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Abstract and Keywords

This chapter explores Gregory’s metaphysics of the Trinity, which used an
innovative distinction between stuffs (e.g. gold), which cannot be counted, and
individuals (e.g. rings), which can. Gregory identifies the nature of any kind with
the totality of its instances: the nature of man is the totality of men; the nature
of gold is the totality of gold. For Gregory, the totality is more ‘real’ than the
individuals into which it is articulated, which are merely the way in which the
kind is present in the world. God is then identified as the total quantity of
divinity in the world, and is thus one, and real. The Persons of the Trinity into
which God is articulated are the ways God is in the world, and can be
comprehended by us. Thus, the problem of the Trinity is solved as a special case
of the philosophical problem of the One and Many.

Keywords: God, Trinity, stuff, individuals, count principles, principles of individuation

The metaphysical question that the doctrine of the Trinity in its most abstract
formulation raises is this: how can one thing be many too?! Let us call it for
brevity the One and Many problem. The Trinity is not its only instance. The
conundrum was already prominent in philosophy before it became also of
theological importance in early Christian thought. Given a number of elements,
their composition into a whole generates another version of the same question: a
whole is its parts; but isn’t the whole one and its parts many? What is the
relation between the parts and the whole they compose? At one extreme of the
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spectrum of philosophical answers is the view that wholes are nothing over and
above the sum of their parts; so, the whole is many (in the way in which e.g. a
bundle of sticks is the sticks that compose it). On the other extreme of the
spectrum is the view that a whole is one, because it has no actual parts, even if
it is derived from the composition of parts: the component parts cease to exist as
such in the whole (in the way in which eggs, butter, sugar etc. qua ingredients of
a cake are not to be found as such in the cake). On the former view, the One and
Many problem is solved by sacrificing the oneness of the whole, and on the latter
by sacrificing the multiplicity of the parts.

There are also other versions of the One and Many problem in the philosophical
literature; for instance the case of entities which are numerically one, and
simple in nature, and yet bear properties which introduce complexity. Plato’s
Ideas are suchlike entities: each of them is monoeides (i.e. all there is to (p.221)
its nature is the kind of character in the world the Idea stands for);? and yet
Ideas bear further qualities (e.g. they are eternal). How can an Idea be a single
kind, and also of many kinds, on account of the properties that belong to it? The
problem was left open in Plato’s metaphysics. A further version of the One and
Many problem is generated by the issue of the instantiation of a universal; for
example, the distribution of each of Plato’s Ideas: there is an unique Idea for
each kind of character in the world, and yet, the character recurs simultaneously
in many individuals. Aristotle’s forms are also one per type of character in the
world, but each form is simultaneously present in many particulars.

The case of the Trinity is at least as challenging a version of One and Many
problem as its precedents found in the history of classical (pagan) philosophy.
What makes the case of the Trinity distinctive, and philosophically difficult to
account for, is that Christian orthodoxy claims that there is a single God, without
thereby wanting to deny the status of divine individuals to each of the Persons of
the Trinity. Let us call this doctrinal stance (D) for brevity. (D) makes the
problem of the Trinity different from pre-Christian versions of the One and Many
problem, and in particular from the problem of the instantiation of universal,
because the three person of the Trinity are all of the same ontological status,
and are not differentiated into type and tokens. (D) also blocks a move that
ancient and modern metaphysicians alike would find natural to make in
accounting for the Trinity. The move in question would be to understand the
relation between the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit on the one hand, and
God on the other, in terms of emergence. Aristotle had introduced emergence in
the history of metaphysics in book XVII of his Metaphysics, with the example of a
syllable and its constituent letters;> so we can plausibly assume that it would
have been a metaphysical tool available to the thinkers of the Christian era. In
very general terms, the idea is that composition can give rise to an emergent
novel entity, with novel properties with respect to those of its constituents. The
important and relevant feature of emergence with respect to the problem of the
Trinity is that an emergent entity can be of the same type as the entities from
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whose composition it emerges (as for instance in the case of a cube made of
cubes). So, positing that the Trinity is an emergent entity would respect (D)
insofar as the Trinity would have metaphysical novelty with respect to the (p.
222) three Persons, but would also be an entity of the same kind. The reason
why thinking of the Trinity in terms of emergence is not however viable (on
account of (D)) is that the components of an emergent entity lose their
individuality and distinctness at the emergent level; this is the price to pay for
the genuine metaphysical novelty of what emerges. But the divine Persons
making up the Trinity cannot lose their status as individuals; they are three
Persons. Therefore emergence cannot give us a model for understanding the
metaphysics of the Trinity.

In this chapter I will examine an original account of the Trinity that displays
much philosophical ingenuity in the effort of meeting (D)’s requirements. This is
the account that the Church Father Gregory of Nyssa offers in his Letter to
Ablabius.* I will argue that Gregory addresses the Trinity as a philosophical
problem; to solve it, he draws eclectically on philosophical ideas developed by
his pagan predecessors Plato and Aristotle, adding also original ideas of his own.
The resulting account is innovative and, I submit, sound, in the sense that it
justifies both the oneness and the threeness of God.

