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“This book,” Highfield writes, “stands or falls with the doctrine of divine simplicity.”
 The place of divine simplicity in theology proper for Highfield, then, is analogous to the place justification occupied in soteriology for Luther. 

That, given the contemporary criticism of simplicity, is an astounding claim…unless one knows “The Tradition” well. And Highfield shows, throughout his book, that he knows “The Tradition.” That God is simple was a crucial claim in both Eastern Orthodoxy (Gregory of Nyssa, Cyril of Alexandria, John of Damascus) and Western Catholicism (Anselm, Aquinas) as well as in the Protestant Reformers and subsequent Protestant Scholasticism. In fact, it received creedal status in Canon 1 of the Fourth Latern Council (1215):  “We firmly believe and openly confess that there is only one true God, eternal and immense, omnipotent, unchangeable, incomprehensible, and ineffable, Father, Son, and Holy Ghost; three Persons indeed but one essense, substance, or nature absolutely simple.”  Highfield—in his characteristic “Tradition” section which appears under every major heading in his book—identifies this consensus. Thomas Aquinas illustrates the centrality and foundational nature of that claim.
The importance of divine simplicity for Aquinas is evident by its place among the questions of his Summa Theologica.  Question two discusses the existence of God but the very next question (three), which begins the inquiry into the nature or essence of God, defends the simplicity of God. Every attribute which Aquinas subsequently considers through question eleven is, according to Aquinas, logically entailed by his exposition of simplicity, including immutability (question nine). Divine simplicity stands at the head of Aquinas’ exposition of the divine essence. It is the core concept that shapes his philosophical theology as it is itself rooted in the first of his “five ways,” that is, the first of his five proofs for the existence of God. The simplicity of God is grounded in the idea that God is an “unmoved mover,” that is, that God is Pure Act. Or, as Highfield puts it, divine uniqueness (God as the unmoved mover or Pure Act) requires divine simplicity (p. 265).
So, Highfield’s claim is in sync with the language and theological reasoning of The Tradition. His assessment of the importance of simplicity sits quite comfortably within the flow of historical theology until recent centuries.
The doctrine of simplicity is not meant to describe what God is like but to prescribe the limits beyond which God exists. God exists beyond the distinctions of finitude and the conceptions of finite minds. God’s essential Being exists beyond certain limits; God does not exist in certain modes (thus The Tradition describes God as infinite, immutable, impassible). Aquinas’ immutability, for example, means that God does not change in the sense that he moves from potentiality to actuality since God is Pure Act.

At the root of this classical understanding of God is the doctrine of simplicity. We might say that God is simple in the sense that the divine nature does not belong to the same metaphysical categories as created reality. There must be a ground of being that is not a being. This Being, which grounds all other beings, is Creator rather than creature. God stands outside of the metaphysical distinctions within created reality, but not only stands outside but also grounds that reality.

