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Abstract: The problem of divine impassibility, i.e., of whether the divine nature in Christ could
suffer, stands at the center of a debate regarding the nature of God and his relation to us. Whereas
philosophical reasoning regarding the divine nature maintains that the divine is immutable and
perfect in every respect, theological needs generated an ever-growing demand for a passionate God
truly able to participate in the suffering of his creatures. Correlating with the different approaches
of Thomas Aquinas and John Duns Scotus, this paper aims to develop, in a speculative manner,
key Scotistic insights in order to reconcile the need to preserve God's perfection with the passionate
God who loves and suffers with his creatures.

The problem of the divine passibility, i.e., of whether the divine nature suffers as a result of an action
external to it, becomes extremely problematic in the Christianity that revolves the figure of Christ: the
incarnated logos who has both divine and human natures.2 In the last decades there have been many who
claimed that there was a need to abandon the historical account that Christ was passible in his human nature
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and impassible in his divine nature because it is “out of harmony with the evidence, to introduce an
intolerable dualism in the person of Christ, and to rob the incarnation of most of its religious and moral
value.”3 Thus, the endgame of this study will be to use a speculative Scotistic account in order to develop
a new model for the incarnation that aims to respond to the theological concerns as well as to offer
philosophy new perspectives as to how impassible and passible nature can reside in one person.
The paper will be divided into four parts. After a brief survey of key positions regarding divine
impassibility, the first part will present two major problems that accompany these positions, namely a
seeming dualism between the passible human nature and the impassible divine nature, and an accidental
account of the passions of the soul. The second part will present the Thomistic and Scotistic accounts of
the question “why incarnation?” The third part will present Scotus's contention that there are in fact passions
of the soul from the perspective of the incarnation. In the fourth and last part, the paper will employ previous
elaborations of Scotus’s doctrine of the will in order to tie the passions of the soul into his transcendental
system and to claim that the passions of the soul express an essential element of the transcendental system.
This will make it possible to present a new explanation of the incarnation of Christ that gives a
comprehensive account of Christ’s suffering.
As to the scholarly nature of this study I would like to emphasize two matters. 1. It is important to note that
the first three parts are instrumental, aimed at establishing the grounds for the maneuver that takes place in
the last part which is the primary innovation of this study. 2. Though this study primarily accords with the
thought of Duns Scotus, the latter functions primarily as an inspiration to understand problems and thus,
the solution I present does not claim to present a strict interpretation of Scotus.
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I. Historical Introduction to the Problem of Impassibility
This part will briefly introduce key historical accounts of the problem of impassibility and two related
problems that derive from them: 1. a seeming dualism between the divine and human nature, and 2. the
Aristotelian psycho-physical account, as developed by Thomas Aquinas, that leads to an accidental account
of the passions of the soul.
The paper does not aim to contribute to the historical discussion and will rely upon the studies carried out
by other scholars, for example, the excellent studies on the passions by Paul Gondreau, Robert Minder and
Dominik Perler. Nor does the paper aim to enter into a debate with contemporary discussions like those
found in the work of Thomas G. Weinandy and others, but rather to use and sublate both historical and
contemporary theological discussions into philosophical problems – chief among these was to look for a
fresh account of how corporeality can affect the mental realm.4 As such the account that will be given is
minimal and aims to equip the reader with the required knowledge to tackle the problem from an historical
viewpoint.5
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Ever since its beginning, philosophical thinking was concerned with the nature of the divine that underlies
all that is. It was Parmenides who in the early fifth century BC contracted the nature of the divine with the
nature of truth and the nature of thought. By so doing he had defined the basic Greek conception of the
divine. In his poem, Parmenides contrasted two paths, the path of truth that is concerned with the divine
which “is complete, immovable, and without end”, and the path of mortals who are concerned with opinions
and appearances. This dichotomy shaped the basic asymmetrical structure and dynamics of Western
ontological thinking. The divine being is perfect and immutable actuality which affect all other beings and
cannot be affected by others. This divine being opposes all imperfect beings who to some degree are
affected by something external to their nature. The more they are affected the greater is their imperfection.
The basic Greek understanding is that suffering, like any other type of external alteration, is a expression
of imperfection. As opposed to this Greek fundamental understanding, the suffering of Christ is not only a
decisive part of Christ’s life and mission, it is an outcome of his unique hypostatic union that is both human
and divine.
The problem of divine impassibility and its dualism lies at the heart of the Christian dogma that Christ was
“truly God and truly man”.6 Not all theologians have felt comfortable with such dualism. Hilary of Poitiers's
account of Christ's impassibility, that rejects this dualism, is of considerable importance as a focal point to
which Christian theologians returned again and again throughout the centuries. A venerable Doctor of the
Church for his battle against Arianism, he held that Christ, as the son of God, could not feel pain.7 This
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view endorses the notion that Christ’s body was not truly integral to him and that his suffering resembles
the suffering of a robot who imitates suffering according to the information it receives from its sensors, yet
does not truly suffer pain. This position that seems to be “sailing somewhat close to the cliffs of Docetism”,8
was addressed and rejected by all Catholic theologians.