Gregory of Nyssa’s Metaphysical Account of the Trinity

Gregory’s Letter to Ablabius is a dialectical piece, aimed to rebut non-orthodox
views on the Trinity.> Such erroneous views are, on the one hand, that there are
three Gods, and on the other, that not all of the Persons are God. Gregory writes
that,

we are at first sight compelled to accept one or other of two erroneous
opinions, and either to say there are three Gods, which is unlawful, or not
to acknowledge the Godhead of the Son and the Holy Spirit, which is
impious and absurd.®

(p.223) Since, by doctrine, God is one, the divine status of the three Persons
must not undermine the numerical oneness of God. Nor should the oneness of
God undermine the divine status of each of the Three Persons. There is one God
and each of the three Persons is God. In his Letter to Ablabius Gregory
undertakes to give a philosophical account of this claim. His approach is to begin
with an example from everyday life, of an entity that is one and many, where
(like in the case of the Trinity) oneness and multiplicity do not ‘interfere’ with
each other. The familiarity of the example Gregory offers should not mislead us
into thinking that finding such an example is an easy matter. His example is that
of a lump of gold which is cut into coins—from this example he will develop a
novel and general metaphysical theory whose significance goes beyond the
original theological problem of the Trinity. Let us turn to examine Gregory’s
treatment of the example:
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For we say that gold, even though it be cut into many figures, is one, and is
so spoken of; but we speak of many coins or many staters, without finding
any multiplication of the nature of gold by the number of staters.’

One may well ask the question: gold is one what? With hindsight, and twentieth-
century philosophical terminology, we can answer that the gold is one quantity of
matter, and remains the same (quantity of matter) even if cut into coins.® The
term ‘quantity of matter’ in the specific sense I am using it here was introduced
by Helen Cartwright in the 1970s, to designate what is common for example
between a golden ring and the earrings it may be moulded into: what is common
is the quantity of gold involved. The important point for our purposes is that, as
Cartwright observed,

‘gold’ [taken as an example of quantity of matter] does not provide an
arithmetic for those things to which it applies and, trivially, neither does
any other mass noun; ‘one,” ‘two,” ‘how many...” are ruled out
grammatically.®

Surprisingly, Gregory makes, explicitly, the same point. He does not use our
terminology, but he has thoroughly grasped the concept of quantity of matter. He
writes that,

for this reason we speak of gold, when it is contemplated in greater bulk,
either in plate or in coin, as much, but we do not speak of it as many golds
on account of the multitude of the material.!®

(p.224) 1 submit that Gregory has identified ‘gold’ as a mass-term, referring to
a mass that follows the arithmetic of quantities (and correspondingly is qualified
as ‘much’ and ‘less’). Generalizing from the example, what Gregory has
discovered is that some entities are individuated as masses and some entities are
individuated as individuals. The difference between them is that individuals
come with a count principle, given by their sortal description, which allows one
to count how many they are (e.g. so many books in a room). Masses, on the other
hand, do not come with a count principle, and hence cannot be counted
(accordingly we talk of some, much or little (e.g.) water in a glass). If, then, a
quantity of gold is cut up into coins, this does not change its number. It can’t,
because count principles do not apply to masses. Gregory even gestures to
linguistic considerations to show that it is not the quantity of gold that becomes
many, but the coins cut out from it. He writes that,

when one says there are many gold pieces (Darics, for instance, or staters),
[...]it is not the material, but the pieces of money to which the significance
of number applies: indeed, properly, we should not call them gold but
golden.!
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Darics or staters are individuated as (golden) coins; they are not quantities of
gold, which is why the number that accrues to them, qua coins, does not accrue
to the quantity of gold out which they are made. Gregory uses this observation
about individuation to develop a theory about the natures of things. It is
plausible to think that in making this conceptual transition, from quantity of
(e.g.) gold, to the nature of golden items, Gregory is leaning on a passage in
Plato’s Timaeus. There Plato writes,

Suppose you were moulding gold into every shape there is, going on non-
stop remoulding one shape into the next. If someone then were to point at
one of them and ask you, ‘What is it?’ then, your safest answer by far, with
respect to truth, would be to say, ‘gold,’ but never ‘triangle’ or any of the
other shapes which come to be in the gold, as though it is these, because
they change even while you're making the statement.!?

(p.225) Plato’s argument is this: since the material an object is made of
survives the object’s changes (of shape, and function we can add), it is the
material that reveals the nature of the object, namely what each of these things
of different shapes and functions is. Thus, in the example gold is the nature that
stays the same, while the shapes (and functions) it takes on are transient and
ephemeral.!3 Plato proceeds to offer an explanation for why gold is what
survives, and thus is the nature of the golden things in question. He writes,

Now the same account, in fact, holds also for that nature!* which receives
all the bodies. We must always refer to it by the same term, for it does not
depart form its own character in any way. Not only does it always receive
all things, it has never in any way whatever taken on any characteristic
similar to any of the things that enter it. These are the things that make it

appear different at different times.!®

We now see that there is a reason why gold survives transformations. A quantity
of gold is not circular; while a ring is—as Helen Cartwright observes in the
passage quoted above. But what a ring really is, is gold; and thus gold is the real
subject of properties such as being circular. As a subject however, gold bears
such properties; but it is not changed by them. This is an important
metaphysical distinction Plato draws (but does not articulate) in the Timaeus,
between different ways properties may belong to something.!® So, on account of
the fact that properties such as shape belong to the golden object and to gold
differently, gold survives unchanged through acquiring and losing (e.g.) certain
shapes; it is only the object made out of gold that changes. This is the key to
understanding why gold, in Plato’s and in Gregory’s examples, is the nature of
(golden) things: it is because gold survives through the changes affecting golden
things.1”
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To recapitulate my argument so far: the important idea that Gregory derives
from Plato’s Timaeus is that a certain quantity of gold—this gold—is both
qualitatively one (it is gold) and numerically one (it remains the same quantity
(p.226) of gold throughout transformations). Gregory’s argument for this
(Platonic) position, as we will see, is new and not to be found in Plato; it
complements Plato’s stance in two ways: with the distinction between masses
and individuals and the insight that properties belong to a mass and to an
individual differently; and with the idea that a different arithmetic applies to
masses (i.e. natures, like gold) and individuals (e.g. coins). The result is a
distinctive contribution of Gregory’s to the history of metaphysics. Now, what is
most relevant to our present concerns is that mass-arithmetic applies to masses
(e.g. much gold), and count-arithmetic to individuals (e.g. many golden coins).
The plurality of the artefacts that are generated by, e.g., the coin-shape does not
‘transfer’ to the quantity of gold the artefacts are made from. That is, the
articulation and the reshaping into artefacts leaves the original quantity of gold
unaffected. Gregory is explicit about this point, and states it repeatedly in the
last quotation above. On this insight Gregory will build his account of the Trinity.