Simplicity is apophatic theology. It does not tell us how God exists since we cannot know the divine essence. Simplicity acknowledges that God is beyond our comprehension since finite creatures cannot fathom reality or being without composition or parts.  It teaches us that we surely do not know God as clearly as we think we do. At the same time, simplicity assures us that our experience of God, though seemingly fragmented, is ultimately the experience of an integrated nature. Highfield, following Burrell, suggests that simplicity “only” has a “negative function” (p. 269). I think this is strictly true when it comes to saying something about the essence of God—simplicity tells us what God is not.  It is the “way of negation.” At the same time, however, it does—by way of analogy—tell us something true about God, that is, God is an integrated whole rather than fragmented, conflicted Being.  Simplicity, of course, does not tell us what exactly that integrated whole is.  Rather, it reminds us that when we speak in fragmented terms about God (e.g., God is just and God is mercy, even to the point of placing those in opposition to each other), that fragmentation is part of our finitude rather than part of the divine essence.
This, I think, is the notion of simplicity that Highfield is suggesting as “perfect harmony within God’s infinitely rich and full being” (p. 270). We cannot identify this “perfect harmony” without making distinctions. Nevertheless, by way of analogy, we affirm something true about God with the idea of “perfect harmony,” that is, God is an integrated essence without tension or conflict. God’s love and justice do not conflict but rather express an integrated whole. Our finitude makes the distinction where there is no distinction in God’s own essence.
Given this perspective, it seems to me that simplicity carries at least two significant functions. First, simplicity protects the aseity or independence of God. The divine ontology depends on nothing outside of itself. This is why it is important to say that “God is his attributes” (p. 266) since if God participates in something other than God’s own Being—a substance that defines God or exists alongside of God—then the dynamic of polytheism is introduced and the uniqueness of God is undermined. As Highfield notes, “to say ‘God is wise’ and ‘God is love’ are two different ways of saying God is God” (p. 271). God is not divine by the addition of an extrinsic form or substance. God does not participate in Godhood. God is Godhood. God does not participate in love as an independent substance.  That would be to say that love is God rather than God is love. Or, in contrast to Process theology for which creativity (or process) is God, God is creativity but creativity is not God. God’s attributes are co-extensive with his Being. God does not participate or “possess” holiness as an independent property independent. Rather, God is holiness (just as God is love, wisdom, etc.). Simplicity, thus, denies that God has parts or is like a completed Lego set because this would imply that God participates in realities—as part of essential Being—outside of the divine nature. Augustine put it simply:  “God is what He has” (City of God, XI.10), or better, God is what God is.
Second, simplicity reminds us that while we may use the language of different attributes or even assert that one attribute is central to God (whether it is glory, love or holiness), our fragmented picture of God is discursive rather than absolutely or essentially true.  Simplicity, Highfield observes, “warns us not to take literally our affirmations about God” (p. 269).  The doctrine of simplicity entails a theological method of analogy. The “inadequacy of human language” (p. 271) means that our finite expressions cannot carry the full weight of God’s own self-understand. We may say “God is love” in the context of God’s self-revelation in Jesus but we understand that language by analogy rather than as direct comprehension of God’s own transcendent self-understanding.  God’s understanding of “love” in his own essential Being cannot be grasped by the finite mind but we do apprehend by analogy something true about “love” by God’s self-emptying act in Jesus.
So, what is the simple essence of God? Essentially, God is what God is. But this can lead us to think in a much too static fashion.  God is Pure Act, that is, God—as Highflfield writes—“enacts” his attributes (p. 164). More specifically, this enacting occurs eternally within the Triune life of God. (Aquinas follows his questions about the nature of God with his questions about Trinity.) God is being-in-relation, a relational ontology. God is not static but active relationality. “God is,” according to Highfield, “his act of being” (p. 274). This is what Highfield calls “tri-personal love” (p. 249) in the chapter just prior to his discussion of simplicity. It is the combination of simplicity and Trinity that both denies the philosophical abstraction that God is a monad and affirms that God is relationship (or, “the persons are their relationships,” p. 272). This is an internal relation and thus preserves the aseity and uniqueness of God. It is, in fact, the Christian solution to the philosophical problem of the one and the many.  Ultimate being (reality) is neither a monad nor a triad—it is both one and three in the pure act of God in the perichoretic love of the Father, Son and Spirit.
Since simplicity is the ground upon which Highfield’s understanding of God stands or falls, simplicity undergirds his further discussions of immutability and impassiblity (among others). Simplicity entails immutability because God “is and always will be himself” (p. 366). Consequently, God cannot be changed by anything external to himself or by any relationship with another external to God’s own nature (p. 369). It is God’s absolute independence, his aseity, which demands immutability (p. 370). Similarly, impassibility means that God’s “’emotional state’…is in no way caused or conditioned by anything outside of God” (p. 375). Thus, “God’s infinite and perfect passion is unchangeable” (p. 380). Here is a significant summary of Highfield’s perspective (p. 374):

