also makes it clear that the person of the Incarnation is the eternal 

Son.85  One implication of the Son being the person of the Incarnation is that it would 

seem to require that any definition of person would be able to apply to both human and 

divine person, at the very least analogically. The reasons to suppose this is the case is that 

Jesus is fully human and fully divine; it would seem to follow that one aspect of being 

fully human is to live a human life that is like ours. Chalcedon identifies the person of 

Jesus as the second person of the Trinity. It would seem then, that for Jesus to have a 

fully human life, his personhood must be at least analogous to our own. If divine persons 

and human person are completely different in every way, then it is hard to see how Jesus 

lived a fully human life as the Son of God.86 It should be noted, however, that while we 

have important distinctions between person and nature presented in the Chalcedonian 

formulation, we still have no explicit definition of person at this point.87 That would 

await Boethius. 
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One final question concerns how we ought to or are perhaps permitted to 

interpret the Chalcedonian definition? Are the categories of nature and person linguistic 

categories, but not actually ontological categories? Should we understand them as merely 

formal categories—important for proper speech but not actually to be understood as 

distinct substances?  Richard Cross notes that the affirmation of two natures in one 

hypothesis is intended as a correction or contrast to the Monophysite claim that the two 

natures are blended into a new single nature. Cross, correctly I think, points out that this 

seems to suggest that there is some ontological distinction between person and nature and 

not simply a linguistic or formal one.88 Chalcedon, then, does not just provide regulative 

language about how we can speak concerning Christ’s two natures. It does that to be sure, 

but what is under discussion is metaphysical as well. What is Christ’s nature after the 

Incarnation? Is it one new nature composed of two previously independent natures, per 

Eutyches? Or are the two natures joined in one person? These strike me as thoroughly 

ontological questions. Furthermore, while one can argue that no specific metaphysic is 

specified in any of the creeds, it seems inescapable that some ontology is assumed in all 

of them, and that ontology concerns substances such as natures and persons. 

Constantinople III (AD 680-681)   

Constantinople III was occasioned by the Monothelite—Christ only had one 

will—controversy.  In response, Emperor Constantine IV requested 12 bishops and 4 

monastic leaders to attend an assembly of theologians from both the East and West.89 It 

met in November of 680 for its first session.90 Pope Agatho in consultation with other 

bishops wrote a profession of faith condemning Monothelitism and it was adopted by the 
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council in 681.91 After providing the context for the council, the following profession of 

faith is affirmed: 

This same holy and universal synod, here present, faithfully accepts and welcomes 
with open hands the report of Agatho, most holy and most blessed pope of elder 
Rome, that came to our most reverend and most faithful emperor Constantine, 
which rejected by name those who proclaimed and taught, as has been already 
explained, one will and one principle of action in the incarnate dispensation of 
Christ our true God . . . [a recitation of the creed of Chalcedon follows] . . . And we 
proclaim equally two natural volitions or wills in him and two natural principles of 
action which undergo no division, no change, no partition, no confusion, in 
accordance with the teaching of the holy fathers. And the two natural wills not in 
opposition, as the impious heretics said, far from it, but his human will following, 
and not resisting or struggling, rather in fact subject to his divine and all powerful 
will. For the will of the flesh had to be moved, and yet to be subjected to the divine 
will, according to the most wise Athanasius. For just as his flesh is said to be and is 
flesh of the Word of God, so too the natural will of his flesh is said to and does 
belong to the Word of God, just as he says himself: I have come down from heaven, 
not to do my own will, but the will of the Father who sent me, calling his own will 
that of his flesh, since his flesh too became his own. For in the same way that his all 
holy and blameless animate flesh was not destroyed in being made divine but 
remained in its own limit and category, so his human will as well was not destroyed 
by being made divine, but rather was preserved, according to the theologian 
Gregory, who says: “For his willing, when he is considered as saviour, is not in 
opposition to God, being made divine in its entirety.” And we hold there to be two 
natural principles of action in the same Jesus Christ our lord and true God, which 
undergo no division, no change, no partition, no confusion, that is, a divine principle 
of action and a human principle of action . . . Therefore, protecting on all sides the 
“no confusion” and “no division”, we announce the whole in these brief words: 
Believing our lord Jesus Christ, even after his incarnation, to be one of the holy 
Trinity and our true God, we say that he has two natures shining forth in his one 
subsistence in which he demonstrated the miracles and the sufferings throughout his 
entire providential dwelling here, not in appearance but in truth, the difference of 
the natures being made known in the same one subsistence in that each nature wills 
and performs the things that are proper to it in a communion with the other; then in 
accord with this reasoning we hold that two natural wills and principles of action 
meet in correspondence for the salvation of the human race.92 

A noted in the quote above, while omitted for space, the full Chalcedonian creed is 

explicitly recited and reaffirmed in the statement of faith produced in 681. This is 

important because as Phillip Schaff notes, this Christological statement is an enlargement 
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of the Chalcedonian creed.93  Or perhaps it might be more accurate to say that 

Constantinople III made explicit what was already implicit in the Chalcedonian creed. 

Either way, it has important implication for the proper understanding of the distinction 

between nature and person and what is to be properly placed in each. 

Scott M. Williams provides a doctrinal summary of the outcome of the 

Constantinople III. Particularly important for the investigation of the relationship 

between persons and natures is the clarification of what properly belongs to nature and 

what belongs to person or hypostases: 

Constantinople III makes clear how the orthodox faith understands will-powers and 
operations (actions) in relation to natures and hypostases. The “canonical logic,” 
which is endorsed by Constantinople III, is that the number of wills, powers, and 
operations correspond to the number of essences or natures, and not to the number 
of hypostases. Put otherwise, the number of wills, powers, and operation depends on 
the number of natures. This fits with the Aristotelian understanding of ‘phusis’ 
(nature) as the principle of action. So, if there is numerically one divine essence or 
nature, then there is numerically one divine will-power. It is important to clarify 
what is meant regarding operations or actions. I take it that the claim is this: for any 
divine action-type, the number of action-tokens depends on the number of natures 
and not on the number of divine hypostases94 

Constantinople III, then, provides an additional parameter for a theological definition of 

person: Will, power, operations, and, presumably, mind belong properly in nature and not 

person.95 

The Trinitarian and Christological creeds developed the distinction between 

person and nature and they set the parameters for how to think about the relationship 
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between persons and natures in the context of both the Trinity and the Incarnation, but no 

explicit definition of person was presented in any of the above writing, councils or 

creeds. Individuals had some conception of person such as a speaking subject in 

Tertullian or an acting subject in Chalcedon, but no formal definition. Boethius is the first 

to provide a definition of person. It is his definition that we will take up in the next 

chapter. 
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CHAPTER 5 

BOETHIUS AND THE DEFINITION OF PERSON 

Anicus Manlius Severinus Boethius (AD 481-524) provides what appears to be 

the first technical definition of the concept of person.1 As we have seen in earlier chapters 

the concept of person had been discussed extensively in both the Trinitarian and 

Christological controversies prior to Boethius, but a formal definition of personhood is 

absent in those discussions.  To say that Boethius’ definition is the “classical” definition 

of person is not to say that it was at the time, or has ever been, a universally accepted 

definition. It did, however, remain the dominant definition throughout the Middle Ages 

and its prominence is likely one of the reasons Aquinas adopted and defended it.2 

Furthermore, Boethius’ definition continues to be an important definition in current 

discussions of the concept of person. 

Brief Excursus: Aristotle on Substance 

As we will observe in a moment, Boethius’ definition of person makes use of 

the concept of substance. We will have more to say about the confusion his use of 

substance occasioned, but for now it is important to explain the common understanding 

of substance that both Boethius and Aquinas would have had. Of course, the scope of this 

work does not permit a thorough treatment of the history of the concept of substance. 

However, since both Boethius and Aquinas would have been assuming Aristotle’s 

teaching on substance, a brief discussion of Aristotle’s distinction between primary and 
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secondary substances will be helpful in making sense of Boethius’ and Aquinas’ 

discussions of substance. 

Aristotle primarily treats the concept of substance (ousia) in the Categories 

and the Metaphysics. According to Christopher Stead the treatment of substance found in 

the Categories is different than his treatments elsewhere in that it is unique “in expressing 

the distinction between individual and universal as a distinction between two senses of 

ousia.”3  Stead is referring to Aristotle’s well know distinction between primary and 

secondary substances. Primary substances are concrete, individual things as opposed to 

classes or sets in which similar substances are placed—such as genus and species—which 

Aristotle terms secondary substances. Secondary substances are universals whereas 

primary substances are concrete existing instances of a given thing. Aristotle explains, 

Substance in the truest and primary and most definite sense of the word, is that 
which is neither predicable of a subject nor present in a subject; for instance, the 
individual man or horse. But in a secondary sense those things are called substances 
within which, as species, the primary substances are included; also those, which, as 
genera, include the species. For instance, the individual man is included in the 
species ‘man’, and the genus to which the species belongs is ‘animal’; these, 
therefore,—that is to say, the species ‘man’ and the genus ‘animal’—are termed 
secondary substances.4 

Immediately following this passage in the Categories, Aristotle makes it clear that 

primary substances are foundational and are that about which everything else is 

predicated (i.e., what is “said of a subject or “in a subject). “Thus, everything except 

primary substance is either predicated of primary substances or is present in them, and if 

these [primary substances] did not exist, it would be impossible for anything else to 

exists.”5  So, substance could be understood in these two ways and Boethius would have 

been aware of those distinctions in Aristotle because he in fact translated the Categories 
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of Aristotle out Greek into Latin. Of course, as is well known, that Thomas Aquinas was 

thoroughly acquainted with Aristotle and simply referred to him as “the Philosopher.” So, 

Aristotle’s distinction between primary and secondary substances provides an important 

context for reading both Boethius and Aquinas. 

The Opuscula Sacra 

The Opuscula Sacra also known as the Theological Tractates,6 are 5 short 

theological treatises written by Boethius. Those five treatises are comprised of “On The 

Trinity (OSI),” “Whether the Father, Son and Holy Spirit are Substantially Predicated of 

the Divinity (OSII),” “From the Same to the Same: How Substances are Good in Virtue 

of Their Existence without Being Substantial Good (OSIII),” “On the Catholic Faith 

(OSIV),” and “A Treatise Against Eutyches and Nestorius (OSIV).”  Boethius’ definition 

is found in the latter and it is often referred to by its Latin name: Contra Eutychen et 

Nestorium.   

Contra Eutychen Et Nestorium 

The occasion of Boethius writing Contra Eutychen is believed to be the arrival 

of a letter from a group of Eastern bishops to Pope Symmachus in AD 512.7  The letter to 

Pope Symmachus was occasioned because the group of Eastern bishops were “under 

mounting pressure from Emperor Anastasius I to join the monophysite consensus.”8  The 

bishops included a statement of faith that they hope would remain faithful to Chalcedon 

but also include language that might be less objectionable to the Monophysites. 

Specifically, their statement of faith included language that “Christ exists both from (ex) 
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and in two natures.”9 In addition to the Monophysite controversy, general confusion 

about terms related to the Incarnation remained, especially in the Latin speaking theology 

due to the “tendency to use the same terms in different senses for the Trinity and for 

Christ.”10 Ultimately Pope Symmachus rejected any change to the Chalcedonian 

definition.11 According to Boethius he had intended to discuss this matter in person with 

John the Deacon, but schedules on both sides had hindered a face to face meeting; so, he 

wrote this treatise to give his considered opinion on the matter.12  

Boethius’ definition of person is given within the context of the Chalcedonian 

definition and thus the important distinction between person and nature is forefront.  Any 

satisfactory definition of person will require a careful distinction between it and the 

concept of nature. Boethius explains that it is the difference between these concepts that 

is at the heart of the controversy. Boethius writes, “But since in this whole question of 

self-contradictory heresies the matter of debate is persons and natures, these terms must 

first be distinguished by their proper differences.”13 Boethius begins his treatise by giving 

an account of the various uses and definitions of the term nature (natura). 

Boethius begins with three initial linguistic uses of nature (natura). The term 

nature according to Boethius can be predicated in three ways; it can refer to 1) bodies 

(corporeals) alone, 2) of substances alone, which includes both corporeal and incorporeal 
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substances and 3) finally of anything that exists at all.14 Boethius continues by giving the 

proper definition of nature in each case; he does so in the reverse order that he listed 

them. Boethius proposes the following definition of nature when it is applied to anything 

that exists: “Nature belongs to those things which, since they exist, can in some way be 

apprehended by the intellect.”15 Boethius goes on to explain that this definition includes 

substances and accidents, which can be apprehended by the intellect. The qualification 

“in some way” is because God and matter cannot be ultimately apprehended by the 

intellect except by way of negation: “But I add ‘in some way’ because God and matter 

cannot be apprehended by the intellect, be it ever so whole and perfect, but still they are 

apprehended in some way through the removal of other things.”16  

When nature is predicated of substances alone, Boethius offers the following 

definition: “Nature is either that which can act or that which can be acted upon.”17 

Boethius elaborates by clarifying the, “On the one hand, be acted upon and act, as all 

corporeals and soul of corporeals; for the soul acts and is acted upon in the body and by 

means of the body. On the other hand, only act, as God and other divine substances.”18 

Nature, then when predicated in this second sense, applies to any substance that can act 

or be acted upon. Typically, substances can both act and be acted upon, for example in 

the case of the body and the soul. On the other hand, some substances, like God or “other 

divine substances, act, but presumably are not acted upon. The basic idea, however, is 

that to have a nature in this sense is to be able to act and/or to be acted upon. According 

to Boethius, this definition of nature also functions as a definition of substance (that 

which can act and/or be acted upon). Boethius explain why this is so: “For if the word 
 

 
14 Boethius, “A Treatise Against Eutyches and Nestorius,” 77. 

15 Boethius, “A Treatise Against Eutyches and Nestorius,” 79. 

16 Boethius, “A Treatise Against Eutyches and Nestorius,” 79. 

17 Boethius, “A Treatise Against Eutyches and Nestorius,” 79. 

18 Boethius, “A Treatise Against Eutyches and Nestorius,” 79. 
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nature indicates substance, when we have described nature we have also given a 

description of substance.” So, substance is that which can act and be acted upon—with 

the proper qualifications for God. 

Third, Boethius gives a definition of nature as it is applied to bodies alone. 

Boethius explains that Aristotle and his adherents would restrict “nature” to corporeal 

substances alone and in that case, nature would be defined as “the principle of movement, 

per se, and not accidental.”19 By “principle of movement” Boethius explains that he 

means the fact that certain elements behave differently; fire moves upward, while earth 

moves downward. So, we might say, for example, that the nature of fire is to move 

upward or the nature of earth is to move down (gravity). None of these definitions of 

nature requires much further explanation, because none of these senses of nature is in fact 

the meaning of nature that is being used in the theological debates Boethius intends to 

address. For that, Boethius introduces a fourth definition. 

The fourth definition of nature concerns those qualities or properties that make 

distinct things the kind of things that they are. According to Boethius, this use of nature 

should be defined as “the specific difference that gives form to anything.”20 Boethius 

continues, “Thus although nature is predicated or defined in so many ways, both 

Catholics and Nestorius hold that there are in Christ two natures according to our last 

definition, but the same differences cannot apply to God and man.”21 Earlier Boethius 

used the example of gold and silver as an example of this use of nature. Gold has its own 

set of properties that make it gold, while silver has its unique set of properties that make 

it silver and not gold. Nature, according to the present definition, signifies, in the debate 

between “the Catholics and Nestorius,” those properties which make Christ’s divine 

 
 

19 Boethius, “A Treatise Against Eutyches and Nestorius,” 81. 

20 Boethius, “A Treatise Against Eutyches and Nestorius,” 81. 

21 Boethius, “A Treatise Against Eutyches and Nestorius,” 81. 



   

84 

nature and his human nature distinct. So, the sense of nature being used in the 

Christological debates is that which makes something the kind of thing that it is or as 

Boethius says, the specific differences that makes a thing the kind of thing that it is—its 

form, in the Aristotelian sense of form and matter. At this juncture Boethius leaves the 

proper definition of nature and moves to provide a proper definition of person. 

Boethius begins his treatment of the definition of person by acknowledging 

that the definition of person is a “matter of very great perplexity.”22 He goes on to explain 

that the difficulty is that if we assume that every nature has a person, then the distinction 

between person and nature is hard to specify.23 Alternately, if person is not equivalent to 

nature, then the difficulty is to discern what sort of natures person can be properly applied 

to and to which natures it is not properly associated with. In other words, out of the many 

kinds of natures that exist, what kind of natures are persons. While making the distinction 

between person and nature, Boethius also thinks it is certain that “nature is a substrate of 

person, and that person cannot be predicated apart from nature.”24 Given the fourth 

definition of nature above, it follows that a person would be a substance of some kind. As 

Boethius points out it could not be an accident since accidents depend upon substances 

for their existence. Person could not be applied to any accident; he gives examples of the 

color white or black or size. It makes no sense to apply person to the accidental property 

whiteness or largeness. So, person must only properly apply to substances. But what kind 

of substances? 

Having established that person refers to substance. Boethius continues by 

examining various categories of substance. Of substances some are corporeal and some 

incorporeal; some are living and some are not. Of living substance some are sensitive and 

 
 

22 Boethius, “A Treatise Against Eutyches and Nestorius,” 83. 

23 Boethius, “A Treatise Against Eutyches and Nestorius,” 83. Although Boethius does not 
immediately mention it, such a position would lead to Nestorianism. 

24 Boethius, “A Treatise Against Eutyches and Nestorius,” 83. 
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others are not. Here Boethius almost certainly has in mind the various levels of “souls” 

described by Aristotle and transmitted via Porphyry’s tree.25  Among living things 

Aristotle distinguishes between the nutritive soul—the ability to take in nutrition, 

reproduce and the like. This level of soul would be true of plants and well as “higher” life 

forms. The sensitive soul adds to the level of the nutritive soul sensation and 

locomotion—the ability to feel, react and move. Finally, the rational soul has all of the 

above plus rationality. Boethius says that some sensitive substances are rational and some 

are not, He further says that rationality applies both to corporeal and incorporeal 

substance. With respect to incorporeal substances, some are rational others are not. For 

non-rational incorporeal substances, he has in mind the “animating spirits” of animals.26 

Furthermore, some rational souls are immutable and impassible (God) and others are 

passible and mutable by nature (but may be granted impassibility and immutability by 

God).  Having made all these distinctions, Boethius concludes that person could only be 

properly applied to living, sensitive, rational particular substances: 

Now from all this it is clear that person cannot be predicated of bodies which have 
no life (for no one ever says that a stone has a person), nor yet of living things 
which lack sense (for neither is there any person of tree), nor finally of that which is 
bereft of mind and reason (for there is no person of a horse or ox or any other of the 
animals which dumb and without reason live a life of sense alone), but we say there 
is a person of a man, of God and of an angel.27 

Person, then, excludes non-living and non-rational living substances from the concept of 

person: Person can only be properly applied to living beings endowed with rational 

natures. 

Scott M. Williams observes that the passage above is “the crucial passage in 

the treatise where Boethius exclusively associates personhood (persona) with 

 
 

25 For Boethius’ familiarity with Aristotle and Porphyry see Ralph McInerny, Boethius and 
Aquinas (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1990), 33–60. 

26 Boethius, “A Treatise Against Eutyches and Nestorius,” 83. 

27 Boethius, “A Treatise Against Eutyches and Nestorius,” 85. 
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rationality.”28 Williams points out, and the careful reader will have already observed, that 

rationality has not up to this point in history, been explicitly tied to the concept of person. 

Commenting on the development of hypostasis or prosopon as received from the 

Cappadocians, Williams notes, “All of these approaches share something in common: 

none of these stipulate that hypostasis or prosopon as such require rationality and all take 

these terms to refer to what exists in itself or is a complete individual.”29 So, Boethius 

makes the crucial connection between person and rationality that has not explicitly been 

made in previous discussions of person. 

Boethius continues by making a final distinction before arriving at his full 

definition of person. Person is only properly predicated of particular substances and not 

of universals. He gives the example that we do not apply person to ‘man’ as a universal 

category, but only to distinct individuals such as Cicero or Plato.30 Given the 

person/nature distinction carefully formulated in the Trinitarian and Christological 

controversies, this is of course necessarily true. Categories such as “man” name natures 

shared by many individuals and make them the kind of thing that they are, but do not 

distinguish them from one another. If person could be applied to “man” then person 

would name a nature and the person/ nature distinction would be confused and not 

distinct. But Boethius’ point is simply that we do not in actual practice apply the term 

person to universals such as horse or man, but only to individuals. 

Given the distinctions above, Boethius is ready to provide a definition of 

person. “Wherefore, if person belongs to substances alone, and these rational, and if 

every substance is a nature, and exists not in universals but in individuals, we have found 

 
 

28 Scott M. Williams, “Personhood, Ethics, and Disability: A Comparison of Byzantine, 
Boethian, and Modern Concepts of Personhood,” in Disability in Medieval Christian Philosophy and 
Theology (Routledge, New York 2020), 88. 

29 Williams, “Personhood, Ethics, and Disability,” 87. 

30 Boethius, “A Treatise Against Eutyches and Nestorius,” 85. 
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the definition of person: ‘The individual substance of a rational nature’”31 The above 

exposition is helpful not only in seeing how Boethius arrived at his definition, but also in 

understanding the distinct parts of that definition.  

Boethius explains that the definition just given is a description in Latin of the 

Greek word ὑπόστασις. Boethius then gives a brief explanation of the origin of the word 

person from the masks worn by actors in the theater with the Latin personae being 

equivalent with the Greek term πρόσωπα. But the Greek language had a more fitting term 

for person than πρόσωπα: “But the Greeks far more clearly called the individual 

subsistence of a rational nature by the name ὑπόστασις, while we [Latin speakers] 

through want of appropriate words have kept the name handed down to us calling that 

persona which they call ὑπόστασις.” Persona is not as fitting as ὑπόστασις presumably 

because the association with mask could lead to theological problems with the Trinitarian 

understanding of person (leading to Sabellianism). But also, it does not indicate 

substantial existence in the same way that ὑπόστασις does. One interesting thing to note 

here is that Boethius has slightly changed his initial definition of person—substance 

(substantia) has become subsistence (subsistentiam). Why the shift in terminology?  

Spaemann points out that “in the context of the doctrine of the Trinity substantia and 

essentia are equivalent, referring to one divine substance in three hypostasis or 

persons.”32 Nevertheless, Boethius intends in his initial definition for substantia to be an 

equivalent of hypostasis and according to Spaemann: “What he means by substance is 

explained in the same text two pages later where substantia is replaced in the definition 

by subsistentia—the direct equivalent of hypostasis.”33 Claudio Moreschini makes the 

point even stronger by writing that “Boethius—unexpectedly, as it has been 

 
 

31 Boethius, “A Treatise Against Eutyches and Nestorius,” 85. 

32 Robert Spaemann and Oliver O’Donovan, Persons: The Difference between “Someone” and 
“Something,” Oxford Studies in Theological Ethics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 29. 

33 Spaemann and O’Donovan, Persons, 29. 
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acknowledged by some scholars—corrects his former definition of persona. He does so 

by claiming that the hypostasis is the natura rationabilis individua subsistentia (‘the 

individual subsistence of a rational nature’).”34 

 Perhaps, but it is not so clear that it is a “correction” for Boethius. For he 

continues by listing the correlation between Greek and Latin terms. In doing so, he 

explicitly translates the Greek hypostasis with substance and the Greek ousiosis with 

subsistence35 He explains that the difference is that something has subsistence when it 

does not require accidents to exist, and it is a substance when it supplies a foundation for 

other things like accidents.36 Ralph McInery helpfully explains that, “We can say, then of 

an individual that both subsists (subsistit) and is a substance (substat) insofar as it 

supports and gives being to its accidents.”37 Subsequently, Boethius states that man has 

essence, subsistence, substance and person.38 He does go on to say that if the church did 

not forbid it we could say there are three substances in God, not because he uphold 

accidents, but because he is the principle of all things39 At the very least one must admit 

that Boethius’ treatment here is ripe for terminological confusion. 

As one might expect, Boethius’ use of substance in his original definition—

and that is the one that is subsequently used and referenced—continued to be a source of 

 
 

34 Claudio Moreschini, “Subsistentia According to Boethius,” in Boethius as a Paradigm of 
Late Ancient Thought, by Thomas Böhm, Thomas Jürgasch, and Andreas Kirchner (Berlin: De Gruyter, 
2014), 29. 

35 Boethius, “A Treatise Against Eutyches and Nestorius,” 89. Though to be fair, he has also 
said that persona correlates with hypostasis earlier. 

36 Boethius, “A Treatise Against Eutyches and Nestorius,” 89. 

37 Ralph McInerny, Boethius and Aquinas (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America 
Press, 1990). 102. 

38 Boethius, “A Treatise Against Eutyches and Nestorius,” 91. 

 

39 Boethius, “A Treatise Against Eutyches and Nestorius,” 91-93. 
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confusion and contention. Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange notes that Rufinas of Aquileia 

had in the fifth century translated hypostasis as subsistentia in order to remove the 

ambiguity associated with the term substance, which could be used to refer to the divine 

nature and sometimes to the divine persons. He comments that, “Boethius, writing at the 

beginning of the sixth century, did not appreciate Rufinus, happy discovery [using 

subsistence instead of substance when translating hypostasis] and taught that if the 

Church would permit it, absolutely speaking we could say that there were three 

substances in God.”40  

Thomas Aquinas will basically follow Rufinas in using subsistence in place of 

substance. While he does not explicitly change substance to subsistence in Boethius’ 

definition, he clearly interprets substance as ways that renders individual substance as the 

subsisting individual. In the next chapter we will turn our attention to Aquinas’ 

exposition and defense of Boethius’ definition.

