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Abstract

The biblical account of the creation event indicates that God has created man in His image
to be like Him. This account closely connects two realms of divinity and humanity: one
(man) and the likeness of the other (God). Given that in Christian theology, the doctrine of
original sin is considered to mean the gap between God and human beings, the way to
restore this relationship and how it is possible (salvation) has been discussed from many
aspects. Aquinas presents the existence and likeness of man to God from the perspective
of the concept of "participation". He believes that man's being is based on participation in
the divine existence. Man's participatory being is, in fact, participation in the divine good
(first activity). And man's primary goal is to attempt to actualize this potential good in
himself. Man's downward arc is participation in the divine existence (creation), and his
upward arc is becoming an operational instrument of God in nature (continuation of
participation). He is in the process of perfection, actualizing his existential goal and
becoming the "image of God". This article examines the human condition and its sub-
topics, such as "evil", "faith", and "salvation", from Aquinas's perspective of the concept
of participation.
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Introduction

In the Judeo-Christian tradition (Genesis 1:26-27), God is said to have created man in His
image. Part of the commentary on this verse explains the relationship between divinity and
creatures. Christian theology took various positions on this issue, especially after meeting
the Greek philosophy. From a salvation perspective, Augustine rejected participation in the
sense of creaturely participation in God and considered it from a moral perspective as a
"mental state" and not "the presupposed state of man by creation" (Wisse, 2011: 276).
Arguing that the "beautific vision" refers to an eschatological sense, not worldly and
ontological status. Salvation is moral, not ontological, and "good deeds take precedence
over knowledge" (Ibid. 313). Aquinas's approach and understanding of participation in the
structure of existence and its relationship, including man with God, are entirely different
from those of Greek philosophers and Augustine. Although some influences from Aristotle
and Neoplatonists can be seen in his ideas, he tries to integrate philosophical and
theological principles. There have been studies on participation in Aquinas' philosophical
system. Still, most of them have dealt with this concept from an intellectual perspective,
and how it affected Aquinas' view on human beings has been neglected. The author intends
to examine the existential situation and salvation of man in Aquinas's view from the


mailto:leilaabdolahy@ut.ac.ir
mailto:leilaabdolahy@ut.ac.ir
https://orcid.org/0009-0008-0247-5452

perspective of the concept of participation: (1) Aquinas's interpretation of creation in terms
of the concept of participation is presented, and then in section (2) he follows the
interpretation of existence in terms of participation in the goodness and perfection of human
existence and creation; and in section (3) the dimensions of salvation of such an
interpretation of creation and human existence are examined. Thus, human existence can
be examined from the perspective of his existential participation in the divine presence, as
one of the main foundations of Aquinas' theology.

Research Findings

Aquinas' metaphysics is based on the distinction between "being" and "essence": existence
in God is essential, but it is of participation in man. Participation is conceived as a process,
according to which "existence is a permanent action". The notion of "perfection through
action" or action as perfection has Aristotelian precedent, but Aquinas uses it to expand
"potential" as the capacity to receive perfection. This approach is essential because actual
imperfection is not evidence of lack or deprivation. His main emphasis is on understanding
the continuity of the relationship between the three axes of God, man, and salvation: human
existence is participation in God and the potential perfection of good; potential good is
actualised within man through permanent participation. Aquinas, emphasising the rational
power of the soul, which is also the result of the involvement in the divine intellect,
considers faith sensible. Thus, the "second act" of man (perfection) seems to be acquired
from the rational soul of man (first act). Being (creation) is the first actuality through which
man participates in the divine being, but final perfection must be actualised. Aquinas's
approach to human beings depicts a potential being of sound that has the potential to
"become actualised.”" The intrinsic good of man becomes actualised when he becomes the
instrument of God's action in nature.

Conclusion

"Participation" is the most fundamental concept for understanding Aquinas's approach to
human beings, and the main characteristic of his interpretation of the Human creation and
his return to God (justification). It is a concept that seems more philosophical and does not
make it easy to come across some aspects of it along with some theological dogmas;
however, Aquinas, by polishing the nature of this concept, develops it in a theological-
Christian context. He tries to explain the basic teachings of Christianity according to
participation and shows its fundamental place in understanding the structure of Christian
theology. Aquinas' approach claims that man and God are in permanent partnership and
have a close connection. The consequence of this interpretation of creation is not only
cosmology's goodness and excellence but also man's special ontological status in the
cosmos. Man's special status is his rational participation in God; according to this idea,
faith is a logical perception. Although the philosophical dimensions of this approach
sometimes go beyond the framework of traditional Christian concepts. However, in
Aquinas's approach, God as the first intellect, creation as the continuous emanation of
being, and faith as a rational perception are propositions he attempts to present traditional
concepts in a philosophical coherence. He reduces the opposition between reason and faith
and makes the rationalisation of faith propositions the substantial aspect of his theology.
The necessity of a hierarchy of faith in discussing salvation and the concept of evil is also



in this category. These arguments seem apparent to faith with access to the divine
(participatory) intellect. Faith and moving towards salvation are a kind of regression to the
state of primary perfection. In the process of salvation, man becomes the operational agent
of God in nature; in all human actions, even his free actions, God acts as the first cause in
all things, all beings, and all activities. And man, in his perfection, becomes the instrument
of divine operations in nature. In Aquinas's view, there is no fundamental distinction
between the two realms of finite and infinite. Because man is similar to God (the infinite)
in that he participates in the matter of being (with/in God), and since God's essence is united
with his being, it can be said that man is not finite but somewhat similar to him in that he
reflects the infinite.
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