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Simplicity and Trinity
Andrew Errington

This essay has two aims. The first is to draw attention to the significance of 
what Katherine Sonderegger is doing in her doctrine of God, both in the 
essay presented in this volume, and in her Systematic Theology, volume 
one. This is done by means of a contrast with an influential essay by Colin 
Gunton that suggests itself because of Sonderegger’s arresting reflections on 
the angel Gabriel. The second aim of this essay is to explore a little further 
Sonderegger’s suggestion that a robust, metaphysical account of divine 
simplicity opens up to the doctrine of the Trinity, rather than constricting 
it. This second aim is pursued by describing some connections between the 
doctrines of God’s simplicity and triunity in Thomas Aquinas’s thought. 
It concludes by indicating the potential constructive value of an area of 
Augustine’s thought dismissed by Gunton and not stressed by Sonderegger—
the so-called psychological analogy.

From Colin Gunton to Katherine Sonderegger
In an influential essay first presented in 1988, “Augustine, the Trinity, and 
the Theological Crisis of the West,” Colin Gunton laid the blame for the 
modern West’s problems with believing in and thinking about God at the 
feet of St Augustine.1 Augustine’s doctrine of God, Gunton argued, was 
fatally compromised by an allergy to materiality that made it impossible for 
Augustine to take the incarnation fully seriously, and to appreciate “the con-
ceptual and ontological revolution achieved by the Cappadocians.”2 Gunton’s 
argument drew together two theological emphases that had dominated 
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twentieth century work on the doctrine of God since the reinvigorating 
contributions of Karl Barth and Karl Rahner. The first was an emphasis on 
history that found influential expression in Rahner’s call to better connect 
the “economic” and “immanent” Trinity. Figures such as Eberhard Jüngel 
and Wolfhart Pannenberg developed accounts of God’s triunity intimately 
linked to history. So, for example, Pannenberg argued that Jesus’s resurrec-
tion was constitutive of his divinity, and indeed of the being of God, on the 
basis of a notion of “ontological retroactivity” and explored “the dependence 
of [God’s] existence on the eschatological consummation of his Reign.”3 
Similarly, Robert Jenson has argued more recently that “the doctrine of the 
Trinity is but a conceptually developed and sustained insistence that God 
himself is identified by and with the particular plotted sequence of events 
that make the narrative of Israel and her Christ.”4

Following this emphasis, Gunton’s essay accused Augustine of failing 
to take history seriously enough. “Because of his suspicion of materiality,” 
Gunton wrote, “Augustine tends to call attention away from the concrete 
historical events in which God is present to the world in the economy of 
creation and salvation. The correlative effect is to overstress the knowledge 
of God found within the mind.”5 For Augustine, Gunton argued, “[t]he true 
ontological foundations of the doctrine of the Trinity, that is to say, are to 
be found in the conception of a threefold mind and not in the economy of 
salvation.”6

The second emphasis at work in Gunton’s essay was the move towards 
what is often called “social trinitarianism.” Appealing particularly to “the 
Cappadocian fathers,” and often especially to Gregory of Nyssa’s Ad Ablabium, 
figures such as Jürgen Moltmann and John Zizioulas announced, amongst 
other things, the rejection of “Christian monotheism,”7 and the end of the 
pre-eminence of substance in ontology.8 This “social” understanding of 
the Trinity emphasised the distinction and integrity of the divine persons 
and understood their unity, their oneness, primarily through the idea of 
communion. In Gunton’s essay, the supremacy of this social picture of the 
Trinity is taken for granted. Augustine, Gunton argued, failed to understand 
the trinitarian thought of the Cappadocians, in which the three hypostaseis 
are to be understood as “concrete particulars in relation to one another.” 
With his psychological analogy and incipient Platonism, Augustine, Gunton 
argued, failed to recognise the way the Cappadocians had developed a “new 
ontology,” in which “for God to be is to be in communion.”9
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Gunton believed these emphases—on the economy and on persons-in-
communion—fitted together well. It is notable, however, that the originators 
of the twentieth-century recovery of trinitarian thought did not think this way. 
While both Barth and especially Rahner endeavoured to take the economy 
with full seriousness,10 they were also both deeply uncomfortable with the 
category of “persons,” with Barth going so far as to reject it in favour of the 
term Seinsweise (mode of being).11 Both Barth and Rahner warned that the 
modern idea of persons raised the danger of tritheism.12