 
 

40 Réginald Garrigou-Lagrange and Bede Rose, The One God: A Commentary on the First 
Part of St. Thomas’ Theological Summa (St. Louis, MO: B. Herder Book, 1943), 157-158. 
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CHAPTER 6 

THOMAS AQUINAS AND THE DEFINITION OF 
PERSON IN THE SUMMA THEOLOGIAE 

As stated in the introduction of this work, the aim of this work is not to give a 

full account of Thomas Aquinas’ Trinitarian theology or to defend it in its entirety. 

Aquinas’ treatment of the concept of person, however, occurs almost exclusively in his 

discussion of the Trinity. This makes sense given that a careful consideration of the 

concept of person is necessary in order to carefully formulate and elucidate the mystery 

of how the one God could be three persons. Furthermore, historically, as we have seen, 

the explicit concept of person and its development is directly tied to Trinitarian and 

Christological debates of the fourth and fifth centuries. Therefore, some account of 

Aquinas’ theology proper and his Trinitarian thought is necessary before moving to his 

treatment of the definition of person. 

Aquinas on Language and God 

The Summa is structured such that each section begins with a question. This 

question is divided into various articles that discuss various sub questions related to the 

initial question. Each article begins with a series of objections to the position Aquinas 

will defend, followed by section titled “On the Contrary” which typically is a citation 

from some respected source (church father, Aristotle, etc.) that declares the opposite of 

the position given in the previous objections. Next, Aquinas outlines and argues for his 

position and then concludes the Article by replying specifically to each of the original 

objections. 

It is interesting that in the Summa Theologiae that Aquinas does not discuss 

how we should understand our language when it is applied to God until after he has gone 
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through almost all of the attributes of God. It is not until question 12, after he has already 

discussed divine simplicity, perfection, goodness, infinity, immutability, eternity, and 

unity, that Aquinas addresses how God is able to be known by us and then subsequently 

how our talk about God is to be understood. Regardless of Aquinas’ placement in the 

Summa, it seems prudent to discuss Aquinas’ philosophy of language, especially as it 

relates to our speaking of God, before going further into the specifics of his views on God 

and his defense of a proper understanding of the divine persons. 

Univocal, Equivocal, and                         
Analogical Language 

How should we understand the language we use, especially when applying 

identical terms to different objects or beings? This is not simply a question for general 

philosophy and metaphysics but is especially important when considering our speech 

about God. Aquinas in commenting on Aristotle’s Metaphysics states that we should 

understand that not all predication is the same. The example prompting this explanation is 

the concept of being and the fact that the term being can be predicated in more than one 

way: 

But it must be noted that a term is predicated of different things in various senses. 
Sometimes it is predicated of them according to a meaning which is entirely the 
same, and then it is said to be predicated of them univocally, as animal is predicated 
of a horse and of an ox. Sometimes it is predicated of them according to meanings 
which are entirely different, and then it is said to be predicated of them equivocally, 
as dog is predicated of a star and an animal. And sometimes it is predicated of them 
according to meanings which are partly different and partly not (different inasmuch 
as they imply different relationships, and the same inasmuch as these different 
relationships are referred to one and the same thing), and then it is said ‘to be 
predicated analogously,’ i.e., proportionally, according as each one by its own 
relationship is referred to that one same thing.1 

So, in univocal predication we apply a term in such a way that it means the same thing in 

each case.; we are quite familiar with this usage of terms and is the predominant way in 

 
 

1 Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on the Metaphysics of Aristotle Volume 1, trans. John Patrick 
Rowan (Chicago: Henry Regnery Company, 1961), IV. L.1: C 534–35. 
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which we apply terms in everyday communication. Likewise, we are familiar with 

equivocation: using two identical terms but with completely different meanings. To 

provide a different example from Aquinas’ above, the term ‘trunk’ when applied to an 

elephant and to the rear storage area of a car are completely different and have different 

definitions and meanings, although the word is identical in each case.  

We might think of analogical predication as a mean between univocal and 

equivocal predication. Notice in the quote above that Aquinas says that in the case of 

analogical predication that the meaning of the common term is “partly different and 

partly the same.” In analogical predication some concept, take “good” for example, is 

predicated of two things is such a way that each is related to that term (“are all referred to 

the one and same thing [term or concept]”), but the relationship to that term is not 

identical in each case (“diverse relationships [to the one and same concept or term] are 

implied.”) So, in analogical predication two things have a relationship to each other by 

way of their different, but related, relation to a concept or characteristic. Herman Reith is 

helpful here: “In analogy the human mind compared different things on the basis of some 

relationship they have to each other, and this it [the human mind] comes to understand 

then by seeing them in focus. Different things receive a common name because each 

bears a relationship to something that a common name principally signifies.”2  

Three Types of Analogical Predication 

The basic idea of analogical predication is clear, but there are three ways in 

which analogical predication can occur—or three types of analogical predication, 

according to Aquinas. The three types of analogical predication arises from the fact that  

there can be an analogical relationship (1) only at the level of the term or concept and not 

at the level of being or ontology, (2) there is no analogy between the terms, but instead 

 
 

2 Herman Reith, The Metaphysics of St. Thomas Aquinas (Milwaukee, WI: Bruce, 1958), 41. 
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analogy occurs only at the ontological level, or finally (3) analogy occurs with respect to 

both the terms and at the level of being or ontology. 

The first way that analogical predication can occur is when the analogy is 

strictly speaking between the terms as they are applied to different things, but not 

according to their actual being or existence. This kind of analogical predication is “with 

respect to the intention alone [conceptual level], and not to existence.”3 Aquinas uses the 

example of ‘health.’ Health is applied to an animal, to healthy urine, to food. Health is 

really only in the animal. Healthy urine is the effect of the animal being healthy and the 

food is the cause of health in the animal, but in terms of being, only the animal possesses 

health properly. Reith explains that, “Thus health is predicated of urine, of a diet, and of 

one’s color because they are related to something else which is actually healthy and from 

which they receive their names.”4 So, in this first sort of analogical predication the 

analogy is in the application of the concept alone and not in any analogous being or 

existence in the entities themselves. The relationship between the animal, urine, and food 

and health is based on some causal connection of the latter two to the former, but only in 

the animal is health truly present. So, it is only at the conceptual level that analogy takes 

place; analogy in this case does not occur because of some shared being or existence. 

The second way analogical predication occurs according to Aquinas is when 

the analogical relationship is at the level of being, but the term is actually univocal among 

the examples—it means the same thing conceptually and terminologically. He uses the 

example of the term body as it is applied to several things: “For example, all bodies are 

equivalent in the intention of corporeity; this is why the logician, who considers only 

intentions, says that this name “body” is predicated of all bodies univocally. But the 

existence of this nature is not of the same account in corruptible and incorruptible 

 
 

3 Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on the Sentences, ed. The Aquinas Institute (Lander, WY: 
Emmaus Academic, 2025), I, d. 19, q. 5, art. 2, ad.1. 

4 Reith, The Metaphysics of St. Thomas Aquinas, 47. 
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bodies.”5 So, in this case ‘body’ means the same in each application of the term—there is 

no analogy with respect to predication of the term—but there is a distinction at the level 

of existence or being (one is incorruptible and the other subject to corruption)—and so, 

body is analogical with respect to precisely how they are bodies. Corruptible and 

incorruptible bodies are both truly bodies—so unlike the way the term health was 

predicated in the examples above, body is univocally applied to both—but the way in 

which each is a body is analogical and not univocal because while they are both truly 

bodies (univocal), they are not bodies in precisely the same way (analogical). 

The third type of analogical predication is, as one might expect, where the 

relationship of analogy holds at the level of both concept and being. In this third type of 

analogical predication the term is not applied univocally, nor is there univocity at the 

level of being. Aquinas explains that, 

The third is with respect to both the intention and the existence. And this is when it 
is equivalent neither in a common intention nor in existence; for example, “being” is 
said of both substance and accident. Of such things the common nature must have 
some existence in each of the things of which it is said, but it differs according to 
the account of greater or lesser perfection. And likewise I say that “truth,” 
“goodness,” and all such things are said of God and created things analogically. 
Whence according to their own existence all these things are in God, and in created 
things according to the account of greater and lesser perfection; from this it follows 
that, since they cannot exist according to one existence in each, they are distinct 
truths.6 

It is worth quoting Aquinas at length here not only for his explanation of this third 

category of analogical predication, but because it also reveals what kind of analogical 

predication Aquinas takes our statements about God to be. So, in this third kind of 

analogical predication there is univocity neither at the level of term and conception, nor 

at the level of being. Instead, the term is applied analogically—it does not mean precisely 

the same in each case—and the being of each is also not univocal, so that they are also 

 
 

5 Aquinas, Commentary on the Sentences, I, d. 19, q. 5, art. 2, ad. 1. 

6 Aquinas, Commentary on the Sentences, I, d. 19, q. 5, art. 2, ad. 1. 
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related analogically at the level of existence or being. Important for our purposes is that 

the statements we make about God and the terms we apply to God are, according to 

Aquinas, analogical on both fronts. Clear enough, but why does Aquinas argue that our 

speech about God cannot be univocal or equivocal, but must be understood analogically? 

God and Univocal, Equivocal and 
Analogical Predication 

 In Article 5 of Question 13 of the Summa Aquinas addresses the question 

of whether terms applied to God and to creatures should be understood univocally. He 

answers in the negative; he also denies that such terms are purely equivocal. Against the 

claim that the terms we apply to God and to creatures are univocal, Aquinas replies that 

any term that is applied to several things with a different sense is equivocal and since no 

term or predicate that we apply to God means precisely the same thing as when we apply 

it to creatures, such predication is equivocal and not univocal.7 He goes on to explain that 

the grounds for this claim is that, “God is more distant from creatures that any creatures 

are from each other. But the distance of some creatures makes any univocal predication 

of them impossible, as in the case of those things which are not in the same genus. 

Therefore much less can anything be predicated univocally of God and creatures; and so 

only equivocal predication can be applied to them.”8 Aquinas’ primary claim is that the 

ontological gap between God and creatures renders it impossible that our language about 

God, which is ultimately derived from our experience with creatures, could apply 

precisely the same to both God and creatures. Aquinas thinks here in terms of cause and 

effect, with God being the perfect cause of all other beings. And since the effects, 

creatures, do not perfectly reflect the cause, God, the creatures only “receive the 

 
 

7 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, ed. John Mortensen and Enrique Alarcón, trans. 
Laurence Shapcote (Lander, WY: The Aquinas Institute for the Study of Sacred Doctrine, 2012), I, q. 13, 
art. 5, s. c. 

8 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q.13, art. 5, s. c. 
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similitude of the agent not its full degree, but in a measure fall short.”9 So, for example 

when we apply the term wise to God and creatures, they do not mean precisely the same 

thing. One reason Aquinas gives for this is that in God wise does not signify something 

distinct or separate from the divine nature (qua divine simplicity), but in creatures it does 

signify something apart from their nature and being: “For instance by the term wise 

applied to man, we signify some perfection distinct from a man’s essence, and distinct 

from his power and existence, and from all similar things; whereas when we apply it to 

God, we do not mean to signify anything distinct from His essence, or power, or 

existence.”10 Furthermore, God always exceeds the signification of the term and his 

essence beyond fully comprehended even when the term communicates something true 

about God. Thus, our language about God is not univocal. 

  One might conclude from above that Aquinas believes that our language 

about God is equivocal—he says as much in the section quoted above—but in the same 

section, a few paragraphs later, he denies that our language about God is purely 

equivocal. The reason is not hard to see. If our language of God was purely equivocal, we 

would know nothing of God and that, according to Aquinas, is demonstrably false: 

“Neither on the other hand, are names applied to God and creatures in a purely equivocal 

sense, as some have said. Because if that were so, it follows that from creatures nothing 

could be known or demonstrated about God at all; for the reasoning would always be 

exposed to the fallacy of equivocation”11  Aquinas continues by pointing to the 

knowledge about God found among the philosophers but also references Romans 1:20 

 
 

9 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 13, art. 5, co. 

10 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 13, art. 5, co. 

11 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 13, art. 5, co. 
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where Paul declares that the “invisible things of God are clearly seen being understood by 

the things that are made”12 

To return to Aquinas’ earlier statements that seem to contradict the passage 

above, it seems that the important qualification is “purely equivocal” In Summa Contra 

Gentiles in the section discussing the same topic, Aquinas consistently uses the adjective 

“purely” to qualify the claim that our terms when applied to God and creatures are not 

equivocal.13 In what way then are they equivocal? If we think of analogical predication as 

two terms and/or two things sharing a meaning of a term in some way that is the same, 

but also different, then we may see why Aquinas says that our language about God is not 

univocal, but also not purely equivocal, but equivocal in some sense. Reith explain that 

all analogical use of language contains similarity, but also necessarily some 

dissimilarities (or it would be univocal predication): 

Different things receive a common name because each bears a relationship to 
something that a common name principally signifies. By the use of a common name 
the mind attempts to reduce the diversity of objects to the unity of thought. In this 
sense names always involve some equivocation, since what is merely related to a 
thing that is primarily signified cannot have precisely the same meaning as the other 
thing. Analogy is not however pure equivocation, which it would be if a common 
term were applied to things that are completely diverse and do not have any 
common bond between them except that of the sound of the voice or the appearance 
of the written word.14 

Notice that there is equivocation to some degree, but not pure and total equivocation at 

work in analogical predication. This feature of the analogical use of language explains the 

apparent disparity in Aquinas statements about the language we use when speaking of 

God. When compared with the option of univocal predication, equivocal is closer to the 

truth. Nevertheless, our speech about God is not purely equivocal or no knowledge of 

God would be possible, and Aquinas takes it for granted that we do in fact have 

 
 

12 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 13, art. 5, co. 

13 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, trans. Laurence Shapcote (Stubenville, OH: 
Emmaus Academic, 2018), I, c. 33. 

14 Reith, The Metaphysics of St. Thomas Aquinas, 41–42, italics added. 
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knowledge of God (via both divine revelation and reason). 

For the reasons above, then, Aquinas argues that our speech about God should 

be understood analogically. Before going any further there is a possible misunderstanding 

about analogy that should be addressed: analogy is not equivalent to metaphorical or 

figurative for Aquinas. Analogical language is literal; it is just not equivocal or univocal. 

Aquinas makes this clear earlier in Question 13. Of course, some of our language about 

God is metaphorical such as calling God a rock or a stone and Aquinas acknowledges as 

much,15 but analogical predication is not this kind of language. Terms (names) applied to 

God such as “being, good, living and the like . . . can be literally applied to God,” 

according to Aquinas.16 So, one should not understand Aquinas as claiming that all 

language about God is metaphorical when he claims that all language about God is 

analogical. 

What grounds our analogical speech about God? What is the basis or 

mechanism that grounds the relationship between good, for example, when it is applied to 

creatures and to God? Aquinas posits two ways in which a term could analogically apply 

to two distinct things: 

Now names are thus used [analogically] in two ways: either according as many 
things are proportionate to one, thus for example healthy predicated of medicine and 
urine in relation and in proportion to health of a body, of which the former is the 
sign and the latter the cause: or according as one thing is proportionate to another, 
thus healthy is said of medicine and animal, since medicine is the cause of health in 
the animal body. And in this way some things are said of God and creatures 
analogically, and not in a purely equivocal not in a purely univocal sense. For we 
can name God only from creatures. Thus whatever is said of God and creatures is 
said according to the relation of a creature to God as its principle and cause, wherein 
all perfections of things pre-exist excellently.17 

 
 

15 “There are some names which signify these perfections flowing from God to creatures in 
such a way that the imperfect way in which creatures receive the divine perfection is part of the very 
signification of the name itself, as stone signifies a material being, and names of this kind can be applied to 
God on in a metaphorical sense.” Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 13, art. 3, ad. 1. 

16 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 13, art. 3, ad. 1. 

17 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 13, art. 5, co. 
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The two possibilities that Aquinas provides in the passage about is first one where two 

things are related to each other by their relation to a third thing and the second where two 

things are related as direct cause and effect18   

Notice in the first example, urine and medicine are said to be healthy because 

they relate to the health that resides in the body. Here too there is a causal effect, but 

urine and medicine are called healthy because, in different ways, they relate back to 

health in the body. Note that they are not related to each other intrinsically, but only 

extrinsically by way of a third thing—the healthy body. Reith explains that this is 

problematic for a few reasons: for one thing this kind of predication does not imply any 

real relationship between the two things in view (medicine and urine).19 Furthermore, 

“the relationship is not based upon something intrinsic to the beings that are related and 

consequently cannot  be the basis of any ‘true’ predication about God.”20 Finally, there is 

nothing prior to God.21  For example, goodness is not prior or independent of God and 

thus God and creatures could not be related analogically to good in the way that urine and 

medicine could be related to health in a body. 

In the second possible way that analogical predication is grounded in the quote 

above, there is a direct causal connection between medicine (as the cause) and health in a 

body (as the effect of the medicine). The causal connection in the second example is 

direct and intrinsic. Health is predicated of medicine as the direct cause of health in the 

body. With respect to analogical predication between God and the creature, it is also a 

direct and intrinsic causal connection since God is the “principle and cause” of any 

perfections in the creature. It is this causal connection that makes any speech about God 
 

 
18 Reith, The Metaphysics of St. Thomas Aquinas, 50–51. See also, Réginald Garrigou-

Lagrange and Bede Rose, The One God: A Commentary on the First Part of St. Thomas’ Theological 
Summa (St. Louis, MO: B. Herder Book, 1943), 399–400. 

19 Reith, The Metaphysics of St. Thomas Aquinas, 51. 

20 Reith, The Metaphysics of St. Thomas Aquinas, 51. 

21 Reith, The Metaphysics of St. Thomas Aquinas, 51. 



   

100 

possible and that ultimately grounds the literal, but analogical, language with which we 

speak of God. 

There is much more that could be said about Aquinas’ view of language as it 

applies to God and analogical predication itself, 22 but for our purposes the above 

exposition provides a sufficient foundation for understanding Aquinas’ treatment of the 

divine “names” and for the application of the concept of person to the Father, Son and 

Holy Spirit.  

The Divine Attributes 

The Summa’s section on theology proper (Questions 2-26) is arranged 

topically by discussing what is in common among the divine persons—the divine 

attributes.23 All of the details of Aquinas’ treatment of the divine attributes are not 

necessary for the purposes of examining his treatment of the concept of person. Some 

aspects of his treatment of the divine essence, however, are foundational for 

understanding his treatment of the divine persons. 

Divine Simplicity 

 First, it is significant that not only does Aquinas argues for divine simplicity, 

but it is the very first attribute that he discusses after establishing the existence of God. In 

his defense of divine simplicity, Aquinas addresses several modes of possible 

composition and denies that they exist in God. One way something could be composite is 

 
 

22 Garrigou-Lagrange and Rose, The One God; Brian Davies, “The Limits of Language and the 
Notion of Analogy,” in The Oxford Handbook of Aquinas, by Brian Davies and Eleonore Stump, Oxford 
Handbooks (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 390–98; Gyula Kilma, “Theory of Language,” in The 
Oxford Handbook of Aquinas, by Brian Davies and Eleonore Stump, Oxford Handbooks (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2012), 371–89; Reith, The Metaphysics of St. Thomas Aquinas. 

23 Aquinas has been read as having bifurcated the doctrine of God by discussing the “God of 
the Philosophers” in Questions 3-26 and only turning to the “God of Christianity” in questions 27 and 
following. I do not read Aquinas this way. The persons are the divine essence and thus Aquinas is not doing 
what some of his commentators take him to be doing in this regard. For a fuller discussion of this issue see 
Timothy L. Smith, Thomas Aquinas’ Trinitarian Theology: A Study in Theological Method (Washington, 
DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 2024), 23–47. 
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to possess a body. Bodies are composed of parts.  In Article 1 Aquinas shows that God 

does not have a body and is thus not composite in that way. Although, God is described 

in Scripture in ways which could be taken to imply that God has a body (this is the gist of 

the objections that begin this article), such language is metaphorical. The composition of 

form and matter is another possibility for composition. In Article 2, Aquinas argues that 

God is not composed of from and matter because matter is in potentiality and God is pure 

act or actuality; there is no potentiality in God and thus he cannot be composed of matter. 

In Article 3 Aquinas argues that God is the same as his essence or nature. Although in 

things composed of matter and form, the essence is necessarily distinct from its 

suppositum, since God is not composed of matter and form his form is not separate from 

his being. Article 4 argues that God is not composite with respect to essence and 

existence. In other beings essence and existence are separated because the actual 

existence of any specific essence requires an external cause, but God is the first efficient 

cause and thus his existence is identical with his essence. Nor are genus and species 

applicable to God, Aquinas argues in Article 5. Neither is God composed of substance 

and accidents (Article 6). Aquinas provides a succinct summary of the previous articles in 

Article 7: 

The absolute simplicity of God may be shown in many ways. First, from the 
previous articles of this question. For there is neither composition of quantitative 
parts in God, since he is not a body; nor composition of matter and form; nor does 
His nature differ from his suppositum; nor His essence from His existence; neither 
in there in him composition of genus and difference, nor of subject and accident24 

Aquinas continues by providing additional proofs of God’ absolute simplicity. Every 

object that is composite is composed of parts. In such a composite the parts are prior to 

the composition itself, at least with respect to nature if not time and any composite is 

dependent on those prior parts. Réginald Garrigou-Lagrange gives the example of man 

 
 

24 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 3, art.7, co. 
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that is composed of soul and body.25 Thus, every composition is dependent on the parts 

from which it is composed, but God is the first being, and is dependent on nothing, which 

would include prior parts necessary for composition. Second, every composite has a 

cause (a reason that the prior parts are joined to one another), but of course God is 

uncaused. It is also the case that any composite must have potentiality and actuality (all 

the parts are potential to the whole or one part actuates another). But God is pure 

actuality and contains no potential. Finally, in composites there are predications which 

apply to some parts, but not to other parts or to the whole itself, and vice versa. “Thus in 

every composite there is something which is not it itself.”26 But God is pure form and 

pure being; so there is nothing in God that is not identical to himself. 

 Of course there is much more one could say of Aquinas’ treatment of divine 

simplicity not only here in the Summa, but also in other works such as Summa Contra 

Gentiles, but the above sketch suffices to show that Aquinas ascribes to divine simplicity 

and argues at length for it.27 But how does divine simplicity come to bear on his later 

treatment of the divine persons? For one thing, given divine simplicity one cannot 

conceive of God’s nature as being composed of three parts—Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 

Commenting on Aquinas’ treatment of the divine person in Summa Contra Gentiles 

Davies helpfully explains that “Aquinas does not think that the persons of the Trinity are 

three human beings, or even three distinct centers of consciousness, as three people might 

be thought to be. His approach to divine simplicity clearly prevents him from doing 

that.”28 Divine simplicity will not allow Aquinas to conceive of God as composed of 

three distinct parts or beings—a collective of individuals in the normal sense of the word. 
 

 
25 Garrigou-Lagrange and Rose, The One God, 192. 

26 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 3, art. 7, co. 

27 For a defense of divine simplicity see James E. Dolezal, God without Parts: Divine 
Simplicity and the Metaphysics of God’s Absoluteness (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2011). 

28 Brian Davies, Thomas Aquinas’s Summa Contra Gentiles: A Guide and Commentary 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 300–301. 
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Divine simplicity will require a careful exposition about what we mean when we say God 

is three persons and that will have implications for how we understand the concept of 

person. 

The Knowledge, Will, and Power of God 

A final brief observation from Aquinas’ treatment of the divine attributes will 

be helpful as we move to his discussion of the Trinity and specifically the divine persons. 

That observation is that under his treatment of the divine nature he discusses the 

knowledge, will and power of God—precisely those aspects that are routinely placed in 

person rather than nature in many modern treatments of personhood. All the details of 

those sections need not detain us, but some brief observations will assist in understanding 

Aquinas’ conception of the divine persons and his endorsement of Boethius’ definition. 

Question 14: God’s Knowledge 

In Aquinas’ discussion of God’s knowledge in Question 14, Article 4, he asks 

“Whether the Act of God’s Intellect is His Substance?” Aquinas answers in the 

affirmative for divine simplicity requires that God’s knowledge and thus his intellect be 

identical with his substance or nature: 

It must be said that the act of God’s intellect is His substance. For if His act of 
understanding were other than his substance, then something else, as the 
Philosopher says (Metaph. xii), would be the act and perfection of the divine 
substance, to which the divine substance would be related, as potentiality is to act, 
which is altogether impossible; because the act of understanding is the perfection 
and act of the one understanding. Let us now consider how this is. As was laid down 
above (A.2), to understand is not an act passing to anything extrinsic; for it remains 
in the operator as his own act and perfection; as existence is the perfection of the 
one existing; just as existence follows on the form, so in like manner to understand 
follows on the intelligible species. Now in God this is no form which is something 
other than his existence, as shown above (Q. 3). Hence as His essence itself is also 
His intelligible species, it necessarily follows that His act of understanding must be 
His essence and His existence.29 

In short, the preceding discussion of divine simplicity together with what it is to know 

 
 

29 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 14, art. 4, co. parenthetical references inserted by editors. 
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something entails that in God his intellect and knowledge must be identical to the divine 

substance or nature. In fact immediately following the quote above, Aquinas concludes 

that God’s intellect, the object of this understanding, his act of understanding, and the 

intelligible species are “entirely one and the same.”30 In anticipation of his treatment of 

the definition of person, we can expect that his conception of persons cannot include 

three minds or distinct centers of consciousness. There is one divine mind or intellect and 

it and its attendant operations are identical to the divine nature itself, the numerically 

identical nature shared by the Father, Son, and Spirit. 

