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Aristotle:
His Categories and
the Mystery of God

We shall divide our coverage of Aristotle into two parts. Here we
shall cover Aristotle's Categories because it, along with another work
in logic, On Interpretation, are his only works known from ancient
times right through the Dark Ages (after the fall of Rome). It was not
until the middle of the twelfth century that the rest of Aristotle’s
works started to become available in the Latin West. Before that the
Greek Fathers had used him only sparingly within their Platonism;
Basil of Caesarea (ca. 300-379) was an exception, We shall then
consider a brief selection on the Trinity from the writings of one of
the greatest interpreters and defenders of the Council of Nicag
(325). By putting this and the other philosophical material we have
covered into action, so to speak, we shall illustrate its value for
understanding theology.

Although Aristotle’s Categories is far-reaching in its implicas
tions, its basic ideas can be stated rather simply. First, there ar
individuals, such as a particular person, a particular horse, a particus
lar cabbage. We often refer to them by proper names, such as “Bill"
or “Dobbin,” or we point to them and say, *That cabbage!” Ariss
totle calls such individuals “primary substances.”

Second, individuals such as people, horses, and cabbages
qualities, such as colors. Qualities are said to be “present in"
mary substances, that is they cannot exist independently or apas
from individuals, (For example, green cannot exist independently o

i)
‘# e or “sorts” of individuals that “genus™ comes from the Greek
4
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individuals which are green.) To predicate a quality of an individual
(1o say, “That cabbage is green™) requires words that are general. A
word used exclusively to speak of one individual is not a predicate. It
I8 & proper name, like “Bill” or “Dobbin.” The word “green” is a
predicate because it is used to speak of the color of anything which is
green and not to speak of the color of a single object only. This is
possible because colors such as the various shades of green are simi-
Inr 1o one another. So we may use a word such as “green” to speak of
all of them; and we may say, “That cabbage is green,” predicating
"preenness” of that cabbage because its color is similar to the color
ol ather particular cabbages and indeed, to the color of other partic-
ular things. Thus we have a distinction between primary substances
and accidents (substances, and qualities “present in” substances). It
I also a distinction between subjects and predicates, things we say of
sulijects, Now we may make another important distinction. Individ-
Wals or particular substances not only have qualities but they can
#lsa be grouped into kinds of substances. Particular men are similar
Wi ench other and so, because they are alike, we can speak of all of
them as “men.” So too of horses and cabbages. We may say, “Bill is
# man,” “Dobbin is a horse,” and “That is a cahbage.” “Man,”
"horse," and “cabbage” can be predicated of individual substances
{hen, They will tell us the kind of individual substance a particular
Mibstance is, We can consider the likeness between kinds of individ-
Whls~species—such as the likeness between men and horses, and so
furm the idea of the genus, “animal,” These too may be predicated of
Wdividuals: “Bill is an animal,” and “Dobbin is an animal.” Or we
My even make the combination, “Bill is a man, and man is an
Anlmal,” “Dobbin is a horse, and a horse is an animal.” Genera (the

Wiy apecies are alike) and species are called “secondary substances”
4 vontrast to individual substances or primary substances. (Aris-
ikl dloes not use the expressions “primary substance” and “second-

Iy substance” in his other writings, but he retains the distinction.
48 speaks of substances and genera and species. But regardless of

' N lorminology, the idea of kinds of substances is absolutely vital to

philosophy. It is worth remembering when thinking about

il genesis meaning “birth,” so that the notion of secondary sub-
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stince is closely related to narural kinds of things which are propa-
pated by birth, in contrast to artificial things. But he applies the
lerms genus and species to both natural and artificial kinds of things.