In recent years, Gunton’s arguments along this line have proved highly 
problematic. The readings of the Cappadocian fathers and of Augustine relied 
on by some social trinitarians have been dismantled by scholars such as 
Lewis Ayres, Michel Barnes, and Sarah Coakley.13 The importance of divine 
simplicity and divine ineffability for figures such as Basil and Gregory has 
been newly appreciated, and exaggerated distinctions between “Eastern” 
and “Western” approaches to the Trinity have had to be abandoned. Ayres, 
indeed, argues for a fundamental commonality of vision shared by Augustine 
and the Cappadocians.14 Scholars such as Kathryn Tanner and Karen Kilby 
have also critiqued the political and social arguments developed by social 
trinitarians.15

It is a striking sign of this sea-change in trinitarian theology that 
Katherine Sonderegger begins her recent systematic theology by writing 
that, “The Christian doctrine of God begins, is governed by, and finds its 
rest in the call to the One God, the One Lord of Israel.”16 Even more: “Divine 
Oneness, we must say, is a metaphysical predicate.”17 In joining the affirma-
tion of God’s oneness to the prohibition of idolatry, Sonderegger argues, 
the Hebrew Scriptures lead us to fundamental metaphysical conclusions. 
The denial that God can be worshipped through or in any form, image, or 
likeness “simply is the affirmation of Divine Unicity under the conditions of 
creaturehood.”18 As she puts it in her essay in this edition, “the large scale 
pattern or principle at work here seeks to honor the radical Uniqueness and 
Unicity of God—the hallmark of the Divine Self-disclosure in the Burning 
Bush and at Sinai—through naming and setting aside the structure of 
created being.”

There is an interesting point of contact between Sonderegger’s thought, 
as articulated in the essay in this journal, and Gunton’s influential essay, with 
which we began. Gunton draws attention to the role angels play in Augustine’s 
thought, writing, “The angels tend in Augustine to take the place of the Word 
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as the mediators of God’s relation with the world.”19 Gunton argues that this 
distances God from creation, and reflects “Augustine’s shying away from 
the involvement of God with the material order.”20 Gunton goes on to argue 
that Augustine’s psychological analogy represents another example of this 
tendency. What he ought to have done, Gunton insists, is to have taken the 
incarnation and the economy with greater seriousness, and to have under-
stood the Old Testament theophanies as anticipations of the incarnation.21

In the light of these arguments, what stands out about Sonderegger’s 
essay is the way the angel Gabriel does not lead to a distancing of God from 
creation, but precisely the opposite. “Gabriel,” Sonderegger writes, “stands 
surety for creation as a whole.” Furthermore, Sonderegger argues that:

the doctrine and Mystery of the Trinity is the Christian way 
of speaking about the Divine Presence to the world. Trinity, 
if I may put it thus, is the Christian doctrine of the One 
God, who, Scripture tells us, can come into our presence, 
and we in His. This, I believe, is the lesson in the doctrine 
of God St Luke teaches us in the appearance of Gabriel in 
the temple that day.

Yet, for Sonderegger, this affirmation is not in conflict with a “meta-
physical” account of divine simplicity. The reason lies in her account of divine 
oneness. God’s oneness is not a merely negative affirmation, but a positive 
one. It is an affirmation of what she calls God’s “annihilating concreteness.”22

The Oneness presented to us on Horeb is marked out by its 
contrast with the visible, formed, and figured: the negative 
correlate to Oneness is the idol, the similitude fashioned out 
of the likeness of creatures. This means that God’s Unicity 
is a predicate of annihilating concreteness, of a “positivity” 
more direct and affirmative than any creaturely definition.23

The remainder of this essay seeks to highlight and explore this 
thought that a robust, metaphysical account of divine simplicity opens up 
to the doctrine of the Trinity, rather than constricting it. In her Systematic 
Theology, Sonderegger goes on to argue that this notion of God’s annihilat-
ing concreteness is pursued most rigorously in Thomas Aquinas’s doctrine 
of divine simplicity.24 This essay will now follow that lead, by rehearsing 
some of Aquinas’s arguments about divine simplicity, and observing some 
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important connections with his trinitarian thought. This is a journey that 
has been made more carefully and comprehensively by others;25 however, a 
brisk survey of the terrain is judged to be of value here, for two reasons. The 
first is that I believe it illustrates the significance and value of Sonderegger’s 
broad approach. The second is that it highlights the need to continue to 
give attention to a point at which criticism has long been directed, as it is 
in Gunton: the psychological analogy.

