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Abstract. In this article I canvas the options available to a proponent of the traditional 
doctrine of the incarnation against a charge of incoherence. In particular, I consider 
the charge of incoherence due to incompatible predications both being true of the 
same one person, the God-man Jesus Christ. For instance, one might think that any-
thing divine has to have certain attributes – perhaps omnipotence, or impassibility. 
But, the charge continues, nothing human can be omnipotent or impassible. And so 
nothing can be divine and human. So Christ is not both God and man, contrary to the 
traditional doctrine of the incarnation. To do so, first, in Section II, I will present the 
problem as a deductively valid argument. I then, in that section, go on to show that the 
proponent of traditional Christology should grant all but one premise of the argument. 
In the remaining sections I will canvas possible solutions to the problem. In Section 
III I discuss three ways to deny Premise 3 of the forthcoming argument. These ways 
include a Kenotic response, qua-modification (in four versions), and finally a response 
that accepts the compatibility of the allegedly incompatible predicates.
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Introduction

In this article I canvas the options available to a proponent of the tradi-
tional doctrine of the incarnation against a charge of incoherence. In par-
ticular, I consider the charge of incoherence due to incompatible predica-
tions both being true of the same one person, the God-man Jesus Christ.1 
For instance, one might think that anything divine has to have certain 
attributes – perhaps omnipotence, or impassibility. But, the charge con-
tinues, nothing human can be omnipotent or impassible. And so nothing 
can be divine and human. So Christ is not both God and man, contrary to 
the traditional doctrine of the incarnation.

To do so, first, in Section II, I will present the problem as a deductively 
valid argument. I then, in that section, go on to show that the proponent of 
traditional Christology should grant all but one premise of the argument. 
In the remaining sections I will canvas possible solutions to the problem. 
In Section III I discuss three ways to deny Premise 3 of the forthcoming ar-
gument. These ways include a Kenotic response, qua-modification (in four 
versions), and finally a response that accepts the compatibility of the al-
legedly incompatible predicates.2

Consider the earliest seven Ecumenical Councils—the Councils held 
as binding by both Catholic and Orthodox Christians: the First Council of 
Nicaea, 325; the First Council of Constantinople, 381; the Council of Ephe-
sus, 431; the Council of Chalcedon, 451; the Second Council of Constan-
tinople, 553; the Third Council of Constantinople, 680–681; the Second 
Council of Nicaea, 787.3 Call the conjunction of the teachings from these 

1	 This article summarizes the work I do in much greater detail in Chapters 4–7 of In Defense 
of Conciliar Christology: A Philosophical Essay (Pawl 2016b).

2	 I develop this third way in far more detail in my “A Solution to the Fundamental 
Philosophical Problem of Christology” (Pawl 2014a).

3	 Very many Orthodox Christians would consider these, not just the earliest, but the only 
seven Ecumenical Councils. Very many Protestant Christians consider some proper subset 
of these councils as binding, in some sense. Catholics consider these a subset of the Ecu-
menical Councils, which continue on through the Second Vatican Council.
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Councils concerning the incarnation Conciliar Christology.4 The Church 
fathers at the Third Council of Constantinople, in their Exposition of the 
faith, summarize most of the important points of Conciliar Christology in 
the following passage:

Following the five holy and universal synods and the holy and accepted fathers, 
and defining in unison, it [the 3rd Council of Constantinople] professes our lord 
Jesus Christ our true God, one of the holy Trinity, which is of one same being 
and is the source of life, to be perfect in divinity and perfect in humanity, the 
same truly God and truly man, of a rational soul and a body (Tanner 1990, 
127–128).

I will not argue for the truth of Conciliar Christology in this article. Rather, 
I will assume it to be true, and consider some responses one might give to 
a difficult objection it faces.

1. The Problem

Richard Cross (2011, 453) states the main philosophical difficulty of Chris-
tology as follows:

[T]he fundamental philosophical problem specific to the doctrine is this: how 
is it that one and the same thing could be both divine (and thus, on the face 
of it, necessary, and necessarily omniscient, omnipotent, eternal, immutable, 
impassible, and impeccable) and human (and thus, on the face of it, have the 
complements of all these properties)?

Call this problem “the Fundamental Problem,” or just “the Problem” for 
short. Prior to considering the traditional doctrine of the incarnation, one 
is inclined to think that there are some predicates that must be true of 

4	 What counts as a “teaching” of the councils? I refer to the definitions and expositions 
of faith, creeds, canons, and anathemas of the councils. If such definitions accept other 
documents (e.g., as Chalcedon’s Definition of the Faith accepts both Cyril’s letters to 
Nestorius and to John of Antioch, as well as Leo’s Tome), I will include those other 
documents as part of what I take to be the teaching of the councils.