The most important things we predicate of an individual (for
philosophical purposes, as we shall see) are its genus and species.
They give us its essence; they tell us what the individual is; they tell
us the kind of being it is. (It is a man; it is a horse; it is a cabbage,
The “it" in each instance refers to a primary substance; “man,"
“horse,” “cabbage™ refer to the kind of thing each “it™ is.) The other
things we predicate of a primary substance do not tell us the kind of
thing it is. So there are two types of predicates: those which tell us
the kind of thing each individual thing is and those which do not,
Secondary substances tell us what a substange is essentially; the
other predicates tell us what it is aceidentally. (For example, Bill is
five-feet tall and white. But a man may be six-feet tall and yellow. So
in order to be a man Bill does not need to be as tall as he is or white)

We may put the distinction in another way. We have a major
division between substances and accidents (between individuals and
what is present in them). We have a distinction between substances
themselves: individual substances (primary substances) and kinds of
substances (secondary substances). Genera and species, which group
individual substances into various kinds of substance, and accidents
are predicated of primary substances. But only genera and species
give us what is essential to a primary substance, that is, tell us what a
primary substance must have in order to be that particular kind of
reality.

Altogether there are ten categories (the number varies in other
works). Primary and secondary substances make up the first of the
ten categories. Those attributes which are “present in” primary sub~
stances are grouped into nine categories, according to their similari-
ties. The nine types of attributes present in substances are quantity,
quality, relation, place, time, posture, having (for example, a coat

on), action, and being acted on. These nine categories are the most

general kinds of predicate terms (or classes of predicates). We may
illustrate these nine categories by the following. “Bill is six-feet tall,
white, across the market place, in Athens, in the fhorning, standing
up, with a coat on, talking to someone, and feeling hot.” None of
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these attributes is essential to “being a man™ (species) or to “being an
animal” (genus). They are ways a man, who is an animal, may be.
Hut only the genus and species tell us what the individual Bill must
be in order to be the kind of individual he is (a man, who is an
animal). We do not, however, define an individual (Bill). We identify
individuals, and define species (man). We define a species (man) by
giving its genus and difference (animal, rational).

In the Metaphysics Aristotle says that the categories are the
senses in which a thing may be said “to be.” In one sense “being”
(0usia) means an individual substance; in another sense, “being”
means “what a thing is”; in still another sense it means “a thing is of
such and such a quantity, quality, relation, etc.” But to be an indi-
vidual (primary) substance is the fundamental sense of being. There
nre kinds of substances only because there are individual substances;
nnd “good” or “sitting” must be said of that which is good or sitting.
‘Therefore, that which “is” primarily and simply (not “is something”™)
I% primary substance.

Now let us assume a person has this information about Aris-
totle's Categories and that he or she reads Gregory of Nyssa's Letter
M8, written about 380, in which he seeks to inform his correspon-
tlents of the proper way to speak of the unity of the Trinity. It is my
¢lnim that he or she will be able to avoid an incorrect interpretation
ol Gregory and also be able to form a basically sound understanding
ol what Gregory is saying about the unity of God. We shall quote
only the opening part of Gregory's letter, which was for many centu-
tles incorrectly attributed to his older brother, Basil the Great. These
two brothers, along with their friend Gregory of Nazianzus, referred
i ns the Cappadocian Fathers, are responsible for fixing the lan-
punge and meaning of the Trinity as mia ousia, treis hypostaseis, the
Clreek equivalent of “one substance, three persons,” which is a trans-
latlon from Latin. Gregory writes:

1. Many persons, in their study of the sacred dogmas, failing to
distinguish between what is common in the essence or substance, and the
meaning of the hypostases, arrive at the same notions, and think that it
mikes no difference whether olola or hypostasis be spoken of. The result

Is that some of those who accept statements on these subjects without
Anly enquiry, are pleased to speak of “one hypostasis,” just as they do of
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This then is the hypostasis, or “understanding;” not the indefinite

conception of the essence or substance, which, because what is signified
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is general, finds no “standing,” but the conception which by means of the
expressed peculiarities gives standing and circumscription to the general
and uncircumscribed.*