Divine simplicity in Aquinas
The Summa Theologiae of Thomas Aquinas is not a work in which philosophy 
has an equal standing to theology.26 Aquinas is first and foremost a Christian 
theologian, and a careful and reverent reader of Scripture. He begins his major 
work on just this note, asking whether there is need of anything besides phi-
losophy, and answering yes: “it was necessary for man’s salvation that there 
should be a knowledge revealed by God besides philosophical science built up 
by human reason,” for “all Scripture is inspired by God” (q1, a1). The work of 
theology is the study of what is revealed. Whether God exists, is known, first 
and foremost, from Scripture (see q2, a3).

Yet within and under this authority, there is a place—a significant 
place—for reason. “Since . . . grace does not destroy nature but perfects 
it, natural reason should minister to faith as the natural bent of the will 
ministers to charity” (q1, a8, ad2). Aquinas’s doctrine of God depends on 
this methodological point, for in a sense it grows out of a point he reaches 
in his famous “five ways” argument for the existence of God (q2, a3). God’s 
existence, he argues there, can be shown from “motion.” The world is full 
of motion, which in a technical sense means “the reduction of something 
from potentiality to actuality.” But this can only happen through “something 
in a state of actuality.” For example, something can only be made hot by 
something that is already hot. But this implies, Aquinas thinks, that there is 
something that is a “first mover,” that is, something that is already, of itself, 
in a state of pure actuality, i.e. a state in which there is no potentiality. And 
this is God, says Aquinas.

For our purposes, the significance of this argument does not lie in its 
success in proving God’s existence, but in what it contributes to Aquinas’s 
understanding of God. God, Aquinas thinks, is pure act (purus actus, q3, 
a2). This fundamental thought allows him to develop an extraordinarily 
powerful account of God’s reality and utter uniqueness, grounded in the 
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idea of God’s simplicity understood in terms of action: God, according to 
Aquinas, just is the one, simple, act of his own being.

Question three of the Summa, on the simplicity of God, lays out this 
dynamic idea. Initially, Aquinas clears away two false ideas about God: God 
is not a body (a1), nor is he composed of matter and form (a2). Matter and 
form implies potentiality and actuality, but “God is pure act,” and so he is 
“essentially his form.” Then, Aquinas moves to his central affirmations. First 
(a3), in creatures there is a distinction between nature (or essence) and an 
individual instantiation of that nature. For example, Mary Magdalene is not 
“humankind” but a particular human. But with God it is different. God just 
is his nature, or essence, namely his deity (deitas); “God is his very Godhead” 
(Deus est ipsa deitas). Secondly, not only is God his essence (essentia), he 
is also his own existence (esse) (a4). God’s essence, in fact, is his existence. 
God is the act of his own existence.

The articles that follow then unpack this remarkable thought. It means 
that God is not “contained in a genus” (a5). That is to say, he is not any kind 
of thing,27 but utterly unique. Nor is God a “subject” with “accidents” (a6). 
He is altogether simple, “absolute being . . . in no way composite” (q3, a7). 
He gives being to all things, yet is in no sense compounded with them (a8); 
he is utterly unique, utterly other, completely, incommunicably, himself.

This way of affirming God’s uniqueness comes out with clarity in a 
little thought experiment Aquinas uses in question eleven, on the unity of 
God. Aquinas writes,

It is manifest that the reason why any singular thing is this 
particular thing is because it cannot be communicated to 
many: since that whereby Socrates is a man, can be com-
municated to many; whereas, what makes him this particular 
man, is only communicable to one. Therefore, if Socrates 
were a man by what makes him to be this particular man, 
as there cannot be many Socrates, so there could not in 
that way be many men. Now this belongs to God alone; 
for God Himself is His own nature, as was shown above 
(Q. 3, A. 3). Therefore, in the very same way God is God, 
and He is this God (Secundum igitur idem est Deus, et hic 
Deus). (q11, a3).
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There is no distinction in God between his being “divine” and his being 
“this particular God.” That is the significance of the idea of his simplicity: 
he simply is the act of his own divine existence as this one.

Divine triunity in Aquinas
Now, what can easily be missed is that this understanding of God’s simplicity 
is also one of the keys to Aquinas’s account of the divine trinity. For it gives 
Aquinas powerful intellectual tools for understanding how the three-ness 
of the persons does not negate the oneness of God’s essence. “In God,” as 
Aquinas repeats elsewhere, “what He is (quod est), and whereby He is (quo 
est) are the same” (q29, a4, ad1; cf. q40, a1, s.c.). The three persons of God 
are the way in which the one, indivisible being of God is.