Clearly, the dipolar proposal, even in its moderate form, will work a revolution in the doctrine of God. Such an approach must reject simplicity and insert composition into God. Its distinction between essence and existence undermines God’s uniqueness as the only God and the only possible God. God’s independence is threatened, for God could not be who he is without the world.  The dipolar proposal requires that God’s way of knowing be passive and temporal. In short, no aspect of the doctrine of God will remain unchanged.
Many read The Tradition, particularly Aquinas, as affirming that “God does not change in any conceivable respect whatsoever.”
   Highfield, in fact, affirms this point:  “God is not subject to change in any respect” (p. 375). But I am not so sure of this even when simplicity is affirmed. Simplicity prescribes the limits beyond which God does exist. The divine is not limited in the ways created reality is. Nevertheless, as Aquinas affirms, God is present in the creation “as an agent is present to that which its action is taking place” (Summa Theologica, I.8.i). This agency is the Triune life as Aquinas recognizes that the unity of the divine nature (questions 3-26) is lived out in the threeness of God’s personality (questions 27-43). It seems to me Highfield intends to make a similar move.
More specifically, Thomas’ argument for immutability only has one object in mind which is rooted in the “first way” and thus also grounded in simplicity.  God is Pure Act; God does not move from potency to act. Rather God is always acting; God is act. In particular, for Aquinas this means that “there is no passive potency” in God (Summa Contra Gentiles, I.16, a place where Aquinas is discussing simplicity, articles 15-27).

This highlights a key distinction within Aquinas between “passive potency” and “active potency” which I find quite helpful in thinking about simplicity and immutability.
 Passive potency is the capacity to receive some new perfection, that is, to become more perfect. Active potency is the capacity to act in a new way that is latent within the perfected divine nature (“active power”) without diminishing the divine perfection. While passive potency needs an extrinsic cause to move one from potency to act, from less to more, active potency is intrinsic. God, for example, had the active potency to create or not create, to elect or not elect. If we say that God did not have this active potency—the potential to create or not create—then we say that God’s creative act is necessary rather than free, even necessary to God’s own essence. Consequently, while the divine nature or essence remains simple (and thus does not change), God’s actions in relation to his active potency do reflect change as God engages with creation but these changes never diminish or add to the divine nature.
For Aquinas, I think, God is immutable in the sense that God possesses no passive potencies, that is, God is not perfected by anything external to the divine essence. But active power arises from God’s own willing and loving, that is, from free acts. Thus, God is immutable in relation to his own perfection (nothing outside of God perfects the divine nature), but God is mutable (enacting active potencies) in terms of willing free acts within the creation as God channels his loving essence through freely chosen acts. These free acts do not perfect God but they do participate in the created reality in relationship with another. In this sense, God cannot become more essentially, but God is, through his free acts, enriched relationally. God does not gain any new perfection but does enter new relationships as expressions of that perfect essence.

While God is not related to creatures in the sense that God depends upon them or that they perfect the divine essence, God is truly relates to creatures as an expression of free willing and loving. God, as simple Being, relates to the human community as person(s) since God is relation (triune). God relates to creatures in a manner which is mutable (freely willing and acting in this way or that way within the created reality in response to creation) as the expression of his immutable nature (God is love).  Since God is triune and thus relational, he relates to created persons in an analogous way to which Father, Son and Spirit relate to each other, as Highfield himself notes (p. 253). But as the simple divine essence relates to the mutable creation those relations cannot be described as immutable since God’s essence expresses itself within the creation in different ways in relation to the mutability of creation itself. Otherwise, it seems to me, even the theological method of analogy cannot rescue the narrated actions of God in Scripture from the nagging sense that text leaves us with a vivid false impression.
Consequently, along with Burrell
 and W. Norris Clarke
 (and we could add the contemporary Reformed theologian Bruce Ware
) I would suggest that The Tradition’s God, or at least in Aquinas, does have room for change in the sense of active potency and thus mutability in relations without denying simplicity. Though Highfield rejected Clarke’s interpretation as a moderate dipolarism (p. 367, 374), I think there is room to reconsider this judgment and it is important to reconsider it for the sake of maintaining the integrity of divine-human relations with the narration of Scripture.
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