John Damascene's position stands in opposition to Hilary’s view. According to Damascene, Christ assumed
all man's passions since “He assumed the whole man and everything that is his, except sin.” As a result,
Christ suffered from “hunger, thirst, fatigue, pain, the tears, the destruction, the shrinking from death, the
fear, the agony … and any other such things as are naturally inherent in all men.”9 Damascene posited a
strict distinction between the divine and human nature of Christ, maintaining that only the divine nature
was impassible:
God’s Word Himself, then, endured all things in His flesh, while His divine nature, which alone is
impassible, remained unaffected. For, when the one Christ made up of both divinity and humanity
suffered, the passible part of Him suffered, because it was of its nature to suffer, but the impassible
did not suffer with it. Thus, since the soul is passible, it does feel pain and suffer with the body
when the body is hurt, although it itself is not hurt. The divinity, however, being impassible, does
not suffer with the body. 10
This, of course, seems to lead him to a plain dualism. Damascene turns to the will as the key to bridge
between the two natures and to understanding Christ’s suffering. He explains that Christ did not suffer from
these passions in the same way man does, for “it was by willing that He hungered and by willing that He
thirsted, by willing that He was afraid and by willing that He died.”11 While with man the passions distract
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and perhaps control reason, with Christ they were permitted willingly and according to reason. The will
acts as a mediator between the external world, that acts on Christ’s human body, and Christ’s soul. In the
third part of this paper Scotus’s account of the passions of the soul will present a major explanation to the
sense according to which the will can be responsible for such suffering.
Peter Lombard, who for centuries sketched the questions scholastic theologians dealt with, followed almost
identically Damascene's dualistic Christological psychology:
For Christ had true fear and sorrow for human nature, but not like us, who have these at the highest
levels. Because as a result of our sin we are, of necessity, subject to these defects, and in us these
defects take the form of both propassions and passions. But in Christ they are only propassions.12
Lombard’s distinction between passions and propassions, which he borrows from Jerome,13 encapsulates
the distinction between the human and divine states, allowing him to preserve “the perfect rectitude of His
[Christ's] soul’s spiritual faculties.”14 This distinction, to be adhered to afterwards by other key theologians
such as Alexander of Hales, Albert the Great, Bonaventure and to some degree the later Aquinas, makes it
possible to claim that while man suffers pain from the external world in a passive way, Christ’s suffering,
in which the passibility of his body is mediated in an active way by his will, is impassible.
Without dwelling on the historical account of the passions, Aquinas distinguishes between the
narrow/proper account, which is in keeping with the Aristotelian material account, and a more general
usage. “In its proper sense passion... is found only in the motion of alteration… in which one contrary form
is received and the other is driven out.” However, “in its general sense passion is the reception of something
in any way at all.”15 Thus he concludes that passions, taken properly, are to be found only “where there is
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corporeal transmutation”.16 When Aquinas asks “whether there is any passion in the soul”17 – the question
is asked from the point of view of Christianity and its theological needs. As such, when the objector claims
from an Aristotelian point of view that passions cannot reside in the intellect since the intellect is immaterial
and so is not passible, or when he argues that the soul is incorruptible but passions indicate corruptibility,
Aquinas needs to find a way so that passions can indeed be attributed to the soul, and thereby the soul can
be granted the space it requires to explain our daily mental affairs. On the other hand, he needs to protect
the eternity of the soul while at the same time making room for the plain fact that death is indeed part of
our lives. Thus, though he protects the narrow material sense of passion whereby “something is received
while something else is taken away,” his objective is to allow passion to be attributed to the soul.

Aquinas’s solution is based on his understanding of the nature of the unity between the body and the soul.
He writes: “it must be said that no part has the perfection of a nature, when separated from the whole. And
hence the soul, since it is a part of a human nature, does not have the perfection of its own nature, save in
union with the body”.18 Perler explains that from this essential unity it follows “that the emotions are not
attributable simply to the soul, nor to a part of the soul, as a distinct entity, but to the whole person as a
unity of form and matter”.19 Relying on the unity between the body and the soul, Aquinas allows for a
mediated affection of the soul through the body as when the passion begins with the body, e.g., when it
receives an injury, and as a result the soul suffers from the weakening of the union of the body; and secondly
when the passion begins with a psychological event which results in a modification within the body.20 The
passions are thus attributed to the soul only secondarily, as an accidental subsequence of the unity between
the body and the soul. Perler points that this leads to two undesired consequences: 1. that “nonphysical
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beings such as angels or God cannot have emotions… . They do not act and feel as persons”.21 2. That the
passions are not an essential part of the soul. This does not mean that the soul and its intellective power
have no role. Aquinas explains that the ability to comprehend and interpret events in different perspectives
frames the given impressions differently, i.e. a perceived dog can be framed as a threat or as a pet. Through
such framing of events, which consider things “under different conditions… sensuality is moved to joy or
to sorrow”.22
Though the passions have a fundamental role within Aquinas's study of human morality,23 the passions of
the soul do not belong to the soul in a primary way but only secondarily. For this reason Aquinas, following
Augustine, explains that "when love and joy and the like are ascribed to God or the angels, or to man in
respect of his intellectual appetite, they signify simple acts of the will having like effects, but without
passion."24 In the end, though affecting our soul and mental lives, the passions of the soul are accidental,
indirect and are fundamentally rooted in our bodily activities. This can be seen in the manner Aquinas
exploits the difference between passion and propassion. Aquinas made a significant use of propassion only
in his later writings to interpret the line in the Gospel of Matthew (Mt 26:37) that states that “Jesus began
to be sorrowful and to be sad.”25 Propassion is used in a very specific manner to distinguish between actually
being sorrowful and sad and beginning to be sorrowful and sad. He writes:
It is to be observed that sorrow can occur either as a passion or as a propassion. A passion
transforms one, whereas a propassion does not transform one. For, when passions arise in us and
cause the reason to be altered, such passions are complete, but when they do not cause the reason
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to be altered, they are called propassions. Since Christ’s reason was in no way altered, he
experienced only propassions rather than passions, which is what the Evangelist means when he
says that Jesus “began to be sorrowful.”26
Whereas passion designates an effect which starts with the body and continues to exert force on the rational
mind itself, propassion designates only the first stage of passion, i.e., the sensual reception of pain which is
not completed and so does not affect the mind. Thus, following Jerome’s distinction, Aquinas is able to
protect Christ’s rational soul from being passible in the strong sense. Man’s rational soul, on the contrary,
and due to the Fall, can be affected by the suffering of the body and so is passible in a mediated sense. It is
important for Aquinas to note that the fact that Christ only suffered an imperfect passion does not imply
that He suffered less than a common man – the contrary is true. According to Aquinas, since Christ had the
most perfect body, and thus His senses were most acute, and since He took upon Himself the primordial
sin, and since He understood more than anyone else and so truly suffered the illnesses of the world, etc.,
He suffered more than anyone else.