Question 19: The Will of God 

 In his discussion of will in God, Aquinas explicitly affirms that the will of 

God is identical to his existence, which given the previous discussion of existence and 

essence under divine simplicity means that God’s will is also identical to the divine 

nature. Aquinas writes, “The divine will is God’s own existence essentially, yet they 

differ in aspect, according to the different ways of understanding them and expressing 

them, as is clear from what has already been said.”31  In the latter phrase, “from what has 

already been said” Aquinas is referring back to his treatment of the names of God in 

Question 13. As noted above, when Aquinas says that the divine attributes are the same 

as the divine nature or substance, he does not mean that wisdom means the same as love. 

In Article 4 of Questions 13, On the Divine Names, Aquinas specifically denies that all 

the attributes of God are synonymous despite the fact that they are all identical to the 

divine nature: 

But even according to what has been said above (A.2), that these names signify the 
divine substance, although in an imperfect manner, it is also clear for what has been 
said (AA.1,2) that they have diverse meanings. For the idea signified by the name is 
the conception in the intellect of the thing signified by the name. But our intellect 
since it knows God from creatures, in order to understand God, forms conceptions 

 
 

30 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 14, art. 4, co. 

31 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 19, art. 2, ad. 1. 
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proportional to the perfections flowing from God to creatures, which perfections 
pre-exist in God unitedly and simple, whereas in creatures they are received and 
divided and multiplied.32   

So, in claiming that the divine will is the divine existence and essence or nature, Aquinas 

is affirming divine simplicity but is not saying that our speech about God is meaningless 

or inaccurate. Metaphysically, the divine will and the nature are identical, but that does 

not mean distinctions such as the distinction between will and intellect are false or that 

they refer to the same intellectual concept or understanding in the human mind. What is 

united in God is understood distinctly and separately in the human mind because that is 

our only possible mode of understanding them as creatures. 

Question 25: The Power of God  

Finally, it is not surprising that Aquinas also asserts that power, like will and 

knowledge, is located in the divine nature and is identical—metaphysically at least—with 

the divine essence or nature. In Article 2 of Question 25 on The Power of God, Aquinas 

addresses the question of whether God’s power is infinite; referring back to the previous 

article Aquinas answer that God power is indeed infinite: 

As stated above, active power exists in God according to the measure in which He is 
actual. Now his existence is infinite, inasmuch as it is not limited by anything that 
receives it, as is clear from what has been said, when we discussed the infinity of the 
divine essence. Wherefore, it is necessary that the active power of God should be 
infinite. For in every agent is it found that the more perfectly the agent has the form 
by which it acts, the greater its power to act . . . Whence, since the divine essence, 
through which God acts, is infinite . . . it follows that His power likewise is 
infinite.33 

Here Aquinas is arguing that God’s power must be infinite because his existence is 

infinite, and we know, from the discussion of simplicity in Question 3, Article 4, that his 

essence and existence are the same. Thus, God’s power, like his existence and his 

essence, must be infinite. Aquinas often returns to affirming divine simplicity, even 

 
 

32 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 13, art. 4, co. parenthetical references inserted by editors. 

33 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 25, art. 2, co. 
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within this question. Indeed, he has already asserted it in Article 1: “Whenever an act is 

distinct from power, act must be nobler than power. But God’s action is not distinct from 

His power, for both are His divine essence, neither is His existence distinct from his 

essence.”34 By  denying any actual metaphysical distinction between God’s power, action 

and essence Aquinas is denying that any of these are distinct in a way that the divine 

essence could be understood to be composed of separate parts such as power, existence 

and actions (or any combination of his attributes when thought of as divisible parts of the 

divine essence). But, again, it is clear that Aquinas is not claiming that the individual 

divine attributes are indistinguishable in any meaningful way. Later when responding to 

Objection 4, Aquinas again reminds the reader that, “Power is predicated of God not as 

something really distinct from His knowledge and will, but as differing from them 

logically; inasmuch as power implies a notion of a principle putting into execution what 

the will commands, and that knowledge directs, which three are identical in God.”35 So, 

while power, knowledge and will are identical in reality with the divine essence, they are 

not conceptually or logically synonymous. Power does not mean the same thing as will, 

nor does will mean the same thing as knowledge. Will, knowledge and power describe 

something true about God and can be understood and conceived of as conceptually 

distinct as long as we keep in mind that we are describing what is in fact metaphysically 

simple in God.  

 In summary, for understanding what it is to be a person, at least a divine 

person, from Aquinas’ perspective, aspects of God such as knowledge, will and power 

are located properly in nature and not person. So, knowing and willing are aspects of the 

one God flowing from his one simple divine nature. Furthermore, since the power of 

God, from which he acts, is also in the divine nature, it follows that all divine acts are 

 
 

34 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 25, art. 1, ad. 2. 

35 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 25, art. 1, ad. 4. 
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ultimately the acts of the unified divine nature. The implication for personhood is that 

when any one of the divine persons act, the one divine nature acts. Aquinas affirms the 

classical distinction between person and natures—or the essence-persons distinction as it 

is more commonly referred to in Trinitarian contexts. A further implication is that 

Aquinas view entails the doctrine of inseparable operations inherited from the 

Cappadocians and later Augustine. Both of these important aspects from the tradition 

flow from divine simplicity and are preserved in Aquinas’ treatment of knowledge, will 

and power.  

Person in the Summa Theologiae 

It was demonstrated above that Aquinas understands all of the divine attributes 

as ultimately metaphysically identical to the divine essence. Divine simplicity is a central 

tenant in Aquinas’ theology, but now having now arrived at the doctrine of the Trinity, 

one may perceive a tension between Aquinas’ claim that God is simple and yet exists 

eternally in three persons.  Davies expresses this tension well: “To hold that God is 

Father, Son, and Spirit seems on the face of it to conflict with the claim that there is no 

composition in God and the claim that God is one.”36 The Trinity is a given for Aquinas, 

but so is divine simplicity. Therefore, while our main interest is in how Aquinas 

understands and makes use of Boethius’ definition of person, it will also be important to 

observe the way that Aquinas’ deals with this tension. 

Having discussed the divine nature and divine attributes—which are common 

to the divine persons—Aquinas turns in Question 27-43 to the Trinitarian persons and the 

ways in which they are distinctly persons: “Having considered what belongs to the unity 

of the divine essence, it remains to treat of what belongs to the Trinity of the persons in 

 
 

36 Brian Davies, Thomas Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae: A Guide and Commentary (London: 
Oxford University Press, 2014), 97. 
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God.”37 In the prologue to Question 27, Aquinas affirms that the persons of the Trinity 

are distinguished “according to the relation of origin,” and so he treats the divine persons 

by first discussing the origin or processions in God, the relations of those processions, 

and then finally the persons. Gilles Emery explains the logical and methodological 

reasons for Aquinas’ order here: “Faith in three persons implies that these persons are 

really distinct; and since it concerns consubstantial persons whose essence is indivisible, 

their distinctness can only be through the pure opposition of relations; relation itself must 

be founded on the origin of the persons, that is in an action giving rise to a procession.”38 

So, given divine simplicity, any distinction in God must be at the level of the divine 

persons and those distinction cannot involve the divine essence per se. For Aquinas, the 

distinction which constitutes the divine persons are the relationships of origin and such 

relationships of origin are based on the concept of processions or “goings forth” within 

God. In treating procession first Aquinas intends to provide a foundation for real relations 

in God, which will provide a basis for treating the divine persons. Again, Gilles helpfully 

explains the connection: “So, if one wants to use a relational conception of the person as 

a means to illuminating our faith in the Trinity, one must be able to give a presentation, in 

analogies, of the processions which allow us to account for the real relations in God.”39  

Question 27: The Divine Processions 

Aquinas deals with the processions in God in Question 27 arguing for the 

classical terminology of generation and spiration and argues the appropriateness of these 

concepts using the model of intellect (understanding and will). It is important to note that 

while much of Aquinas’ discussions involve reason and philosophical concepts, Aquinas 

 
 

37 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 27, pr. 

38 Gilles Emery, The Trinitarian Theology of Saint Thomas Aquinas, trans. Francesca Aran 
Murphy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 51. 

39 Emery, The Trinitarian Theology of Saint Thomas Aquinas, 51. 
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understands his theology to be deeply rooted in and ultimately founded upon Scripture 

itself. Why should we believe there are processions in God? Aquinas refers the reader to 

John 8:42, where Jesus says that he “proceeds from God.”40 Indeed, in Question 27, 

Article 1 Aquinas also quotes 1 John 5:20; 1 Corinthians 6:19, and John 5:19 all in 

support of a biblical foundation for the doctrine of divine processions. Aquinas is not 

offering here a philosophical argument attempting to prove the divine processions. 

Rather, he takes the biblical data as foundational and is instead attempting to provide 

some analogy that will illuminate our understanding of these processions in God.41 

Aquinas is using procession here in a general sense of “going forth from” and 

not yet in the technical sense in which it distinguishes the Spirit from the Son—

procession as opposed to generation, respectively. Aquinas will use processions in this 

technical sense later, but here he is employing the term in a way that applies to both the 

Son and the Spirit. But what kind of processions could there be in God? It cannot be 

understood as an effect issuing from a cause because this is the mistake of Arianism 

according to Aquinas and renders the Son and the Spirit as created beings.42 Nor can it be 

understood as cause proceeding to the effect, which is the error of Sabellianism according 

to Aquinas. Aquinas explains that Sabellius maintained that “God the Father is called Son 

in assuming flesh from the Virgin, and that the Father is also called Holy Spirit in 

sanctifying the rational creature, and moving it to life.”43 On this view the coming forths 

from God are not the creation of external creatures, but of “the cause proceeding to the 

 
 

40 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 27, art. 1, co. 

41 Emery, The Trinitarian Theology of Saint Thomas Aquinas, 52. 

42 “Some have understood it in the sense of an effect, proceeding from its cause; so, Arius took 
it, saying that the Son proceeds from the Father as his primary creature, and that the Holy Spirit proceeds 
from the Father and the Son as the creature of both.” Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 27, art. 1, 
co. 

43 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 27, art. 1, co. 
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effect as moving it, or impressing its own likeness on it.”44 Nevertheless, Aquinas notes, 

both views have in common that they make the processions of God external and transitive 

and not internal to God himself. 

Instead, Aquinas, undoubtedly indebted to Augustine’s “psychological model,” 

posits the analogy of the intellect and its operations as illustrative of the divine 

processions. Since the divine processions cannot be external on pain of Arianism or 

Sabellianism:  

There must be an inward procession corresponding to the act remaining within the 
agent. This applies most conspicuously to the to the intellect, the action of which 
remains in the intelligent agent. For whenever we understand, by the very fact of 
understanding there proceeds something within us, which is a conception of the 
object understood, a conception issuing from our intellectual power and proceeding 
from our knowledge of the object. This conception is signified by the spoken word; 
and it is called the word of the heart signified by the word of the voice.45 

In short, we cannot think of the processions in God as we do with material objects, rather 

we should think of them on the model of “intelligible emanations” corresponding 

analogically to the word that proceeds from a speaker but is still in a sense internal to the 

speaker. It would be a mistake to think that Aquinas believes that he has explained the 

processions of God, much less proved or demonstrated them. As noted above, Aquinas’ 

commitment to the language and concept of processions in God is grounded in Scripture 

and its language in such passages as John 8:42.46 Commenting on Aquinas’ aim in this 

section, Emery helpfully explains how we should read Aquinas on this point: “Theology 

attempts no rational proof of the personal processions . . . But so that the affirmation of 

‘processions’ in God can make some sense to us, it is necessary for us to grasps what a 

procession is; and we can only do that by moving on by analogy from what is better 

 
 

44 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 27, art. 1, co. 

45 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 27, art. 1, co. 

46 The language of procession is more clearly seen in the Latin Vulgate of John 8:42, ex Deo 
processi et veni—from God I proceeded and came.  
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known to us, processions in our own world.”47 Aquinas is simply attempting to provide a 

model of procession that will not run afoul of divine simplicity or render one of the 

persons of the Trinity a creature. The model of the intellect and its operations provides, at 

least in Aquinas’ view, a model that is at least intelligible and prevents the personal 

processions of the Son and Spirit from being understood either analogously to 

processions in creation or from being understood as a form of modalism. The remaining 

articles of question 27 are important but are not essential to our purposes here.48 

 
Question 28: Divine Relations 

The divine processions discussed in question 27 provide, for Aquinas, the 

foundation of the divine relations, which as we shall see, will in turn provide the answer 

to how the divine persons are constituted as persons. So, while the definition of person 

and the divine persons are not yet explicitly in view, as Garrigou-Lagrange points out, 

personhood is already implicitly in view.49 This is so because in order to give an account 

of the divine persons and their metaphysical constitution, Aquinas must first provide an 

explanation of the divine relations. To this end, in Question 28 Aquinas examines the 

divine relations asking if the divine relations are real relations or merely logical and 

conceptual. Clearly if the divine relations are only conceptual or logical they will be 

unable to provide a metaphysical foundation for the distinctiveness of the Father, Son and 

Spirit. Second, Aquinas must answer the question of how the divine relations are related 

 
 

47 Emery, The Trinitarian Theology of Saint Thomas Aquinas, 52. 

48 Aquinas goes on to discuss whether generation is a term that can legitimately be applied to 
God, whether there are other processions in God besides the Word, and how this is so etc. In short arguing 
for the terminology of generation as it is applied to the Son, the procession proper to the Holy Spirit, as 
well as arguing that there are only two processions in God corresponding analogously to the intellect and 
will.  

49 Réginald Garrigou-Lagrange and Frederic C. Eckhoff, The Trinity and God the Creator: A 
Commentary on St. Thomas’ Theological Summa, Ia, q. 27-119 (St. Louis, MO: B. Herder, 1952), 109. 
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to the divine essence. Finally, Aquinas examines whether those relations can be multiple 

and distinct from one another, and how many relations exist in God.  

As mentioned above, the issue in Article 1 of Question 28 is whether there are 

real relations in God. The upshot of the four objections expressed at the beginning of the 

article is that it appears that there are no real relations in God and that any apparent 

relations must be only logical or conceptual and not metaphysically real or distinct. Of 

course, if this is true, then the reality of the divine persons is undermined, and we are left 

with Sabellianism—this is so since for Aquinas the divine persons are only constituted by 

their relations of oppositions (filiation, paternity etc.). Immediately following the 

objections Aquinas explicitly makes the point above: “The Father is denominated only 

from paternity; and the Son only from filiation. Therefore, if no real paternity or filiation 

existed in God, it would follow that God is not really Father or Son, but only in our 

manner of understanding, and this is the Sabellian heresy.”50 Aquinas continues, 

therefore, by providing a positive argument for the divine relations being real and not 

simply logically or conceptually. 

Relations, according to Aquinas, can be either real or conceptual, and this 

distinction is grounded in the way that relationships themselves are grounded. Relations 

necessarily refer to another, but that reference can be merely logical and conceptual, or it 

can be real and grounded in the very nature of the things that are related. Aquinas 

explains that: 

Relations in its own proper meaning signifies only what refers to another. Such 
regard to another exists sometimes in the nature of things, as in those things which 
by their own very nature are ordered to each other, and have a mutual inclination; 
and such relations are necessarily real relations as in a heavy body is found an 
inclination and order to the center . . . Sometimes, however, this regard to another, 
signified by relation, is to be found only in the apprehension of reason, comparing 

 
 

50 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q 28, art. 1, s. c. 
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one thing to another, and this is a logical relation only; as for instance when reason 
compares man to animal as the species to the genus.51 

Aquinas argues that it is this first kind of relation that applies to the divine relations that 

exist between the divine persons. One way that relations are in the “nature of things” is 

when that which proceeds and the principle from which it proceeds is of the same nature. 

Such a situation constitutes a real relation. Aquinas has already argued in Question 27 

that the divine procession in God proceed from the same nature and are of the same 

nature (the Word’s procession in article 2 and the Holy Spirits procession as love in 

article 4). Aquinas writes, “Therefore as the divine processions are in the identity of the 

same nature as above explained, these relations, according to the divine processions, are 

necessarily real relations.”52 The relations in God are real, but because of divine 

simplicity we must not think of the divine persons as if they stand alongside and apart 

from the divine nature. 

 Aquinas argues that the although the relations in God are real, they are 

ultimately the same as the divine essence. In Article 23 of question 28, Aquinas asks if 

the relations in God are the same as his essence? In the objection section, it is claimed 

that they cannot be the same and in two of the three objections, Augustine is cited as 

evidence. In the first objection Augustine is correctly cited as saying in chapter 5 of De 

Trinitate,  that “not all that is said of God is said of His substance, for we say some things 

relatively, as Father in respect to the Son, but such things do not refer to the substance.”53 

So, substance and relations must not be identical if  what is said relatively does not refer 

to the substance or essence of God. Or again in the second objection, Augustine is 

quoted, now from chapter 7 of De Trinitate, saying that, “every relative expression is 

 
 

51 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 28, art. 1, co. 

52 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 28. art. 1, co. 

53 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 28, art. 2. arg. 1. 
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something besides the relation expressed, as master is man and slave is a man.”54 From 

this second quote the objector concludes that if relations exist in God, there must be 

something else in God in addition to the relation, and the only thing that could be distinct 

from the relation is the divine essence. Thus, the divine essence and the relations that 

ground the divine persons must not be identical to one another. 

The first objection is easy to understand, and the second one is fairly easy to 

grasp as well, but some clarification may help. The second argument from Augustine is 

that for there to be a relationship there must be two things that are related, in addition to 

the relationship itself. For there to be the relationship of slave to master, there must be 

something in addition to or beneath that relationship: two human beings are necessary for 

such a relationship to hold. So, the objector in the Summa reasons, there must be another 

thing that is apart from the relations in God and that can only be the divine essence in 

God. Thus, divine relations and the divine essence cannot be identical.  

Divine simplicity requires, however, that the relations cannot be “separate” 

from the divine essence—or there would be some composition in God or worse, three 

divine essences. Of course, Aquinas denies this. Aquinas first argues based on the 

creator/creature distinction: Whatever is not the divine essence is a creature.55 

Furthermore, the relations are in God and are real. If the relations were not the divine 

essence, then by way of the first premise, they would be creatures. But of course, that is 

false because the divine persons are worshiped [and not stated in the argument, but 

assumed, is that no creature is worshipped].  

With respect to the quotes from Augustine, Aquinas replies that first Augustine 

is not claiming in the first quote that the person are separate from the essence only that 

not all of what is said of God is said directly of the divine substance; since the persons 

 
 

54 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 28, art. 2, arg. 2. 

55 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 28, art. 2, s. c. 
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are spoke of as relative to each other56 Aquinas explains that, "The words of Augustine 

do not imply that paternity or any other relation which is in God is not in its very being 

[emphasis added] the same as the divine essence; but that it is not predicated [emphasis 

added] under the mode of substance . . . but as a relation.”57  

Concerning the objection utilizing the second quote from Augustine, Aquinas 

admits this is generally accurate, but as in all things when predicated of God, there is not 

an exact transfer. Earlier, before explicitly addressing this objection, Aquinas has made 

the point that while relations are accidental when present in creatures—for example slave 

to man or master to man, in the quote from Augustine—nothing is accidental to God. 

Aquinas states, “Now whatever has accidental existence in creatures, when considered as 

transferred to God, has substantial existence; for there is no accident in God since all in 

him is His essence. So, in so far as relation has an accidental existence in creatures, 

relations really existing in God has the existence of the divine essence in no way distinct 

there from.”58 Aquinas invokes this distinction between the creature and God again at the 

beginning of his direct reply to objection two. Aquinas reminds the read that what is 

meant by relation in God is not “perfectly expressed” in our language59  Indeed, Aquinas 

refers the reader back to the discussion on the divine names: “For as it was above 

explained . . . [there] is more contained in the perfection of the divine essence than can be 

signified by any name [including relation]. Hence it does not follow that there exists in 

God anything besides the relation in reality; but only the various names imposed by us.”60   

In short, while we must make linguistic and logical distinctions, the real, and 

not merely logical, relations in God are metaphysically not separated from the divine 
 

 
56 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 28, art. 2, ad. 1. 

57 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 28, art. 2, ad. 1. 

58 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 28, art. 2, co. 

59 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 28, art. 2, ad. 2. 

60 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 28, art. 2, ad. 2. 
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essence in a way that would constitute composition in God. The relations in God are not 

merely logical or linguistic—this would entail modalism—rather, like all of our language 

about God, there is not a perfect, univocal, fit between our language when applied to 

creatures and when applied to God. The relations in God are real and yet are not 

metaphysically additional to or separate from the one divine essence. Aquinas 

summarizes, “Thus it is manifest that relation really existing in God is really the same as 

His essence and only differs in its mode of intelligibility; as in relation is meant that 

regard to its opposite which is not expressed in the name of essence. Thus it is clear that 

in God relation and essence do not differ from each other but are one and the same.”61 

 Of course, the claim that the real relations in God are identical with the divine 

essence leads to the inevitable objection that there are no real distinctions between the 

divine relations [since they are metaphysically identical with the divine substance]. 

Aquinas addresses this concern in the next article, Article 3. It is not necessary to look at 

each objection presented in Article 3 in any detail; the upshot is that it seems that the 

divine relations cannot be really distinguished from one another if they are identical to 

the divine essence. The principle of the indiscernibility of identical is presented in 

objection one. Objection two makes the point that in the divine attributes such as power 

and wisdom we acknowledge that those are only distinct in our understanding, or  

because anything identical with something else is not distinct. 

 It will suffice for our purposes to note that after having quoted Boethius—“the 

substance contains the unity; and relations multiplies the trinity”— and pointing out that 

if there were not a real distinction of the relations one would be reduced to Sabellianism,  

Aquinas argues that the very idea of a relation presupposes some relation of opposition 

between the two things that are in relationship—father, son, slave and master, for 

example. The same is the case with the relations in God: “So as in God there are real 

 
 

61 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 28, art. 2, co. 
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relations, there must also be real oppositions. The very nature of relative opposition 

includes distinction. Hence, there must be real distinctions in God, not indeed according 

to that which is absolute—namely, essence, wherein is the supreme unity and 

simplicity—but according to that which is relative.”62 To summarizes, relations requires 

some terms of opposition; father is opposed to son or slave is opposed to master, for 

example. This opposition necessarily requires a distinction between the one who is father 

and the one who is son. This requirement holds for divine relations as well. The relation 

of Father and Son requires a real distinction because there is a real opposition of terms. 

Aquinas defines and defends those relations of opposition in the next article. 

In the final article of Question 28, Aquinas argues that there are only four real 

relations in God—paternity, filiation, spiration, and procession. Aquinas has already 

argued that there are only two processions in God—the Word and Love—one intellectual 

and the other volitional as it were. Given that there are two processions, it would follow 

that there are only four real relations in God, two for each procession. “In respect to each 

of these processions two opposite relations arise; one of which is the relation of the 

person proceeding from the principle; the other is the relation of the principle Himself.”63 

The relationship of the Father to the Son is comprised of the term of opposition called 

paternity and filiation respectively. This proper terms for this relation is founded on the 

concept of generation. The biblical language of Father and Son evokes the concept of 

generation and therefore paternity and filiation naturally correspond. Furthermore, back 

in Question27, in Article 4, Aquinas invokes the psychological model to elucidate the 

processions in God. There Aquinas argues that generation is appropriate to the intellect 

because, the “procession of the intellect is by way of similitude, and is called generation, 

 
 

62 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 28, art. 3, co. 

63 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 28, art. 4, co. 
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because every generator begets its own likeness.”64 And so generation is appropriate for 

the Word. 

But for the Holy Spirit the situation is different. Thinking of the Holy Spirit as 

the procession of Love, Aquinas argues that there is no proper name for this procession. 

Since Scripture uses procession for both the Son and the Holy Spirit and there is no 

concept like generation, it follows, according to Aquinas, that there is for the Holy Spirit 

or Love no proper name available. Again back in Question 27 Aquinas has pointed out 

that the concept of generation is appropriate with respect to the intellect, but he also 

argues there that it does not fit the concept of the will and the love that issues from it 

because there is no similitude as there is with the intellect: “Thus the procession of the 

intellect is by way of similitude, and is called generation, because every generator begets 

its own likeness; whereas the procession of the will is not by way of similitude, but rather 

by way of impulse and movement towards an object.”65   

Nevertheless, we use the term spiration for the principle of this procession and 

procession for the person proceeding, “although these two names belong to the 

procession or origins themselves, and not to the relations.”66 So the relations of 

opposition for the Spirit are called spiration, on the side of the principle, the Father and 

Son, and procession on the side of the person proceeding from the principle, namely, the 

Holy Spirit. To summarize the four real relations according to Aquinas, the Father begets 

and the son is begotten, the opposed relations are paternity and filiation. The Spirit is sent 

forth from the Father and the Son, and the opposed relation is spiration and procession.67 

 
 

64 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 27, art. 4, s. c 

65 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 27, art. 4, s. c 

66 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 28, art. 4, s. c 

67 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 28, art. 4, co. 



   

119 

Question 29: The Divine Persons 

Article 1 

In Question 29, Article 1 of the Summa, Aquinas takes Boethius’s definition as 

the standard definition of person and explains and defends it.68  Interestingly, most of the 

objections to Boethius’ definition in this section strike the modern reader as pedantic and 

quite removed from modern discussions of persons.  For example, the first objection 

amounts to the claim that Boethius’ definition is insufficient because singulars cannot be 

defined69; definitions apply to universals like man, but not to distinct singulars like John. 

