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Chapter 1: The Origins of Participation: Platonic and Aristotelian Foundations
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The doctrine of participation in Thomistic metaphysics has its intellectual roots in the ancient philosophical traditions of Plato and Aristotle, with significant development under the hands of Thomas Aquinas. To fully appreciate how Aquinas shaped this doctrine, we must first trace its origins and the foundational ideas that informed his understanding. The idea of participation originates in the thought of Plato, develops further in the hands of Aristotle, and ultimately finds a deepened, Christianized expression in Aquinas’s metaphysics. To grasp the significance of Aquinas’s doctrine of participation, it is necessary to understand how these earlier traditions laid the groundwork.

In the Republic, Plato introduces the notion of participation in his theory of Forms. For Plato, the world of sensory perception is but a shadow of a higher, more perfect reality—the realm of Forms or Ideas. These Forms are eternal, unchanging, and perfect archetypes of the various objects and concepts found in the physical world. The idea of participation emerges from Plato's recognition that the particulars of the material world—whether a tree, a table, or an act of justice—do not possess the fullness of the Forms but share in them in some way. Plato’s most famous metaphysical claim was that the objects of the material world participate in the perfect, immutable Forms. This participation, however, is not an equal sharing; rather, it is a reflection or imitation of the perfection of the Forms in the imperfection of the material world. As Plato writes in the Timaeus, "The visible world is a copy, or image, of the ideal world, and all things in the material world are participations in the eternal and unchanging Forms."

In a more explicit formulation, Plato's notion of participation seeks to explain how imperfect, changing objects in the material world can still be said to possess certain qualities, such as beauty, justice, or goodness. These qualities, according to Plato, exist in their perfect form only in the realm of the Forms. What we observe in the material world are partial, imperfect instantiations of those perfect Forms, participating in them to a degree. This concept of participation, then, allows for the relationship between the perfect and the imperfect, the eternal and the transient, bridging the gap between the two realms.

However, Plato's theory of participation left much open for further clarification. It lacked a clear explanation of how precisely the relationship between the perfect and imperfect could be understood. This ambiguity in Plato’s thought would be addressed and expanded upon by Aristotle, who both inherited and critiqued Plato’s metaphysical system. Aristotle, in his Metaphysics, diverged from Plato by denying the existence of the realm of transcendent Forms. For Aristotle, the "forms" of things are not separate entities existing apart from material objects, but instead are intrinsic to the objects themselves. Matter and form are inseparable in Aristotle’s view, and the principle of participation does not apply in the same manner as it did for Plato.

Despite his rejection of Plato's transcendent Forms, Aristotle maintained a version of participation in his metaphysics. In the Metaphysics, Aristotle introduces the concepts of act and potency, where all beings are composed of potentiality (potency) and actuality (act). Things participate in being by having their essence actualized in a particular form. This actualization of potential being is, in a sense, a participation in the act of existence. In Aristotle’s view, the idea of being is realized through the combination of form and matter, and participation is a necessary way in which finite beings come to be. What Aristotle brings into clearer focus is the idea that all entities participate in existence through their potential for change, actualized through their form and substance. Thus, participation in Aristotle’s system means the actualization of potential being, grounded in his concept of substance as the primary category of being.

Aquinas, when he came to write his metaphysical treatises, inherited these Platonic and Aristotelian strands and synthesized them into a new, Christian metaphysical framework. Aquinas was deeply influenced by both traditions, particularly the Neoplatonism of Augustine, who had integrated Platonic ideas with Christian theology. Augustine, in his Confessions and City of God, took the idea of participation as central to understanding the nature of creation. He adapted Plato’s theory by asserting that all created beings participate in God’s eternal essence, though imperfectly. This Augustine-inspired Christian metaphysics would have a significant impact on Aquinas’s own theological and philosophical inquiries.