3(2)/201588

T I M OT H Y PAW L

anything divine, but cannot be true of anything human. For example, any-
thing worthy of being called “divine” needs to be necessarily existent, or 
necessarily omnipotent; but nothing could be a human and be necessarily 
existent or omnipotent. Christ, though, is both truly divine and truly hu-
man on Conciliar Christology. But it is impossible for a predicate and its 
complement both to be apt of the same thing at the same time in the same 
way. Thus, we have arrived at a contradiction.

One can put the argument in a more explicit form. Consider “passi-
ble” and “impassible” as a test case of potentially incompatible predicates. 
Readers uncomfortable with “impassible” as a predicate of the divine can 
supply another predicate from Cross’s list as a test case.

1.	 Anything divine is impassible	 (assume)
2.	 Anything human is passible	 (assume)
3.	 Nothing can be both passible and impassible	 (assume)
4.	 Christ is divine and human	 (Conciliar Christology)
5.	 Christ is both passible and impassible	 (From 1, 2, 4)
6.	 Contradiction!	 (From 3, 5)

Premises 1–4 entail a contradiction. So at least one of them must be false. 
But which? What options are available to the defender of Conciliar Chris-
tology?

Denying Premise 4 is not a viable strategy for the defender of Con-
ciliar Christology. For, as we have seen above, the texts clearly claim that 
Christ was both divine and human. In addition, the earliest creeds claim 
that Christ was both “true God from true God” and “became man” (Tanner 
1990, 5). What remains for the Conciliar Christologist, then, is denying one 
of Premises 1–3.

After Premise 4, Premise 2 is the next least plausible candidate for 
denial. For the Creed of Nicaea says “for us humans and for our salvation 
he came down and became incarnate, became human, suffered [passus est 
in the Latin translation] and rose up on the third day…” (Tanner 1990, 5). 
Moreover, Leo says in his Tome, which was ratified at the Council of Chal-
cedon:
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To pay off the debt of our state, invulnerable nature was united to a nature that 
could suffer; so that in a way that corresponded to the remedies we needed, 
one and the same mediator between God and humanity, the man Christ Jesus, 
could both on the one hand die and on the other be incapable of death [et mori 
posset ex uno et mori non posset ex altero] (Tanner 1990, 78).

The claim that Christ was causally affectable and in fact causally affected 
during his life and death is essential to Christianity. But from this it follows 
that Christ was passible. It is true that this support for Premise 2 does not 
show that all humans are passible, which is what Premise 2 states. Never-
theless, the only contentious case could be the case of Christ – no one 
doubts that all mere humans are causally affectable. The support I offer 
here with respect to the Christ case, in conjunction with the ample evi-
dence we have for the claim that all mere humans are able to be causally 
affected, is sufficient to motivate the acceptance of Premise 2, were anyone 
in fact inclined to deny it.

The remaining two premises one might deny are Premise 1, a theologi-
cal premise, and Premise 3, a metaphysical or semantic premise. The denial 
of Premise 1 is commonplace in contemporary theological discussions. For 
instance, Richard Cross (2011, 464, 470–471) denies impassibility in light 
of the Problem addressed in this article. I do not think that this response 
is available to the proponent of Conciliar Christology. For the collected 
fathers at the Council of Ephesus unanimously affirmed the impassibility 
of the Christ. To cite just one passage, Cyril says, writing on their commu-
nal behalf in a letter included in the Conciliar documents, “We all confess 
that the Word of God is impassible, though in his all-wise economy of the 
mystery he is seen to attribute to himself the sufferings undergone by his 
own flesh” (Tanner 1990, 72–73). Moreover, the gathered fathers at Chal-
cedon claimed in union that the great council “expels from the assembly 
of the priests those who dare to say that the divinity of the Only-begotten 
is passible” (Tanner 1990, 85–86). Because of these texts, and others like 
them, I think that the proponent of Conciliar Christology ought not to 
deny Premise 1.