I would like to conclude this part with an observation that will become essential later. As we have seen
above, according to Aquinas, Christ’s rational soul remained unpenetrated and His sufferings are accidental.
Aquinas’s account, particularly in the case of Christ, aims to protect the rational soul from the passions,
which are suffered only in a mediated and secondary manner. This view seems to bypass the dualism
between the divine and human natures by attributing passions to the union. However this solution only
emphasizes the dualistic problem: for by attributing the passions to the union while protecting the soul,
Aquinas only amplifies the difficulty, i.e. in in what sense the body and the soul can be united in such a
manner that the passions of the body have no effect on the soul. As we will see later, Scotus examines the
passions from an entirely different perspective which is guided by a new reading as to what rationality is
and, as a result, links the relations between the passions and the soul differently. Generally, Scotus accepts
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the accidental psycho-physiological account of the passions that was presented so far. Though he definitely
has things to say about it, his systematic view considers such a view secondary, precisely because it
considers the passions from the point of view of accidentality. This accidental point of view, by definition,
fails, at the outset, to take into account the possibility of understanding the passions as a part of mental life
which does not contradict the nature of the rational soul but rather expresses it.

II. Changing Perspectives
In this part we will examine the opposing opinions on the raison d'être of the incarnation. This will allow
us to consider Scotus's contribution to the passions, that will come afterward, from an uncommon angle.
Aquinas holds that though the incarnation could occur for different reasons, it is reasonable to accept the
repeated statements of sacred scripture that Adam's sin is the reason for the incarnation:
For such things as spring from God's will, and beyond the creature's due, can be made known to us
only through being revealed in the Sacred Scripture, in which the Divine Will is made known to
us. Hence, since everywhere in the Sacred Scripture the sin of the first man is assigned as the reason
of the Incarnation, it is more in accordance with this to say that the work of the Incarnation was
ordained by God as a remedy for sin; so that, had sin not existed, the Incarnation would not have
been. And yet the power of God is not limited to this; even had sin not existed, God could have
become incarnate.27
Examining the incarnation from the point of view of eternity, Scotus comes to an opposing understanding.
According to Scotus since God predestined the world according to the order of ends it must follow that
Christ was intended prior to any determination of Adam, whether he would fall into sin or not, and so that
the incarnation of Christ was necessarily predestined prior to the fall of Adam:
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Without prejudging the matter, it may be said that, so far as the objects intended by God are
concerned, since the predestination of anyone to glory is prior by nature to the prevision of anyone’s
sin or damnation … For it seems to be universally true that he who wills in an orderly manner,
intends first that which is nearer the end; and just as he first intends one to have glory before grace,
so among those predestined to glory, he who wills in an orderly manner would seem to intend first
the glory of the one he wishes to be near the end, and thus he wills glory for this soul [of Christ]
before he wills glory for any other soul, and for every other soul he wills glory and grace before he
foresees those things which are the opposite of these habits [i.e., sin or damnation].28
Scotus explains that “in the action of an artificer the process of execution of the work is opposite to the
order of intention,”29 i.e., in the creative process the end of the process comes first while it comes last in
the order of execution. To hold that Christ's incarnation was willed in order to redeem men from his sins is
to hold “that God wills the means before the end.”30 As a result of that Scotus maintains that Christ could
not be predestined primarily as a redeemer for that would presuppose the fall of Adam. Rather Christ was
first predestined according to Christ's glory31 independently of Sin and regardless of whether Adam would
fall or not (and so that there was never a breach that was created by the Fall), and was only secondarily
predestined as redeemer once Adam was in fact predestined to fall. Against Aquinas’s conception of the
incarnation as a cure, Scotus explains that the cure in itself cannot be designed primarily but only
secondarily: “Christ in the flesh was foreseen and predestined to grace and glory before Christ’s Passion
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was foreseen as a medicine against the fall, just as a physician wills the health of a man before he wills the
medicine to cure him.”32
Though Reportatio Parisiensis III-A is not a Reportatio examinata, and so raises questions at to its
accuracy, Juniper B. Carol notes that they are of significance “to determine with greater precision the
authentic mind of Scotus”:33
I declare, however, that the Fall was not the cause of Christ’s predestination. In fact, even if no man
or angel had fallen, nor any man but Christ were to be created, Christ would still have been
predestined this way... . If the Fall were the reason for Christ’s predestination, it would follow that
the greatest work of God [the Incarnation] was mostly occasioned, because the glory of all is not
as great in intensity as was the glory of Christ; and it seems very unreasonable that God would have
left so great a work [i.e., the Incarnation] undone on account of a good deed performed by Adam,
for example, if he had not sinned.34
Following Scotus’s doctrine of the Immaculate Conception, Pomplun explains “the primary purpose of
redemption is not to liberate us from sin—although that is true pro statu isto—but to provide the conditions
for the possibility of loving God more fully.”35 The Incarnation, Pancheri explains, does not presuppose sin
but rather the free will of God.36
Jürgen Moltmann, surveying the Thomistic view, raises the problem that the incarnation as an ad-hoc
remedy for the Fall, “has no significance of its own.” Consequently, he continues:
[T]he bond between God and man in Christ will be dissolved once reconciliation has been
completed and sin, with its consequences, has been eliminated. … Once the incarnate Son of God
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has achieved the reconciliation of the world with God, he himself becomes superfluous. His
mediation between the gracious God and sinful men and women is bound to come to an end when
he himself ceases to have a function. … . Once creation has been redeemed, purified from sin and
liberated from death, the God-Man no longer has any place in it.37
When the incarnation is taken in the Scotistic way, it is an act which completes and perfects the creation
itself. The incarnation thus becomes part of every event and not simply a correction of a wrong turn on the