So far I have been arguing for a very significant connection between Plato’s
views in the Timaeus and Gregory’s thought. But as I anticipated in the
introduction to this chapter, Gregory, aware of the fact that the Trinity is a
distinctive case of what I called the One and Many problem, doesn’t follow
completely either Plato or Aristotle in addressing it, but develops his own theory,
using elements from both his predecessors as well as original ideas of his own.
One key notion the three philosophers share is that there are joints at which
nature is to be carved; such joints of nature are the real being of things. But
which are these? We saw that for Plato (at least in the Timaeus) that of the
quantities of matter is the level at which we find nature’s joints, or real being.
For, a quantity of matter, such as this gold, survives unaffected articulation and
reshaping, e.g. into many coins. This for Plato reveals that the nature of an
object—what the object really is—is its matter, i.e. gold. Aristotle on the other
hand, uses the (same, Platonic) criterion of survival through change to identify
(by contrast with Plato) the form of an object as its nature and principle of
individuation, where the form, or essence of something, is the set of its surviving
qualities or features. So real being for Aristotle is at the level of quality. Gregory
combines ideas from Plato and Aristotle; for him, quantities of quality are the
nature’s joints, or the real being of things.18

(p.227) Furthermore, like Aristotle, Gregory posits two principles of
individuation in his metaphysics. Aristotle’s two principles pick out, respectively,
concrete particulars (e.g. Socrates), and their substantial form, or the form of
the species (e.g. the form of man). Aristotle appears in his writings to have
remained somewhat divided on which of the two principles yields ‘more real’
being.!® Gregory too posits two individuation principles, one for the natures of
things (e.g. gold), and one for individuals (e.g. coins) which are individuated by
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what he calls their ‘peculiar qualities’; with a different example, Gregory
explains that,

the persons admits of that separation which is made by the peculiar
attributes considered in each severally, and when they are combined [that
separation] is presented to us by means of number [...]%°

As we saw, natures come with no count principles, whilst individuals do have
count principles and their own arithmetic. But what is important for present
purposes is that (unlike Aristotle’s) Gregory’s individuation criteria are not of
the same standing with each other. The one that picks out natures, thereby picks
out real being, the joints of reality we could say; whilst the latter picks out ways
we get to know natures, in terms of individuals with their peculiar qualities.?!
Gregory takes a further step, which follows from Plato’s position in the Timaeus,
but which Plato, or his followers, never explicitly took. Gregory thinks that each
individual concrete thing has a nature and is its nature, for example ‘Luke is a
man’, where the ‘is’ expresses essential predication (and not identity).22 But he
further extends the Platonic conception of natures of concrete individual things
as quantities to all things. For him, even the nature of man qua species is a
quantity of quality (i.e. humanity). So, not only the concrete individuals (like
Peter and Luke, or the golden coins), but also the species (like man) are
quantities of quality:23

(p.228)

As, then, the golden staters are many, but the gold is one, so too those who
are exhibited to us severally in the nature of man, as Peter, James, and
John, are many, yet the man in them is one.?4

Gregory develops the notion of the nature of man as quantity of humanity as
follows. First, he states that the nature of man is common to the individual men,
thus:

there are many who have shared in the nature [of man]—many disciples,
say, or apostles, or martyrs—but the man in them all is one; since, as has
been said, the term man does not belong to the nature of the individual as
such, but to that which is common.?®

Gregory’s claim, when saying that ‘the man in them all is one’, is that the nature
of man in Luke is the same quantity of quality as the nature of man in Stephen,
Mark, etc.26 There is an explicit indication in the text that Gregory is (p.229)
thinking of quantities, in the case of what is common among golden coins as well
as among men. He writes that ‘...their [the individuals’] nature is one, [...] not
capable of increase by addition or of diminution by subtraction’.?” Gregory
identifies this feature of natures, namely that they cannot increase or decrease—
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they remain unchanged in their quantity; and uses it to justify why the mass-
arithmetic of a quantity of (e.g.) gold is different from the count-arithmetic of
(e.g.) the coins into which it is cut. The point Gregory had already made earlier
in the Letter is that the quantity (and oneness) of gold in the world is
independent of the articulation of that quantity into any number of golden coins.
Similarly, the nature of man remains one independently of the number of men
that participate in it:

according to true reasoning neither diminution nor increase attaches to
any nature, when it is contemplated in a larger or smaller number. For it is
only those things which are contemplated in their individual
circumscription which are enumerated by way of addition. Now this
circumscription is noted by bodily appearance, and size, and place, and
difference in figure and colour [i.e. their peculiar qualities], and that which
is contemplated apart from these conditions is free from the
circumscription which is formed by such categories.28

What is contemplated apart from the articulation that individuates particulars is
the total quantity of a certain quality. This is why such quantity is incapable of
increase or diminution. Gregory continues with a direct comparison between the
case of man and the case of gold; as we saw in a passage already quoted:

As, then, the golden staters are many, but the gold is one, so too those who
are exhibited to us severally in the nature of man, as Peter, James, and
John, are many, yet the man in them is one.2°

(p.230) The nature of man is the total quantity of humanity in the world, just as
the nature of gold is the total quantity of gold in the world.3? The nature of man
is in all men in the way that the quantity of gold in the world is in all the golden
artefacts there are. This is why Gregory claims that the term ‘man’ does not
describe the nature of an individual man, but only the nature of the man that is
common to all men:

the man in them all is one; since, as has been said, the term man does not
belong to the nature of the individual as such, but to that which is
common.3!