3(2)/201590

T I M OT H Y PAW L

Before discussing Premise 3, note that the intermediate step, 5, follows 
from the three Premises already discussed: 1, 2, and 4. And so we have seen 
that Conciliar Christology is committed to Step 5. However, even if 1, 2, or 4 
were false, or my justification of one of them were insufficient, there would 
still be independent reason why the defender of Conciliar Christology must 
accept 5. The seventh Ecumenical Council, Second Nicaea

professed the one and same Christ as both invisible and visible lord, incom-
prehensible and comprehensible, unlimited and limited, incapable and capable 
of suffering [impassibilem etiam et passibilem], inexpressible and expressible in 
writing” (Tanner 1990, 162).5

This quotation does not provide evidence that either Premise 1 or Premise 
2 is true. For all this quotation says, both premises could be false. Neverthe-
less, it does provide evidence that the proponent of Conciliar Christology 
ought to accept Step 5 of the argument. And it is that fifth step, together 
with Premise 3, that yields the contradiction at Line 6. I conclude, then, 
that there is strong evidence for the proponent of Conciliar Christology to 
accept steps 1, 2, 4, and 5 of this argument. The committed proponent of 
Conciliar Christology, then, ought to deny Premise 3.

2. Three Ways to Deny Premise 3

The problem with denying Premise 3 is that it seems intuitively true. How 
could one thing be passible and impassible, or visible and invisible, to use 
another example from the previous quotation? If someone were visible and 
invisible, could you see him? If he were impassible and passible, and you 
punched him, could you hurt him? In what follows I will discuss multiple 
ways of rejecting or revising Premise 3 so as to avoid the Problem. The 
first way will be to modify Premise 3 so that it means that nothing can 
be impassible and passible at the same time, then to claim that Conciliar 

5	 To see the text from Second Nicaea, see (Lamberz 2008, 3.1:254–259). For a similar text of 
apparently contradictory conjunctions from the Third Council of Constantinople (680–681), 
see (Riedinger 1990, 2:454).
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Christology doesn’t claim that Christ was both at the same time. The sec-
ond way will be to modify Premise 3 so that it means that nothing can be 
impassible and passible in the same way, and then to use qua-clauses – “qua 
his human nature” and “qua his divine nature” – to claim that Premise 5 
does not require Christ to be both passible and impassible in the same way. 
The third way will be to reject Premise 3 flat-footedly. When understood 
correctly, some one thing can be both passible and impassible at the same 
time, in the same way, under very specific conditions. Christ, on this view, 
fulfilled those conditions.

Consider the first way of critiquing Premise 3 listed above. One might 
claim that nothing can be both passible and impassible at the same time, 
and that this is what Premise 3 is meant to convey. Then, one could accept 
that Christ was both passible and impassible, but deny that he was ever 
both at the same time. One sees this approach taken by some Kenotic think-
ers, who claim that the Word’s self-emptying in the incarnation requires 
his jettisoning some of his divine attributes.6 While he was impassible prior 
to the incarnation, he ceases to be when he becomes incarnate. Likewise 
for other attributes – while he was omnipotent, or immutable, or eternal, 
or invisible, etc., when not incarnate, he ceased being all of these while 
incarnate.

I think the Conciliar Christologist does well to avoid this view.7 For it 
requires that the Word change in ways the councils denied. For instance, 
the proponents of Kenoticism speak of Christ ceasing to be omnipotent 
or omnipresent.8 However, the Conciliar texts support the view that he 
retained both those attributes. For instance, a text from Ephesus says:

For although visible as a child and in swaddling cloths, even while he was in the 
bosom of the virgin that bore him, as God he filled the whole of creation and 
was fellow ruler with him who begot him (Tanner 1990, 51).

6	 For expositions or in depth discussion of Kenotic Christology, see Davis (2011), Evans 
(2006), Forrest (2009) Morris (1987, 89–102), Senor (2011), Sturch (1991, 252–260), and 
Weinandy (1985, chap. 4). For the history of Kenoticism, see Thomas Thompson (2006).

7	 I discuss these reasons in much greater depth in Pawl (2016b, chap. 5, section V.b.).
8	 See, for instance, C. Stephen Evans (2006, 7) and Thomas Senor (2011, 110).
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And Leo writes:

For that self-emptying whereby the invisible rendered himself visible, and the 
Creator and Lord of all things chose to join the ranks of mortals, spelled no 
failure of power: it was an act of merciful favour (Tanner 1990, 78).

I take the first text to give evidence that the Word remained omnipresent 
in the incarnation, and the second to give evidence that he lost no power 
in the incarnation.

Moreover, historians of the councils and of the great thinkers who 
shaped their doctrine agree that the councils do not understand the Word 
to have given up these attributes. Leo Davis in his book, The First Seven Ec-
umenical Councils (325–787): Their History and Theology (1990, 175) writes 
of their view:

Though the Incarnation involved a self-emptying, this should be understood 
as a stooping down whereby the Word underwent no diminution of His om-
nipotence.