way. This does not mean that the incarnation was executed for the sake of the created: “the universe and
man were willed for the sake of Christ, and not the other way around.”38
Perhaps the best way to understand the difference between the Scotistic and Thomistic views can be
borrowed from the world of economics. The Thomistic view is more microeconomic and human centric. It
is focused on specific values and transactions, or in our case, on particular acts of pain or sin and
consequently on specific transactions of pain that follow it (Christ’s pain as a cure). Once the assets and
liabilities are balanced the transaction obviates its own need.39 As such it aims to attain a balance of the sinpain relationship. The Scotistic view is more macroeconomic and is focused on the whole economy of
creation. As such it does not consider the incarnation only as a specific act of transaction but rather as a
part of a complete economic policy which aims to attain growth, better distribution of wealth and social
welfare. While the Thomistic view aims to clear the balance, the Scotistic view sees the incarnation as an
economic policy through which “the invisible God” becomes manifested in the world. One may call it a
policy of love or charity, others may call it a policy which assists man to be perfected and to maximize the
good in the world. Thus, Christ’s life as told by Holy Scriptures is but a side story to the real one, which is
the perfection of the cosmological creation.
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III. Scotus
The discussion that was presented above about the differences between Aquinas’s and Scotus’s perceptions
of the raison d'être of the incarnation aimed to reduce Aquinas's physiological account of the passions to
Scotus's account which emphasizes the decisive role of intentionality and the will. This does not mean that
Scotus neglects the physiological account, however he understands it to be accidental. For just as Scotus
understands Christ's coming to be grounded primarily in creation itself, and the crucifixion only as a
secondary factor, so the essence of the passions does not lie primarily in our physiology but rather in our
essence as creatures endowed with free will. As a result, though Scotus accepts the bottom-up discussion
of the passions generally true to this specific world, all-in-all it is secondary if one aims to understand the
real importance of the passions. It is important to make clear that since the solution I present in the next
part requires a lot of speculative space, and since Scotus’s account of the passions in his commentary to III
Sent. d. 15 has been discussed extensively elsewhere,40 the following will primarily concentrate on the
intentional aspects.
Scotus states clearly that in addition to passions that affect the soul indirectly as a product of the union of
the soul and the body, there are passions of the soul which are utterly independent of the body:
There are certain passions, which are accompanied by a mutation and an alteration of the sensitive
part, which does not arrive without a change in the organ, and these are the passions of the united
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whole; other passions are only spiritual, they can be without a change in the organ, and such are
the passions of the soul.41
Whereas the will is subordinated to the intellect in Aquinas’s thought, Scotus contends that the will is utterly
independent of the intellect. Not only that, Scotus holds that rationality is imperfect at the level of the
intellect and it receives its perfection only by the will as an active and free power. It is this active freedom
that allows the will to position itself in regard to the perceived objects, and so to measure them, and
consequently to will or nill them:
Even if something is of its own nature in agreement with the will, for example the ultimate end, it
is ultimately in agreement by an act of the will which accepts and finds it complacent. And such
an agreement is made by willing the object, or a disagreement by refusing the object . . . an
approximation follows this object, namely an apprehension of the object to be willed or nilled, and
from this last thing, it seems that a passion of the will seem to follow from the presence of the
object, joy or distress.42
However, it is one thing to will or nill an event or an object that has not yet come about, where the will is
free to determine its willing, and another thing to accept or reject an event or an object that has already
taken place and which is presented to the apprehension of the will as a fact. For the will does not find a
thing or an event acceptable simply as it appears but is rather disposed in advance to accept it, according to
what it willed or nilled, and so while the apprehension is taking place, the acceptance or rejection of what
is perceived is quasi-necessitated:
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The will is not necessitated absolutely by the object, however, among those things that are shown
to it, there can be a necessity of consequence, just as in ‘if I want, I want’.43
Thus, since the will’s act of willing or nilling pre-wills or nills, the coming of the willed/nilled object, a
passion of satisfaction or dissatisfaction necessarily arises when the willed or nilled object appears. This
extends to the will's relation to its body, as when the will accept or rejects sensual pleasures, or when one
may feel satisfied after significant labor that caused pain to the body.44 The crux of Scotus’s account lies in
the fact that though the will as a willing power determines what it wills or nills, the passion that accompanies
the apprehension of the willed or nilled object cannot be produced by the will itself, “for if the will was its
efficient cause, then it would be its own operation, just as 'to will' is caused by it and is within it.” But this
is evidently not the case in passions such as sadness or other negative passions that arise unwillingly.45
What is important for our further discussion is to appreciate the way the passions are related to the essence
of the will in Scotus's thought. While the passions of the soul are accidental insofar as they are caused by
an external object that could be otherwise, they are not accidental in the same manner as those we have
encountered with Aquinas. In Aquinas’s account the rational soul suffers passions indirectly due to its
unification with the body via its sensual capacities. Such sufferings are essential to the nature of such a
union between body and soul, but they are not essential to the nature of the rational soul, i.e., they are
accidental to it due to its state in the world pro statu isto. In Scotus’s case, though the specific passion and
its cause are accidental, being subjugated to such passions is essential to the rational soul as a willing
thinking being. For that reasons Scotus's quotes Augustine who said “the will by which we cannot be
miserable cannot be said to be no will, nor to be not free.”46 While in Aquinas’s account the soul might be
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released from the need to suffer passions if it were to be actualized in a different unification setting, e.g.