Generalizing, the nature of each kind of thing there is, is the total quantity of
that kind. We can now understand the following remarks Gregory makes, in
relation to both gold and man:

their nature is one, at union in itself, and an absolutely indivisible unit, [...]
but in essence being and continually remaining one, inseparable even
though it appear in plurality, continuous, complete, and not divided with
the individuals who participate in it.32
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Importantly, this is a description of the nature of man, but it also applies to the
total quantity of gold and to the total quantity of any kind. The nature of man is,
metaphysically, a quantity of quality, just like the nature of gold is the total
quantity of it. It appears to be ‘separated’ into many individuals, namely the
actual members of a species or a kind in nature; but it is in fact a ‘continuous’
quantity, and ‘complete’ as the total quantity of the corresponding kind.33 (p.
231) A natural way for us, metaphysicians of the twenty-first century, to
conceptualize how Gregory thinks of the quantities of species and kinds, is as
mereological fusions of the individuals in nature that belong to these species or
kinds. W. V. O. Quine developed a conception of properties which might be
thought comparable to how Gregory thinks of natures (although Quine did not
apply it to terms with count principles like man). Quine writes that ‘the mass
substantive “red” in subject position [i.e. referring to the property of red] may
be conceived as a singular term naming the scattered totality of red
substance’.34 This scattered totality of red substance is a single distributed
object, the property or nature of red, made up of all the objects in the world
which are red. In Gregory’s example, the distributed object is the nature of man,
made up by all the men in the world, each of whom is human, just as gold is a
distributed object made up of all the golden coins there are. (It is important to
note that the fusion of men is not a conception of the nature of man that would
deliver a sortal concept for the individuation of men. Gregory’s conception of the
fusion of men, like the fusion of red in Quine, captures the presence of a kind of
condition in nature, in Gregory’s case, humanity. Yet, Gregory assumes that men
are individuated as instances of a sortal, without telling us more.3°)

Coming now to how Gregory applies the metaphysics he developed in the case of
the nature of man to the Trinity, he writes that,

The Lord God is one Lord, even though the name of Godhead extends
through the Holy Trinity. This I say according to the account we have given
in the case of human nature, in which we have learned that it is improper
to extend the name of the nature by the mark of plurality.36

The nature of man is one, even if the name ‘man’ extends through humanity.
What we have learned in the case of the nature of man is that it is improper to
extend the name of ‘man’ by pluralizing the name, because human nature is one,
and its plurality isn’t more real than the plurality of the nature of gold in the
golden coins. The nature of gold is the total quantity of gold in the world; the
nature of man is the total quantity of humanity in the world; both as we saw are
conceived as what we would call mereological fusions: the fusion of all golden
objects in the world, and the fusion of all men, respectively. It follows that the
nature of God is the total quantity of the divine, that is, all the Gods there are.
Accordingly, it is as improper to extend the name ‘Godhead’ in the (p.232)
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plural (‘Gods’) to the Persons of the Trinity, as it is to extend the name ‘man’ in
the plural (‘men’) to Luke, Mark, etc. Gregory writes that,

the word ‘God’ it [i.e. the Scripture] employs studiously in the singular
form only, guarding against introducing the idea of different natures in the
Divine essence by the plural signification of Gods.3”

The Trinity is the single nature of the divine: God. The articulation into Persons
as it is presented to our comprehension is based on the peculiar properties that
characterize this single nature in relation to its causal origins:

one is the Cause, and another is of the Cause; and again in that which is of
the Cause we recognize another distinction. For one is directly from the
first Cause, and another by that which is directly from the first Cause; so
that the attribute of being Only-begotten abides without doubt in the Son,
and the interposition of the Son, while it guards His attribute of being
Only-begotten, does not shut out the Spirit from His relation by way of
nature to the Father.38

So, the difference in the causal origins between the Father and the Son and the
Holy Spirit introduces articulation in the nature of the divine, and allows our
apprehension of God. Such articulation of God into three Persons isn’t however
more real, according to Gregory, than the division of the human nature into
individual people and the division of gold into coins. He writes that,

Thus, since on the one hand the idea of cause differentiates [as a peculiar
quality] the Persons of the Holy Trinity [...] and since on the one hand the
Divine nature is apprehended by every conception as unchangeable and
undivided, for these reasons we properly declare the Godhead to be one,
and God to be one, and employ in the singular all other names which
express Divine attributes.3?

There is therefore a single God, whose peculiar qualities articulate Him into
three Persons in our apprehension. It remains now to address the question: why
three Persons exactly? Gregory offers a justification for this number, when
saying that:

(p.233)

every operation which extends from God to the Creation [...] has its origin
from the Father, and proceeds through the Son, and is perfected in the
Holy Spirit.40

Even if we are not given a detailed account of each of the three Persons’
distinctive operation (and of the connection between his peculiar properties and
the operation that each is assigned), it is clear that the three operations are
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different (‘issuing’, ‘bringing into operation’, and ‘perfecting’),%! but
complementary and equally necessary for divine action.*? Gregory writes that,

the action of each concerning anything is not separate and peculiar, but
whatever comes to pass, in reference either to the acts of His providence
for us, or to the government and constitution of the universe, comes to
pass by the action of the Three, yet what does come to pass is not three
things.*3