Gregory Dunn (2001) a scholar of Leo, writes that Leo thought “that Jesus 
could be both impassible and passible at the same time without there be-
ing any contradiction” (2001, 81). For these reasons, I read the councils as 
being inconsistent with the response to the argument under consideration 
here. If we are to retain Conciliar Christology and do so by denying or mod-
ifying Premise 3, we need to do it in another way.

The second way I mentioned to modify Premise 3 is to add in a modi-
fier. The first modifier we considered was “at the same time.” The modifier 
under consideration now is “in the same way” or “in the same sense.” This 
modifier is most often presented in the Christological literature by means 
of a “qua” clause affixed to the modified proposition. Christ is impassible 
qua divine; he is passible qua human. Since he is passible and impassible 
in different ways, or in different senses, he is not both impassible and pas-
sible in the same sense. And so the affirmation of Step 5 is not in conflict 
with the correct understanding of Premise 3 – or, at least, this solution 
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claims. Were the predicates meant in the same way of the same thing at 
the same time, then, on this solution, there would be a contradiction. But 
the conditions of the antecedent are not met, since the predicates are said 
in different ways.

There are multiple ways to understand these qua modifications.9 The 
modifier “qua human” in the predication “Christ is passible qua human” 
can be understood to modify the whole predication “Christ is passible.” 
Or it could modify any of the three parts of that predication – the subject, 
“Christ”; the copula, “is”; or the predicate, “passible.” We can present these 
four possibilities, as I have elsewhere, as follows:

Assertion (A):	 Qua H, C is P	 Qua D, C is I
Subject (S):	 C-qua-H is P	 C-qua-D is I
Predicate (P):	 C is P-qua-H	 C is I-qua-D
Copula (C):	 C is-qua-H P	 C is-qua-D I.

In what follows I will consider these ways of understanding the qua modifier.
The first way of understanding the qua-clause is to read it as modify-

ing the whole assertion. According to his human nature, Christ is passible. 
According to his divine nature, Christ is impassible. Here the qua functions 
explanatorily. It gives the reason or account why something is the case. It is 
because of his divine nature, and not because of his human nature, that he 
is impassible.

The main problem pointed out in the literature concerning the first 
way of reading “qua” is that it doesn’t insulate against complementary 
predications being true of Christ.10 If the “qua” merely tells us in virtue of 
what it is that the thing is a certain way, then the thing’s being that certain 
way follows. If “Christ qua human is passible” merely tells us that it is in 
virtue of being human that he is passible, then it follows that “Christ is 
passible.” Likewise, it would follow from “Christ qua divine is impassible” 
that “Christ is impassible.” But then the qua-clause doesn’t give us any way 

9	 I discuss them at length in Pawl (2016a) and Pawl (2016b, chap. 6).
10	 See, for instance, Adams (2009, 254–255), Bäck (1998, 84–87), Cross (2005, 193–195; 

2011, 455–456), Morris (1987, 48–49), and Senor (2002, 229).
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to get these two predications true in difference senses, which is what we 
need to avoid the contradiction in the Problem. As such, the (A) reading is 
not the reading to employ in modifying our understanding of Premise 3.

Consider the second way to understand qua clauses—the qua modi-
fies the subject.11 On such a view, the subject of the predication “Christ is 
impassible” is really Christ-qua-divine. Likewise, the subject of “Christ is 
passible” is really Christ-qua-human. And these are different subjects. For 
if it were one and the same subject being predicated by both “passible” and 
“impassible,” then there would be no reprieve from contradiction. If it were 
really one and the same subject of both predications, then one thing would 
be both passible and impassible in the same sense. Recall that on this view, 
the one and only way one guarantees different senses is by the qua-modifi-
cation of the subject. But if that qua-modification doesn’t provide distinct 
subjects, then the same thing is predicated by both a predicate and an in-
consistent predicate – in our test case, by both “passible” and “impassible.” 
And so, for the (S) theory to work, there must be two subjects of predica-
tion, one that we can call “Christ-qua-human,” the other that we can call 
“Christ-qua-divine.” One should notice that, on this view, it will not work 
to have some third subject of predication that both “passible” and “impas-
sible” are apt of. For that’s the very problem we are trying to avoid with the 
qua-clauses. It is this affirmation of two distinct subjects of predication, 
and the concomitant denial of any third thing that shares the predicates, 
that makes the (S) theory unworkable for the Conciliar Christologist.