A good summary of many of the crucial parts of Aquinas’s understand-
ing of the trinity appears in question 39, when Aquinas asks “whether the 
essence in God is the same as the person”(a1). Aquinas says that the answer 
is yes, and that this is clear “if we consider the divine simplicity.” For, he 
points out, it has already been shown (in q3, a3) that the divine simplicity 
requires that God’s essence is the same as the individual instantiation of 
that essence (Aquinas calls this a suppositum)—that God is his deity. In 
“intellectual substances,” this suppositum “is nothing else than person.” Then 
Aquinas confronts the core, and obvious problem: “But a difficulty seems to 
arise from the fact that while the divine persons are multiplied, the essence 
nevertheless retains its unity.” Moreover, he goes on, the idea of relations, 
which is central to the idea of persons in God, has seemed to many to put 
further pressure on the idea that God’s essence is identical with the person, 
because relations imply otherness. Aquinas insists, however, that this fails 
to understand the difference between relations in creatures and in God:

But as it was shown above (Q. 28, A. 2) in creatures relations 
are accidental, whereas in God they are the divine essence 
itself. Thence it follows that in God essence is not really 
distinct from person; and yet that the persons are really 
distinguished from each other. For person, as above stated 
(Q. 29, A. 4), signifies relation as subsisting in the divine 
nature. But relation as referred to the essence does not differ 
therefrom really, but only in our way of thinking; while as 
referred to an opposite relation, it has a real distinction by 
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virtue of that opposition. Thus there are one essence and 
three persons.

The key to Aquinas’s thinking here lies in his assertion of a dis-analogy 
between creatures and God in connection with the idea of “relations.” “In 
creatures, relations are accidental, whereas in God they are the divine 
essence itself.” Or as he puts it again just after, “in creatures relations are 
not subsistent” (ad.1). The “relations” in God—paternity, filiation (being 
Son), spiration, and procession (both related to the Holy Spirit)—are not, 
like relations among humans seem to be, accidental, i.e. something that is 
additional to who and what we are. They are just how and what God is. The 
similarities and differences between divine “persons” and human “persons” 
revolve around this point too. A person is “a subsistent individual of a 
rational nature” (q29, a3)28; and this encompasses persons both divine and 
human, in the specific sense that it signifies distinction and individuation 
in a rational nature (q29, a4). And yet, there is also profound dis-analogy, 
because a divine person, according to Aquinas, properly “signifies a relation 
as subsisting” (q29, a4). “The several persons are the several subsisting rela-
tions really distinct from each other” (q30, a2).

Processions and the psychological analogy
This understanding of God’s triunity actually begins with a concept we have 
not yet noted: procession. “Divine Scripture uses, in relation to God, names 
which signify procession,” namely, Son and Holy Spirit (q27, a1). These 
processions cannot, Aquinas argues, be understood merely as outward 
processions connected to external actions of God—as both Arius and 
Sabellius mistakenly thought.29 Rather, they must be understood as internal 
processions, correlated to inward actions, such as we find in the internal 
acts of the intellect. Here Aquinas is thoroughly indebted to Augustine’s 
De Trinitate, especially book 9. Augustine’s psychological analogy assumes 
a foundational importance. God is to be understood “from the similitude 
of the highest creatures, the intellectual substances,” even though they still 
fall short (q27, a1).30

Aquinas can take Augustine’s ideas further, however, because of his 
fundamental idea of divine simplicity. For Aquinas, as we have seen, God is 
the act of his own existence. What we have not yet highlighted, however, is 
that this act is, for Aquinas, an act analogous to the act of the human intellect, 
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which means that it is an act of the intellect and will.31 “The divine proces-
sions can be derived only from the actions which remain within the agent. 
In a nature which is intellectual, and in the divine nature, these actions are 
two, the acts of intelligence (intelligere) and of will (velle)” (q27, a5; cf. a3). 
“God understands all things by one simple act; and by one act also He wills 
all things” (q27, a5, ad.3). God’s reality is the pure act of his own being, which 
is a single, simple act of intellect and will, or Word and Love. The reality of 
inward processions in this act, which the psychological analogy assists us 
to see, is the basis for understanding the distinction of persons within the 
divine simplicity. For the processions entail (logically speaking) the relations. 
This key assumption is nicely stated in an objection in question 28: “real 
relations in God are understood as coming from the intelligible procession 
of the Word” (q28, a4, obj.2). And, for Aquinas, distinct real relations means 
the persons, for as we have already seen, “person . . . signifies relation as 
subsisting in the divine nature.”