(p.234) Conclusion
In his Letter to Ablabius Gregory of Nyssa approaches the doctrine of the Trinity

as a variant of a problem that has engaged philosophers since antiquity: how can
something be one and many? He looks back at the metaphysical solutions that
his predecessors Plato and Aristotle had put forward, but he does not lean
entirely on any of them. Rather, he correctly identifies what makes the Trinity a
distinctive version of the One and Many problem, and develops an original
solution for it, combining elements of Plato’s and Aristotle’s metaphysics.
Gregory knows, from Plato’s and Aristotle’s metaphysics, that a universal (i.e.
the nature of a kind) is one, while the instances of that kind are many. But this
type of arithmetic of instantiation can not be put to use to account for the Trinity
problem, because universals are not, themselves, concrete individuals in the
world; so if God were a universal of which the Persons were instances, He would
not be a concrete individual, and further, his instances would not be of the same
ontological status as His, contrary to the doctrine. Gregory needs to innovate. In
addressing the question of the Trinity, he makes two important contributions to
the history of metaphysics in general. One concerns the distinction between the
arithmetic of stuffs and of individuals; and one concerns the identification of the
nature of each type of thing in the world with the totality of the presence of the
kind in the world, namely, its membership. Thus, the nature of man is the totality
of men in the world; the nature of gold is the totality of golden artefacts in the
world. Applied to the Trinity, this theory enables Gregory to hold that the nature
of God is one, and it is the total quantity of what is divine in the world. What is
divine in the world are the Persons of the Trinity, who are three in our
apprehension only, from the perspective of their differentiation by the peculiar
qualities. Nevertheless, what is real is the nature of the divine, God.

Notes:

(1) Earlier versions of this chapter were presented at the Universities of Oxford
and Princeton, and at the Union Theological Seminary at Columbia University. I
am very grateful for the helpful comments received on all these occasions.

(%) See e.g. Phaedo, 78b-84b for mention of the Forms as monoeides (at 78d5,
80b2, and 83e2); the other occurrences are in the Symposium (211b1l, 211e4);
Theaetetus (205d1); Timaeus (59b2); and Republic (612a4).
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(3) ‘As regards that which is compounded out of something so that the whole is
one—not like a heap, however, but like a syllable—the syllable is not its
elements, ba is not the same as b and a...for when they are dissolved, the
whole[s], i.e.... the syllable, no longer exists, but the elements of the syllable
exist’ (1041b11-15).

(%) My goal here is to explore the philosophical ideas in the letter, but not to give
a full exegesis of it, or a comprehensive account of Gregory’s views on the
Trinity across all his writings.

(°) This letter is not very much discussed in the literature on Gregory of Nyssa;
see among the most informative recent studies L. Ayres, Nicaea and its Legacy:
An Approach to Fourth-Century Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2004), ch. 14.

(6) Ad Ablabium quod non sint Tres Dei, ed. F. Mueller in Gregorii Nysseni
Opera, 111/1 (Leiden: Brill, 1958), 38.3-7 (PG 116-17); and elsewhere: avdyxkn
[...] &vi mGrTwg TOY AIEPPUPOVTWY OLPEPEYOT VAL KATA TOV IPOYELPOY VOOV Kol
N TPelg Aéyeww BeoDGg, Omep ABEPLTOD, 1) UT) IPOCHUAPTLPEID, TG LIY Kol TY
mvedpaTt TNY edtnTa, 6mep doeBég te Kol &tomov. Ad Ablabium is cited
according to page and line numbers.

(7) Ibid. 53.16-19 (PG 132); my emphasis £mel Kod TOV YpLTOV PAPED, K&D £1C
moAAobC SrakeppatilnTal TOmovG, fva Kad elvat Kai AéyeoBat moAAd 68
voptopata Kai moAAobg oTathpag ovopdloper, ov6Eva TG POOEWC Tad ¥PLOoOD
MTAEOVAO POV €V TG TANOEL TGOV OTATNPWY EDPIOKOVTEG.

(8) A quantity of matter remains the same if no matter is added to and
subtracted from it; that its weight or amount doesn’t change is not relevant.

() H. Cartwright, ‘Quantities’, Philosophical Review 79.1 (1970): 3.

(19) Ad Ablabium, 53.20-2, p. 132: 610 kai HOADG O YPLTOG AEYETAL, OTAV £V OYKW
mAeiovt §) okedeow fj vopiopaot Bewptitat, moAdol 6 ol ypvool S TO mMARO0G
g VANg ovk ovopdalovtal. Note that Gregory does not have the equivalent of
our term ‘quantity’, but he does use the term ‘bulk’ instead, to refer to the
quantity of gold.

(1) Ibid. 53.22-54.1, p. 132: Ti¢ obTw Aéyot, xpvoodC MOAAODE, WC TOVG
BapelkoLC ) TOLG OTATHPAC...00Y 1) DAN GAAX TX KEPPOTA TNV TOD MAH00LG
onpacia £6£€ato. KLPIWG Yap ECTIV 0LYL YPLOOLG AAAX ¥PLOEOLG TOVTOVG
elmeiv. ..