For Aquinas, participation is not merely an abstract philosophical concept but a deeply theological one. His reading of Aristotle, combined with his Christian conviction that God is the ultimate source of all being, allowed him to redefine participation as the manner in which all creatures share in the divine being. God, for Aquinas, is ipsum esse subsistens, the very act of being itself. All creatures, in their finite existence, participate in this divine act of being. As he writes in the Summa Theologiae, "The being of creatures is a participation in the being of God, for He is the being that is in itself, while all other beings are only beings inasmuch as they participate in the being of God." Thus, Aquinas’s doctrine of participation bridges the gap between the infinite and the finite, the Creator and the creature, providing a way to understand the relationship between God and the world. It is a way of explaining how created beings, though distinct from God, can have real existence by participating in God’s being, and how God’s essence is made manifest in the existence of the world.

Aquinas’s understanding of participation, rooted in both Platonic and Aristotelian metaphysical thought, also informs his discussions on essence and existence. For Aquinas, the essence of a creature is its potentiality, while existence is the act of participation in the divine act of being. As a result, all creatures are, in a sense, constituted by the participation of their essence in existence, which itself is derived from God.

To fully appreciate the depth of Aquinas’s doctrine, we must understand its theological implications. Participation is not merely a metaphysical abstraction; it is a way of understanding the grace that God imparts to His creation. Participation is not confined to the natural order alone; it extends into the supernatural realm, where the grace of God elevates human nature to share in the divine life. Aquinas’s synthesis of Aristotelian metaphysics and Christian theology shows how creatures, especially humans, are called to participate in the life of God. Thus, for Aquinas, participation is the ontological and theological key to understanding the existence of the created order, the relationship between God and the world, and the potential for human beings to share in God’s eternal life.

In conclusion, the doctrine of participation in Thomistic metaphysics is the result of a complex intellectual journey that spans from Plato through Aristotle to Aquinas. It represents a profound attempt to reconcile the metaphysical realities of being with the theological truths of divine creation and grace. For Aquinas, participation is central to understanding how finite beings, both material and spiritual, share in the divine act of being, and it underpins his vision of a world that is not a mere collection of random entities but a coherent, ordered whole in which everything participates in God’s eternal being. Through this doctrine, Aquinas creates a metaphysical bridge that connects the created world to the divine, offering a framework for understanding existence, grace, and the possibility of salvation.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2: Participation and Neoplatonism: The Influence of Plotinus and Proclus
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To understand the full scope of Aquinas’s doctrine of participation, it is essential to delve into the philosophical movement of Neoplatonism, which significantly influenced the intellectual climate of the Late Antiquity and early Middle Ages. Neoplatonism, a school of thought that emerged in the 3rd century CE with Plotinus as its central figure, profoundly shaped later Christian philosophers, including Augustine, and ultimately laid the groundwork for Aquinas’s metaphysical insights. Neoplatonism developed Plato's theory of Forms and introduced a new vision of participation, one that would resonate deeply in Christian theological contexts.

Plotinus, the founder of Neoplatonism, emphasized the concept of the One, an absolute, transcendent source of all being, beyond all categories of thought and being. In his Enneads, Plotinus articulates a hierarchical metaphysical system in which all things emanate from the One through a process of participation. For Plotinus, the One is utterly simple, indivisible, and beyond all attributes; it is the source of all reality but is itself beyond being and non-being. The world of being, including all intelligible forms and material existence, arises through a process of emanation. The One is the source of this emanation, and each level of reality, from the most transcendent to the most material, participates in the One to varying degrees.

This emanation, which we can think of as a participation in the One’s being, occurs through a process of decreasing unity and increasing multiplicity. At the highest level of being is the Nous, the Divine Intellect, which contains the Forms—the archetypes of all things. From the Nous emanates the Soul, which bridges the intelligible world and the material world. The Soul, in turn, gives rise to the material world, which is characterized by its distance from the One. The further something is from the One, the less it participates in the unity and perfection of the divine source. This hierarchical and emanative structure is central to Neoplatonic participation.

Plotinus’s metaphysics of participation was deeply spiritual, viewing the soul’s journey as one of returning to the One. The soul’s task was to contemplate the higher realities and, through this contemplation, participate more fully in the divine. In this way, Neoplatonic participation was not merely a metaphysical concept about the relations between different beings in the world but was also an ethical and spiritual journey. The soul, through purification and intellectual ascent, could achieve union with the One, participating directly in its divine simplicity and perfection. As Plotinus writes in the Enneads, "The soul, when it has become pure, will be united with the divine and will participate in the One." For Plotinus, participation in the One was the highest form of existence and the goal of the philosopher's life.