Gregory writes this letter, he tells us to keep people from using
ousia and hypostasis interchangeably. If one fails to distinguish the
two terms, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, who are one ousia are
also one hypostasis. As one hypostasis, they would be one individ-
ual, and this would fail to acknowledge that Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit are irreducibly distinct. On the other hand, one who
accepts three hypostaseis (that Father, Son, and Holy Spint are
distinct and irreducible to one another) would think that they are
three ousiof, and thus destroy the unity of God. Gregory draws a
distinction between hypostasis and ousia, between individuals and
their common nature, so that hypostasis and ousia are not to be
used interchangeably,

Some nouns, he writes, are predicated of more than one subject,
such as the noun “man.” The noun refers to a common nature
(humanity), and it is not confined to any one man in particular, Peter
I no more man than is Andrew. Gregory refers to the common
nature as “essence or substance™ (as this translation renders ousia).
"Man" corresponds to Aristotle’s secondary substance (deutra
ousia); “man” for Aristotle refers to a species.

Other nouns which are names, Gregory continues, denote indi-
viduals, such as Peter, Andrew, Paul. Gregory refers to an individual
s hypostasis. His use parallels Aristotle’s primary substance (prot@
oiwla) or individual beings. Should anyone ask for the essence or
sibstance of “humanity,” Gregory points out, he or she will not be

ven one definition for Paul, a second for Sylvanus, and a third for

imothy. The same definition will be used to give the essence or
sibstance of all men. They are of the same essence or substance
{hamoousior). So Gregory claims that ousia and hypostasis are not to
be used interchangeably: ousia refers to essence or substance; Aiypos-
fusis refers to individuals, who may have a common ousia or a com-

mon nature.

¥ Viom Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, 2d ser., ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace, trans.
feld Jockson (Grand Ra Mich.: Wi B. Eerdmans Eubl:ishing Company, 1955} 8:137=

obume contains the works of Basil.
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Ihis much of Gregory we can follow easily because it runs paral-
lel 1o Aristotle’s distinction between primary substance and second-
ury substance. But Gregory does not apply the words ousia and
hypostasis to God in precisely the same way as he does to individuals
such as Peter, Andrew, Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy. Father, Son
fl.ml Holy Spirit are distinct and yet united. This is similar to but nu;
identical with saying that Peter, Andrew, and Paul are individuals yet
they are united because they have a common nature. Gregory makes
the distinction between individuals and the nature they share in the
case of people and ordinary things to keep us from using hypostasis
and a;m‘a interchangeably in speaking of God. But when it comes to
speaking of the unity of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, ousia does not
mean the same as it does when it refers to the common nature of
Peter, Andrew, and Paul. Peter, Andrew, and Paul share a common
nature as men—they are of the same ousiga—but they are not so united
lhr.“. they are one man. They are three men. Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit have a common nature as God—the same ousia—but they are
not three Gods. They are one God. So the ousia of the Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit is not a secondary substance, that is, a genus or species.

~ We thus see that Gregory transcends Aristotle’s Categories. Itisa
m::smkr: to think that he believes God's unity is identical with the
unity between individuals (e.g., men) who have the same ousia. But it
is only by a knowledge of Aristotle’s Caregories that we can under-
stand Ehﬂ charge commonly made that Gregory tries to account for
l?m Trxrajty along Aristotelian lines (and thus so emphasize the dis-
tinctiveness of individuals as to fail adequately to preserve the unity
of God). Gregory knows that the unity of individuals sharing a com-
mon nature is at best only analogous to the distinctiveness and unity
of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Even if one interprets him with a
F_'Ie_lmnic‘u nderstanding of common natures in which particulars par-
ticipate in a single Form (s0 that the unity between individuals is
greater than that to be found in Aristotle), Gregory clearly believes
that the unity of individuals is only a reflection of the unity of
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. He writes,