Conciliar Christology requires that there be one thing to which the 
divine and human predicates apply in the incarnation – they both must 
apply to the person of Jesus Christ. Recall the quotation above from Leo, 
which states that

one and the same mediator between God and humanity, the man Christ Jesus, 
could both on the one hand die and on the other be incapable of death. (Tanner 
1990, 78)

11	 For discussions of this view, see Adams (2009, 255–256), Cross (2005, 195–199; 2011, 
456), Flint (2011), Senor (2002, 229–230), and Stump (2004; 2005, chap. 14).
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Also, Cyril says in his third letter to Nestorius, “in thinking rightly, we 
refer both the human and divine expressions to the same person” (Tan-
ner 1990, 55).12 So Conciliar Christology requires that there be one shared 
subject of the human and divine predicates. As such, it is inconsistent with 
Conciliar Christology to insulate the predications to different subjects ac-
cording to the different natures and not allow them all to be true of the 
one person.

Consider the third way to read the qua-clauses—the way of modifying 
the predicate.13 On this view, the predicate in our example predication, 
“Christ is impassible” is really impassible-qua-divine. Likewise, the pred-
icate in “Christ is passible” is really passible-qua-human. On this view, 
unlike the (S) view, it is one and the same thing – the person Jesus Christ 
– being predicated by both predicates. However, the predicates are not 
incompatible, according to the (P) theorist. The (P) theorist will main-
tain that while “passible” and “impassible” are incompatible, “impassi-
ble-qua-divine” and “passible-qua-human” are not. At least, she should say 
this. If she were to deny the incompatibility of “passible” and “impassible,” 
she wouldn’t need to posit qua-modified predicates to get around the in-
consistency. The main motivation for saying that the predicates really are 
qua-modified rather than not is precisely because such modification al-
legedly protects against the contradiction that would arise, were the pred-
icates not so modified.

At this point, one begins to wonder which predicates get the appended 
qua modifier.14 Is every predicate apt of Christ qua-modified? Are only 
some? If some, which? It would be a shame if the answer were “just the 
ones that cause problems,” since that is an ad hoc standard.15

12	 See also Cyril’s third letter to Nestorius (55–56), the Exposition of faith from 3rd Constan-
tinople (129).

13	 For some discussion of this understanding of qua-clauses in relation to Christology, see 
Adams (2009, 253–260), Bäck (1998), Cross (2005, 204–205; 2011, 457), and Senor (2002, 
230–233).

14	 For more objections to the (P) theory than I can discuss here, see (Pawl 2016b, Chapter 6, 
Sections V.a and V.b.)

15	 Allan Bäck (1997, 347) makes this point against Scotus’ (P) understanding of qua-clauses.
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Senor (2002, 230–232) challenges the (P) view by claiming that even 
if Christ is passible-qua-human and impassible-qua-God, there is still the 
further question of whether he is passible simpliciter or impassible sim-
pliciter. Senor reasons that, for any property, a thing will either have it or 
have its complement. One might say similarly, for any predicate, a thing 
will either be aptly described by it or by its complement. And so even if 
the (P) theorist is right that Christ is passible-qua-human and impassi-
ble-qua-God, the (P) theorist still needs to give an answer to the question 
of whether Christ is passible simpliciter or impassible simpliciter.

If the (P) theorist indexes all predicates to some nature or other, then 
she can avoid this objection. For then there is no predicate “passible 
(simpliciter).” Rather, all instances of “passible” as predicates are tacitly 
qualified by a nature. So she would deny Senor’s claim that there is such 
a property or predicate as just plain passibility. Thus, she can avoid Senor’s 
attempt to claim that there still must be a fact of the matter about whether 
Christ is passible simpliciter or not. There is no such thing, on her view, as 
the predicate “passible” simpliciter.

Indexing all predicates to a nature resolves the ad hoc worries, and 
it provides an answer to Senor’s objection, but it also raises problems. If 
all the predicates are indexed to a nature, then the predicates apt of us 
are indexed to our nature, too. For instance, an apt predicate of Christ is 
“warm-blooded.” But he wasn’t warm-blooded simpliciter, he was “warm-
blooded-qua-human.” Again, on this view, there is no “warm-blooded sim-
pliciter.” We, likewise, then, are “warm-blooded-qua-human.”