So, since John cannot be defined, then person is not properly subject to a definition since 

it is a singular. Aquinas dispatches this weak objection by pointing out that Aristotle 

gives a definition of first substances, in general, and that is what Boethius has in mind in 

his definition. The second objection would  similarly not be very troubling to modern 

readers in that again it turns on what would strike modern readers as pedantic: the term 

individual is unnecessary since if substance in the definition is taken as a first substance, 

like John, then it is by definition an individual, and the qualification of individual is 

unnecessary, and if substance in the definition refers to a second substance, like mankind, 

then it is wrongly applied. Aquinas’ response, however, is instructive in that it clarifies 

how Aquinas interprets “substance: in Boethius’ definition. Aquinas notes that,  

In the opinion of some, the term substance in the definition of person stands for a 
first substance [something with concrete existence] which is the hypostasis; nor is 
the term individual superfluously added, forasmuch as by the name hypostasis or 
first substance the idea of universality and of part is excluded . . . But where 
individual is added, the idea of assumptibility is excluded from person; for the 
human nature of Christ is not a person, since it is assumed by a greater—that is by 
the Word of God.70 

 
 

68 Horst Siedel correctly observes that, “St Thomas Aquinas accepted and consistently 
defended Boethius’ definition of person.” Horst Seidl, “The Concept of Person in St. Thomas Aquinas: A 
Contribution to Recent Discussion,” The Thomist 51 (July 1987): 435; see also Brian Davies, The Thought 
of Thomas Aquinas (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 201. 

69 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 29, art. 1, arg. 1. 

70 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 29, art. 1, ad. 2. 
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Aquinas response is that even if we take substance in Boethius’ definition to specify a 

primary or first substance—per Aristotle’s terminology—individual in Boethius’ 

definition would still functions as to eliminate the idea that this first substance could be 

assumed by another substance. Aquinas gives the example of Christ’s human nature. 

Natures can be assumed—and specific human natures like Christ’s human nature are first 

substances—but, individual when applied to person is intended to exclude persons from 

being assumed to another the way natures, for example, can be—at least in the case of 

Christ’s human nature. Nevertheless, this is not how Aquinas understands individual to 

function in Boethius’ definition. At the conclusion of the explanation above, he states that 

it is better to understand substance in Boethius’ definition as a referring to substance in 

general sense to include both primary and secondary substances and to understand 

individual as restricting the general term substance to primary substances.71 

Objection 4 argues that Boethius’ definition should not use the word nature 

because natures are defined as “principles of motion and rest,” but God and angels are not 

subject to such change, and so the definition essence should be substituted for nature in 

Boethius’ definition.72 Again, what is instructive is Aquinas reply; he replies that nature 

is fundamentally equivalent to essence in Boethius definition, but Boethius had reasons 

for choosing nature instead of essence. To the first point, Aquinas states, “As the essence 

of anything is completed by the form; so the essence of anything, signified by the 

definition is commonly called nature.”  In other words, nature is referring to the essence, 

but is chosen instead of essence because the emphasis is on that which defines or 

“completes” the essence; nature refers to that which makes the essence the kind of thing 

 
 

71 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 29, art. 1, ad. 2. Objection three is similar in that it turns 
on the “rules of defining” and need not detain us here as it has no real bearing on our interests. 

72 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 29, art. 1, arg. 4. Motion here refers not so much to 
movement from one place to another as the change from potentiality to actuality--any substantial change.  
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it is and so in this case is a better term for the definition of person. Indeed, Aquinas refers 

back to Boethius himself: 

Hence, Boethius says that nature is the specific difference giving its form to each 
thing, for the specific difference completes the definition, and is derived from the 
special form of a thing. So, in the definition of person, which means the singular in 
a determined genus, it is more correct to use the term nature rather than essence, 
because the latter is taken from being, which is most common.73 

So, Aquinas answer to the objection seems to be that nature was chosen over essence 

because, while nature refers to the essence, nature is a better term because it occurs in a 

definition which defines what kind of essence is in view—a rational one. To refer back to 

Aristotle’s four causes, nature here refers to the formal cause—that which makes a thing 

the kind of thing it is.  

These first objections are not very detrimental to Boethius’ definition, and they 

are at any rate valuable for gaining clarity on how Aquinas interprets Boethius’ 

definition. The fifth objection, however, is a bit more serious and cannot be as easily 

dismissed. The fifth objection amounts to the claim that given Boethius’ definition, the 

separated human soul could fulfill the definition provided. While it is not spelled out in 

the objection itself, this could certainly be a fatal flaw in Boethius’ definition. The 

objection itself is compact and reads as follows, “Further, the separated soul is an 

individual substance of the rational nature; but it is not a person. Therefore, person is not 

properly defined as above.”74  It seems that neither Aquinas’ imaginary interlocutor, nor 

Aquinas himself bring forth the full implications of this objection.  

Aquinas’ own view is that the soul separated from the body at death does not 

constitute a person.75 But the soul it seems would still qualify as an individual 

substance—something that has concrete existence—and it is a rational nature (if the 

 
 

73 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 29, art. 1, ad. 4. 

74 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 29, art. 1, arg. 5. 

75 See the discussion below on the human person: soul and body. 
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classical person/ nature distinction maintained). So, how is it not a person? And if it is not 

a person, then the definition covers too much and fails to accurately distinguish between 

persons and natures, which in the context of Boethius original formulation, was the 

motivation for the definition of person to begin with. Furthermore, what is neither 

explicitly dealt with in the objection nor Aquinas’ reply is the implications for 

Christology, not simply the intermediate state. If this objection stands unanswered, how 

will one escape the conclusion that either the definition of person given must be mistaken 

or that Christ human nature constitutes a person on its own?  

Michael Gorman explains that Boethius’ definition has two requirements: To 

be a person one must be (1) an individual substance and (2) must possess a rational 

nature.76 The first requirement we might call the subsistence requirement. Gorman 

explains this first condition of Boethius’ definition by using the substance and accident 

distinction: for something to subsist  is for it to exist independently in the sense that its 

nature does not “inhere in, or belong to anything else”77 On the other hand accidents have 

a nature such that they do inhere in or belong to a independently existing substance—

where independent is to be taken not as completely self-sufficient, but as existing in a 

way that is not metaphysically dependent on something else. For example, my fence is 

white; being white is an accidental feature of the fence and as such inheres in or belongs 

to the fence. Whiteness in this example is dependent on the fence, but the fence is not 

dependent on the accident of being white. If the fence is destroyed, so too is the accident 

of being white. Whiteness, as it were, cannot exist apart from a substance. The fence, 

which subsists, can, however, exist in the absence of the accident of being white. It can 

be changed with respect to color and still exist. Of course, as my example above shows, it 

is not sufficient for being a person to simply subsist. Many things subsist, like fences, 

 
 

76 Michael Gorman, “Incarnation,” in The Oxford Handbook of Aquinas, ed. Brian Davies and 
Eleonore Stump, Oxford Handbooks (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 430. 

77 Gorman, “Incarnation,” 430. 
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which are not in fact persons because they lack the second requirement of personhood 

according to Boethius’ definition. They do not possess a rational nature. So that all 

though they are substance (Boethius) or subsist (Aquinas) they do not have a rational 

nature that is a necessary condition of being a person. 

This raises an issue mentioned but not fully examined; what is it to subsist, and 

if things other than persons can subsist, such as the soul, how can Aquinas’ answer above 

suffice for the objection? In other words, if the soul subsists, i.e., is able to exist apart 

from the body, there must be some other sense in which its subsistence does not qualify it 

as a person. Is there more than one way metaphysically for something to be said to 

subsist? With respect to the definition of person, Aquinas has been operating with a 

definition of subsistence that is equivalent to “that which exists in and through itself and 

is not a part of another and cannot be assumed or united to another.” But as the Gorman 

passage above points out and is clear when using the categories of substance and 

accident, some substances or subsistences are parts of wholes and they do not fit the 

definition of subsistence that Aquinas has been using here, but seem to subsist in some 

sense, nonetheless.  

Aquinas himself says elsewhere that the soul is in fact subsistent and so are 

body parts. In Aquinas’ discussion of the human soul in Summa, I, Question 75, Article 

2, Aquinas asks if the human soul is something subsistent, and he answers in the 

affirmative. Now, given the answer he gives above in defense of Boethius’ definition, one 

would think the answer would be no. But Aquinas explains that there are two senses in 

which something might be said to subsist. He does this in the context of the claim that the 

human soul is not in fact subsistent: “It would seem that the human soul is not something 

subsistent. For that which is subsists is said to be this particular thing [hoc aliquid]. Now 

this particular thing is said not of the soul, but of that which is composed of body and 
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soul. Therefore the soul is not something subsistent.”78 In responding to this objection 

that the soul is not subsistent. Aquinas explains that there are two ways in which 

something can be called this particular thing or two ways in which something is said to 

subsist. In one sense subsistence just means something that is not an accident or a 

material form,79 and in this sense the human soul and even parts of the body can be said 

to subsist or be called this particular thing. There is a second meaning of subsistence that 

cannot appropriately be applied to the soul or body parts; this definition of subsistence is 

“that which subsists and is complete in a specific nature.”80 The qualification of complete 

is important here, for Aquinas goes on to conclude that, “Therefore as the human soul is a 

part [emphasis added] of human nature, it can be indeed called this particular thing in the 

first sense, as being something subsistent, but not in the second, for in this sense, what is 

composed of body and soul is said to be this particular thing.” 

To return to Aquinas’ answer to the fifth objection in Question 29, Article 1—

that the separated soul is an individual substance, but not a person—he responds by 

stating that soul as part of the soul/body composition in humans does not exist 

independently in such a way that it is unassumable. It is a part of something else and thus 

not an independent substance in the way the definition understands it. Although the 

human soul is capable of being separated and subsist in the first sense of subsistence 

Aquinas outline above, it retains its unibility (unibilitatis)—its ability to be united to 

another, and so is not an individual substance in the sense intended in the definition of 

person given by Boethius 81  Aquinas writes, “The soul is part of the human species; and 

 
 

78 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 75, art. 2, arg. 1. 

79 Material form (formae materialis) refers to a form “completely bound to matter and on that 
account only through the connection with it possesses existence.” Roy J. Deferrari, A Latin-English 
Dictionary of St. Thomas Aquinas: Based on the Summa Theologica and Selected Passages of His Other 
Works (Boston: St. Paul Editions, 1960), 412. 

80 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 75, art. 2, ad. 1. 

81 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 29, art. 1, ad. 5. 
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so, although it may exists in a separate state, yet since in ever retains its nature of 

unibility, it cannot be called an individual substance, which is the hypostasis or first 

substance, as neither can the hand nor any other body part of man; thus neither the 

definition nor the name person belongs to it.”82  The soul is a part like a hand or other 

body parts. These parts are part of whole and are not complete in themselves—they are 

not individual substance according to Aquinas—at least not according to the meaning in 

Boethius’ definition. Souls, hands and other body parts are able to be united to another, 

but persons do not have this characteristic. In other words, souls subsist in the first 

sense—souls are not inhering accidents, nor are they purely material forms, so they 

subsist in the first sense of subsisting, but since souls are not “complete in a specific 

nature,” they do not subsist in the second sense of subsistence. Aquinas understands 

Boethius definition to clearly be referring to subsistence in the second sense—individual 

substance that are “complete in a specific nature.”  And to subsist in a “complete and 

specific nature” means that hypostasis “are subsistent individuals which are not 

essentially a part of or a substantial form of something else.”83 

To think again about the Christological problem raised above for a moment, 

we might apply Aquinas’ answer to the human nature of Christ by pointing out that the 

fully rational human soul of Jesus was assumed by, or united to, the person of the Word. 

Prior to that assumption it was unitable, but not an individual substance or hypostasis. 

This unitability, or ability to be joined to another is precisely what is not possible to a 

person or individual substance as defined in the definition of person under consideration. 

The Word cannot be united to another person nor vice versa, but the human soul of Christ 

was able to be united to the Word; this prevents the human soul that was assumed by the 

Word from fulfilling the second sense of subsistence discussed above, and thus explains 

 
 

82 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 29, art. 1, ad. 5. 

83 Christopher Hauser, “St. Thomas Aquinas’s Concept of a Person,” NTU Philosophical 
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how the rational soul of Jesus does not constitute a second persons according to Aquinas’ 

understanding of Boethius’ definition.  

Article 2 

The distinctions discussed above are further discussed in the next article of 

Aquinas’ treatment of person in the Summa. In Article 2 of Question 29, Aquinas asks 

whether person is equivalent to hypostasis, subsistence and essence?84 Behind this 

discussion is the complex history of the understandings and misunderstandings of how 

terms were to be used, especially in theology proper and Christology, and what meaning 

was implied. Not only because words could sometimes be used in more than one way, but 

also because there was some question of what Latin terms were appropriate equivalents 

to the Greek terms carefully worked out in the fourth and fifth century Trinitarian and 

Christological debates. The first three “objections” amount to the claim that person is 

equivalent to hypostasis, subsistence and essence. The final two objections basically 

claim the opposite; person, hypostasis, subsistence, and essence are not equivalent. In the 

previous chapter we noted Garrigou-Lagrange’s note about Boethius’ mistake in not 

following Rufinas’ translating of hypostasis with subsistence instead of substance. He 

explains in the same place that the complexity of this present article is because of the 

confusion Boethius’ use of substance occasioned. He observes that: 

Boethius, writing at the beginning of the sixth century, did not appreciate Rufinus, 
happy discovery [using subsistence instead of substance when translating 
hypostasis] and taught that if the Church would permit it, absolutely speaking we 
could say that there were three substances in God. In this present article, St. Thomas 
strove to place a favorable interpretation on Boethius' words, and out of this came 
the complexity of this article . . . Boethius, misunderstanding the matter, 
distinguished differently between subsistere and substare when he said that substare 
referred to accidents and therefore only individuals were substances with respect to 
their accidents, whereas only genus and species, which do not have accidents, could 
be said to subsist. Here was Boethius, principal error: he inverted Rufinus’ formulas 
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and said that in God there were three substances and one subsistence (or substantial 
nature).85 

In fact, four out of the five “objections” cite Boethius. For the current purposes, however, 

it will suffice to see how Aquinas’ understands the relationship between these terms and 

more importantly how that helps inform how we should best interpret and understand 

Boethius’ definition.86  

 Aquinas notes that Aristotle understands substance in two ways. In one 

sense it refers to the quiddity of things, that is a thing’s defining characteristics. This 

sense of substance corresponds to the Greek term ousia or the Latin term essence.87 A 

second sense of substance refers to a subject or suppositum. Other names corresponding 

to this second sense of substance include subsistence, hypostasis, and “a thing of nature” 

and refer to a something that exists88 Specifically, subsistence denotes that the thing 

“exists in itself and not in another.” “A thing of nature” refers to the fact that the 

substance under consideration is and exists in some common nature; Aquinas gives the 

example of a particular man being a “human natural thing.”89 In other words, a concrete 

existing individual of a particular nature; for example, Paul as a concrete instantiation of 

a human nature. Finally, hypostasis, along with substance, denotes that which underlies 

or upholds accidents. Aquinas concludes by explaining that, “What these three names 

signify in common to the whole genus of substances, this name person signifies in the 

genus of rational substances.”90 If we put this together we see the full meaning of person, 

 
 

85 Garrigou-Lagrange and Eckhoff, The Trinity and God the Creator, 157–58. 

86 Apart from the fact that this chapter is concerned with Aquinas’ understanding of Boethius’ 
definition of person, it could also be argued that since Aquinas, Boethius’ definition has been understood 
and adopted in a way that is consistent with Aquinas’ interpretation of Boethius’ definition. At any rate, the 
definition of person being defended in this work is the one presented by Aquinas. 

87 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 29, art. 2, co. 

88 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 29, art. 2, co. 

89 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 29, art. 2, co. 

90 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 29, art. 2, co. 
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at least in Aquinas’ treatment here, a person is an instantiation of a rational nature, it 

subsists on its own and is the foundation for any accidents.  

To return to the term hypostasis, Aquinas has given the general definition of 

hypostasis as it was understood in Greek, but he later notes that there is also another 

meaning of hypostasis that is equivalent to person. In reply to the first objection he 

explains that, “Among the Greeks the term hypostasis taken in its strict interpretation of 

the word, signifies any individual of the genus substance; but in the usual way of 

speaking, it means the individual of a rational nature, by reason of the excellence of that 

nature.”91  This latter sense is the sense in which hypostasis is employed in the creeds and 

councils of the church. It is worth noting that in Aquinas’ statement hypostasis or person 

would be applicable to any individual of a rational nature, which would include not only 

but angels and God. He will deal with whether the term person is properly applied to God 

in the next article. 

Before leaving this section, it is also important to observe that Boethius’ 

substance has become understood to be better expressed by subsistence because of the 

potential for confusion. Substance, as we have observed above, can be understood in two 

ways and one of those ways refers to what is equivalent to nature or essence. So, to 

prevent that confusion, subsistence in substituted, if not formally. then at least in the 

understanding, for substance in Boethius’ definition. Aquinas notes this in his response to 

one of the objections, “But because the word substance, which properly speaking 

corresponds in meaning to hypostasis, is used among us in an equivocal sense, since it 

sometimes means essence, and sometimes means hypostasis, in order to avoid any 

occasion of error it was thought preferable to use subsistence for hypostasis, rather than 

substance.”92   

 
 

91 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 29, art. 2, ad. 1. 
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The shift from substance to subsistence also alleviates a major objection and 

issue with Boethius’ definition, namely that taken in one sense it could apply to the 

human soul, since it is a substance, and thus to the human nature of Christ.93 With 

substance understood as subsistence it is clear that the human soul or human nature of 

Christ do not qualify as a person because they do not exist in themselves, but exist in 

another. Persons are not assumable or part of some other whole; they exist independently 

and completely the way a soul or nature does not. Roy Deferrari provides a complete, or 

if not, nearly so, definition of the meaning of subsistence (subsistentia) in Aquinas’ 

thought, subsistence is “that mode of existence which is self-contained and independent 

of any subject, and also a being that exists in this manner, [a] synonym of hypostasis, res 

subsistens, persona, i.e., both that which exists for itself and not in another and also the 

manner of existence and the relation of being belonging to it.”94  Again, souls or natures 

cannot fit this definition. Neither are “self-contained,” nor are they “independent of any 

subject.” And as Deferrari notes in his definition, subsistence is synonymous with 

hypostasis and persona or person. 

Stephen Hipp makes the same point we have been making above. He notes that 

Aquinas avoids the implication that Boethius definition implies that Christ’s two natures 

are persons by emphasizing the “individual” in Boethius’ definition. Hipp explains, 

The terms of the Boethian definition successfully exclude from personality not only 
accidents, and not only irrational creatures, but—thanks to the term “individual”—
also universal natures, substantial parts . . . To clarify this, Thomas masterfully 
interprets the Boethian definition, restructuring its definiens by a simple inversion of 
the quidditative and qualitative terms, substituting as it were, substantia individualis 
(“individual substance”) with individua substantialis (“substantial individual”).95 

 
 

93 L.W. Geddes and A. Wallace, “Person (In Philosophy),” in New Catholic Encyclopedia, 2nd 
ed (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America, 2003), 13:146. 

94 Roy J. Deferrari, “Subsistentia,” in A Latin-English Dictionary of St. Thomas Aquinas: 
Based on the Summa Theologica and Selected Passages of His Other Works (Boston: St. Paul Editions, 
1960), 1003. 

95 95 Stephen A. Hipp, The Doctrine of Personal Subsistence: Historical and Systematic 
Synthesis, Studia Friburgensia 114 (Fribourg, Germany: Academic Press, 2012), 99. 
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Hipp continues by explaining that for Boethius “person directly signified the substance,” 

and only indirectly signified the “individuality or distinction.”96 Aquinas, on the other 

hand, understands person to directly refer to the singular and individual and only 

indirectly to the substance.97 In other words, by understanding substance as subsistence, 

Aquinas has rescued Boethius’ definition from the implication that Christ natures are 

persons simply because they are rational substances. As noted above, subsistence requires 

a kind of individuality that natures do not possess. Subsistent individuals are complete 

and cannot be assumed; natures can be assumed and are not complete in that sense.  

Article 3 

The third article of Question 29 concerns whether person should be applied to 

God. Several objections argue that the term person should not be applied to God, either 

because the term itself is not appropriate or because Boethius’ definition, specifically, 

cannot be appropriately applied to God. Those objections will be examined below, but it 

is interesting to note that Aquinas initial response in the “on the contrary” section, is to  

quote the relevant part of the Athanasian Creed: One is the persons of the Father, another 

of the Son, another of the Holy Spirit.98 That is all he says at that point. In other words, 

the word person is part of the theological development of the church and is canonized in 

the creeds. The church fathers thought it appropriate to apply the term person to God, and 

the consensus of the church agreed in that they accepted this and other creeds as accurate 

summaries of the truth about God. But of course, Aquinas does continue in subsequent 

sections to argue that it is appropriate to apply the term person to God and to address the 

specific objections to Boethius’ definition. In doing so, some other aspects of personhood 

 
 

96 Hipp, The Doctrine of Personal Subsistence, 100. 

97 Stephen A. Hipp, “Person” in Christian Tradition and in the Conception of Saint Albert the 
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(Münster: Aschendorff, 2001), 100. 
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that are not apparent in Boethius definition, but are to be found in other definitions, 

emerge.  

The first objection is that person is found neither in the Old nor in the New 

Testament.99 Aquinas simply replies although the word person applied to God is not 

found in the Scriptures, nevertheless, the concept and what it implies is applied to God in 

Scriptures (he is self-subsisting, supremely intelligent etc.) Furthermore, heresy makes it 

necessary to use new words to clarify the faith and refute error.100   

A second objection is that since, as Boethius taught, the origin of the word 

person is traced back to the Greek theater, where it referred to a mask worn by the actors, 

it is only applicable to God metaphorically, and should only be applied to God in that 

manner.101 Aquinas responds that although the term person does not apply to God with 

referenced to its origin, it is still applicable because it came to have reference to 

important men who possessed dignity.102  Aquinas notes that, “For as famous men were 

represented in comedies and tragedies, the name person was given to signify those who 

held high rank.”103 At this point Aquinas references another definition of person that 

emerged from this association: “Thence by some the definition of person is given as 

hypostasis distinct by reason of dignity.”104  Emery explains that this definition is one 

held by some of the ‘masters” including St. Bonaventure: “This definition  embeds itself 

in etymology, precisely by invoking the dignity of the person . . . The early Franciscan 

 
 

99 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 29, art. 3, arg. 1. Interestingly, this objection persisted and 
Calvin addressed it as well. See the section on Calvin in chap. 7. 

100 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 29, art. 3, ad. 1. 

101 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 29, art. 3, arg. 2. 
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school often used this definition, and it is still the primary one for St. Bonaventure.”105   

Emery goes on to observe that Aquinas acknowledges the legitimacy of this definition 

and does not oppose it, but that he does not consider it to contain “the wealth or 

precision” of Boethius’ definition.106  Nevertheless, Aquinas continues and makes the 

point that there is a connection between dignity and possessing a rational nature: “And 

because subsistence in a rational nature is of high dignity, therefore every individual of 

the rational nature is called a person.”107 Of course it follows then that since the “dignity 

of the divine nature excels every other in dignity . . . the name person belongs eminently 

to God.”108 

The third objection protests that since hypostasis is equivalent to person, and 

since Boethius says that hypostasis refers to that which is the subject of accidents, the 

term person or hypostasis cannot be applied to God because he is not subject to 

accidents.109 Aquinas simply notes, again, that this objection stems from interpreting 

hypostasis in its original meaning and not its developed meaning in theology. Aquinas 

states, “The word hypostasis does not apply to God as regards to it source of origin 

[second italics added] . . . but it applies to him in its objective sense, for it is imposed to 

signify the subsistence.”110 Again this objection arises because of the ambiguous meaning 

of substance in Latin and the distinction between the original meaning of hypostasis in 

Greek and the precise meaning it acquired in the works of the Cappadocians. Indeed, this 

confusion of meaning emerges in the fourth objection as well. 

 
 

105 Emery, The Trinitarian Theology of Saint Thomas Aquinas, 110. 
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The fourth objection proposes three reasons person cannot be properly applied 

to God. It begins with a principle: if something fails to meet the criteria of a definition, 

then the term cannot be accurately applied to the thing in question.111 A sound enough 

principle to be sure. The first objection, then, is that since Boethius definition refers to a 

rational nature, which implies discursive knowledge, and since God does not have 

discursive knowledge, he cannot be said to have a rational nature. And thus, the 

definition of person does not apply to God because he does not meet, as it were, the 

criteria of Boethius’ definition. The second object concerns the language of individual 

substance. It is argued that individual substance in Boethius’ definition cannot be applied 

to God because the principle of individuation is matter, and God is immaterial112 

Furthermore, it is not only the individual in the phrase individual substance that is 

problematic, the term substance is as well. As the third objection noted, substance refers 

to that which is the subject of accidents and God is not the subject of accidents. So, for 

these three reasons, person should not be applied to God.113 Aquinas’ reply is that a 

rational nature need not be interpreted as demanding discursive knowledge; instead, we 

should take rational nature to signify in a more general way an intelligent nature. With 

respect to understanding the requirement of individuality, it need not imply individuation 

according to matter, but, rather, we should understand it to signify incommunicability.114  

In this regard, Aquinas cites Richard of St Victor’s definition of person: “Person in God 

is the incommunicable existence of the divine nature.”115  

Richard was aware of Boethius’ definition but had some issues with it and so 

substituted one of his own. Emery notes, “Richard substituted this definition [the one 
 

 
111 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 29, art. 3, arg. 4. 