Yet receive what 1 say as at best a token and reflection of the truth: not
as the actual truth itself. For it is not possible that there should be
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complete correspondence between what is seen in the tokens and the
objects in reference to which the use of tokens is adopted.*

His stress on the distinction between hypostasis and ousia when
we are dealing with people is intended to keep us from using the
terms interchangeably; for if the terms are used interchangeably, we
are either led to deny the distinctions between Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit or led to affirm three gods. On the other hand, the way we use
hypostasis and ousia for people is only an analogy for their proper
use for the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The ousia of Father, Son,
nnd Holy Spirit is not a secondary substance; for Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit do not have the same ousia, they are the same ousia. They
nre one ousia because they are one God, Neither of the two kinds of
unity—that of an individual (a hypostasis) and that of a common
nature (having the same ousia)—is the unity God has. Thereisonly a
similarity between the unity of several individuals that have a com-
mon nature and the unity of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

We shall not seek here to give an extended account of Gregory of
Nyssa's views on the unity of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, for
our purpose is merely to give an example of how the philosophical
material in this book can enable us better to understand a major
doctrine and a major theologian. The text we selected is particularly
suited for our purpose and such a rich return cannot be expected
with every doctrine and theologian that one examines. On the other
hand, the text we have examined is a famous one by a theologian
whose work on a central doctrine of Christianity was critical in
establishing its meaning.

An understanding of Aristotle’s Categories also makes the ques-
tions raised about the Council of Nicaea more intelligible. Did the
Council understand the oneness in substance (ousia) to mean a
generic unity, so that it is the likeness or coequality of substance
(hamoiousia) that is affirmed? Or was oneness in substance intended
to mean a unity of substance (homoousia)? These issues are also
raised about Athanasius’ understanding of the nature of the unity of
the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, as well as about the understanding
of all three of the Cappadocian Fathers.

* Ihid., p. 139.
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There is one other very important point which the brief text from
Cirepory of Nyssa enables us to make about the nature of theology.
The hiddenness of God, or the mystery of the divine being, which
must permeate all theological reflection, is not to be called on arbi-
frarily. 1t is rather at specific junctures when we recognize that we
have reached a point where the truth is beyond our capacity to
comprehend that we may ascribe our ignorance to mystery. One of
these junctures is well illustrated by Gregory's reflections on the
unity of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Their unity is beyond the
concepts we use to characterize the unity of people and things. Our
understanding of God arises from our reflections on God's opera-
tions or actions (energeia) by which God relates to us.* Some con-
ception of the divine nature is available to us from divine operations,
and God's works are believed to be faithful to God's essence. But
our conceptions do not exhaust God’s being nor enable us fully to
comprehend it. From our apprehension of the divine operations—
and not from some philosophical notions or some mystical ideas
about the absolute transcendence of God—we recognize that God is
Creator and Redeemer. We can understand that our redemption is
achieved by God's incarnation. We also understand from an exami-
nation of revelation that the Creator and Redeemer (God the Father
and Jesus Christ) are not reducible to each other, It is also clear in
the Bible that God is One. It is the way these things are connected
that is beyond our comprehension. Mystery arises then, not because
we cannot understand various things about God's nature, such as
that God is Creator and Redeemer, but that God is One in all the
diversity of divine actions. It is rather that we have no concepts or
models which enable us to understand the way God is united in all
the diversity of divine actions, or the way God is One. So it is by
means of God’s operations which reveal God's nature to us as Crea-

tor and Redeemer that we also know that God's being is a mystery
to us.