after the separated souls are restored into their bodies in the future; for Scotus, being subjugated to passions
is not a punishment but the essential consequence of willing. For willing requires intention, anticipation
and care, and if one were to be utterly indifferent to what is to come in the outer world, one would be in a
position whereby one is utterly unaffected by anything external.
Before we proceed to the last part, which is the centerpiece of this study, it will be useful to present a brief
summary of the preceding parts. The first part introduced the passions of the soul and its historical
development, particularly their function in the problem of divine impassibility. Concluding with Aquinas,
it was emphasized that, though Aquinas offers us an extremely well-developed doctrine of the passions, the
passions of the soul are based in the body and the way it is composed with the soul. Consequently, it was
argued, that due to Aquinas's needs to protect the rational soul, he does not offer a substantial account of
the passions as well as the passibility of Christ, but rather an accidental one. Part two presented a different
account of the raison d'être of the incarnation and then moved on to Scotus's account of the passions.
Through a comparison between Aquinas's and Scotus's accounts of the incarnation, this part situated the
thinking subject not simply as a responsive creature but rather as an intentional one. This served to
reevaluate the overall consideration of the discussion of the passions from a passive one, which reacts to
external stimuli, to an intentional and active perspective. Consequently, the focus of our consideration of
the passions was altered from the physiological center to the intentional one which is grounded in the nature
of the will. This allowed the discussion of the third part to leave Scotus's physiological account of the
passions and to focus, instead, on the decisive role of the will. It was shown that as opposed to the accidental
account of Aquinas, the passions of the soul are an essential product of the will and its relation to the world.
The aim of what now follows is to present a new model of the incarnation. I believe that this model, which
is strongly grounded in the medieval doctrine of the transcendentals, offers new insight on the manner in
which Christ's two natures come together, and presents us with a God who is both impassible and passible
in different respects.
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IV. Trancendentalizing the Passions of the Soul
In the following, an incarnation model will be developed that aims, on the one hand, to solve the dualistic
problem between the divine and human natures, and on the other hand to make room for both impassible
and passible elements in God, and so to make room within the patristic impassible model for genuine
suffering in God. Due to the complexity of this maneuver, this part will be divided into four sections.

1. Richard Cross's Stalemate
In The Metaphysics of the Incarnation, Richard Cross presents a view, expressed also by many theologians
such as Bonaventure, Aquinas and Scotus,47 according to which incarnation can be understood as a kind of
relation which is similar to Aristotle’s third kind of relation. As oppose to a real relation where both side of
the relation are affected, the third kind of relation presented by Aristotle, is one in which, though one side
is really related to the other, the other remains unaffected and so immutable. An example of such a relation
is the relation between the sun and earth. Whereas the earth is warmed by the sun, and so affected by it, the
sun is unchanged (aside from gravitation). Scotus explains that the hypostatic union is a non-mutual relation
that is real on the one extreme and which has no real relation on the other extreme.48 So it is argued that
“the human nature is really related to the Word without there being a corresponding real relation in the
Word.”49 According to the relational view God became man not as a result of a change within God but
rather due to a change in the created order. This view, Cross explains, seems to empty “the Incarnation of
any real content.”50 As such the “becoming” of Christ is a result of the union between the divine and human
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nature, which is not a real becoming but rather is a relation.51 Consequently a truth regarding something
can be changed not because the thing itself changes but rather as a result of a change in the object which is
related to it. In this way no casual relation necessitates God.
Cross presents the following schematization of the relationship between the divine and the human natures
so as to “allow for the Word to change, to suffer, and to be temporal.” This, he explains, is a product of
what he calls extrinsic relations, that he labels relational mutability or ‘R-Mutability’.52 On the other hand
he assigns the terms ‘I-mutability’ and ‘I-immutability’ to designate what is intrinsically mutable and
immutable. According to the relational understanding of the incarnation, while Christ is R-mutable, He is
I-immutable. As to impassibility Cross explains that the relational view of incarnation deals quite easily
with the becoming of the incarnation: “Becoming man is merely a sort of change” and is not a result of a
change within the divine nature but rather with the world.53 In this respect being impassible is equivalent
to I-immutable. However Cross explains that it is more difficult to explain whether the actual incarnate
being is impassible. The two relations that Cross presents – the intrinsic and extrinsic ones – seem to leave
us in a stalemate. On the one hand, the extrinsic relation leaves the divine nature utterly independent of
human nature and immutable, which seems to support Hilary’s claim that the divine Christ did not really
suffer on the cross. On the other hand, the intrinsic relation cannot give an account of how the impassible
divine nature can truly suffer. In the following I will argue that a third relation can be added that mitigates
the two intrinsic and extrinsic relations that Cross presented and that such a relation can overcome the
stalemate we were left in.