112 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 29, art. 3, arg. 4. 
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quoted above] for Boethius’ because, in his opinion, Boethius’ definition leads one to 

conceive the divine substance as a person and thus creates a confusion between the 

common substance and the distinct Three in God.”116 Emery continues and notes that 

Richard has replaced individual substance in Boethius’ definition with incommunicability 

and replaced rational with divine.117 Emery judges that Richard’s criticism are open to 

debate since incommunicability is implied in the word individual in Boethius’ definition 

and Boethius does not conceive of the divine essence as an individual substance in the 

context of his definition.118 Still, he admits that “in every quarter, even amongst those 

who retained Boethius’ definition, the criticism attracted great attention.”119 Ruben 

Angelici notes, however, that despite his criticism, Richard did not believe that Boethius 

definition to be necessarily wrong, but that it had been “misused and spoiled.”120 To 

return to Aquinas, he sees the incommunicability of Richard’s definition as already 

present in Boethius’ definition and so it seems that Aquinas does not reject Richard’s 

definition at all; instead he sees it as already present, at least implicitly, in Boethius’ 

definition.  

Overall, it is clear that substance and individual substance were subject to 

misunderstanding and created the appearance of serious problems with Boethius’ 

definition, and those misunderstandings led to problematic positions later on. Aquinas 

believes that those confusions and objections are answered by understanding individual 

substance in Boethius’ definition as a subsisting individual.  
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Before leaving this article, there is another aspect of personhood that is brought 

out in the main section of Aquinas’ response to this question. In the Respondeo section 

Aquinas states that the term person refers to what is “most perfect in all nature—that is, a 

subsistent individual of a rational nature.”121 Since this is true, it must apply to God 

because he contains all perfection in himself. The name person, however, is not applied 

to God in the same way as it is to creatures.; instead it is applied to God in an even “more 

excellent way.”122  Person is the most perfect thing in nature and as such it is appropriate 

to apply the term person to God as along as we remember that when we apply any name 

to God it represents that concept in its highest form and is never identical to its meaning 

when applied to creatures. In short, Aquinas argues that applying the term person to God 

is appropriate and even necessary as long as we are do not forget that all our language 

about God is analogical.  

Article 4 

The final article of Question 29 concerns whether person signifies a relation or 

not.123 This final article is fundamental because it is there that Aquinas discusses the way 

in which the divine persons are constituted as persons. As we will see, there are divine 

and human persons and they both correspond to Boethius’ definition, but the precise way 

in which they do so is not identical. As has now become familiar, the fourth article begins 

with several objections attempting to show that person does not signify a relation, even in 

God. But before examining the present objections we should recall that Aquinas has 

explained in Question 28 that the divine persons are subsisting relations. It is worth 

revisiting his argument there. “Now whatever has an accidental existence in creatures, 

when considered as transferred to God, has a substantial existence for there is no accident 
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in God; since all in Him is His essence.”124  Relations are accidental in creatures, but God 

has no accidents and so relations in God must be substantial. Those subsisting relations, 

according to Aquinas, constitute the divine persons. To return to the present article, 

Aquinas says that, “distinction in God is only by relation of origin . . . while relation in 

God is not an accident in a subject, but the divine essence itself; and so, it is subsistent, 

for the divine essence subsists.” 

In three of the four objections the claim is that person refers to substance and 

not a relationship and in two of those three objections Augustine is presented as an 

authority to demonstrate that person cannot signify relation in God. In the first objection 

Augustine is quoted as saying, “When we speak of the person of the Father, we mean 

nothing else but the substance of the Father, for person is said in regard to Himself, and 

not in regard to the Son.”125 So, person, according to Augustine, has reference to the 

essence/substance of God and not a relationship, so the objections goes. Aquinas makes 

quick work of this objection by explaining that Augustine was referring to the Father in 

himself and not in distinction from the Son or the Spirit, and in that sense Father has 

reference to the essence or substance of God since, “in as much as in God essence is the 

same as the hypostasis, because in God what He is, and whereby He is are the same.”126 

Since God is simple, there is nothing that is in God that is not the divine substance or 

essence. So, each person or divine hypostasis considered in themselves is of course 

identical with the divine essence. That does not, according to Aquinas, demonstrate that 

the divine persons are not constituted as relations.  

The second objection comes to the same conclusion but by way of a different 

argument. This objection is based on what was a common distinction at the time, but that 
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is less well known to contemporary readers. Richard of St. Victor discusses this common 

distinction in his treatment of the Trinity. Richard asserts that, “If you pay good attention 

and observe carefully [you realize that] the word ‘substance’ does not indicate someone 

but something. On the other hand, the term ‘person’ does not indicate something but 

someone.”127 So, if the question is about what something is, the answer identifies a 

substance or nature. If the question is about who someone is, then the answer identifies a 

person or hypostasis. To return to the objection itself, Augustine is quoted as saying that, 

“When we say there are three who bear witness in heaven, the Father, the Word, and the 

Holy Spirit, and it is asked, Three what? The answer is Three persons.”128 The conclusion 

is that person signifies essence or substance and not a relation. One can now see the 

reasoning employed here: if the answer to the question of what something is, is 

appropriately answered by referring to its nature or essence, then Augustine’s quote 

where he answers the “what question” by referring the questioner to the concept of 

persons, entails that person refers to a substance or essence. Again, Aquinas replies 

succinctly to this objection. It is true that sometimes when we ask what something is we 

are asking about the nature of something and in those cases the answer refers to the 

nature of the thing in question. Aquinas give the example of when we ask what is man, 

our reply would be a mortal rational animal, which refers to the nature or essence of 

humanity.129 Sometimes, however, when we ask a “what question,” such a question is not 

concerning natures or essences at all. Aquinas notes that, “Sometimes it [the question] 

refers to the suppositum, as when we ask, What swims in the sea? and answer, A fish. So, 

to those who ask, Three what? We answer, Three persons.”130  Aquinas does not 
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elaborate any further, but the response seems to be that sometimes we ask for the 

definition of a thing and in those cases the answer refers to the essence or nature of the 

thing in question. In other instances, we are asking for the identity of a particular 

individual or subsisting thing. In the case of Aquinas’ example of “What swims in the 

sea?” his answer—a fish—refers to an individual subsisting thing, not its essence or 

definition. So, Augustine’s answer in this context is of the second type and not the 

former. 

The third objection is yet another objection to Boethius’ use of substance in his 

definition. This time the claim is that since person is defined as an individual substance 

in Boethius definition, person signifies a substance and not a relation. Aquinas simply 

replies that the idea of individual when it relates to God includes the idea of relations.131 

In other words, individual substance in Boethius’s definition means subsistent individual 

and in God the subsistent individual is constituted by a relation, not matter, i.e., substance 

and accidents, as Aquinas has already argued in a previous section of this article.132 

Objection four claims that if person does not signify a relation in human beings 

and angels—and it does not—and it does signify a relation in God, then the use of person 

for humans, angels, and God would be equivocal. Aquinas replies that, “the different 

sense of the less common term does not produce equivocation in the more common 

term.”133 He gives the example of a horse and a donkey. Each has a particular and proper 

definition, but the term animal applies to both univocally. As is typical of Aquinas, he 

does not elaborate much beyond this. But his point seems to be that they are both 

animals, but they are so in different ways. His next statement seems to confirm that and is 

certainly his answer to the objection: “So, it does not follow that, although relations is 
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contained in significations of the divine person, but not in that of angelic or of a human 

person, the word person is used in an equivocal sense.”134 Of course, Aquinas concludes, 

person is not used univocally of God and creatures either, but nothing is said univocally 

of God and creatures. 

The objection above and Aquinas’ answer to it contain an important 

implication for Boethius’ definition and for the criteria set forth at the beginning of this 

work. The reader will recall was one of the criteria was the desire for a definition of 

person that prioritized divine persons, but that was ultimately applicable to all persons. 

This fourth objection has reference to that question in the sense that if person means one 

thing for the divine person and another thing for human and angelic persons, then it is not 

applicable to at least one of them. Here the presenting issue is whether person signifies 

relation, but it really is just the question of whether the term person as understood by 

Boethius and Aquinas can be applied to God, human beings and angels. Aquinas’ answer 

is yes. And I maintain he is correct. In the case of each, there is a distinction in the way 

each is constituted as person that is to say, that the precise metaphysics of how they are 

persons is different—but they are all individual substances (subsistences) of a rational 

nature. But one is left asking in exactly what way are humans constituted as persons? It is 

not as subsistent relations. Then how? The answer to this question is not entirely clear in 

Aquinas. 

Aquinas on Human Persons 

If the divine persons are constituted by subsistent relations, what constitutes 

human persons, according to Aquinas? Another way of asking this question is to ask what 

constitutes the human subsisting individual who is the person of a rational nature? First, 

we should be reminded that Aquinas identifies incommunicability as an essential feature 
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of being a person. Persons are complete in and of themselves. They are not a part of a 

larger whole and they cannot be assumed by or united to another. Furthermore, persons 

are unique individuals. But what accounts for this unique, incommunicable existence? 

With respect to the divine persons, the answer for Aquinas is quite clear: The Father has 

the unique and incommunicable property of paternity, the Son has the unique and 

incommunicable property of filiation, and the Spirit has the unique and incommunicable 

property of procession. But what is the property or defining mark of the human subsisting 

individual? In what way is the human person unique and incommunicable, according to 

Aquinas? 

One place where Aquinas appears to answer this question is in his treatment of 

divine simplicity. One of the questions in that article of the Summa is whether God is 

identical to his essence or nature. Aquinas answer in the affirmative, but in doing so he 

contrasts the relation between the divine suppositum and the divine nature and the human 

suppositum and human nature. Aquinas asserts that: 

To understand this [that God is the same as his essence], it must noted that in things 
composed of matter and form, the nature or essence must differ from the suppositum 
because the essence or nature connotes only what is included in the definition of the 
species; as humanity connotes all that is included in the definition of man, for it is 
by this that man is man, and it is this that humanity signifies . . . .Now individual 
matter, with all the individualizing accidents, is not included in the definition of the 
species. For this particular flesh, these bones, this blackness or whiteness etc., are 
not included in the definition of a man. Therefore, this flesh, these bones, and 
accidental qualities distinguishing this particular matter, are not included in 
humanity [the essence or nature of man—the form of humanity]; and yet they are 
included in the thing which is man [this particular man]135 

Aquinas is making the point that unlike God, human cannot be identical with their nature 

since the common human nature does not contain, as it were, any unique distinguishing 

features. It is common to every human.  He notes that the individualizing accidents which 

particularize matter, are not present in human nature, and so no human being can be 

identical to its nature in the same way God is identical with his. Aquinas goes on the 
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make the point that since God is not composed of matter, by which other natures or 

essences are individuated, it is necessary that the divine nature or form must be a 

“subsisting supposita”, and thus God is identical to his nature. Furthermore, Aquinas 

seems to clearly say that “this particular man” is constituted as a unique individual by the 

accidental qualities that particularize his or her individual matter—this flesh, these bones. 

To be fair Aquinas does not explicitly say here that the person is constituted by its 

particular matter only that man cannot be identical with its nature since matter is 

distinguished by its particular accidents. But, if we are in search of what distinguishes the 

uniqueness with respect to the individual, then it would seem to follow that the unique 

person is constituted by individual matter. Is this the basis for the incommunicability 

which is a defining mark of personhood for Aquinas? Are human persons constituted as 

persons by the unique accidents that individualize their unique matter? 

In Aquinas’ discussion of the divine persons as subsistent relations in Question 

29, it seems that he more clearly identifies the individual unique accidents as that which 

constitutes the individual subsisting individual. There he clearly takes Boethius’ 

definition to be applicable to both divine and human persons, but explains that what 

constitutes them as person is distinct:  

So that it is one thing to ask the meaning of the word animal, and another to ask its 
meaning when the animal in question is man. Also, it is one thing to ask the 
meaning of this word person in general; and another to ask the meaning of person as 
applied to God. For person in general signifies the individual substance of a rational 
figure. The individual in itself is undivided, but is distinct from others. Therefore 
person in any nature signifies what is distinct in that nature: thus in human nature it 
signifies this flesh, these bones, and this soul, which are the individuating principles 
of a man, which, though not belonging to person in general, nevertheless do belong 
to the meaning of a particular human person.136 

Aquinas notes that if we are discussing person in general then the definition is the 

individual substance of a rational nature, but that nature is not distinct as it were when 

considered abstractly. In contrast to human persons, divine persons could not be 
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constituted by particular matter, but, as we observed earlier, are constituted by relation of 

origin. Here more clearly, Aquinas seems to be saying that it is the particular flesh, bones, 

and soul “which are the individuating principles of a man.”  Each person has the property 

of incommunicability via the unique accidents of their concrete and specific nature. If it 

is the unique flesh, bones and soul that constitutes the subsisting human individual, the 

person, then a serious problem seems close at hand. 

If we are searching for what constitutes the human person—what makes a person 

unique and what presumably grounds what is incommunicable about them—and if we 

ground that in unique accidental such as “this flesh, these bones and this soul,” a serious 

Christological problem arises. First note that” this flesh, these bones and this soul” are 

aspects of a concrete human nature. Jesus has a human nature, and his human nature is 

not general but specific. The Son, who is constituted as a person by filiation, assumed a 

distinct human nature. Jesus in his humanity has a particular human nature. He too has 

“this flesh, these bones and this soul,” but he is not constituted as a person by these 

aspects. Indeed, that cannot be the case. If this flesh, these bones and this soul were the 

principle that constituted a person, his human nature would constitute a person, and we 

would have two persons in Jesus—his divine person constituted by the property of 

filiation and his human person constituted by the particularizing accidents of his human 

nature.137 Clearly, Aquinas does not think that Jesus’ human nature is a person apart from 

the Son. He clearly refutes that by arguing that the fact that every human nature is 

assumable, and that precludes it from being a subsisting individual in the required sense 

of his understanding of Boethius’ definition. This makes Aquinas statements above all the 

more confusing.  

Evidence that there is some ambiguity in Aquinas can be observed by the fact 

 
 

137 I am indebted to Michael Wilkinson for this observation. He has argued that anthropology 
should begin with the Incarnation and then proceed to a general anthropology. This basic insight seems 
sound. See Michael A. Wilkinson, Crowned with Glory and Honor: A Chalcedonian Anthropology 
(Bellingham, WA: Lexham Academic, 2024). 
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subsequent to Aquinas there is a history of attempting to pinpoint the precise way in 

which the supposit (subsisting individual) is constituted. Stephen Hipp commenting on 

this writes, 

The real problem with Thomas’ doctrine of subsistence has nothing to do with 
making hazardous or precarious claims. If anything, Thomas seems to avoid 
entering into certain obvious questions and leaves his readers not entirely satisfied. 
As a consequence, a characteristic mark of Thomas’ thought on personal subsistence 
(as well as the problem of individuation) is that it opens itself to a variety of 
divergent interpretations.138  

Aquinas commentators are not content to leave personhood strictly at the level of the 

individualizing aspects of human nature. There is a recognition that something more must 

be said about the identity or nature of the supposit (the subsisting individual). Of course, 

it is important to note that the “person” in the complete sense is the subsisting individual 

of a rational nature. Person and natures are not actually separated in reality. They are 

distinct but not separated. There is never a person without a nature. So, in that sense, we 

can give the passages in Aquinas above a more charitable reading and say that he is not 

giving us in those passages an account of the nature of the supposit apart from the whole 

person. In other words, one could argue that Aquinas is pointing to the individual 

characteristics of the human nature without conflating that completely with the category 

of person, in distinction from nature. In fact, that seems to be how some of Aquinas’ most 

famous interpreters understood him. 

Thomas’ commentators have understood Aquinas’ position on the nature of the 

supposit in various ways. For example, John Capreolus argues that it is the suppositum is 

the very act of existence—esse—the possession of actual being. esse, or a special mode 

of being. Hipp explains that, “Thus the concrete nature along with its own act of 

existence is all that is required for subsistence.”139 Notice that nature is distinct from the 

 
 

138 Hipp, The Doctrine of Personal Subsistence, 107. 
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act of existence that confers subsistence. 

Thomas Cajetan is one of the most famous of Aquinas’ interpreters and he posits the 

concept of a substantial mode that is “really distinct from the nature by which the nature 

is completed in the substantial order.”140 Instead of existence, Cajetan identifies the 

supposit as a distinct ontological reality that particularizes a rational nature. In defending 

Cajetan’s interpretation of Aquinas, against Capreolus’ interpretation, Garrigou-Lagrange 

argues the following:  

Now this identity thus affirmed is precisely that of the suppositum, the person, 
notwithstanding the real distinction of essence from existence, of substance from 
accidents. If these propositions are to be true, there must be a reality which formally 
constitutes Peter as subject. Now this cannot be his individual essence, which is 
attributed to him as an essential part, nor his existence which is a contingent 
predicate.141 

Notice that Garrigou-Lagrange says, “there must be a reality that formally constitutes 

Peter as subject” And that reality cannot be “his existence,” or “his individual essence.” 

The first phrase argues against Capreolus, but the second phrase makes clear that the 

individualized nature itself does not constitute the suppositum. If Aquinas’ interpreters 

are correct, then Aquinas is not identifying person (the supposit) directly with the 

concrete individual nature. Though one must admit, he certainly appears to say that.  

For our purposes, we do not need to adjudicate between the various proposals of 

how to understand Aquinas on the precise nature of the supposit. It is not my intention to 

defend Aquinas’ view at every point. It is sufficient to note that Boethius’ definition—as 

understood through Aquinas--does not depend upon an exact account of the supposit. As 

long as one acknowledges some ontological reality that constitutes the person distinct 

from nature, Boethius definition still applies and no conciliar distinction have been 

transgressed.  

 
 

140 Hipp, The Doctrine of Personal Subsistence, 150. 

141 Réginald Garrigou-Lagrange, Reality: A Synthesis of Thomistic Thought, trans. Patrick 
Cummins (St. Louis, MO: B. Herder, 1950), 395. 
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Conclusion 

Anyone familiar with Aquinas’ prodigious literary output knows that Aquinas 

has written many works and discussed various topics in multiple works. The case is no 

different for the concept of person. Space does not permit an exploration of all of those 

places; indeed, we have not even been able to cover everything Aquinas says in the 

Summa about the divine persons. But the purpose of this work is more focused, and it is 

Aquinas’ defense of Boethius’ definition that concerns us. It is appropriate to conclude 

this chapter by providing a summary of the different ways in which Aquinas conceives of 

and describes the person beyond stating the definition of Boethius. We have already seen 

that Aquinas is able to incorporate Richard of St, Victor’s incommunicability into 

Boethius definition142 and St. Bonaventure’s concept of person as “a hypostasis distinct 

by reason of dignity.”143 Or Aquinas himself gives an account what it is to be a person 

that captures the essence of Boethius’ definition without repeating it verbatim: 

Further still, [beyond the generic sense of hypostasis as it is used for individuals of a 
genus] in a more special and perfect way, the particular and the individual are found 
in the rational substances which have dominion over their own actions; and which 
are not made to act, like others; but which can act of themselves; for actions belong 
to singulars. Therefore also the individuals of the rational nature have a special 
name even among other substances; and this name is person.144 

Here Aquinas adds explains rational nature in terms of having “dominion over their own 

actions.” Persons are not made to act but are able to act rationally and not simply from 

instinct or deterministic laws.  

If we collect the above insights together the following picture of the concept of 

person emerges: Person is the name a mode of existing that is special and more perfect 

 
 

142 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 29, art. 3, ad. 2. 

143 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 29, art. 3, ad. 4. 

144 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 29, art. 1, co. 
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than the existence of other substances; it includes rationality and the freedom to act145 It 

is the highest form of existence and brings with it a special dignity. It is an 

incommunicable mode of existence; persons cannot be assumed into something else in 

the manner that, natures for example, can be assumed. Persons exist complete in and of 

themselves and not as a part of something else. All of these attributes of personhood are 

contained—if not explicitly, at least implicitly—in Boethius’ definition, according to 

Aquinas. Furthermore, Boethius’ definition fits, when applied analogically, to both divine 

and human persons.  

 
 

145 Garrigou-Lagrange and Eckhoff, The Trinity and God the Creator, 173. Garrigou-Lagrange 
translates Boethius’ individual substance of a rational nature with language more familiar to modern 
readers: “A person is a free and intelligent subject.”  
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CHAPTER 7 

BOETHIUS’ DEFINITION EXAMINED AND 
DEFENDED 

Ralph M. McInery is surely correct when he writes: It is the rare theologian 

who does not invoke Boethius’ definition of person and eternity, thereby exhibiting 

acquaintance, however second hand, with the Consolation of Philosophy and the 

theological tractates.”1 Boethius’ impact, especially on the development of the definition 

of person is undeniable. There are objections to his definition, but his definition is taken 

as the classical definition, nonetheless. It is particularly useful if one understands it 

through Thomas Aquinas. That is to say, that if individual substance is understood to 

mean subsisting individual, many of the objections to and problems with Boethius’ 

definition are answered. In this final chapter we will summarize some of the essential 

components of Boethius’ definition, note how Boethius’ definition stacks up against the 

criteria outlined in chapter 3, examine some objections, and briefly compare it to some of 

the other models mentioned in chapter 2. 

Essential Elements of Boethius’ Definition and The 
Criteria of Personhood 

Individuality as a Necessary         
Condition of Personhood 

One essential element that we discover in Boethius’ definition is the 

requirement that a person be an individual. A necessary feature of any definition of 

person is the aspect of individuality; any being that qualifies as a person must be a 
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distinct individual. Of course, it should be noted immediately that individuality cannot be 

a sufficient condition for personhood since many things are distinct from one another 

without thereby being persons.  

Hans Urs von Balthasar points out this important distinction between being 

merely an individual and being a person; he observes that there are individuals in the 

animal kingdom, but they are not persons simply in virtue of their individuality.2 Instead, 

von Balthasar identifies dignity as a distinguishing feature of persons.3 Gilles Emery 

concurs with von Balthasar in identifying dignity as an essential aspect of persons.4 One 

will recall that in defending Boethius’ definition, Aquinas responds to the objection that 

person (prosopa) originates from the Greek theater and so is not worthy of being applied 

to God.5 He responds by observing that the name came to be associated with famous 

individuals and came thereby to have the idea of dignity associated with it. It is entirely 

appropriate, therefore, to apply the word person to God because the “dignity of the divine 

nature excels every other dignity.”6  

Joseph Koterski agrees and states that one element in common with all 

analogical uses of the term person is “the irrepeatable uniqueness of individual identity.”7 

So, Koterski identifies a further implication of the individuality of personhood. Like von 

Balthasar, Koterski admits that strictly speaking it is not simply that a person is uniquely 

unrepeatable since even animals and inanimate objects like trees could be properly 

 
 

2 Hans Urs von Balthasar, “On the Concept of Person,” Cummunio 13, no. 1 (1986): 18. 

3 Balthasar, “On the Concept of Person,” 1986, 18. 

4 Gilles Emery, “The Dignity of Being a Substance: Person, Subsistence, and Nature,” Nova et 
Vetera (English Edition) 9, no. 4 (Fall 2011): 991–1001. 

5 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, ed. John Mortensen and Enrique Alarcón, trans. 
Laurence Shapcote (Lander, WY: The Aquinas Institute for the Study of Sacred Doctrine, 2012), I, q. 29, 
art. 3, arg. 2. 

6 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 29, art. 3, ad. 2. 

7 Joseph W. Koterski, “Boethius and the Theological Origins of the Concept of Person,” 
American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly: Journal of the American Catholic Philosophical Association 
78, no. 2 (Spring 2004): 204. 
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thought of as unique in that sense (no two trees are identical, and no two dogs are 

identical, for example). Instead, he appeals to the aspect of rationality as the essential 

feature that distinguishes persons from those things that are merely unrepeatable 

individuals:  

The point is, rather, that the operations of the intellect and will carried out by divine, 
angelic, and human beings makes them unrepeatedly unique by their own self-
constitutions, whereas all other beings have their individuation from the matter 
involved in their substance and accidental features of their ‘histories,’ that is the 
ways in which other beings have affected them and the ways in which their own 
natures . . . have moved them to respond.”8  

The individual uniqueness of a person, as opposed to other unique individuals like trees 

and dogs, is grounded in rationality. Persons are not only unique individuals, but they are 

unique individuals of a particular kind.  

Thomas Aquinas argued that the concept of dignity and uniqueness is included 

in Boethius’ definition and the requirement of rationality governs the aspect of 

individuality in his definition so that only rational beings, not trees or animals, could be 

the kind of individual being referred to by individual substance in Boethius’ definition. 

This aspect of individuality is the minimum meaning of person when it relates to the 

divine persons. Even those writers within classical Trinitarianism who have what some 

might call a minimal account of the divine persons, agree that the designations Father, 

Son and Holy Spirit at a minimum function theologically to distinguish the three 

members of the Godhead from one another. To say that there are three divine persons is 

to at least say that The Father is not the Son and the Son is not the Father, and neither is 

identical with the Spirit. Whatever else may be entailed by the divine titles of Father, Son 

and Holy Spirit, the minimum one must affirm to avoid theological heresy, is that the 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit are not personally interchangeable or identical.  