(12) Timaeus, 50a5-b4: el yap mévta T1¢ oypaTa TAGOKG EK ¥pLOOD PNdEY
PETAMAGTTWY TOOLTO EKAOTX £1¢ AavTa, Se1kLOVTOG 61 TIwog adTGOY Ev Kol
gpopévov Tt mot’ £0T, PUKP® IPOC AANOeIaY AOPAAECTATOD ElIETY OTL ¥PLUOC,
70 6¢ Tplywvov 6o te GAAX oYNpATA EVEYIVETO, UNOETOTE AEYEY TADTA WG
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ovta, & ye petafd tifepévov petarmintet. In this passage Plato makes the
distinction, which became subsequently mostly associated with Aristotle’s
metaphysics, between being a this versus being such. Plato takes gold to be a
this. He associates being a this with the survival of a mass-kind in change (e.g.
this gold), whilst Aristotle associates being a this with the survival of a count-
kind in change (e.g. this man). Note that in the passage quoted above Plato
claims that what the triangle really is, is gold; while Gregory would say that the
tringle is golden, like the coins are golden rather than gold. This does not
however amount to a divergence in their views on this point: one of Gregory’s
examples in the Letter to Ablabius is that John is human, but he has the nature of
man. I won’t examine the issue in further depth here, because a more detailed
comparison between Plato’s and Gregory’s views would take us outside the
scope of this chapter.

(13) It is interesting to note that for Plato at least in the Timaeus, the answer to
the ‘what is it?’ question is not given by the organization or the function of an
object, as Aristotle would have said, but by the material that constitutes the
object.

(14) Here ‘nature’ refers to the receptacle, space, and what Aristotle in Met. VII
3 would argue matter as pure potentiality is.

(15) Timaeus, 50b5-c4, my emphasis. 6 adTOC 67 Adyoc Kad mept THig T T&vTa
Heyopévng cwpata POOEWC: TADTOY ADTNY AEl IPOTPNTEOD: K YAP THCK EXVLTAG
TO PG ovK EEloTatal Huvduewg: déyetal te yap el T& IAVTA, KOl HOP@ENY
oLbepiav mote oVBeVT TOY elodVTWY Opoiav eiAn@ey ovdAT 0LEUPDG: ...
@aivetol 6 6V ékelva GAAoTe GAAoiov.

(16) Fleshing out this distinction on behalf of Plato would take us outside the
scope of this chapter.

(17) The function that gold plays in Plato’s and Gregory’s accounts is that
Aristotle’s essence.

(18) There is another distinctive feature of Gregory’s metaphysics that might be
helpful to mention here: Gregory has no matter in his system; he uses the
example of a quantity of matter like gold to illustrate his view, presumably
because it is a more intuitive, easier to grasp way to present the point he wants
to make, especially given the intended readership of the Letter to Ablabius. I
offer an analysis of Gregory’s views on matter, including a discussion of the
recent literature, in ‘Gregory of Nyssa on the Creation of the World’, in
Causation and Creation in Late Antiquity, ed. A. Marmodoro and B. Prince
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 94-111.
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(19) For Aristotle (but not for Gregory) both individuation principles are sortal
principles, carrying count principles with them. I cannot investigate here the
relation between the two principles within Aristotle’s metaphysics.

(?9) Ad Ablabium, 40.24-41.2 (PG 120): 6 p&v T®Y dIIooTdoew Adyoc H1d TAC
EVOEWPOLPEVAC 1610TNTAC EKAOTW TOV Hlapeplopor emBEYETAl Kol KOTX
oLVOEOY €V APLOP® Bewpeitar:-.

(®1) The expression ‘presented to us’ indicates that their multitude is something
of an appearance, or, more carefully said, not as real as their nature. There is an
echo here of Plato’s claim that we should not call ‘“triangle” or any of the other
shapes which come to be in the gold, as though it is these [i.e. as though they
had existence], because they change even while you’'re making the

statement’ (50b2-4).

tu

(*?) Gregory grasps perfectly the distinction between the two uses of the verb to
be, for essential predication and identity respectively; passages like the
following one make it clear: ‘Luke is a man, or Stephen is a man; but it does not
follow that if any one is a man he is therefore Luke or Stephen’ (Ad Ablabium,
40.21-3 (PG 120)).

(%3) Furthermore, for Gregory, the nature of each thing is not peculiar to that
individual thing; rather, it is peculiar to each kind of thing, e.g. the nature of gold
characterizes golden coins or the nature of man men. Gregory writes: ‘their [the
people’s] nature is one...not divided with the individuals who participate in

it’ (ibid. 41.2-7 (PG 120)).

(*%) Ibid. 54.1-4 (PG 132): &omep Toivvy moAAol PV ol ¥PDOEOL OTATHPES, YPLTOG
6¢& e1g, obtw Kod moAAol PEv ol kaB' Ekaotov v T POoel ToD AvOPWIIOL
SeltkvOpEVOL, olov ITéTpog Kad Tdrwpoc Kai Twdvvng, €1¢ 68 &V TOOTOLC O
avBpwrog. Gregory must have believed in eternal species, like Aristotle, even if
for different, theological reasons.

(%5) Ibid. 40.17-21 (PG 120): ToAAODG PED E1VOXL TODC PETETYNKOTAC THG POOEWC,
@épe elmely padnTag 1 dmootdéAovg N pdptvpag, Eva 6 £v ndot Tov GrOpwriov,
elep, KaOwg elpntat, ovyl Tod KaO' EKacTOV, AAAX TOD KOWOD THi¢ DOEWS E0TIY
0 GrOpwIIOG.