2. A Solution to the Stalemate
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In a previous study54 I have pointed to the fact that though Scotistic thought penetrates all levels of
philosophy and theology, oddly it is missing a doctrine of truth which brings to the fore the implications of
Scotus’s thought on the notion of truth. In that study I took the liberty of developing in a speculative manner
a doctrine of truth which accords with Scotus's fundamental position that rationality reaches its completion
not at the level of the intellect but at that of the will. Scotus explains that while natural action must act with
necessity when a proximate reception relation is constituted with the thing acted upon, free action can elicit
opposite effects without necessity whenever there is no impediment between the agent and that which it
acts upon. Thus he concludes the while natural acts are determined by an external cause, a free agent “has
of itself the ability to elicit contrary actions as regards the same thing”.55 Thus, whereas the will is a rational
power absolutely, for it wills or nills between opposites, the intellect, as a natural agent, is a rational power
only in a qualified manner since it cannot but be “determined of itself in regard to what it directs":56 "[T]o
have opposites in its power is something a rational potency possesses primarily and per se as a proper
attribute of it qua rational. For this is what distinguishes it from an irrational potency".57 Thus, if we take
seriously Scotus’s position that rationality attains completion not at the level of the intellect but at that of
the will, the notion of truth needs to be reevaluated so that the will genuinely perfects our understanding of
truth.
Following Kant's famous distinction between analytic a priori truths (e.g., "all bachelors are unmarried")
and synthetic a priori truths (e.g., "a triangle has 180°"), I claimed in that study that while the former
corresponds to the intellect, synthetic a priori truths, specifically those of geometry, correspond with the
power of the will insofar as they are not determined according to necessity but could be otherwise. This
ontological "Scotistic" reading of the Kantian distinction, which puts more emphasize on the manner of
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existence,58 offers a third kind of relation that posits a new avenue to consider both incarnation and
impassibility. Let us consider the key argument:
modern mathematics has constructed different possible geometries and thus concludes that in nonEuclidian geometries, a triangle has, in a synthetic a posteriori manner, more or less than 180°. This
means that just as the proposition “a triangle has 180°” is true only in regard to the existence of a
specific geometry, so are there numerous amounts of mathematical truths that are true synthetically
a priori due to existence. Willing the world to be Euclidian or non-Euclidian is thus tied to the truth
of existence which is not just a matter of predication, to exist or not to exist, but rather refers to a
manner of existence which applies to existing things in a synthetic a priori manner.59
Though being Euclidean or non-Euclidean is determined analytically, the fact that this world is Euclidean
or non-Euclidean is a synthetic a priori truth that could have been otherwise. Hence, if one “wills” a triangle
to exist in a non-Euclidean world, rather than a Euclidean one, then one causes a change in a synthetic truth
about the triangle. Such a change lies somewhere in between an intrinsic change in the nature of the triangle
and a purely extrinsic change in how the triangle relates to some other object.
The truthfulness of truths of the will and truths of the intellect are radically different. Whereas the latter is
determined internally and obeys solely the law of non-contradiction, the truthfulness of the former is
grounded externally. Supposing that we cannot seriously claim to have anything to do with determining the
world to be Euclidean or non-Euclidean, regardless of which geometry is actually applied to the world, or
to our thought, this is simply a fact of reality. For, otherwise, the intellect could have known by its own
powers why it is that Euclidean or non-Euclidean geometry is applied. But this it cannot do, and
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consequently it follows that our ability to attain such knowledge is grounded in something external to the
intellect – reality itself.
Let us consider this from the perspective of Cross’s internal-external relations. Insofar as internal relations
go, it can be said that the fact that a triangle has three angles is an internal relation which is derived from
its definition as a polygon with three sides. However, and as Kant has shown us, the fact that a triangle has
180° is not a result of an intrinsic relation. In fact, it can be said that insofar as the triangle is taken from its
internal definition, it is indifferent to whether the geometry is Euclidean or non-Euclidean, or in other
words, the triangle is I-immutable to any specific geometry. However, it is clear that in different geometrical
worlds the triangle may assume different “truths” according to the manner in which it expands, one for a
Euclidean world and others for non-Euclidean worlds. This solution preserves, on the one hand, a change
which is "merely a sort of change"60 that does not involve a change in the sense of warming up or cooling
down, for the assumption does not involve that from which it is changed. On the other hand, it evades the
fate of Cross's relational consideration of the incarnation, which leaves it empty of any real content.

3. Rethinking the Incarnation
The modified Scotistic reading of synthetic a priori truths as truths of the will entails a new avenue for
considering the incarnation. It is no big secret that the doctrine of the incarnation does not leave us with
much understanding as to the manner in which the divine and human natures truly "concur[ring] in one
Person and one Subsistence, [are] not parted or divided into two persons, but one and the same".61 Instead
of thinking of the incarnation as a sort of mixture or composite of the divine and human natures, I suggest
thinking of the triangle example as a model of the incarnation. Just as the actualization of the triangle in a
specific geometry, such as Euclidean, applies a set of geometrical synthetic a priori truths to the analytic
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truths of the triangle, so the incarnation can be understood as a specific manner of actualization, e.g., being
“human” and all that follows stems from such a nature, that applies synthetic a priori truths to the analytic
truths of the divine nature.