* Christian theologinns changed the terminelogy that Plotines used. He has the pattern of One
{mone}-grmanation iprodosh—return (epirtraphe). In its place they ﬂul Being {ousie)—power
(sunamish-scl (energeis), Since God's thoughts are never Frustrated but achieve actunlization,
power or the capacity to sct and its achievement or act are frequently coalesced and e 10
together as energeia, We are thos lefi with onsia, the divine essence or nature, and the divine
energets, divine operation or act K
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Even though the divine unity is unique and cannot be reduced
cither to the relations between various creatures (like a genus that
unites various individuals) or to the type of unity exhibited by an
individual (so that the diversity of God's operations as Father, Son,
and Holy Spirit is collapsed into one individual), some understand-
ing of that unity is possible by means of analogies. That God has
acted and that some of the relations between those actions have been
revealed are not at issue in such reflection. So its tentative and even
speculative nature casts no doubt upon the truth of what has been
revealed. Although it is speculative, it is sometimes religiuus]ty
rewarding. Since God is the object of our thought, the better God is
apprehended, the greater is our joy.

This kind of theological inquiry will be illustrated by a brief
examination of Augustine’s reflections on the unity of the Fiiﬁrn_e
Trinity. It is indeed “faith seeking understanding.” Engaging in this
kind of reflection on the mystery of God does not in itself commit a
person to the Platonist’s tendency to associate an increase in knf:rwl-
edge with an advance in spiritual condition. Nor does it commit us
to the Platonist’s goal of passing beyond conceptual knowledge toa
vision of the Good, as in Plato, or to union with the One, as in
Plotinus. It is rather that we can get some knowledge—conceptual
knowledge—of God by reflecting on the revelation of God by means
of some analogies. And we can also come to see that God is beyond
such analogies, and so recognize that God transcends our conceptual
knowledge and the creatures which we use in our analogies in order
to gain some understanding.

In the selection we examined, Gregory of Nyssa started with
three individuals and worked from diversity toward unity; we shall
see that Augustine begins his reflection with the cunsc;inusn[sss of a
single mind and works toward diversity. These starting points are
said to be quite typical of the Greek Fathers and of the Latin Chu_rch
which follows Augustine, the greatest western theologian of ancient
times.