(%5) In giving this reading of the text, I disagree with the mainstream scholarly
view according to which Gregory would be claiming that all men (and therefore
by extension the Persons of the Trinity) are instances of the same universal
property. See e.g. C. Beeley, Gregory of Nazianzus on the Trinity and the
Knowledge of God: In your Light We Shall See Light (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2008), 307: ‘The relationship between an ousia and a hypostasis is thus
the same as that between a form (or species, ﬁﬁoq) and an individual thing that
represents that form (&topov). For two or more things to be consubstantial with
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one another, then, means that they are instances of the same common nature.’
Also, R. Cross, “Two Models of the Trinity?’, The Heythrop Journal 43.3 (2002):
280: ‘The Eastern view—that the divine essence is a shared universal—can be
found clearly and unequivocally in Gregory of Nyssa...He claims that the divine
essence is, in this respect at least, the same as any created essence...As Gregory
understands such universals, they are numerically singular.” My reply to this line
of interpretation is that if the Persons of the Trinity were instances of a universal
property, being God, the God that is one would be an abstract entity and
something of different ontological status from the Persons, which as we have
seen is against the doctrine. God cannot be a form, a universal, a transcendent
idea, or a concept that is instantiated in concrete individual Gods or Persons.
Different but also leaning on a type/token distinction is M. Barnes’s
interpretation, according to which Gregory’s argument is that: ‘if it can be
shown that each Person performs the same activities and the activity of the
Godhead is one, then the divine nature is one’ (Power of God, 298). The
reasoning here is very condensed. Briefly filling it in, Barnes’s idea is that for
Gregory if the divine activity is one, and so the divine nature is unified, as it is
instantiated in the three Persons, then there is one God in the Trinity. Along a
similar line, L. Ayres (Nicaea, 357-8, emphasis in the original): ‘Gregory, of
course, does not want to deny that the divine persons possess their own distinct
and irreducible hypostatic existence. However, he uses a model of causality to
present the three not as possessing distinct actions, but as together constituting
Jjust one distinct action (because they are one power).” The problem is that on
this reading none of the Persons of the Trinity would be God, if they instantiate
the undivided divine nature jointly. (It is similar to a human hand, which jointly
with the body constitute a human being; this makes the hand human, but not a
human being.) As we saw, Gregory sets out in the letter to address the
metaphysical challenge that each of the Persons is God, not just divine, and still,
there is only one God. So Gregory wouldn’t want his argument to lead to the
conclusion that follows from Ayres’ and Barnes’ position.

(27) Ad Ablabium, 41.2-4 (PG 120): ©| 62 gootc pia £otiv [...] 0Ok adEavopévn Sl
IIPOOONKNG, 00 petovpévn 61 DYoPEoewd.

(?®) Ibid. 53.7-14 (PG 131-2): obTe pelwoews odte adENoEWS KATd TOV AANOTH
AGyov mpooywonévng Ti ooet, 0tav £v mAseloow 1 EAdGTTOO1 OewpihTat. pova yup
KOt o0vOeov aplOpcital, 6oa kat' 1d6iav meprypapny Oswpseital- 1) 6&
MEPLYPAQT) £V EM@PAVEIX CWPATOC Kol PeYEOel Kal TOmW Kol Tfj Hra@opd Th) Kot
TO oyfpa Kol ypdpa Katadappavetat: 10 6 £€w TOOTWY BEWPODPEVOY EKPEDYEL
TNY 614 TV TOL00TWY MEPLYPAPND.

(%9) Ibid. 54.1-4 (PG 132): &omep Toivvy moAdol PV ol xpdOoEOL OTATAPES, YPLTOGC
6¢ €1¢, oUTw Kail MoAAOLl pE ol Kab' EKaCTOV £V Th DOEL TOD AvOPWIToUL
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delkvOpevot, olov IMéTpog Kol TakwpBog Kal Twdavvng, €1¢ 6& £v T00TOLG O
GvOpwIIog.

(39) This concluding comparison is particularly telling because it helps us
understand a potentially misleading expression Gregory uses, namely, ‘the man
in them’. Gregory does not mean the universal man in each man. His comparison
is: ‘as then the golden staters are many, but the gold is one; [...] [men] are many,
yet the man in them is one’. What Gregory is saying is that the man in all the
men is one. The translation in English does not make this explicit; one may still
think that ‘the man in them’ is the man in each of them. That this is not what
Gregory is saying is explicit in the Greek text: el¢ 6¢ £&v TodTOIC 6 &VOpwWIOC; the
man who is in them is one.

(31) Ibid. 40.17-21 (PG 120): ToAAOVC PEV €1Vt TOVEG PETETYNKOTAC THS QPDOEWC,
@épe eUIETY PAONTAC 1) ATOCTOAOLC T} papTLPAC, Eva 6E £V TGO TOV GVOPWIIOD,
elnep, kaOwg elpntat, ovyl Tod KaO' €kaoTOoV, AAAX TOD KOWOD TG DOEWG E0TIV
0 GrOpwWIIOG.

(32) Ibid. 41.2-7 (PG 120): 1) 6& @bo1g pia otiv, adTH IPOG £aLTHY Tvwpévn Kod
&ABLATINTOC GKPIBOC POVEG...aAN" Smmep £0Tiv £V oboK Kod £V Slapévovoa K& v
mAn0el paivntal, GoYloTOC Kol 0LPEYNG Kail OAOKANPOC Kl TOTC HETEYOLOY
a0TNG 101G Kb’ £KaoTOV 0L oLVSLATPOLUEDT).

(33) One might speculate that Gregory is influenced in thinking of the nature of
things of a kind as the fusion of the totality of things of that kind by an
ontological position which is attributed to the philosopher Hippias, in Plato’s
dialogue Hippias Major, and which appears to be one of fusions of things of the
same kind:

Socrates, you don’t look at the entireties of things (ta hola tén pragmatén),
nor do the people you’'re used to talking with. You people knock away at
the fine (kalon) and the other beings (onta) by taking each separately and
cutting it up with words [like Gregory’s articulation of man into ‘disciples
[...] apostles, martyrs’.] Because of that you don’t realise how great
(megala) they are—naturally continuous bodies of being (dianeké s6mata
tés ousias). (301b2-7, my emphasis)

I cannot explore this thought further in this context.
(3% Word and Object (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1960), 90.