As we have seen, Euclidean geometry, though it does not necessarily apply to this world, is a transcendental
conditioning of any extended being in this specific world. This factual truth, that could have been otherwise,
could not have been determined internally from the nature of extension but is rather determined externally
by reality itself. Consequently, and though we cannot give an account of the why or the how, such a
determination falls under the category of the will insofar as it requires a power that "has of itself the ability
to elicit contrary actions".62 Though, in themselves, truths of the intellect are immutable, they
transcendentally assume, in a synthetic a priori manner, new attributes that are applied to them in this
specific world-incarnation. This synthetic and transcendental relation constitutes real existential truths
which are external to the thing's essence and to which it remains in itself indifferent. Consequently, though
truths of the will do not alter the nature of a thing, an additional real element is added in a synthetic way
that perfects it.
Considering again the incarnation of Christ as two natures in one person, it can be said that these two natures
represent two levels of truth. One corresponds to the immutable truths of the intellect, which are eternal and
transcend any worldly particularization. The other nature, the “human” nature, is a worldly nature insofar
as it manifests the sets of synthetic truths that are applied and made true in this contingent and specific
world. As such, by its nature, it is a nature that expresses contingent truths that are as they are because they
are the product of will that is applied to the actualization of this world. And just as the nature of the triangle
is not altered as a result of its manifestation in a Euclidean or non-Euclidean world, so are the divine nature
and the human nature brought together in one unified manner that does not jeopardize divine immutability.

62

QM IX, ch.15, n. 73 (4:698)

23

A change in synthetic truths about the divine is neither an intrinsic change in the divine nature, which would
compromise divine immutability, nor the mere bringing of the divine nature into an extrinsic relation to
human nature, which would empty the incarnation of content. Rather, it is a determination of a “truth of the
will” about the divine, i.e., a specific incarnation/determination of the divine nature in a specific world,
whose contingent characteristics are products of divine will.
It is important to recall that Christ's incarnation needs to be perceived as twofold. As we saw in the Second
Part, Scotus teaches that Christ's incarnation was predestined primarily in order to perfect creation itself
and only secondarily to redeem man. As a result, it can be said that Christ's "human" nature primarily needs
to be understood cosmologically insofar as it perfects the cosmos, and only secondarily in a human sense
insofar as he perfects or redeems Man from his fallen state. Consequently, Christ's human nature thus
incarnates the divine nature with "cosmological truths" as well as with "human truths" and values.

4. Rethinking Impassibility
The suggested new model for understanding the incarnation, which is grounded in a new understanding of
the dual layers of truth and the way they are built into one other, offers us a new path to consider the passions
of the soul as imbedded within what are known as the transcendentals.
There are four things that the perplexed reader needs to know about the complicated medieval doctrine of
the transcendentals: 1. the transcendentals are primitive notions that precede the division into the categories,
and consequently apply to all of them. Thus the doctrine of the transcendentals is the most fundamental
doctrine regarding beings insofar as they are beings and regardless of any further determination. 2. Though
there are different transcendental models, in general the transcendental notions are being, thing, one, true
and good. 3. The transcendentals are different significations of the same thing, e.g., when one speaks of a
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being one also presupposes that that being has a nature. Consequently, the transcendentals are coextensive,
that is to say that the notions echo in one another.63
All this becomes relevant to our discussion since truth and good are transcendentals and consequently
coextensive. It follows that the presented distinction between truth of the intellect and truth of the will needs
to be echoed in the notion of good. This will offer us a transcendental avenue to consider the passions and
specifically the relation between the passibility and impassibility of God. As opposed to the typical psychophysical treatments of the passions and impassibility, a transcendental account will allow us to situate them
within the most fundamental structure of reality.
Following Aristotle, Scotus maintains that the good and the perfect are the same.64 Scotus distinguishes
between two meanings of perfection. The first kind is what he calls intrinsic perfection or essential goodness
that addresses a thing’s form or essence and designates the integrity of the thing, i.e., the lack of
imperfection. The second one, the extrinsic, designates perfection toward an end or a harmony with
something else.65 The first kind of goodness refers to the perfection of the thing as it exists. As such there
is no sense in speaking of a contrary which is a thing in itself but rather only of a degree of perfection the
thing is actualized in. Thus, under this kind of self-relating goodness, the perfection of the thing can be
designated insofar as a thing is good or deprived of its perfection and so non-good; for example an apple
can be measured as a more or less perfect apple. The same thing can be said about a man, who can be judged
according to his perfection. Needless to say, Christ is perfect. The second goodness: an outcome, which is
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measured according to whether the desired good is attained or according to a desired harmony, has as a
contrary a real possible outcome. So it follows that such a good “has evil as its privative opposite.”66 The
reason for that is that this kind of goodness is based upon an outcome which is desired, and in which exists,
by definition, an opposing state of affairs which is considered bad. For example, if one desires to feed the
poor and the outcome is that one couldn’t do that, what is manifested is evidently bad.
These two meanings of good as essential and intrinsic, and extrinsic good having an end or establishing
harmonious relations with others, seem to match the distinction between truth of the intellect and truth of
the will, respectively. The first, that can be called good of the intellect, corresponds to and measures the
adequation between the thing and the immutable “divine” truths of its form. The second, that can be called
good of the will, measures the adequation between the desired end and the external actuality.