 
 

8 Joseph W. Koterski, “Boethius and the Theological Origins of the Concept of Person,” 204–
5n3. 
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Clear Distinction Between                
Person and Nature 

One of the criteria proposed in chapter 3 was creedal consistency. Boethius’ 

definition, especially his careful distinction between person and nature, is consistent with 

the historic creeds of the church. One of our human intuitions concerning the concept of 

person is to identify person and nature. That is to say that our experience is that wherever 

there is a nature, there is also a person and vice versa. Of course, in one sense this is true, 

we do not find rational natures without a person, but equating the two or assuming that 

there is an automatic numerical correspondence between natures and persons is a 

theological mistake. 

Boethius insightfully points out that the intuition that the number of natures 

and persons necessarily correspond to one another is at the heart of both the Eutychian 

error and the Nestorian error.9 Of course each tries to account for this intuition in 

different ways. The Eutychian solution is to reason that since there is a person wherever 

there is a nature and since Christ is only one person, Christ must possess only one nature 

after the Incarnation. Alternately the Nestorian error reasons that since Christ has two 

natures, and since wherever there is a nature there is a person, Christ must be composed 

of a divine and human person. One might quibble with some of the historical details of 

Boethius’ claim; nevertheless, his basic insight is sound. It is very easy to confuse natures 

and persons because it is seldom, if ever, necessary to distinguish between them in the 

ordinary course of life. We do not typically think in terms of such distinctions. The 

obvious reason is that, if we think about the distinction between person and nature at all, 

in our typical experience persons and natures do correspond numerically. The distinction 

between the divine nature or essence and the persons of the Trinity along with the 

revelation of Christ possessing both divine and human nature and yet being one person 

 
 

9 Boethius, “A Treatise Against Eutyches and Nestorius,” in Theological Tractates. The 
Consolation of Philosophy, by Boethius, trans. H. F. Stewart, E. K. Rand, and S. J. Tester (Cambridge, 
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and not two, requires just such careful distinctions.  It turns out that our intuition that 

natures and persons always numerically correspond to one another is in fact false. 

Furthermore, Chalcedon and Later Constantinople III solidified the distinction 

between person and nature and, as we have observed in chapter 5, Boethius begins his 

definition of person with a careful definition of nature and only then does he provide a 

definition of person. It is true that the language of Boethius’ definition created some 

confusion and could be interpreted to entail that natures qualified as persons under his 

definition since one could argue that any concrete nature could qualify as an individual 

substance. Stephen Hipp reminds us that, “the problems encountered by Boethius’ 

definition of person when applied to the Trinity and Christ are well known. In each case, 

we appear to have a concrete individual substance which does not qualify as a supposit 

[subject].”10 If rational natures are individual substances, then on Boethius definition, 

Christ human nature is a person. One will recall, however, that Aquinas has an answer for 

this apparent problem: individual substance should be understood as subsisting individual 

and a subsisting individual cannot be assumed, but natures can be assumed, and therefore 

natures are not subsisting individuals and not persons in the sense intended by Boethius. 

And this is not just an ad hoc move. There is evidence in Boethius himself that individual 

substance would be better understood as subsisting individual. As Spaemann observed 

earlier, Boethius himself a few pages after his initial definition substitutes subsistence for 

substance 11 One wishes Boethius would have modified his original definition so that 

what came down in the tradition was initially subsisting individual rather than individual 

substance. Nonetheless, most of the classic objections to Boethius’ use of substance are 

solved by Aquinas’ careful exposition (correction?) of Boethius’ definition. Beyond the 

 
 

10 Stephen A. Hipp, The Doctrine of Personal Subsistence: Historical and Systematic 
Synthesis, Studia Friburgensia 114 (Fribourg, Germany: Academic Press, 2012), 27. 

11 Robert Spaemann and Oliver O’Donovan, Persons: The Difference between “Someone” and 
“Something,” Oxford Studies in Theological Ethics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 29. 
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need for clarification on the meaning of substance in his definition, there appears nothing 

in Boethius that is contrary to or at odds with any of the ecumenical councils or creeds.   

J. P. Moreland and William Lane Craig 

In contrast, some of the models we observed in chapter 2 clearly and 

consciously reject, not the person/ nature itself, but some of the clear statements of the 

creeds with respect to what belongs properly to nature and what belongs properly to 

person. We briefly outlined J. P. Moreland and William Lane Craig’s neo-Apollonarian 

proposal in chapter 2. The reader will recall that Moreland and Craig argue for a modified 

Apollinarian view of Christ:  

If there exists a complete individual human nature in Christ and a complete, 
individual divine nature who is the Logos, the how can there not be two persons. 
Apollonarius proposed that the Logos replaced the human mind of Jesus so that 
there was in Christ a single person, the Logos, who was united with a human body, 
much as the soul is united with a human body in an ordinary human being12   

As we noted in chapter 2, Moreland and Craig recognize that Apollinaris’ view was 

defective, but they want to argue that his basic insight is correct and that insight can be 

salvaged if properly articulated. Furthermore, they speculate that Apollinaris may have 

been misunderstood by his opponents when he claimed that the Eternal Logos was the 

“archetypal man.”13 Apollinaris did not intend to assert the eternal existence of Christ’s 

body, according to Moreland and Craig. Instead, Christ was the archetypal man because 

he possessed those elements of human nature apart from the body that are essential to 

being fully human.14 Since human beings are created in the image of God and since Jesus 

is that image, the Logos did not need to add a complete human nature to himself because 

he was the archetype of human nature already. “The result was that in assuming a 

 
 

12 James Porter Moreland and William Lane Craig, Philosophical Foundations for a Christian 
Worldview (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2003), 608. 

13 Moreland and Craig, Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview, 608. 

14 Moreland and Craig, Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview, 608. 
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hominid body the Logos brought to Christ’s animal nature just those properties that 

would serve to make it a complete human nature.”15 This view, according to Moreland 

and Craig, provides for a satisfactory understanding of Christ as being one unified person 

because it does not require the positing of two wills or two minds in Christ, and thus the 

unity of the person is maintained in a way that is logically coherent. 

 As we noted when we encountered this view in chapter 2, Moreland and 

Craig acknowledge that their proposal runs afoul of the Third Council of Constantinople, 

which explicitly affirms that there are two wills in Christ (and of course they are aware 

that Apollinaris was condemned at Nicaea.) However, they do not feel bound by that 

council and argue that one can makes sense of scriptural texts such as Jesus’ prayer in the 

Garden of Gethsemane without positing two wills.16   

It should be noted that Boethius definition requires no rejection of any council 

or creed. Furthermore, Moreland and Craig also acknowledge that it is harder to 

harmonize the scriptural data with position that Jesus only had one mind. How could 

Jesus be both omniscient and ignorant?  They propose a distinction between the 

conscious mind and the subliminal self. So, their solution while solving one apparent 

issue gives rise to another. One can appreciate the desire to articulate a view that 

comports with our intuitions about what might be required for there to be unity of 

consciousness and will in the one person of Christ, but since the solution creates 

problems of its own and since it requires the rejection of a Christological creed, it is hard 

to see why their model should be adopted over Boethius’ and the church’s considered 

understanding of Christ as one person in two complete natures. 

 
 

15 Moreland and Craig, Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview, 608. 
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Garrett DeWeese 

It was observed in chapter 2 that Garrett J. DeWeese develops a model of 

Incarnation that places mind and will in person rather than nature. Deweese explains his 

reasoning: “Since a person has a mind and a will and a nature does not, Christ has one 

mind and one will, which belongs to his divine person.”17 The reader will recall that 

Deweese makes the following argument: “Persons are conscious, natures are not; persons 

have the capacity of making choices and exercising active power, natures do not. So, 

persons have minds and wills and, natures do not.”18 

P1: Person are conscious; natures are not. 

P2: Persons have the capacity of making choices and exercising active 

powers, natures do not. 

C: Persons have minds and wills, and natures do not. 

DeWeese is clearly motivated by a desire to define person in such a way that unity of 

experience is secured. Deweese provides a detailed definition of person, that we will 

return to in a moment, and concludes that his definition of person results in an account of 

personhood that insist on the “unity of the experiencing subject as essential to 

personhood.”19   

Again, this is a self-conscious rejection of Constantinople III. DeWeese is well 

aware that the 6th Ecumenical Council pronounced that Christ had two wills, clearly 

placing will in nature, with the resulting implication that he also had two minds. He 

explains his justification for rejecting Constantinople III:  

We noted, though that the patristic and conciliar periods were time of theological 
turmoil, terminological confusion and changing metaphysical backgrounds. The 
Christological understanding forged at Constantinople III, which passed into the 

 
 

17 Garrett J. DeWeese, “One Person, Two Natures Two Metaphysical Models of the 
Incarnation,” in Jesus in Trinitarian Perspective: An Intermediate Christology, eds. Fred Sanders and 
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18 DeWeese, “One Person, Two Natures Two Metaphysical Models of the Incarnation,” 142. 
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medieval Western church as the definitive interpretation of the Chalcedon, does not 
represent the unambiguous teaching of all the fathers and early theologians.20 

Even if we grant that everything that DeWeese claims in the quote above is true, one 

would have to ask: What council or creed would not qualify for rejection with respect to 

that reasoning? All of the creeds and councils were surrounded by turmoil and 

terminological confusion. Early theologians were obviously wrestling with the carious 

issues that were addressed at Nicaea, Chalcedon and later Constantinople III; so, of 

course, there is not a unified voice on all of these issues. These various issues were 

hammered out over time, and the required precision of expression and consensus of 

theological understanding was achieved over time. Would DeWeese reject Nicaea on the 

same grounds? I suspect not.  

As we noted earlier DeWeese defines person as “an individual with an 

appropriately complex and structured set of mental properties, faculties (a natural 

grouping of capacities) and higher order capacities unified by internal relations.”21  One 

thought that comes to mind is that this sounds like a restatement of Boethius in many 

ways. A rational nature just is a nature with “appropriately complex and structured set of 

mental properties and faculties.” No one is denying that persons possess any of the 

attributes mentioned above because all persons possess a rational nature that makes such 

activity possible. It is the person that acts in and through the rational nature, not natures 

themselves. Nothing in DeWeese definition itself requires that we place those aspects 

mentioned in person rather than nature. Of course, as we have noted, he has other reasons 

for wishing to do so, but my point is that his definition does not have to be rejected as it 

stands; it is only his insistence that those capacities must be located in person and not 

nature that is problematic. 

 
 

20 DeWeese, “One Person, Two Natures Two Metaphysical Models of the Incarnation,” 125. 

21 DeWeese, “One Person, Two Natures Two Metaphysical Models of the Incarnation,” 138. 
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It is beyond the scope of this work to interact in detail with either the proposals 

of Moreland and Craig or of DeWeese, but the point being illustrated here is that 

Boethius’s definition does not require a rejection of any council or creed, but in at least 

two contemporary accounts of person, there has been a deliberate rejection of those 

creeds. Furthermore, it is not clear that either account is superior to a traditional 

understanding of person that properly maintains the person-nature distinction. I see no 

compelling reason to transgress the boundaries provided by Nicaea, Chalcedon, and 

Constantinople III.  

Rationality as an Essential              
Feature of Personhood 

Boethius’ definition correctly identifies rationality as the, or at least a crucial, 

distinguishing feature of personhood. Furthermore, our intuition of what persons are 

inevitably involves the aspect of rationality. As was observed above, we instinctively 

apprehend that trees and rocks, while being individuals are not persons. Koterski 

correctly identified rationality as the feature that distinguishes person from other unique 

individuals.”22 What has not explicitly been asked up to this point is, what is rationality? 

What does having a rational nature entail? Perhaps that question is not often explicitly 

answered because we take it to be self-evident and well understood. I would like, 

however, to point out that rationality is not simply the ability to think higher thoughts, to 

perform complex mathematical calculations, and to formulate intricate theological and 

philosophical arguments. Rationality is not less than that, but it is more than that. 

Rationality includes the concepts of freedom, moral responsibility, and relationality. 

With respect to rationality and freedom, recall that Aquinas himself identified freedom as 

an essential aspect of rationality: 

 
 

22 Joseph W. Koterski, “Boethius and the Theological Origins of the Concept of Person,” 204–
5n3. 
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Further still, [beyond the generic sense of hypostasis as it is used for individuals of a 
genus] in a more special and perfect way, the particular and the individual are found 
in the rational substances which have dominion over their own actions; and which 
are not made to act, like others; but which can act of themselves; for actions belong 
to singulars. Therefore also the individuals of the rational nature have a special 
name even among other substance; and this name is person.23 

Persons have “dominion over their own actions” and are not made to act. Person in light 

of their rationality do not act merely from inherent instincts. Rationality and the freedom 

that it entails also grounds moral capabilities and moral responsibility. It has been 

observed that we do not apply moral categories or moral responsibilities to animals. This 

is a well observed phenomenon, but why is that the case? One clear answer is that 

animals do not possess a rational nature.  

There is a long history, especially in philosophy, of identifying rationality with 

morality. The most prominent example of that is Immanuel Kant. All of Kant’s 

categorical imperatives are founded upon the rationality of the agent: As a reminder, Kant 

formulates the categorical imperative in several ways but they all require a rational agent: 

Act only on the maxim that you could will to be universal law, or Always treat humanity 

in yourself and in others as end and never merely a means to an end.24 These moral 

imperatives are grounded on the rationality and freedom of the person. One cannot 

formulate a maxim or evaluate whether one could will that maxim to be universal law 

apart from rational evaluation. Or with respect to the second formulation, the reason one 

cannot treat oneself or others merely as means to an end is tied to the freedom and 

rationality of oneself and others as rational free moral agents. Kant is simply illustrative 

of a broader recognition that rationality is a necessary feature of morality. 

 
 

23 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 29, art. 1, co. 

24 See Immanuel Kant, The Metaphysics of Morals, ed. Mary J. Gregor, Cambridge Texts in 
the History of Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996). 
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What of the relationality that is emphasized in accounts of person such as 

Zizioulas and others mentioned in chapter 2?25 While relationality is not explicit in 

Boethius’ definition, I would argue that it is implicit. Relationships, the kind of 

relationships Zizioulas and others are interested in, are an aspect of rationality. If this 

were not the case, then one could point out that non-persons such as animals have 

relationships also—wolves belonging to a pack or bees belonging to hive, for example—

and yet these relationships do not entail personhood. So, rationality must found 

relationships such as the “I-Thou” relationships of one person to another and their 

relationship to a larger community such as the church. But surely such personal 

interactions are founded on our rational nature that makes such things as verbal 

communication possible. Of course, there is more to relationality that human language, 

but other aspects such as a sense of community and fulfilling the “one another” 

commands of Scripture are grounded in being a person capable of forming relationships 

and performing other regarding actions, and these things are possible because we can 

enter into voluntary (freely chosen) relationships and have moral sentiments such as 

compassion, humility, love and the like. It is true that neither Boethius nor Aquinas 

explicitly reference relationality, but Boethius’ definition does not exclude the aspect of 

relationality. Furthermore, I would argue that rationality need not be interpreted in such a 

way that we conceive of rational beings as being isolated, completely autonomous, 

agents. Indeed, it seems to me that the kind of relationality that is so valued, and rightly 

so, is founded on being a certain kind of being—a person—and that whatever else we 

may say about such beings, they are inevitably rational in the full sense of the word.   

 
 

25 John D. Zizioulas, Being as Communion: Studies in Personhood and the Church (Yonkers, 
NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1985); William Ury, Trinitarian Personhood: Investigating the 
Implications of a Relational Definition (Eugene, OR.: Wipf & Stock Pub, 2002); W. Norris Clarke, Person 
and Being (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 1993); Wolfhart Pannenberg, Systematic Theology 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991). 
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Boethius’ Definition is Global 

In an earlier chapter, it was asserted that an optimal definition of person would 

be one that applied to all beings we intuitively know to be persons such as God, angels, 

and human beings. The reason for thinking this is so is that the Incarnation itself seems to 

require a conception of person that is applicable to both human persons and divine 

persons. I will elaborate on this point more below, but at this point let us just observe that 

if the person of Jesus Christ is the eternal Son of God, and if Jesus is fully human in 

every way, sin being excepted, then if he was to live a fully human life it seems to follow 

that the person of the Incarnation would have to be a person in a way that is strongly 

analogous to an ordinary human person.  

Furthermore, given that human beings are created in the image of God and are 

the image bearers of God, there is an additional reason to think there is a strong 

connection between the divine persons and human persons. Even if one were to take a 

purely functional view of the imago dei—that is, the view that the imago dei in Genesis is 

not primarily about ontology, but is rather is about Adam and Eve’s functional role as 

those charged with filling, guarding and tending the earth—that function requires some 

ontological foundation that makes fulfilling such a function possible. That ontological 

foundation would surely include those aspects of rationality discussed above. 

If the above is correct, it is not surprising that when a search for a definition of 

person was pursued in earnest, it would be a goal to at least attempt to formulate a 

definition that would be applicable to all the beings we would identify as persons. Indeed, 

Ruben Angelici, for example, states that this was an important goal for Richard of St. 

Victor in his search for a definition of person. Angelici observes that, “By examining 

Quintilianus’, Augustine’s and Boethius’ solutions, he considered it indispensable to find 
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a different definition of persona—one that might be suitable to the standard, Latin 

language and applicable to both human beings and God.”26  

Above it was mentioned that the Incarnation and imago dei were both reasons 

to think that a definition of person that could fit both divine and human persons is 

required. Perhaps, some further discussion of that claim is in order. There must be an 

important connection between divine persons and human persons. We cannot isolate 

those two as if the definition of one has no bearing on the definition of the other. For 

reasons briefly mentioned above and to be elaborated on below, the connection between 

the concept of divine persons and human persons certainly cannot be a purely equivocal 

one. There must be at least an analogical relationship between the terms, if not a univocal 

one.   

One crucial reason for the claim the concept of person cannot be an equivocal 

one when applied to human beings and God is that the person of the Son is the person of 

the Incarnation. If Jesus of Nazareth is fully human, and if being fully human requires 

being a person, which it surely does, then the personhood of the divine Son must be 

sufficiently similar to human personhood in order to ascribe fully humanity to the Son. 

Pope Benedict XVI (Joseph Ratzinger) agrees and argues that it has been a mistake to see 

the person of the Son as a “unique ontological exception that must be treated as such”27  

Instead, he argues, that we should see Christ as the key to understanding human persons 

not the exception: “This is the meaning of Christology from its origin: what is disclosed 

in Christ, whom faith certainly presents as unique, is not only a speculative exception; 

what is disclosed in truth is what the riddle of the human person really intends”28  Or 

again Benedict XVI asserts, “If it is true, however, that Christ is not the ontological 

 
 

26 Richard of St. Victor and Ruben Angelici, Richard of Saint Victor, On the Trinity: English 
Translation and Commentary (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2011), 49. 

27 Benedict XVI, “Concerning the Notion of Person in Theology,” 449. 

28 Benedict XVI, “Concerning the Notion of Person in Theology,” 450. 
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exception, if from his exceptional position he is, on the contrary, the fulfillment of the 

entire human being, then the Christological concept of person is an indication for 

theology of how person is to be understood as such.”29 As true as this may be, he 

concludes that theology has for the most part clarified what person cannot be, but has not 

done as well in positively stating a definition of person.30  I would disagree with his latter 

assessment. I see no reason Boethius definition should not be adopted, when understood 

through Aquinas. Of course, perhaps no definition can explain all the mysterious aspects 

of personhood that Benedict is referring to, but this is true in many areas of philosophy 

and theology; it should not count against any definition that it does not exhaust all that 

could be said.  

Koterski commenting on the Trinitarian controversies of the fourth century 

writes, “What emerged in the course of Christian theological reflection on the unity of 

God and on the way in which the human came to be united to the divine in Jesus Christ 

was an insight expressed by the concept of personhood”31 He goes on to correctly note 

that this formulation was not restricted to a meaning of person that only applied to the 

divine persons, but that it had implications for the concept of person more broadly 

applied: “This concept not only helped to articulate certain theological truths but, by 

virtue of the analogical range of the term ‘person,’ helped to express the insight that there 

 
 

29 Benedict XVI, “Concerning the Notion of Person in Theology,” 450, see also Michael A. 
Wilkinson. Crowned with Glory and Honor: A Chalcedonian Anthropology (Bellingham, WA: Lexham 
Academic, 2024).  

30 Benedict XVI, “Concerning the Notion of Person in Theology,” 450. It is only fair to note 
that Benedict XVI is critical of Boethius because his definition of person is “entirely on the level of 
substance.” I think this objection is overdone. One need not reject Greek ontology or embrace a 
phenomenological approach in order to account for aspects such as the importance of “existence” or 
relationality into one’s concept of person. Indeed, I am arguing that Boethius’ definition allows for 
precisely this kind of full orbed understanding of personhood. 

31 Joseph W. Koterski, “Boethius and the Theological Origins of the Concept of Person,” 204. 
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is something common—although not completely the same—about human beings, angels 

and God.”32 

Considerable attention was paid to the divine persons in this work; that was 

intentional. One will recall that one of the criteria proposed in chapter 3 was that a 

definition of person should prioritize the divine persons. In other words, since defining 

the divine persons is considerably more complicated than defining human persons, one 

should ensure that any definition of person is theologically appropriate when applied to 

the divine persons. This criterion suggests that one begin with the divine persons, 

ensuring that any definition of person is theologically sound when applied to the divine 

persons. Of course, theological formulation is not always linear; there is a complex 

interaction between our experience, concepts, language and revelation when we engage 

in theological formulation. Still, the point is that in the search for a global definition of 

person the divine persons are the first consideration. The alternative is to make the 

mistake of prioritizing our human experience and intuition. It seems that such a mistake 

lies behind some of the problematic formulations of personhood present in contemporary 

theology. 

Social Trinitarianism 

In chapter 2 we noted the psychological model of person typically conceives of 

persons as “centers of consciousness” and insist that this understanding of person is the 

straightforward account of divine persons as well33 This approach to person has clearly 

 
 

32 Joseph W. Koterski, “Boethius and the Theological Origins of the Concept of Person,” 204. 

33 Jürgen. Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom: The Doctrine of God. (Minneapolis, MN: 
Fortress Press, 1993); John D. Zizioulas, Being as Communion: Studies in Personhood and the Church 
(New York: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1985); Miroslav Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the 
Image of the Trinity (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998); Thomas H. McCall, Which Trinity? Whose 
Monotheism?: Philosophical and Systematic Theologians on the Metaphysics of Trinitarian Theology 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010); Thomas V. Morris, The Logic of God Incarnate (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1986); Cornelius Plantinga, “Social Trinity and Tritheism,” in Trinity, Incarnation, and 
Atonement: Philosophical and Theological Essays, ed. Ronald Jay Feenstra and Cornelius Plantinga, (Notre 
Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1989). 
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prioritized our intuition about human persons and insisted that divine persons are the 

same. We perceive ourselves to be center of consciousness and so for the divine person to 

be persons in any meaningful way, they must be centers of consciousness as well. We 

addressed some of those claims earlier when we noted that in Christology there are 

writers such as J. P. Moreland, William Lane Craig, and Garrett J. Deweese who are 

arguing that some aspects traditionally assigned to nature, such as will and mind, should 

be relocated to person. This redefining of person is evident not only in Christology but is 

also widely evidenced in modern Trinitarian theology in those proposing a social view of 

the Trinity.  

Stephen Holmes has defended the classical view of the Trinity by arguing, in 

part at least, that one of the mistakes of modern Social Trinitarianism is that it has 

reinterpreted the concept of person in a way that is contrary to the way it was originally 

understood: “My argument here is not that improper analogies were drawn from human 

personhood to divine personhood, but that the word ‘person’ was assumed to mean 

something (an intellectual substance) that it had not meant in earlier formulations.”34 

Holmes is taking aim at the same mistake that R. Lucas Stamps addresses in his article, 

but in a slightly different way.35 Holmes claim is that modern conceptions of personhood 

were read back into the meaning of the term “person” as it was used in the classical 

trinitarian formulation36 Social Trinitarians have assumed that a person is a spiritual 

substance that possess an independent center of will, consciousness, knowledge and 

action. Cornelius Plantinga Jr. defines (strong) Social Trinitarianism as meeting three 

criteria, but the first is sufficient to illustrate Holmes’ point: “The theory [to be a case of 

 
 

34 Stephen R. Holmes, “Classical Trinity: Evangelical Perspective,” in Two Views on the 
Doctrine of the Trinity, by Stephen R. Holmes et al., ed. Jason S. Sexton (Grand Rapids: Zondervan 
Academic, 2014), 27.  

35 See chap. 3 above. 

36 I think Holmes is correct in what he affirms, but I would also argue that the drawing of 
intuitive analogies from human persons to divine person is also part of the problem. 
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strong Social Trinitarianism] must have Father, Son and Spirit as distinct centers of 

knowledge, will, love and action. Since each of these capacities requires consciousness, it 

follows that, on this sort of theory, Father, Son, and Spirit would be viewed as distinct 

centers of consciousness or, in short as persons in some full sense of the term.”37 

Holmes has good reason to reject such an understanding of person and is 

correct in thinking that at least part of the issue is a redefining of hypostasis in terms of 

modern conceptions of human persons. Furthermore, Holmes’ work along with Stamps 

illustrates the problem argued against earlier under the first criteria of personhood, 

namely that starting with human experience or human conceptions of personhood and 

then proceeding to apply those to divine persons is problematic for reasons the reader is 

now in a better position to appreciate.  

To follow up on Holmes point, this rereading of the term person with respect to 

the Trinity and the Incarnation, as we have already noted, runs afoul of the understanding 

of person that was illustrated above in our examination of Basil and Gregory of Nyssa. It 

was demonstrated there that they did not think of the divine person as centers of 

consciousness. Furthermore, Nicaea, Chalcedon, and Constantinople III, building on 

previous carefully articulated understandings of persons, collectively provided 

boundaries between person and nature. Those distinctions included a proper 

understanding of person constrained by what is proper to nature and what is proper to 

person. To reiterate, aspects such as mind and will were clearly placed in nature and not 

person; those elements are again being placed within person by many Christian 

philosophers and theologians.  