This causes problems for other things we think are true. For instance, 
here is something we take to be true: “humans and gorillas are mammals.” 
If predicates have built in nature-modifiers, though, this will be false. For 
on that view, Gorillas are mammals-qua-gorilla, and no human is a mam-
mal-qua-gorilla. So one peculiar entailment of this view is that either 
Christ does not share predicates in common with me, or I do not share 
them in common with other non-human animals. Conciliar Christology 
says that Christ shares them in common with me. Christ is “true man,” 
just as I am. But it surely seems as if I share some in common with other 
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primates, too. Is there really no zoological terminology (e.g., genera) that 
can be univocally predicated of both humans and another life forms? This 
is not insurmountable, but it is weird. One would expect Conciliar Christol-
ogy to have weird entailments, but one might be excused for not expecting 
the entailments in the realm of species taxonomy.

In response, the (P) theorist might qua-modify to a more general term. 
For instance, rather than qua-modifying to the human nature, one might 
modify to temporal existence. Christ, then, wouldn’t be passible-qua-hu-
man; he’d be passible-qua-temporal. Then, since Christ, you, and a goril-
la are all alike in existing in time, each could be a mammal-qua-tempo-
ral. In short, we can retrieve the univocal classificatory terminology by 
qua-modifying to a more general classificatory term.

While this is a useful strategy, it does give up on the natures playing 
a vital role in the response. One benefit of these four qua strategies is 
that one can find precedent for this sort of move in the councils, since 
they are rife with qua-modifications. But all those qua-modifications in 
the conciliar texts are to the natures. This response of modifying to some 
higher term foregoes that precedent, and with it, some of the motivation 
for qua-modifying in the first place.

I do not take the objection to the (P) view to be as problematic as the 
objections to the (A) or (S) views. For one thing, the (A) and (S) views seem 
to me to be non-starters. (A) doesn’t provide a way to avoid predicating 
“passible” and “impassible” to the same thing; (S) does provide a way to 
avoid such incompatible predications (incompatible on this response to 
the argument), but it does so at the cost of falsifying Conciliar Christol-
ogy. I find neither of these objections to be apt of (P). (P) allows a way of 
denying the incompatibility without contravening Conciliar Christology.

There is one final worry I have about (P), though. Suppose, for the sake 
of argument, that multiple incarnations are possible.16 Suppose that the 
Son could assume another human nature while retaining his current na-

16	 I discuss this objection in more detail in Pawl (2016b, Chapter 6, Sections V.a. and VI.a.). 
See my articles on multiple incarnations (Pawl 2014b; Pawl 2015) for more analysis of the 
concept and its possibility.
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ture. And suppose that there were no “pre-established harmony” between 
the natures – they can be in different positions, doing different things, at 
the same time. According to Conciliar Christology, the hypostatic union 
makes it the case that predicates apt of the human nature of Christ are 
apt as well of the divine person.17 That is why we can say, along with the 
conciliar statements, that God died, or that God hung on the cross. If the 
Word assumed another human nature, predicates apt of it would also com-
municate to the person. But then there is a problem. The two natures could 
be in states that communicate incompatible predicates to the Person. One 
might be, say, sitting, while the other is standing. In such a case, Christ 
would be both sitting-qua-human and standing-qua-human. At this point 
another argument, of the same form as the main problem of this article, 
presents itself, involving only human predicates. Christ, in such a scenario, 
would be both sitting-qua-human and standing-qua-human. But nothing 
can be both sitting-qua-human and standing-qua-human. Therefore, etc.

The (P) solution provides the means to avoid contradiction in the orig-
inal Problem by qua-modifying the predicates at hand. But here the predi-
cates are already qua-modified – they are both –qua-human, or –qua-tem-
poral – and the problem remains. This solution, then, has difficulties, if it 
is possible for multiple simultaneous incarnations to occur. One should 
ask, then, how widespread is such a belief in multiple simultaneous in-
carnations? One finds it affirmed in Aquinas (ST III. q. 3 a.7), in Fr. Roch 
Kereszty’s (2002, 382) Christology textbook, and in other places, too, that 
it is possible that a divine person assume more than one nature (though 
these thinkers, while affirming the possibility, do not affirm that any divine 
person did, in fact, become incarnate more than once).18

17	 This is not to say that all predicates apt of the nature are apt of the person. We can truly 
say of the nature that it is identical with a human nature, but the divine person himself 
is not identical with a human nature. At this juncture, one does not need an account of 
which predicates transfer, since even the predicates that uncontestedly transfer are suffi-
cient for presenting the point of this paragraph. 