Augustine, no more than Gregory of Nyssa, thought that Gad,
Jesus, and the Holy Spirit are One because they are primary sub-
stance (an individual as you and I are individuals) or a secondary
substance (united by sharing a genus or species). Gregory looked to
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secondary substances—to the way things share a common nature—to
"".‘i an analogy for the unity of God. Augustine, however, looked to
primary substance, in particular to the mind of human bcl;':gs, for an
analogy fF}r the diversity and unity of God. Augustine used the
h‘umfm‘ mind as his analogue because human beings are created in
God's image. Physical nature reflects the greatness and goodness of
God, but ar!fy human beings are said to be made in God's image. So
;ngan he:r;]g isl ;hﬁ best creature to examine in our thoughts on.the
ity; we should be i “trinities™ whij
it i able to find in ourselves “trinities which are
Augustine distinguishes three things: (1) the human mind, (2) i
power to know and love, and (3) ourselves as the object :.’ri ::)IL::
knowledge and love. Each of these is distinct and irreducible to the
mh_cm There must be a subject to exhibit its powers of knowing and
loving; there must be an object to know and love. When we know
and love ourselves, we are both the subject of knowing and lovin
and the Obj:ﬂﬂ-l of knowing and loving, and it is our knowledge ﬂng
love by which we are related 1o ourselves as subject and object. All
three—{ 1} knower and lover, (2) object of knowledge and lwe.,.and
(3) knowing and loving—are refations. That is they do not exist with-
out each other. If there is a knower and lover, there is knowing and
l-:rw_:lq-ﬁ. a:d there is also an ohject known and loved.
€ three are substantive and not properties of a subi
color and shape. Color and shape ari inpa body; t;:ﬁjz::nifta;:
transferred and belong to another body. But the mind can know and
love not only itself but also objects outside itself, So knowledge and
love cil_o not belong to the mind like a property does to a body
Knowing and loving are as substantive as the mind itself, .
Mth_ough distinet, the relations of subject, object, and knowing
and loving are inseparable and wholly involved in each other They
are thus a substance. Its oneness is not the subject to the cchus.inn of
being the object or to the exclusion of being its powers; nor is the
oneness the object to the exclusion of being the subject a;ui powers;
nor powers to the exclusion of being subject and object. What is lhn;
substa_noe? It is subject, object, and powers.
1"!11:5 fc_:rms an analogy for the unity of the Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit. It is not that one js subject, another object, and the third
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powers which relate subject to object. Each is a power (acts); each is
an object (of the other’s acts); each is a subject {with the others as
objects of its acts). They are thus one God, who is Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit.
Our material on the Platonic tradition enahles us to realize how
seriously the notion of an image is taken by Augustine as a way to
increase our knowledge. Analogies are not mere chance similarities.
Since every creature is a limited version of a greater perfection, simi-
larities are guides to genuine knowledge or realities beyond the
material world. In Christianity human beings alone bear God's
image; all other creatures are only reflections of the divine. Thus for
Augustine as a Christian Platonist, limited human trinities yield gen-
uine knowledge of the divine Trinity. The Platonic tradition rein-
forces the conviction that our knowledge is always limited since any
representation is always less than its exemplar. In Augustine in par-
ticular, the “trinities” to be found in us, who alone are made in the
divine image, are not enough like God’s Trinity to enable us to
comprehend the unity and diversity of God. The agents we are give
us some idea of the unity to be found in God, who is Father, Son,
and Holy Spirit, but the agents we are do not enable us to compre-
hend a unity that can include such an act as the incarnation. Or put
in another way, God's unity in diversity so exceeds ours that we do
not even have an image of the most important feature of that unity,
namely the unity which includes the capacity to become incarnate.
Augustine’s predilection for looking to the inner relations of the
mind as the main guide for understanding is natural for one influ-
enced by Platonism. For although nature is the handiwork of mind,
and so reflects the divine mind, human beings because they have
minds are more like it than its other handiworks are. So the unity
and diversity of the human mind is a better guide than the unity and
diversity of ordered objects in the world. Such a stress on the individ-
wal mind (or rational soul) in isolation from others neglects the way
Cienesis describes the image of God. The text reads, “So God created
man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and
female he created them™ (Gen. 1:27). This suggests that a better
image for the Trinity may be that of the relationship between man
and woman, rather than the diversity and unity to be found within
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the individual soul. Tt may well be that the doctrine of the Trinity,
though expressed accurately enough in terms of the Platonic tradi-
tion, ought also to be expressed in other ways as a corrective, People
in a different historical era, facing different issues, may find theologi-

Another place where the mystery of God is encountered is the
unity of the divine and human natures in the person of Christ. It is
maintained that Jesus is the mediator between God and humankind.
We cannot reach God, so God must come to us if we are to be
redeemed and to share in the divine life. But we do not know how
divine and human natures can be united in one person. We can
become a different kind o person, but we cannot become a different
kind of being. We cannot become a tiger—not just have a tiger's body,
but become one—and stil] retain our own identity. But the second
person of the Trinity can become another kind of being, a human
being, and yet retain identity as God. How the Word of God remains
unchanged in the union of the divine and human natures was one of
the issues in the Christological controversies in the early centuries of
the Christian era,

One tendency was to speak of the Word of God as though human
nature were external, as though God were making use of a body. But
this was immediately challenged by many theologians as utterly
inadequate because God can rajse us to the level of the divine {bea
mediator) only by genuinely becoming what we are, human beings.
So it is stressed in the final formulation of the Council of Chalcedon
(431) that the Word of God is fully united to human nature, Jesus is
still the same Word through which and with which God created the
heavens and the earth, The Word retains the same personal identity
in the change. But the Word now has besides a divine nature, a
human one. Qur existence as creatures is derived, terminable, and
must be sustained; the existence of the Word of God is not derived
from, nor terminable by, nor in need of sustenance from any crea-
ture. Both remain true when the Word of God becomes human, The
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