Holmes also rightly rejects the univocal use of the term person when applied to 

human and divine persons, which brings us back to the issue of analogical predication 

discussed in chapter 6.  Understanding person in a univocal way between divine persons 

 
 

37 Plantinga, “Social Trinity and Tritheism,” 22. 
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and human person can lead to some of the problems identified above. So, some further 

defense of analogical predication seems in order. First, one should note that the 

requirement of analogical predication does not mean, as Aquinas demonstrated, that 

Boethius’ definition is not applicable to both human and divine persons. Rather, it is 

simply the recognition that like all language that is applied both to creatures and to God, 

there is the necessity to recognize that we do not mean precisely the same thing when 

applying such terms to each one respectively.  

Analogical Predication 

As stated earlier, aspects of Boethius’s definition and Aquinas’ subsequent 

exposition of Boethius’ definition is preferable to other options in that it can be applied to 

all persons with the proper qualifications. The point of the substantial examination of the 

Trinitarian and Christological tradition earlier was to establish the parameters of a 

Christian concept of person, if it wishes to remain faithful to the creedal formulations of 

the church. As has already been noted, the human person in many ways underdetermines 

a Christian definition of person; or to say it differently, there are many conceptions of 

personhood which would be acceptable if the concept of person only concerned human 

beings. The understanding of person with respect to the divine persons, narrows the 

options considerably. One key to the application of the Boethian/Thomistic definition of 

person is the claim that terms and concepts as applied to God, including Boethius’ 

definition of person, must be understood analogically. Is this understanding of our speech 

about God in general and with respect to the concept of person specifically, justified and 

well thought out? 

The claim that our language about God is univocal is certainly the minority 

view in the history of the church. John Duns Scotus seems to have held this view, but it is 

problematic. The issue with univocal predication is that it fails to take seriously the 

creator/creature distinction and the ontological gap that necessarily exists between God 
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and his creation—between the cause and the effect. Michael Horton makes this point 

well: “Neither being nor knowledge is ever shared univocally (i.e., identically) between 

God and creatures. As God’s being is qualitatively and not just quantitatively distinct 

from ours, so too is God’s knowledge.”38 Of course our knowledge of God, expressed in 

proposition and what Aquinas would have called ‘names’, is still true knowledge it is just 

not exhaustive because our knowledge never fully comprehends God, nor could our 

knowledge and God’s knowledge be precisely the same—as we know as finite creatures 

and he is infinite in knowledge.  Horton continues by providing another example: “Even 

when we attribute love to God and Mary, love cannot mean exactly the same thing for the 

self-existent Trinity and a finite person.”39 In short, there is an ontological and 

epistemological gap that exists between the creator and creature which excludes the 

possibility of either perfect and complete knowledge of God, nor univocal predication 

when speaking of God. 

An equivocal interpretation of our speech about God is unsatisfactory for an 

obvious reason: It would leave us with no real knowledge of God at all. Since we could 

not really know the meaning of the terms we apply to God. We would have no true 

knowledge of God, and Scripture seems to everywhere assume that divine revelation has 

occurred and that human beings can have true, but certainly not exhaustive, knowledge of 

God. But if good, for example, when applied to God and humans was entirely equivocal, 

we really would be saying nothing about God by predicating goodness of him. So, unless 

one is committed to the position that we know nothing whatsoever about God, this option 

need not detain us further. 

In contrast to univocal or equivocal predication, understanding our language as 

being applied to God analogically avoids these two extremes. As Horton states, “The 

 
 

38 Michael Scott Horton, The Christian Faith: A Systematic Theology for Pilgrims on the Way 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2011), 54. 

39 Horton, The Christian Faith, 55. 
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doctrine of analogy is the hinge on which a Christian affirmation of God’s transcendence 

and immanence turns. A univocal view threatens God’s transcendence, while an 

equivocal view threatens God’s immanence. The former leads to rationalism and the 

latter engenders skepticism.”40 Analogical predication is required if we are to both 

acknowledge the ontological and epistemological gap between the creator and the 

creature and to allow for true knowledge of God. It is not surprising, then, that the 

concept of person like all of our speech about God is also to be understood analogically 

when applied to God.   

It is interesting, however, that the concept of person seems to have a 

development and trajectory that differs from much of our theological speech. Unlike 

other concepts like good or knowledge, that seem to begin in human experience and are 

they analogically applied to God, the concept of person is in fact the direct result of 

Christian reflection on the revelation of God in Jesus Christ. Person as a concept did not 

really exist as we understand until the church employed it to account for the triune nature 

of God. So, rather than reflecting on our own existence and then applying that concept to 

God (analoga entis), the concept of person might be the exception in that it originates 

primarily in our reflection on God and then comes to be applied to the human person.  

Space does not permit a full defense of analogical predication, but the 

discussion above suggests that analogical predication is the most reasonable view of how 

our language is applied to God. Furthermore, one need not fully affirm Aquinas’ 

analogia entis in order to recognize that our speech about God is best understood as 

neither equivocal nor univocal. Even Karl Barth, who is a fierce opponent of analogia 

entis, and who famously said that analogia entis is the “invention of the antichrist,” 

admits that analogical predication of some kind is necessary when thinking about our 

speech about God: 

 
 

40 Horton, The Christian Faith, 55. 
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But at this point we must take up again and complete a statement that we have made 
already. We have stumbled again on the co-existence and co-inherence of veiling 
and unveiling in God’s revelation. That God also veils Himself in His revelation 
certainly excludes the concept of parity [univocal] as a designation of the 
relationship between our words and God’s being. And that God also unveils Himself 
in His revelation excludes the concept of disparity [equivocation]. We are therefore 
forced to avail ourselves of the concept of analogy by the fact that in God’s 
revelation both his veiling and His unveiling are true.41   

So, for Barth the hiddenness of God will not allow a univocal application of our terms to 

God, but God’s revelation in Jesus Christ will not allow a purely equivocal interpretation 

either. Barth, then, lands on analogy, but for a reason quite different from analogia entis. 

So, one need not ascribe to all that Aquinas has to say on analogy to recognize that the 

application of Boethius’ definition to both divine and human persons is fitting.  

To conclude the discussion of the global aspect of Boethius’ definition, I will 

simply reiterate that Boethius’ definition, as developed in Aquinas, is a definition that is 

more faithful to the tradition—both biblical and theological—and that it fits both God 

and human beings. Of course, as our discussion of analogical predication reminded us, 

person is not predicated of divine persons and human persons exactly the same. One will 

recall from the discussion in chapter 6 that Aquinas makes an important distinction about 

the way in which humans and the divine persons are constituted as persons. Human 

persons are not subsistent relations, but as the composition of a body and a rational soul. 

Whatever weaknesses or ambiguities Aquinas’ treatment of the human person contains, 

his basic insight that there is a fundamental difference between the way the divine 

persons are persons and the way human persons are person is still on the whole a correct 

one. Nevertheless, Boethius’ definition applies to both without equivocation and thus 

satisfies the criterion that the definition of person be global. 

 
 

41 41 Karl Barth, “The Doctrine of God, Vol. 2, Part 1,” in Church Dogmatics, ed. G. W. 
Bromiley and Thomas F Torrance (Hendrickson, TN, 2010), 235–36. 



   

169 

Should Person Be Replaced                             
in Trinitarian Language? 

With respect to the concept of person itself, particularly with respect to the 

divine persons, some have argued that perhaps we should eliminate or replace the term 

person all together. Barth’s preference for the term mode was briefly noted in chapter 2 

above.42 This suggestion arises from the modern connotations of the concept of person 

that includes understanding persons as centers of consciousness. We noted some of these 

problems above. This was Barth’s motivation for replacing person with mode when 

speaking of the Trinity. To be fair, Barth does not have a problem with Boethius’ 

definition of person per se, but he is critical of the way in which it was developed by the 

scholastics.43 Darren Sumner observes that, “By the time he reaches Christology Barth 

has already undercut this category. In his doctrine of the Trinity he has dropped “person” 

language in favor of Seinsweise, mode (or way) of being.”44 This is so, Sumner explains, 

because modern notions of personhood generally define personhood in terms of self-

consciousness.45 Barth’s concern is that the modern understanding of person implies three 

“individuated minds, wills and energies of operations who share a common divine 

essence.”46 In short, Barth wants to avoid Social Trinitarianism. While Barth does prefer 

the term ‘mode’ to person, as noted above, Barth does provide a “definition” of person: 

To be person means to be subject, not merely in a logical sense, but also in an 
ethical sense: to be free subject, a subject which is free even in respect of the 
specific limitations connected with individuality, able to control its own existence 

 
 

42 Karl Rahner has also suggested that it may be prudent to replace the word “person” in the 
church’s trinitarian formula. He notes that he word “person” has taken on the modern notions of centers of 
consciousness, which leads to “heretical misunderstandings” of the church’s trinitarian formula. Karl 
Rahner, The Trinity, Milestones in Catholic Theology (New York: Crossroad Publishing, 1997), 56–57. 

43 Karl Barth, “The Doctrine of the Word of God, Vol. 1, Part 1,” in Church Dogmatics, ed. G. 
W. Bromiley and Thomas F Torrance (Hendrickson, TN, 2010), 356. 

44 Darren O Sumner, Karl Barth and the Incarnation: Christology and the Humility of God 
(New York: Bloomsbury, 2014), 175. 

45 Sumner, Karl Barth and the Incarnation, 176 see CD I/1.335, 337 and CD II/1.284-297. 

46 Sumner, Karl Barth and the Incarnation, 176. 
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and nature both as a particular form and also as living development, and also able to 
select new possibilities of existence and nature.47 

The autonomy and self-determination implied by Barth’s definition is quite exalted. It is 

not surprising, therefore, to learn that Barth thinks that only God is truly a person in the 

fullest sense of the word. But, of course, the Word, Jesus Christ, is God and as such he 

would fulfill Barth’s view of person. But Barth’s definition would also apply to humans 

only analogically, but I do not see that as a weakness in Barth’s definition any more than 

it is in Boethius’ definition. Barth definition is not too dissimilar from Boethius’ 

definition in what it affirms. I take being a “subject” and again his mention of 

“individuality” in Barth’s definition to imply something like and individual substance, 

even if it does not come with the accompanying Aristotelian metaphysic. Furthermore, 

the language of “control of its own existence,” and to be able to “select new possibilities 

of existence and nature” are features of a rational nature. As we observed above, 

rationality is not simply the ability to calculate sums or to utilize language, rationality 

also grounds moral and ethical choices. Barth highlights all these aspects in his 

definition. In the end Barth’s definition does not differ significantly from Boethius’ 

definition; it contains almost identical concepts, if not identical language. Barth wants to 

protect the concept of person, as it is understood with respect to the Trinity, from being 

equated with distinct centers of mind, will and action. But the change from persons to 

“modes: comes with its own dangers—even if those dangers arise from 

misunderstandings of what Barth means by “modes of being.” Language of modes 

suggests modalism and invites possible misunderstandings of its own. Again, Barth 

certainly does not intend any such thing, but nor did the church intend person to be 

interpreted as three distinct minds, wills, and activities. There seems to be no good reason 

to trade one term that is open to misunderstanding for another term that is liable to also 

be misunderstood in equally problematic ways. 
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John Calvin 

John Calvin was aware that some individuals during his time also objected to 

or felt uneasy applying the word person to the Trinity. Commenting on Hebrews 1:3, 

Calvin writing in reference to the use of person for hypostasis states, “Indeed this is not a 

distinction of essence, which is unlawful to make manifold. Therefore, if the testimony of 

the apostle obtains any credence, it follows that there are in God three hypostasis. Since 

the Latins can express the same concept by the word ‘person,’ to wrangle over this clear 

matter is undue squeamishness and even obstinacy.”48  Clearly, Clavin thinks the 

suggestion that person is problematic in a Trinitarian context is an example of being 

unduly squeamish or obstinate. If one were to insist on a different term Calvin 

recommends and employs subsistence, which the editor suggest can be traced back to 

Boethius and Cassiodorus.49 Calvin does not explicitly cite Boethius’s definition, but his 

use of subsistence suggest he is aware of Boethius and while he does not explicitly 

endorse Boethius’ definition, nor does he explicitly reject it.  Calvin continues and 

employs subsistence to distinguish the divine persons from the divine essence: “But 

laying aside disputation over terms, I shall proceed to speak of the thing itself: ‘Person,’ 

therefore I call a ‘subsistence’ in God’s essence, which while related to the others is 

distinguished by an incommunicable quality. By the term ‘subsistence’ we would 

understand something different from ‘essence’”50  

While discussing Calvin, it is also worth noting that Calvin’s Trinitarian 

theology is consistent with the classical conception of the Trinity. In the last quote above 

Calvin affirms the person-essence distinction and affirms the idea that person is 

understood as a subsistence—that which in exists of itself and has an incommunicable 

 
 

48 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill, The Library of 
Christian Classics (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960), I, 13.2. 

49 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, I, 13.2n7. 

50 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, I, 13.6. 
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existence—and is to be distinguished from the essence. Calvin also affirms with the 

tradition that the subsisting divine persons are distinguished only by their relation to one 

another. Commenting on John 1, Calvin explains that, 

But because he could not be with God without residing in the Father, hence emerges 
the idea of a subsistence, which even though it has been joined with the essence by a 
common bond and cannot be separated from it, yet, has a special mark whereby it is 
distinguished from it. Now, of the three subsistences I say that each one, while 
related to the others, is distinguished by a special quality. This ‘relation’ is here 
distinctly expressed: because where simple and indefinite mention is made of God, 
this name pertains no less to the Son and the Spirit than to the Father. But as soon as 
the Father is compared with the Son, the character of each distinguishes one from 
the other. Thirdly, whatever is proper to each individually, I maintain to be 
incommunicable because whatever is attributed to the Father as a distinguishing 
mark cannot agree with, or be transferred to, the Son.51 

What is that distinguishing, incommunicable mark of each person? Interestingly, Calvin 

does not at this point explicitly invoke any technical terms such as filiation, paternity 

procession, or unbegotten, begotten and spirated, but the relation of origins does underlie 

and inform his discussion. First, of all Calvin clearly affirms real distinctions in God: 

“Indeed the words “Father,” “Son,” and “Spirit” imply a real distinction”52 He affirms 

that he understands those distinctions to be founded upon a relationship of origin among 

the divine persons. For example, Calvin affirms, that “the Father also in respect to his 

person is unbegotten.,”53 or “that the Son with respect to his person exists from the 

Father,”54 or again “the Son is said to come forth from the Father alone; the Spirit from 

the Father and Son at the same time.”55  

To conclude, Calvin is aware of the objections of applying the term person to the 

divine person; he does not, however, think much of those objections and furthermore he 
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52 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, I, 13.17. 

53 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, I, 13.25. 

54 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, I, 13.25. 
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affirms an understanding of the divine essence and the divine persons which are 

consistent with the church’s creeds. While Calvin does not explicitly cite or commend 

Boethius’ definition, his understanding of the persons and their relations to the divine 

nature is in harmony with the tradition and does not explicitly exclude Boethius’ 

definition. 

Brian Davies on Aquinas 

Interestingly, Brian Davies argues that Aquinas himself might be open to 

agreeing with Barth and others in jettisoning the term person when speaking of the 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit.56 Davis fully acknowledges that Aquinas in fact accepts 

Boethius’ definition and thus the term person, but he argue that Aquinas might be willing 

in principle to dispense with “speaking of the distinctions in the Trinity by means of the 

term person.”57 Davies provides two major reasons to think this might be the case. First, 

Davies points out that Aquinas is aware that the term person is not applied to God in 

Scripture.58 Second, in the common use of person, person implies a class with members 

sharing a common nature. But the divine persons are not members of a class. 

Furthermore, Davies argues that “individual substance” and “rational” in Boethius’ 

definition when applied to the divine persons do not accord well with what Aquinas has 

to say elsewhere about God. Individual substance seems to conflict in some ways with 

the fact that Aquinas believes that we cannot “distinguish between suppositum and nature 

in God [divine simplicity].”59 And while Aquinas certainly thinks the God is rational, the 

 
 

56 Davies does not actually mention Barth by name. He refers to “some modern theologians,” 
but Barth would certainly belong to that group. Brian Davies, The Thought of Thomas Aquinas (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1993), 201. 

57 Davies, The Thought of Thomas Aquinas, 201. 

58 Davies, The Thought of Thomas Aquinas, 201. Davies cites the Summa, I, q. 29 art. 3, ad. 1. 

59 Davies, The Thought of Thomas Aquinas, 202. 
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term rational can connote discursive knowledge, which given immutability is not 

properly ascribed to God.60 

 I would reply that of course this is speculative, and Davies does not deny 

this. Are his reasons persuasive? I do not think so. I would reiterate that Aquinas seems 

intent on representing the tradition and using the Trinitarian grammar of the church 

fathers and the creeds. That is not to say, of course, that he is not willing to develop the 

tradition. One wonders, however, if he would be willing to actually, and not simply in 

principle, jettison the traditional language of one substance and three persons when 

speaking of the Trinity, or the person-nature distinction in Christology. I do not think he 

would, but to be fair, I do not take Davies as making that stronger claim. I take him to be 

only pointing out that there is in Aquinas reasons to speculate that he could have been 

open to such a move. Still, I think Aquinas’ respect for the tradition argues against that 

hypothetical scenario. 

Conclusion 

 To return to this suggestion more broadly, I do not see much reason to think 

that after centuries of well-established tradition and the widely accepted creeds that 

employ the language of persons and natures, that dispensing with the concept of person 

even now is likely to occur on a large scale among theologians or the broader church 

community. The terminology of person and natures/essence, and the distinctions they 

represent in both theology proper and Christology are too embedded in the creeds and the 

tradition to dispense with them, and given that, we should adopt a definition of person 

that is also part of the tradition and can be fruitfully applied in theology proper, 

Christology, and anthropology. I have argued that Boethius’ definition fits that bill.  
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Finally, as Jean Galot remarks, expressions such as modes of being or distinct 

modes of subsistence do not communicate to the modern ear any better than the term 

person does. “On the contrary, they have an abstract and scholastic aspect, and would 

scarcely fit into a theology that claims to be kerygmatic.”61 While person is subject to 

misunderstanding in our modern context, modes of being, or modes of subsistence would 

require just as much effort to explain as the careful articulation of how to understand 

person properly in light of the triune God and the Incarnation. For all of the above 

reasons, the suggestion of replacing person with some other term seems unwise. 

Robust Conception of Person 

Although it is not always explicitly stated, it seems a common concern with the 

traditional way of understanding the divine persons as constituted by relations alone is 

that it leaves one with a concept of person that is not very robust and does not accord well 

with our basic intuitions about what it is to be a person. As philosophy and theology often 

demonstrate, however, our intuitions are not always correct. But it would certainly count 

in favor of a definition or conception of person if it could not only fulfill the necessary 

theological criteria but also account for some of our basic intuitions about what it is to be 

a person.  

One pervasive intuition concerning personhood is that an essential aspect, if 

not the defining aspect, of being a person is possessing a distinct conscious experience 

and being an independent acting subject. It is typically assumed that being a person 

necessarily entails that my acts, desires, and thoughts are distinctly my own and not 

another’s.62 While you and I may both choose, feel, and think, my being a distinct person 

 
 

61 Jean Galot, Who is Christ?: A Theology of the Incarnation (Chicago: Franciscan Herald 
Press, 1981), 280. 

62 It is not essential that a person be aware that this is the case in order to be a person. We are 
aware of instances of mental and physical impairment where a person loses the immediate awareness of 
this truth. Normally, however, one is aware of this fact even prior to reflection, but a particular individual 
need not be aware of this for it to be true. 
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makes my choices, feelings and thoughts my own and not yours. To say it more 

succinctly being a person involves the concept of my own personal identity in distinction 

from another’s. And to be a “conscious acting subject” just intends to say that I have a 

mental life—experiences, desires, knowledge—that is my own, and that I am the subject 

of my own actions—my choices and actions are my own and not another’s. The above 

intuition certainly seems to be a major motivation behind the psychological model of 

personhood found in Social Trinitarian accounts of the divine persons, and such an 

intuition explains, at least partly, the relocation of some aspects traditionally assigned to 

nature to the category of person. Can Boethius’ definition, even when applied to the 

divine persons, provide a robust concept of person that accounts for this intuition about 

what it is to be a person? I believe to a large degree it can. 

Does person, in the classical definition and understanding of person, include 

our common intuition about persons being self-conscious subjects who think and act? 

Given the above critiques of the psychological model of persons, one might expect the 

answer to be no. But let us pause for a moment. The answer to that question is not as 

straightforward as it might appear. If the question is where we are to locate mind and 

will, then the answer is in nature, whether divine or human, whether speaking of the 

persons of the Trinity, the incarnate Son, or human beings. If, however, one asks the 

question of who thinks, experiences, and wills, the answer must be the person. Natures do 

not act and will—only persons do that. It is not the human nature of Jesus who prays to 

the Father in the Garden; it is the person of the Son. It is true that the Son is relating to 

the Father in and through his human nature, but it is the Son and not the nature that prays. 

It is the Son relating to the Father in and through his human nature, but it is the Son all 

the same. To say otherwise is to resurrect Nestorianism.  

 Perhaps the necessary distinction between person and nature leads us to 

inevitably separate them in a way that is not warranted. Making the distinction between 

person and nature should not lead us to think of them in isolation of one another. Natures 
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are the what (rational being) and persons are the who of any being who qualifies as a 

person, but those aspects of personhood are not isolated in actuality. They can and should 

be distinguished, but metaphysically they are inextricably linked. Persons do not exist 

apart from natures and rational natures are necessarily possessed by persons. How does 

this observation help explain how Boethius’s definition is a robust definition of persons 

that can account for our intuitions about what it is to be a person? 

In the context of Christology, a helpful distinction is the distinction between 

the faculty and the one who exercises that faculty. Jean Galot makes this exact point: 

“Person is defined as the subject of consciousness and freedom, but a distinction must be 

made between the subject who thinks and his intellect, the subject who wills and his 

will.”63 Person then includes thinking and willing and consciousness in as much as 

persons never exists apart from natures. For every person there is at least one nature.64  

Galot continues: 

To say that the person is the subject of consciousness and freedom is to admit that 
person is the principle of intellectual and voluntary activity. However, we must not 
forget that nature is also in its own way the principle of the activity of knowledge 
and will. How can we pinpoint the distinction between person and nature, which in 
this instance [Christ’s person and natures] is the distinction between person and 
soul? According to the Chalcedonian view, hypostasis designates the one who acts, 
whereas nature refers to what it is that acts.65 

The key here is the careful distinction between faculties or powers of the nature and the 

person who acts in and through those faculties or powers.66 Notice that Galot says that the 

person is the “principle of intellectual and voluntary activity,” but the nature is in another 

sense also “the principle of the activity of knowledge and will.” The correct distinction, 

 
 

63 Galot, Who is Christ?, 284. 

64 The Incarnation and the Trinity prevent us, of course, from stating that for every nature there 
is a person, but the reverse seems true; for every person there is at least one nature. The qualification of “at 
least one” is obviously necessary because in the Incarnation there is one person, but two natures. 

65 Galot, Who is Christ?, 285. 

66 With respect to the last line of Galot’s quote, I think it would be better to say that the person 
act in and through their nature(s), rather than the nature acts, but his overall point is correct all the same. 
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according to Galot, is to understand that the who of any act refers to the person and the 

what of any act as a nature that makes such activity possible. Thomas Weinandy’s 

critique of Thomas Joseph White makes the same point, in a slightly different context, 

Weinandy notes that, 

White speaks of "Christ's human intellect" being "immediately aware of his divine 
intellect" and it is the beatific vision that ensures that "his human will can act in 
immediate subordination to his divine will" (516). But an "intellect" is not aware, 
nor does a "will" act; only a person knows and only a person acts and he does so 
through his will. Moreover, a "will" does not act apart from the one whose will it is, 
nor does a "will," as if it were an acting subject, subordinate itself to another will. 
Only persons subordinate their will to another person.67 

Weinandy correctly states that that an intellect is not aware any more than the will acts. 

Again, persons act not natures. So, to return to the original question: Is Boethius’ 

definition robust? Do persons, even, divine persons, act and think in the way we typically 

think of persons acting and thinking? Yes, insisting that mind and will be located in 

nature does not preclude persons being thinking, willing and acting subjects.  

Aas long as one keeps nature and person in their proper place and remembers that 

persons act and not natures, much of what those in the psychological model would like 

from a concept of person is in Boethius’ conception of person already. The traditional 

definition of person does not violate our basic idea of personhood; it simply distinguishes 

person and nature more carefully in light of the Incarnation, for example.  Persons and 

natures are not separated but joined so that persons always act in and through their 

natures; so that what is accomplished through the rational nature is properly attributed to 

the person. The person of Jesus Christ—the Second person of the Trinity—has all of the 

psychological and volitional aspects we commonly associate with persons.  

The above example accords well with the Incarnation, but what of the three 

divine persons within the context of classical Trinitarianism? If the divine persons are 

 
 

67 Thomas G. Weinandy, “The Beatific Vision and the Incarnate Son: Furthering the 
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constituted and only distinguished by the relation of origin, can there really be any robust 

sense of person attached to our calling them persons? The claim that the answer to the 

previous question is no, seems to be a significant motivation for conceiving of the divine 

persons as distinct centers of consciousness and actions in Social Trinitarianism. 