(3%) We may conjecture that Gregory may be thinking of the fusion of the human
condition in nature as the fusion of rationality in nature, which, since Aristotle,
had been the differentia that defined the essence of man.
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(3%) Ad Ablabium, 42.5-9 (PG 120): KkOp1og 0 Be6C 0oL KOPLOG £1G £0TL, KAV 0
Qw1 TS BedTNTOC HAKN B THG Aylag TPLddog. TadTa 6& Aéyw KATA TOD
&robo0évTa Hipiv Em ThHC dvBpwmivng boews Adyov, & M pepadnKapeDy |i) Beiv
IANOVVTIKG YAPOKTHPL TNHY TIPOoyoplay MAXTOVEWY THC OOEWG.

(37) Ibid. 54.24-55.3 (PG 132): T 6& 0£0C QWY TAPATETNPNHEPWC KATA TOV
EVIKOD £€ayyEAAEL TOIIOD, TODTO mmpopnOovpévn, 1O un Stax@dpovg YOOELC £l THC
Belog ovoiag £v Tf) mAnOLYTIKY onpaoiq TGOV Be®v mapslodyeodat.

(38) Ibid. 56.3-10 (PG 133): 10 p&v aitiov [...] glvat 10 68 &k Tod adtiov: Kai Tod
€€ adtiag 6vtog mGAy GAANY Ela@opdv EVVOODPED: TO PEV YAP IPOTEYQDC EK TOD
IPWTOV, TO 6& 61 TOD MPOUEYDC €K TOD IPWTOL, DOTE KAl TO PHOVOYEVEC
dvap@iBorov £m Tod viod pévew, Kol TO K ToD mATPOC elvat TO medpa P
Aap@BEAAEW, TG TOD LIOD peotTelag Kol AOTG TO HOVOYEVEG PLANTTODONG KAl TO
nvedpa TG YLUOTKNG IPOC TOV MATEPA OYECEWG T AIIEPYODONG.

(39) Ibid. 57.8-12 (PG 135-6): 'Ene1dn) toivvv &g pev dmootdoelg ém i dylag
TP1abog 0 Tod attiov Sakpivel AGyoC...1n 6& Bela PdO1¢ ATAPAAAXKTOC TE KOl
abraipetog 61 mdong evvoiag Katadappavetal, 61 TodTo Kupiwg pia Od6TNG
Kal £1¢ 0£0¢ Kod T GAAX TEDTA TRV BEOTIPEIGIV OVOPRKTWY PODABIKGIG
e€ayyéAdeTat.

(49) Ibid. 47.24-48.2 (PG 125): ndoa évépyela 1) O£60gp £l THY KTiow
S kovoa...£K TATPOC A@OoPPATHL Kol 61a ToD L1OD MPAELT Kol £V TG MPELPATL TG
aylw teAstodTal.

(41) Ibid. 50.15-17 (PG 128): dpoppdw, évepyéw, and teAeldw respectively: éx
&V ToD maTPOC olov €K ImINYTC TIWOC APOopPRWIEDOC, DIIO 68 ToD viod
EVePYOLHEDVOG, £V 6¢ Ti) Guvdpetl ToD MPELPATOG TEAELOD TNV YAPD.

(*2) See Radde-Gallwitz’s chapter in this volume, which offers a more detailed
account of the three Persons’ (in his words) ‘distinct and non-interchangeable
roles’:

Although the three persons are not distinct agents (insofar as distinct
agents have distinct acts), they can nonetheless be said to have distinct
and non-interchangeable parts within each single act. This distinction is
already signalled by Gregory’s typical use of the customary prepositional
markers for the three: from, through, and in. The point is not that there are
three roles played by three agents, but that each act is performed by (or
‘in’) the Spirit and has an explanation involving the Father and the Son. We
can see this by examining Gregory’s reading of the language of
‘performing all in all’ in 1 Corinthians 12:4-11. Gregory assumes that the
subject of the verb energei here is the Spirit. (p. 213, this volume)
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(43) Ad Ablabium, 48.4-8 (PG 125): 00K QIIOTETOYPEDT) EKAOTOL Kod 1614000
€oTw N mepl TL ommovdn- AN’ 6mep av yivntol TV eite €1¢ TNV NUETEPAD
npévolar @OavOVTWY £iTe MPOC TNHY TOD IAVTOC OlKOVOouRiap Kal odoTaoy, Hix
TGOV TPLGOY PED yiveTal, oL PNy Tpia £0TL TX YwOpED Q.

Some scholars have argued that the interdependence of the three Persons’ roles
is what justifies God’s oneness in number. In his contribution to this volume,
Radde-Gallwitz argues that for Gregory God is one and three on account of the
fact that His action is (numerically) one, but composite, having three parts that
are correlated with the Persons of the Trinity:

As in Against Eunomius 2, Gregory is interested first of all in the
achievement of a divine activity and then secondly in what we can infer
from any such case. As in Against Eunomius 2, the conditions lying behind
any single divine action are the power to perform it and the intention to do
so—now correlated with Son and Father, respectively, following in reverse
the order of the baptismal formula. That Gregory makes this Trinitarian
correlation means that, for him, what it is to say Father is in part to speak
of this origination of divine action, what it is to speak of Son is in part to
refer to the divine power, and what it is to name Spirit is in part to talk
about God’s acting ad extra. (p. 213, this volume)

We encounter here the same problem we found with Barnes’s interpretation. If
each of the Persons of the Trinity possesses only one component of the divine
nature, whereas all three together make up the whole of the divine nature, then
how can Gregory explain that each Person of the Trinity is God? As Gregory
states, ‘not to acknowledge the Godhead of the Son and the Holy Spirit, [...] is
impious and absurd’ (Ad Ablabium, 38.5-7 (PG 116-17)), hence each of the
Persons is God, as we saw.
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