18	 For other discussions of the possibility of multiple incarnations, see Marilyn Adams 
(1985; 2005; 2009, 241), J.P. Arendzen (1941, 161), Fr. Kenneth Baker (2013, 47), Sjoerd 
Bonting (2003), Paul Brazier (2013), William Lane Craig (2006, 63), Oliver Crisp (2008; 
2009, chap. 8), Richard Cross (2005, 230–232), Paul Davies (2003), Christopher Fisher 
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Consider now the final way of understanding the qua-modifica-
tion. On this final view, the modified statements look like this: Christ is
‑according-to-his-human-nature passible; Christ is-according-to-his
‑divine-nature impassible. Put otherwise, Christ is-humanly passible; Christ 
is-divinely impassible. Here the subject is one and the same thing in both 
predications: it is one and the same person. This sets the (C) view apart from 
the (S) view, since, on the (S) view, the subjects of predication are different. 
And the predicate is univocally employed in both instances on this (C) view 
(aside from the negation in the complement, of course), unlike the (P) view. 
The difference is in the “is,” then. But how can one make sense of that?

Here’s a sketch of how to do it. Suppose that a necessary condition 
for two predications to be true in the same way, on this (C) view, is for the 
nature in virtue of which the characterizing itself is apt to be the same in 
both cases. The characterizing itself is not the subject, and it is not the 
predicate either. The characterizing itself is the work of the copula, and so 
the best way to spell out this necessary condition is by adverbially modi-
fying the copula.

This necessary condition is not fulfilled in the Candidate predication 
cases. Rather, Christ is-qua-divine impassible, and Christ is-qua-human 
passible. The way that he is characterized by the predicate “passible” is 
due to his human nature, which (on this view) makes the characterization 
not to be in the same way as the way he is characterized by the predicate 
“impassible,” which is aptly said of him in virtue of his divine nature. And 
so it is false that the Candidate predications are true in the same sense. 
And so the Problem is unsound, owing to a false third premise.

Consider the objections to the previous qua theories. This response 
avoids the objection to (A), since it provides a way to claim that the Can-
didate predications are true in different senses or ways. It avoids the ob-

and David Fergusson (2006), Thomas Flint (2001, 312; 2012, 192–198), Alfred Freddoso 
(1983; 1986), Marie George (2001), Brian Hebblethwaite (2001; 2008, 74), Fr. Roch Keresz-
ty (2002, 382), Peter Kevern (2002), Eric Mascall (1965, 40–41), Thomas Morris (1987, 183), 
Robin Le Poidevin (2009, 183; 2011), Fr. Gerald O’Collins (2002, 19–23), Fr. Joseph Pohle 
(1913, 136), Fr. Michael Schmaus (1971, 241–242), Richard Sturch (1991, 43, 194–200), 
and Keith Ward (1998, 162). 
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jection to (S) because one and the same thing is being characterized by 
the predicates, contrary to the (S) view. It avoids the objection to (P), the 
objection that either Christ shares no predicates with me, or I share no 
predicates with gorillas, since, for instance, “a mammal,” is said univocally 
of me, of Christ, and of a gorilla, though, on this view, we are not charac-
terized by that predicate in the same way. It furthermore has the benefit of 
both (S) and (P) insofar as it insulates against complementary predications 
being true of the same Christ in the same way at the same time.

But for all its benefits, there are problems with this theory as well. First, 
it requires a revision of standard logical representation. For in standard 
logic there is no method for symbolizing different modes of characteriza-
tion. For instance, the standard mode of representation for the predication, 
“Christ is passible,” is “P(c),” where “P” is a predicate and “c” names the 
object of which the predicate is apt. And Christ is impassible would, it 
seems, be aptly represented as “~P(c),” or “I(c),” where the “I” represents 
the predicate “impassible,” and the tilde expresses negation. There is no 
means by which one can represent various copulas in the representational 
schemas standardly employed. And so this theory requires a revision of 
logic, or at least a revision of its representation.19

Secondly, this view is innately harder to understand than the other 
methods of qua-modifying. We are familiar with predications employing 
multiple subjects, or predications employing multiple predicates, but un-
derstanding multiple “is”s of predication is difficult. What are the relations 
between the “is”s? It is true that they are all different modes of predicating 
predicates to subjects. But the (C) theorist cannot allow one general “is”, 
since, were it allowed, then we could infer from “Christ is-qua-man passi-
ble” to “Christ [general] is passible.” And likewise for impassibility. So we 
would end up with two complementary predications true at the same time 
with the same general copula. So this view cannot rely upon a general 
copula. But without a general notion of the copula, it is hard to see the 
relations between the different copulas in play.