It is also striking, however, that Aquinas’s account of the relationship 
of intellect and will is less complex than Augustine’s in De Trinitate book 
9. There, in his attempt to discern why the Holy Spirit is not said to be 
begotten, Augustine argues that love’s relationship to the mind is slightly 
different to the begetting of knowledge, because it begins prior to knowledge 
with a kind of longing that becomes love in knowledge. He describes how,

A kind of desire (appetitus), therefore, precedes the birth 
(partum) in the mind, and by means of it, that is, by our 
seeking and finding what we wish to know, an offspring, 
namely, knowledge itself is born. Therefore, that desire by 
which knowledge is conceived and born cannot be rightly 
called a birth and offspring; and this same desire by which 
one yearns for the knowing of the thing becomes love of 
the thing when known, while it holds and embraces the 
beloved offspring, that is, knowledge, and unites it to its 
begetter. (De Trinitate 9.12.18).32

What is striking is that for Augustine, there is a sense in which love 
precedes knowledge, in the form of longing, as well as proceeding from it. 
This element is not present in Aquinas’s account. For Aquinas “will follows 
upon intellect” (q19, a1); and “nothing can be loved by the will unless it is 
conceived in the intellect” (q27, a3, ad.3). For Augustine, though, it was also 



40

St Mark’s Review, No. 250, December 2019 (4)

true that nothing could be known unless, in a certain, indefinite sense, it 
was also already loved.

Aquinas’s understanding of the procession of the Holy Spirit from 
the Father and the Son (filioque) depends on the principle that will follows 
intellect: “inasmuch as love requires by its very nature that it proceed only 
from the concept of the intellect, there is a distinction between the proces-
sion of love and the procession of the Word in God” (q27, a3, ad.3). When 
Aquinas comes to the question of whether the Spirit proceeds from the Son, 
this principle shapes his answer: “The Son proceeds by the way of the intel-
lect as Word, and the Holy Spirit by way of the will as Love. Now love must 
proceed from a word. For we do not love anything unless we apprehend it 
by a mental conception. Hence also in this way it is manifest that the Holy 
Spirit proceeds from the Son” (q36, a2).

It is beyond the scope of this paper and the competence of its author to 
enter properly into this issue, or to develop the possibility that Augustine’s 
thought might open the way to a different perspective. Suffice to note two 
points. On the one hand, such an enquiry would need to confront the objec-
tion that Augustine’s concept of appetitus introduces potency into God. On 
the other hand, the way to meeting such an objection might open through a 
consideration of the significant differences between Augustine and Aquinas 
in relation to the concept of the will. John Rist has shown that, whereas by 
the time of Aquinas, the will (voluntas) is a faculty, for Augustine this is not 
the case.33 In Augustine’s thought the will is always an enacted reality, “a 
mode of expressing love,” in Rist’s words. Voluntas is “a love that has been 
accepted and consented to, whether for good or ill”; and in the paradigm case 
of the Holy Spirit, love and will are identical.34 Oliver O’Donovan describes 
the distinction as the difference between a “dispositional-occurrent” con-
ception of the will, and the will as a power or faculty.35 Summarising Rist’s 
argument, O’Donovan writes that for Augustine:

We exercised volition, we did not “have” a will. The faculta-
tive will of the Middle Ages sprung from a later meeting of 
Stoic and Aristotelian influences, of which Augustine was 
wholly innocent. Medieval thinkers, reading Augustine 
with incomprehension, sought to solve their problems by 
hypostatising the will as a permanent power of the soul, 
a “loveless” will that exercised a liberty of indifference.36
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If this story of the development of the will is indeed accurate, then it is 
clearly worth asking how it may have impacted the psychological analogy, 
heavily invested as it is in the notion of the will. If Augustine’s understand-
ing of the will leaves room to avoid the objection that his understanding 
of the analogy introduces potency into God, then it may also open up in 
productive ways the question of the procession of the Spirit.

Conclusion
Such lines of enquiry are worth pursuing, especially if we follow Sonderegger’s 
suggestion that the way to safeguard against the threat identified by Rahner 
of detaching God in himself from God as he is revealed in salvation history 
is “to speak of the relation between Procession and Mission in the One 
God.” Aquinas’s account of the divine simplicity, the Lord’s “annihilating 
concreteness,” opens space for such speech in exciting ways, especially if 
we can find new ways to face the dragon of the psychological analogy that 
lies along that path.
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