Whereas good of the intellect and truth of the intellect have a plain measured relationship whereby the thing
as it exists is equated with its form, the relationship between the good of the will and truth of the will is
more complex. On the one hand, truth of the will is based upon the truth of the intellect, as when the 180°
of the triangle presupposes the analytic nature of the triangle. On the other hand, the 180° are not simply
chosen as a product of an arbitrary act of willing. It requires an external justification or a reason according
to the desired end, for as we have seen in the second part, “he who wills in an orderly manner, intends first
that which is nearer the end.”67 Thus it follows that the truths of the will are co-derived from contingent
desired goods, and from the necessary truths of the intellect that are disposed for use, like the concept of a
triangle.
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Moreover, these two types of good correspond differently to their actualization. Whereas good of the
intellect presents a self-to-self adequation between the thing as it exists and the thing according to its nature,
and so is utterly blinded to any externality, and consequently is impassible, the good of the will is by its
nature passible since it is, by definition, intentional and so reaches out to the world in a manner that is
sensitive to whether its desires are fulfilled or not. The transcendental analysis which distinguishes between
the essential good of the intellect and the desirable good of the will, opens up an intentional sphere within
the transcendental system that is logically passible insofar as it is, by definition, attenuated and quasiconditioned by a pre-desired end. Though the discussion of the passions primarily revolves around the
relation between our bodies and our minds, it is rooted not in our bodies nor in our psychological structure
but is rather grounded within the logic that governs the most fundamental nature of thought, the
transcendentals: a positive passion simply marks an adequation between a desired end which comes about
while a negative passion marks a lack of adequation between the desired end and reality. Even without
further elaboration, this transcendental account of the passions offers some food for thought for artificial
intelligence scientists to grapple with what thinking is.
Let us summarize the maneuver that we have conducted in this part. The first section presented Richard
Cross's relational account of the incarnation. Just as the earth is affected by the sun whereas the sun is
unaffected by the earth, incarnation could be seen as a relationship whereby one side has an effect on the
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other while the other remains unaffected and so immutable. However, such a view empties "the Incarnation
of any real content" since it is the world that changes while God does not. In the second section, a so called
Scotistic doctrine of truth was presented that distinguishes between truth of the intellect and truth of the
will. This distinction was exemplified by the triangle where the analytical definition of the triangle as a
polygon was distinguished from the contingent yet a priori truth of having 180° that is grounded in the
geometry that the triangle is actualized in. Whereas the former kind of truth cannot suffer change, the latter
can suffer "a sort of change" insofar as it can be actualized in different geometries. In the third section it
was claimed that this understanding of truth can be used to present a new model of the incarnation that
answers Cross's stalemate; for, just as Euclidean geometry actualizes the triangle in a specific manner, so
we can consider the incarnation in the flesh to be a specific actualization of the divine nature. This reading
thus divides the divine into a necessary element which is immutable and a contingent element that can
suffer "a sort of change". Relying upon transcendental considerations, the fourth section extended the
implication of the presented incarnation model from the realm of the truth to the realm of the good. This
transcendental shift presented an intentional space within the logic of the transcendentals and a new avenue
to consider an impassible and caring God who is transcendentally disposed towards his creatures and
creation.

Epilogue
It is clear that Christ as the incarnated logos is not a product of necessity but was rather desired by the
Divine Will as a part of His desired good. Thus it follows that the incarnation of Christ, which can be seen
both from a cosmological perspective as well as a human one, is an incarnation of the divine nature, and
contingent truths of the will. Christ’s contingent truths of the will can be taken according to Aquinas’s view
of the incarnation, which primarily sees Christ from man’s point of view, or from the Scotistic perspective
that sees Christ primarily from the cosmological-creationist point of view and only secondarily as a man.
Be that as it may, it can be said that the incarnation of Christ is an incarnation of an impassible and necessary
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nature that we designate as the divine nature, and a contingent and passible element of human nature as
well as the physical nature of the cosmos. And this is what is called the human-cosmological nature. The
assumption of human nature does not simply imply that God assumed a human body but most of all assumed
humanity as a set of values and moral attitudes. Thus, whereas the divine part is indifferent to worldly
matters, the human part is very concerned with worldly matters and passions such as joy or sorrow that
accompany the correspondence between his disposition toward the world and the world as it is manifested
to it.
The discussion, though centered around Christ's im/passibility and passions, can easily be modified to
approach the body-mind problem since the essence of the problems is the same. For our lives are
“acknowledged in two natures, inconfusedly, unchangeably, indivisibly, inseparably; the distinction of
natures being by no means taken away by the union, but rather the property of each nature being preserved,
and concurring in one Person and one Subsistence.”68 The cosmological reading of the incarnation allows
us to view the body-mind problem not as a problem between two natures but rather three, one which is
necessary and eternal, the divine, and the other two, the human and physical natures, that are contingent,
temporal and passible. Some might argue that the present account does not change anything in regard to the
body-mind problem, for we still need to give an account of how the human and physical natures are brought
together. This is evidently true. However, this paper is metaphysical in its nature and is not interested in
exactly how things interact.69 What this paper has tried to accomplish is to reduce the tension between the
body and the mind. The classical body-mind problem does not have problems with the human and physical
natures simply taken, but rather with the contradiction between what is eternal, infinite, indivisible,
immutable, etc., and what is temporal, limited, divisible and mutable, etc. The account presented here has
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An attemption to present a Scotistic mechanism was carried out in Liran Shia Gordon, "Matter, Place, and Being
from a Scotistic Point of View: A Bypass to the Psycho-Physical Problem?," Philosophy and Theology 28, no. 1
(2016).
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tried to show how such contradictory attributes can be incarnated, whereas the human and physical natures
are placed on the same side, so they are not as alien as they were once thought to be.
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