This vision of participation as a path toward spiritual perfection through the contemplation of higher realities was influential in the development of Christian Neoplatonism, particularly through the writings of Augustine. Augustine, who was deeply influenced by Plotinus’s metaphysical ideas, adapted the Neoplatonic doctrine of participation to fit a Christian framework. Augustine retained the Neoplatonic view of a transcendent God as the source of all being and emphasized the participation of the created world in the divine. In The Confessions, Augustine speaks of the way in which created things, from the smallest objects to the greatest beings, participate in God’s eternal goodness. However, Augustine also makes a key theological shift by focusing on God’s personal relationship with creation, moving from the Neoplatonic abstraction of the One to the Christian conception of a personal, loving God. As Augustine writes, "You have made us for Yourself, and our hearts are restless until they rest in You." This personal, relational dimension was a transformative element of Augustine’s interpretation of participation, laying the foundation for a Christian understanding of how creatures participate in the divine.

The Neoplatonic idea of participation also influenced later Christian thinkers, such as Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, whose works were hugely influential in medieval scholasticism. Pseudo-Dionysius, writing in the late 5th to early 6th centuries, adapted Neoplatonism to a Christian theological framework, where participation was integral to his system of hierarchical being. In his Divine Names and Mystical Theology, Pseudo-Dionysius outlines a mystical and hierarchical vision of reality where God, the ultimate source of being, is at the top, and all created beings participate in God’s being to varying degrees. Like Plotinus, Pseudo-Dionysius emphasizes the notion of ascent: the soul’s goal is to ascend through the levels of creation, drawing closer to God by participating in His divine attributes. The soul, purified through contemplation, can achieve a kind of mystical union with God.

This Neoplatonic vision of participation in the divine would become a central element of Christian theology during the Middle Ages, and it would heavily influence Thomas Aquinas as he formulated his own metaphysical system. Aquinas, like Augustine and Pseudo-Dionysius, inherited the Neoplatonic idea that all creatures participate in God’s being, but he sought to refine and clarify this participation within a more structured metaphysical framework rooted in Aristotle’s philosophy. Aquinas recognized that while Neoplatonism’s hierarchical and emanative model provided valuable insights into the nature of participation, it needed to be more closely tied to the Aristotelian distinction between essence and existence, as well as the notion of being as actus essendi (the act of being). For Aquinas, the idea that creatures participate in God’s being is not simply a matter of emanation but of receiving being from God at every moment. As Aquinas writes in his Summa Theologiae, "God is the first cause of being, and all creatures are what they are because they participate in the being of God." Participation, in Aquinas’s framework, thus becomes an ontological relationship in which created beings are utterly dependent upon God for their existence and perfection.

The Neoplatonic vision of participation as a form of spiritual ascent and return to the divine also shaped Aquinas’s understanding of grace. For Aquinas, the supernatural participation in God’s life through grace mirrors the Neoplatonic ascent to the One, but Aquinas grounds this ascent in the reality of human free will, the merits of Christ’s sacrifice, and the action of the Holy Spirit. Just as the Neoplatonic soul seeks to ascend through intellectual contemplation of higher realities, Aquinas’s Christian doctrine of grace involves a transformative participation in the divine that elevates human nature beyond its natural capacities, making it capable of union with God.

The influence of Plotinus and Neoplatonism on Aquinas’s doctrine of participation is clear in his metaphysical and theological writings. However, Aquinas's synthesis is more systematic and rational, drawing heavily from the Aristotelian tradition while retaining the Neoplatonic insights about participation as a mode of being. Neoplatonism, particularly through the works of Plotinus and Pseudo-Dionysius, laid the intellectual groundwork for Aquinas’s metaphysical framework, allowing him to refine and elaborate on the Christian understanding of how creation participates in God’s eternal being. This synthesis of Neoplatonism, Aristotelianism, and Christian theology would become one of the most significant contributions of Thomistic metaphysics, offering a rich and comprehensive vision of participation that would shape the future course of Christian philosophy and theology.
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