19	 I thank Timothy O’Connor and Sam Newlands for pushing this point in conversation.
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Finally, the same problem of multiple incarnations applies here with 
the (C) view as well. In a situation in which the Son becomes simultaneous-
ly incarnate in two human natures, then he could be humanly sitting and 
humanly standing. But those predicates are allegedly incompatible. And 
the only means the (C) method provides for eluding that incompatibility – 
qua-modifying the copula – has already been deployed. So the (C) method 
would need to be supplemented in order to resolve this difficulty.

I have not shown that these problems are insuperable. But they require 
the (C) theorist to say much more about how the revised logic would func-
tion, and about how to understand the copulas – more than I can say in this 
already-too-long article.

Finally, consider the third way of rejecting Premise 3, which I called 
a flat-footed response. The proponent of this view asserts that, when proper-
ly understood, the predicates I have been focusing on in this article – passi-
ble and impassible; visible and invisible, etc. – are not incompatible with one 
another. They may be used univocally, at the same time, in the same sense, 
of one and the same subject, under certain conditions. I will spell out those 
conditions, after I present the proper understanding of the predicates.20

This view notes that, were we to understand impassible as “unable to 
be causally affected” and passible as “able to be causally affected,” it would 
be impossible for both those predicates to be apt of Christ, no matter what 
sort of fancy footwork one did. But there are other ways to understand 
the predicates. For instance, what if we understood passibility as “having 
a nature that is causally affectable” and impassibility as “having a nature 
that is not causally affectable?” In such a case, if something were to have 
two natures, it would at least be possible for it to fulfill both conditions. 
For, one nature could be causally affectable, and the other not causally 
affectable. In such a case, the truth conditions would be met for that one 
and the same thing – the thing with two natures – to be aptly called both 
passible and impassible. And so, on this view, Premise 3 is false. Something 
can be both passible and impassible.

20	 To see this view worked out in much more logical detail, see Pawl (2014a).
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This view avoids the difficulties faced by the earlier views considered. It 
does not require denying that “passible” and “impassible” are true of Christ 
at the same time, as did the first way of rejecting Premise 3. Unlike the qua 
solutions, it does not presuppose – in fact, it explicitly denies – that the 
predicates are incompatible. And so, unlike the (A) view, affirming both 
predicates of the divine person without modification is not problematic 
for it. Unlike (S), it allows both predicates to be true of one and the same 
person. Unlike (P), predicates such as “mammal” can be true of Jesus, you, 
and a gorilla in the same sense, even if modified as this theory would have 
them, since each of you three have a nature that meets the conditions 
for being aptly predicated by “mammal.” Unlike (C), this theory need not 
modify logic or appeal to a mysterious family of copulae. The logic for this 
view is fairly straightforward; I’ve worked it out, perhaps in excess, in Pawl 
(2014a, sec. III).

What of multiple incarnations? This view can deal with those prob-
lems, too. Recall that the (P) and (C) views had problems because in a case 
of multiple incarnations, incompatible predicates (e.g., sitting-qua-hu-
man; standing-qua-human) were said of the same person at the same time, 
or had by the person in the same way (e.g., is humanly sitting; is humanly 
standing). But on this view, if there were multiple incarnations, one could 
claim that all the relevant predicates for the problem are to be understood 
as “passible” and “impassible” were above. For instance, to be sitting is to 
have a nature arranged in such-and-such a way, and to be standing is to 
have a nature arranged in so-and-so a way. Christ could fulfill both those 
conditions if he assumed two natures. And so this view, unlike the (P) and 
(C) views, can deal with the multiple incarnation cases.

3. Conclusion

In this article I have presented the Fundamental Philosophical Problem 
for the Christian dogma of the incarnation. I then discussed multiple re-
sponses one might give to this Problem, ruling many out as faulty, either 
philosophically or by being inconsistent with Conciliar Christology. My 
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focus eventually settled on Premise 3, the claim that nothing can be both 
passible and impassible. I consider three ways of responding to Premise 
3. The first denies that both predicates are apt of Christ at the same time. 
Conciliar Christology, I argued, is inconsistent with that claim. The second 
employs qua clauses to note different senses in which a thing can be passi-
ble or impassible. Each of the four ways of understanding the “qua” move 
have difficulties. I find the first two to have insuperable difficulties. The 
third, the (P) strategy, has some jarring implications. And the final strategy, 
the (C) strategy, is incomplete and requires revision of our standard logical 
system. The third and final way to respond to Premise 3 is no half-measure. 
It is a flat-footed denial of its truth. On this view, the allegedly incompat-
ible predicates are not incompatible when said of the same thing, at the 
same time, in the same way. I have discussed the best way to understand 
the relevant predicates. I then showed that this final view does not fall into 
the same difficulties as the previous views did.21
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