 Classical Trinitarianism denies that each divine person is distinguished by 

having a separate distinct mind and will. Furthermore, classical Trinitarianism affirms, 

rightly, I believe, that the persons of the Trinity act inseparably in all actions. Gregory of 

Nyssa, as we have seen earlier, argues this and Augustine affirmed it as well. Granting 

unity in action or inseparable operations is true, and that the divine persons are not 

distinguished by possessing a separate minds and wills, one might one still ask if there is 

not a strong sense in which each person thinks, wills, and acts through the one divine 

essence in a way appropriate to their persons?  

Steven Duby is helpful in answering this question and observing how one can 

affirm a traditional understanding of the divine person as subsisting relations and working 

through the one divine nature and yet affirm a robust sense of each person being an 

individual, distinct from the others. Duby writing about John Owen’s Trinitarian theology 

observes the following: “Affirming the simplicity of God’s essence and the attendant 

unity of God’s operations does not obstruct the recognition that a certain divine work can 

pertain to a certain divine person in an special way.”68 Concerning the relations of origin, 

Duby explains that, “Since the eternal relations of origin in God are constitutive of the 

divine persons’ distinct identities, these inward acts of God are ‘divided’ among the 

persons.”69 This is not to claim that the divine persons are divided, but, as Duby points 

out, it is the Father that who generates the Son, and the Son who is generated. Duby 

turning to God’s acts ad extra continues by affirming the principium quo (the power by 

 
 

68 Steven J. Duby, Jesus and the God of Classical Theism: Biblical Christology in Light of the 
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69 Duby, Jesus and the God of Classical Theism, 217. 
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which God acts) for God’s actions ad extra is the divine nature that is common to all 

three members of the Trinity. Thus, inseparable operations is affirmed in God’s acts ad 

extra.70 So John Owen is not in any way denying the classic doctrine of inseparable 

operations. 

But with respect to inseparable operations, while all of God’s acts ad extra are 

common to all three persons, there is also a robust sense in which each trinitarian person 

acts distinctly. Duby asserts that, “there are three distinct, irreducible modes of acting 

among the persons—modes of acting that correspond to and reflect the person’s distinct 

mode of subsisting.”71 Duby cites at this point the classic Trinitarian language of from the 

Father, through the Son, and in the Spirit.72 Furthermore, while the divine persons work 

inseparably, some works bear the “special impression” of one of the divine persons.73 

Duby explains that “The persons’ distinct mode of subsisting and acting ground the 

appropriate or special attribution of certain works to certain persons.”74 Duby provides 

some examples such as the baptism of Jesus and the assumption of a human nature by the 

Son. While the entire Trinity produces the voice and the dove at Jesus’ baptism, the 

effects signify different persons of the Trinity. Or while the entire Trinity is involved in 

the Incarnation, “the terminus or ‘endpoint’ toward whom the assumptive action is aimed 

and thus the one in whom the human nature will subsist is only the distinct person of the 

Son.”75 Duby summarizes: 

In sum, certain features of the Trinity’s outward works are common while other are 
proper to one person. The divine power, operation, and effects produced are all 
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common to all three divine persons. At the same time, each mode of acting is proper 
to one person. In addition, there may be a correspondence between the character of a 
given work and a mode of subsisting and acting that is proper to one person. 
Furthermore, the termination of an action and the consequent relation of an effect to 
God may be proper to one person.76 

The point is that there are distinctions in the work of the divine persons, even when it is 

acknowledged that they always work inseparably. Divine personhood is real and robust. 

To say that there are three persons in God is not simply to apply a verbal place holder in 

our Trinitarian doctrine that has no connection at all to our common intuitions about 

persons. The Father, Son and Holy Spirit are persons in a robust sense. Of course, care is 

required here, and there is more work to be done in this respect, but this provides reason 

to think that person when applied to the divine persons, is not as thin in content as some 

charge. I grant that it may not satisfy those who want the divine persons to mirror 

perfectly what we experience as human persons, but to insist on that is to insist that God 

conform to our conceptions and expectations, rather than conforming our concepts and 

intuitions to revelation.  

God is one and three; this is a great mystery, and the church has carefully 

articulated, as carefully and fully as human thought and language permits, how that is to 

be understood in terms of essence and person. It seems to me presumptuous to insist that 

person be redefined in order to fully answer to our own conceptions of personhood.  

Having said that, it seems to me that Duby’s exposition of Owen above, demonstrates 

that the traditional understanding of the divine persons does not force us to work with a 

concept of the divine persons completely divorced from our own intuitive understanding 

of persons as distinct from one another.  

It has been demonstrated earlier that Boethius’ definition, especially as it is 

expounded by Thomas Aquinas, is consistent with the broader theological understanding 

of person that is found in the writings of the early church and the relevant creeds. One 
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will recall that Boethius definition was explicitly formulated to conform to Chalcedonian 

Christology and as a response to continuing Christological debates of his day. I am 

arguing here that the church’s conciliar tradition in general and Boethius’ definition in 

particular can yield a robust concept of person. Fidelity to the tradition and the adoption 

of Boethius’ definition does not require one to jettison those aspects of personhood we 

find essential.  
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CHAPTER 8 

CONCLUSION 

This work began by noting the importance of the concept of person not only 

for Christian theology but also for related disciplines such as philosophy and ethics. 

Furthermore, because the Cartesian psychological model of person looms large, most of 

us intuitively work with a model of person that conforms to the intuition that 

consciousness—mind, will, or soul—is what constitutes a person. In addition to the 

psychological model of person, in theological and philosophical academic circles, 

relational models of personhood have also become very prominent. The perceived, and 

actual, neglect of the relational aspects of personhood have led many to identify 

personhood with relationality itself. Attacks on so called classical substance metaphysics 

has also provided the relational model of personhood great traction in modern academic 

treatments of person. 

  I have argued that Boethius’ definition as it has been developed through 

Aquinas is superior to many modern conceptions of person. It is important to note that 

when referring to Boethius’ definition I have had in mind not only Boethius’ initial 

definition, but also its development in the tradition particularly by Thomas Aquinas. I am 

not arguing for restricting the definition of person to Boethius’ work in Contra Eutychen 

et Nestorium. Rather, I have argued that Boethius’ definition has become the traditional 

definition within the not only the Christian traditions but also it also continues to be 

regarded as the traditional definition even in philosophy. That is not to say that it is the 

universally accepted definition of person. To the contrary, it is frequently critiqued and 

either supplemented or outright rejected by many. Nonetheless, it remains a prominent 

definition that is cited and interacted with. My argument is that Boethius’ definition has 
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been developed by Aquinas and others so that the definition itself provides a succinct but 

robust definition that can account for all of the important aspects of personhood. To be 

sure, Boethius’ definition requires some interpretation, exposition and explanation in 

order to fully unpack all of the aspects of personhood, but this would be true of any 

succinct definition of person. In this concluding chapter I will provide a brief summary of 

the previous chapters and suggest some areas for further study. 

After, the introductory chapter, chapter 2 provided a brief survey of various 

prominent conceptions of personhood in both academic philosophy and Christian 

theology. Daniel Dennet provided a helpful overview of the major philosophical 

conceptions of personhood. One criterion for being a person that closely reflects 

Boethius’ own definition is that a person is someone who possesses a rational nature. A 

second prominent condition for what constitutes a person is the possession of conscious 

states. Persons are those beings to whom states of consciousness and mental activity can 

be properly attributed. A third and closely related criterion is self-consciousness wherein 

a person is someone who is aware of their own personhood. The capacity for verbal 

communication is another candidate for that which confers personhood. Finally, there are 

some conceptions of person that depend upon social recognition, moral capacity and 

reciprocity. Persons are those whom the moral community recognizes as persons and to 

whom they accord moral considerations. With respect to the criterion of reciprocity, the 

claim is that persons are those who are capable of reciprocating when treated as persons 

themselves. 

 Turning to explicitly theological conceptions of we noted that the 

psychological model and the relational models of personhood have played a prominent 

role in the discussions of defining persons in many recent works on the concept of person 

in theology. As already mentioned in the opening paragraph of this chapter, 

psychological and relational models loom large, but we might add that moral models of 

personhood are also utilized. 
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Before moving to the exploration of the development of the concept of person 

in the Christian tradition in chapters 4, 5 and 6, chapter 3 suggested some necessary 

criteria for a Christian definition of personhood. It is not surprising that the first criteria 

for any Christian definition of person would be biblical fidelity. Formulating a 

satisfactory Christian definition of person utilizing Scripture, however, is not as 

straightforward and endeavor as it is with many other doctrines. Scripture nowhere 

provides a definition of person. There are no passages or proof texts that address how the 

concept of person is to be understood or defined. Nevertheless, I argued that since 

doctrines such as the Trinity and the Incarnation were formulated through extensive 

engagement with Scripture, it would follow that those doctrines should and are able to 

inform a Christian definition of person to the extent that they speak to the concept of 

person. In other words, Scripture indirectly informs conceptions of personhood through 

the church’s councils and definitions. 

Not surprisingly, then, the second criteria I proposed was faithfulness to the 

historic creeds of the church to the extent that they define and provide distinctions 

between concepts such as person and nature/essence.  The third criterion was that any 

definition of person should be applicable to the divine persons in a way that accords with 

the historic creeds. In other words, any Christian definition of person must be able to 

account for the divine persons in a way that is consistent with what the church has said 

about the persons of the Trinity and the person/nature distinction in the Incarnation. I 

suggested, therefore, that is incumbent upon any Christian definition of person to give 

priority to a definition that can be applied to the divine person and only then to move to 

human persons. Beyond these theological criteria, a further criterion would require any 

definition of person be philosophically coherent. This requirement is not a requirement 

for philosophical consensus—are there any philosophical claims that would meet such a 

requirement? Instead, this criterion requires that no proposed definition of person be 

incoherent or clearly logically mistaken. Finally, I argued that a definition of person 
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should be global and robust. It should be global in the sense that it is applicable to both 

God and human persons, and that it should be robust in the sense that it accounts for 

many of our intuitions about what it is to be a person. We noted that we should keep in 

mind that not all of our intuitions about any concept may turn out to be exactly what we 

expect before careful theological and philosophical reflections. Nevertheless, it certainly 

would account against a definition of person if it captured none of our pre-theoretical 

understandings of persons.  

The mystery of the Trinity and the early church’s efforts to articulate how God 

is both one and three at the same time, led the church to develop, and most would argue, 

to create an understanding of the concept of person that did not exist prior to the church’s 

theological reflection on the Trinity and the Incarnation. Chapter 4 provided a brief 

survey of the major developments of the concept of person within the Christian tradition 

prior to Boethius’ definition. That survey was selective and began with Tertullian’s 

formula of una substantia and tres personae in his famous work Adversus Praxean. In 

Adversus Praxean, Tertullian is refuting Praxeas’ modalism and does so by employing 

prosopological exegesis of biblical texts such as Psalm 110. What emerges from 

Tertullian exegesis is that there are three distinct personae speaking in the texts 

examined. Thus, while God is one with respect to his nature or substance, he is three with 

respect to distinct persons—una substantia and tres personae. Thus, we have in 

Tertullian the early development of Trinitarian language and the clear distinction between 

essence/nature and persons. 

The Cappadocians’ contribution to the development of the trinitarian grammar 

is well known. Therefore, the direct examination of the Cappadocians was kept brief and 

selective. Basil/ Gregory’s Letter 38 was briefly examined to show the distinction 

between ousia and hypostasis. Those terms gained technical meaning and became the 

grammar of Trinitarian discourse. While the terminology is not the Latin of Tertullian 

there are clear parallels between the two.  



   

187 

Beyond Letter 38, Gregory of Nyssa’s Ad Ablabium was examined with a view 

to calling attention to his defense of the unity of divine action among the divine persons. 

The choice of this text was motivated by the fact that many modern treatments of the 

divine persons appeal to Gregory as evidence that the Cappadocians, in contrast to the 

Western tradition, emphasized the person—what is three in God—whereas the Latin 

West emphasized the unity of the divine essence to the detriment of the three persons. 

Furthermore, it is common in this view to conceive of the divine persons along the line of 

three distinct centers of consciousness, will and action.  

A close reading of Ad Ablabium does not support such a view. Gregory’s 

opponents reasoned that since three men share a common nature and when we speak of 

them, we speak of three men in the plural, it follows that the same is implied by the Pro-

Nicene language. If the three divine persons share a common nature, then we should 

think of them as three Gods. In other words, since we apply plural language to three 

human persons who possess a common human nature, is it not the case that the Pro-

Nicene position also entails plurality in the Godhead as well? Gregory’s reply is to argue 

that although there are superficial similarities between the language we use for distinct 

human beings and divine persons, there are important differences. Specifically, Gregory 

notes that with respect to divine action, one of the two ways in which we name God, 

there are important differences. We may indeed speak of three humans involved in a 

similar activity by applying plural language. But that is because we have three similar but 

distinct actions occurring. Technically, when three men engage in a common activity like 

giving a speech, there are actually three speeches, related but not identical. In the case of 

the divine actions, however, all actions are singular actions and all three members of the 

Godhead produce one unified action. There are not three separate divine actions, but one. 

The point is that it is clear that Gregory does not understand the divine persons as three 

beings that each possess a similar divine nature but that work in harmony, as when we 

conceive of three human beings who have a common human nature and are involved in a 



   

188 

common shared activity that is nevertheless a distinct activity in each person. The divine 

persons have, or more accurately are, the one singular divine nature and the three persons 

act and will inseparably so that every act of God is the one act of the Father, Son and 

Holy Spirit. This chapter concluded by briefly examining Nicene Constantinopolitan 

Creed, the Chalcedonian definition, and Constantinople III creeds in order to show that 

not only is a clear distinction between nature and person explicitly taught in those creeds, 

but that in the latter, will, and by implication mind, are properly located in nature and not 

person. One will recall that Constantinople III rendered the principle that will, powers 

and operations correspond to the number of natures and not to the number of persons.  

Chapter 5 began by noting that although there was clear and careful 

development of the concept of person prior to Boethius, there had not been a formal 

definition of person prior to Boethius. In Contra Eutychen et Nestorium Boethius 

provides his definition of person in the context of the continuing Christological 

discussion of his time: a person is the individual substance of a rational nature (persona 

est rationalis naturae individua substantia. One will recall that Boethius arrived at this 

definition by careful examination of the distinction between natures and person. Boethius 

enumerates several meanings of “nature” and arrives at the meaning of nature that is 

intended when speak of the nature of Christ in distinction from his person. Nature in that 

context, according to Boethius, refers to those qualities or properties that make something 

the kind of thing that it is. In other words, nature refers to those properties that constitute 

something as the kind of thing that it is. Human natures, for example, is what constitutes 

something as human, for example.  

With respect to the concept of person, Boethius reasons that a person must be 

some kind of substance as opposed to an accident. Accidents depend upon substances for 

their existence, but substances have independent existence and do not depend upon 
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anything else for their existence.1 Surely, persons are not accidents; therefore, they are 

substances. But what kind of substances are persons? Boethius systematically eliminates 

those substances that we do not generally consider persons. For example, we do not call 

inanimate objects persons; and so, a person must be a living thing. Furthermore, among 

living things some exist simply at the level of plant life—having no sensation or motion, 

but only a nutritive soul. Certainly, we do not apply the concept of person to such levels 

of life. So, it must be a substance that is above plant life. 

So, person must be at least at the level of those substances that have sensation 

and motion. But among those living things that do have sensation, and motion, there are 

some that have the capacity for reason and rationality and some that do not. We do not 

predicate personhood of animals who lack rationality, according to Boethius. So, person 

must apply to those substances that have rational capabilities. 

Finally, Boethius notes that we do not predicate person of universal concepts 

or substances, but only of distinct individuals. So, for example, humanity is not a person, 

only distinct individuals such as Peter and Paul are persons. Given these distinctions, 

Boethius concludes that a person must be an individual (as opposed to a universal) 

substance (that which exists independently and does not rely upon another for its 

existence) of a rational nature (which would exclude all living things that do not possess 

rationality). Boethius acknowledges that there is some ambiguity among the terms used 

for the concept of “person” among the various Latin and Greek terms employed in 

theological discussions of the Trinity and the Incarnation. Furthermore, while Boethius 

himself uses both substance and subsistence in discussing his definition, his use of 

substance undoubtedly led to confusion and reluctance on the part of some to accept his 

 
 

1 Of course, one will recall that this independent existence is not a denial of the dependence of 
created substances on God. Rather, it is simply the claim that among the things that exist some have 
independent existence apart from other existing things (substance) and some aspect of existence depend 
upon a substance for their existence. In modern terminology we would say that somethings such as 
properties or attributes are the properties and attributes of something and that something is metaphysical 
prior in some sense. 
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definition as theologically sufficient. We noted the issues occasioned by his use of 

“individual substance” in his definition.  Christ’s human nature, for example, is an 

individual substance and it is a rational nature. How does Boethius’ definition not 

constitute Christ human nature a person? We need not rehearse all of the various 

objections again here. Thomas Aquinas addresses those various objections in his defense 

of Boethius.  

 Thomas Aquinas adopts and defends Boethius’ definition in Question 29 of 

the Summa Theologiae. Chapter 6 provided a detailed examination of Aquinas’ defense 

of Boethius’ definition. The chapter began by providing some necessary theological 

background from previous sections of the Summa. There I noted that Aquinas teaches the 

classical doctrine of divine simplicity and that he places things such as power, will and 

knowledge (mind) in the divine nature and not divided as it were separately among the 

divine persons. Additionally, Aquinas doctrine of analogical predication was examined. 

Aquinas argued that all language that we apply to God, which would include predicating 

the concept of person to God, must be understood analogically and neither univocally nor 

equivocally.  

Turning to Thomas’ treatment of the divine persons, we noted that the crucial 

contribution to Boethius’ definition from Aquinas was his defense of the use of substance 

in Boethius’ definition, which among other things entailed understanding substance as the 

subsisting individual. In answering various objections to Boethius’ use of substance in his 

definition of person, Aquinas carefully articulates an understanding of “substance” or 

subsistence that eliminates the problems mentioned above in our summary of chapter 5. 

Substance or the subsisting individual should be understood as not only that which exists 

independently, but also that which is complete within itself and therefore is not 

assumable by another substance or able to be joined to another substance. In other words, 

while the human soul, for example, subsists as an individual in some sense, it does not 

subsist in the relevant sense intended in Boethius’ definition. The soul, while it can exist 
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apart from the body, is always able to be united to the body and thus is not a subsisting 

individual in the important sense intended in Boethius’ definition of person—at least as 

Thomas interprets it. The human soul is not complete in itself but is a part of a larger 

whole (the body/soul composition).   

Furthermore, to return to the problem of Christ human nature. According to 

Aquinas, it is true that Christ’s human nature is an individual rational nature and it does 

exist as a separate substance, however, it does not constitute a person because it not a 

complete whole; it can be assumed by another—namely the person of the Son. Christ 

human nature is capable of being united to another and does not therefore constitute a 

subsisting individual in the full sense of the word as intended in the definition of person. 

Of course, it is true that one wonders if this is what Boethius himself meant and it has 

been claimed the Aquinas’ definition really constitutes a new definition. Either way, it 

does not count against a definition or any doctrine that it develops over time. In 

defending Boethius’ definition, I have not insisted a strict adherence to Boethius’ 

definition as it is found in Contra Eutychen et Nestorium.  

Before leaving our summary of chapter 6, it is worth noting that while the 

above contribution is the major contribution of Aquinas to Boethius’ definition, it is also 

true that Aquinas argues that aspects of other definitions such as the worth and dignity of 

the person, or the fact that being a person involves the aspect of incommunicability, if not 

explicitly included in Boethius’ definition, are not excluded either. As we observed 

earlier, this latter aspect of incommunicability is an important feature that characterizes 

the supposit and is the subject of development in Aquinas’ interpreters. 

Finally, although Aquinas does not explicitly make this point, his 

understanding of what it means to be rational is broader than what many take as the 

meaning of rationality. Rationality is not restricted to what we might typically think of as 

cognitive ability. Rationality includes not just the ability to do philosophy or 

mathematics, but includes moral capabilities and the required freedom that grounds them: 
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Further still, [beyond the generic sense of hypostasis as it is used for individuals of a 
genus] in a more special and perfect way, the particular and the individual are found 
in the rational substances which have dominion over their own actions; and which 
are not made to act, like others; but which can act of themselves; for actions belong 
to singulars. Therefore also the individuals of the rational nature have a special 
name even among other substance; and this name is person.2 

Rationality includes, according to Aquinas, the idea of “dominion over” our own actions 

so that it involves not only the mind but the will. Furthermore, being a person has a 

special dignity attached to it that is lacking in other levels of being.  

In chapter 7 I examined Boethius’ definition in light of the criteria I proposed 

in chapter 3 and argued that it satisfied those criteria. In doing so, I returned to some of 

the current conceptions of personhood, particularly the psychological model of person—

and argued that they consciously rejected some of the important aspects of the conciliar 

tradition and in spite of that did not seem to fair much better. The issues the proposals 

aimed at alleviating were replaced by other vexing issues. Furthermore, there does not 

seem to be any solid reason to reject Constantinople III beyond philosophical preferences 

and intuitions. One possible objection is that we might be better off dispensing with the 

terminology of person all together with respect to the divine persons. It is suggested that 

we could use mode or some other term instead. If this were so, Boethius’ definition 

would be useful only for human persons, if at all. I argued that misunderstanding was not 

a sufficient reason to abandon the language of person. Beyond, its long-standing position 

in Trinitarian and Christological creeds and definitions, the suggested replacements 

would almost certainly generate other misunderstanding. 

I will conclude this final chapter by suggesting some areas for further study. 

One area for further study would include exploring and defending the connection 

between rationality and relationality. Boethius’ definition does not explicitly reference 

relationality, but I have argued that rationality is the ground of the kind of relations 

between persons that is so valued in both philosophy and theological discussions of 

 
 

2 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 29, art. 1, co. 
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persons. Rationality need not imply the often-imagined isolated disinterested rational 

thinker. The kind of relationality we prize seems to require the kind of freedom and 

responsibility ground in our rational natures. Further work on rationality as it relates to 

relationality would be a fruitful area of study. 

Second, I have been unable to engage at length those who hold psychological 

and relational views of persons. The former is an especially fruitful area for further 

engagement, especially in light of the conciliar tradition. I have pointed out some of the 

weakness of those views but have been unable to engage meticulously with those views. 

They deserve deeper engagement that involves careful philosophical and theological 

argument beyond what was possible in this work.  

Furthermore, a detailed account of the concept of person in Protestant theology 

is ripe for exploration. Much of the significant work on person is found within the 

Catholic tradition, but Protestant Scholasticism has a rich history as well. This work did 

not engage that Protestant tradition on this issue, and that is certainly an area in need of 

more attention.  

Finally, a more detailed account of the nature of the human supposit in 

distinction from its nature is warranted. We have been satisfied in this work to simply 

claim that there is some ontological reality distinct from human nature that grounds 

personhood. An examination of the proposals from not only Aquinas’ interpreters, but 

from other writers, including the Protestant Scholastics mentioned above would be a rich 

area of study. 
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ABSTRACT 

THE CONCEPT OF PERSON IN CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY:  
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BOETHIAN/THOMISTIC DEFINITION  
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Darron Thomas Chapman, PhD 
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2026 

Faculty Supervisor: Dr. Stephen J. Wellum 

This dissertation briefly examines some current conceptions of what it is to be 

a person and defends the classical definition of person as formulated by Boethius: 

persona est rationalis naturae individua substantia—a person is an individual substance 

(subsistence) of a rational nature. Special attention is paid to Thomas Aquinas’ exposition 

and defense of Boethius’ definition in the Summa Theologiae. 

This work begins by examining some current conceptions of personhood. It is 

argued that many contemporary conceptions of person assume a psychological model of 

person or a relational model of person. Such conception, however, creates problems for 

both Trinitarian and Christological doctrine and are not consistent with the important and 

carefully formulated creeds and statements of the past. The next chapter provides several 

criteria that any Christian definition of person should fulfill.  

To establish the traditional and credal understanding of person, the history of 

the concept of person is briefly outlined and special attention is given to the Christian 

contribution to the formulation of the concept of person. It is demonstrated that the 

person-nature distinction is carefully articulated and codified in the Trinitarian and 

Christological creeds and definitions. Furthermore, it is noted that those aspects of 

personhood such as mind and will have been understood to be located properly in nature 

and not person. 



   

  

 Next, Boethius’ definition as found in Contra Eutychen et Nestorium is 

examined. Boethius begins with a careful examination of the concept of nature. After 

carefully defining nature, Boethius provides the following definition of person: persona 

est rationalis naturae individua substantia. Significant attention is given in the next 

chapter to Thomas Aquinas’ defense of Boethius’ definition. Before turning explicitly to 

Aquinas’ exposition and application of Boethius’ definition, space is given to outlining 

Aquinas’ views on important aspects of the divine nature that have implications for a 

proper understanding of person. Furthermore, Aquinas’ understanding of the distinctions 

between univocal, equivocal and analogical language are briefly explored. This is 

significant because Aquinas argues that all language that is applied to God is analogical, 

including the concept of person. The remainder of the chapter focuses on Aquinas’ 

explanation and defense of Boethius’ definition. 

The work concludes by arguing that Boethius’ definition meets the criteria 

proposed in the earlier part of the work and that his definition is superior to many current 

conceptions of person. Finally, it is concluded that Boethius’s definition is not only 

faithful to the creeds and the theological tradition but is also sufficiently robust and can 

account for important aspects we typically associate with personhood.  
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