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Harmony and mutual relationship between God, Creation and 

Humanity according to John Duns Scouts. 
 

By Br. Mathewos Ajabo, ofm. Cap. 

 

 

Introduction 

This essay deals with Duns Scotus’s idea of harmony and mutual relationship, which 

exists between God, creation and humanity. Known to history as the ‘Subtle Doctor’, 

Scotus has a reputation for intricate and technical reasoning.  He is generally 

acknowledged as a difficult thinker whose ideas are neither clearly set forth nor easily 

followed. However, thanks to recent Franciscan scholars such as Eric Doyle, B. Wolter, 

Mary Beth Ingham, Kenan B. Osborne and others, who have approached Scotus’s 

writings, for the most part as a theological reflection on the experience of St. Francis of 

Assisi and a reflection of theological insights of the great Franciscan masters who 

preceded him, today Scotus is more accessible to a wider audience, especially for those 

familiar with the Franciscan intellectual tradition. From the personal perspective as a 

Franciscan friar, I think that these recent scholars have made a marvelous contribution in 

revealing the genius of Scotus for a wider audience, which has either avoided or has 

known very little about him. I believe that Scotus was first and foremost a Franciscan and 

then an outstanding medieval philosopher-theologian and writer. I would even suggest 

that Scouts is nothing, if he was not a Franciscan. Behind his entire classic thinking there 

lies the seed of Franciscanism.1 St. Francis’s love of Christ, his tender concern of creation 

and his vision of the world all these became Scotus’s own ideal. Thus, as a Franciscan, 

Scotus introduced a unique spirituality and theological endeavor that has had a profound 

influence ever since.2 In addition to developing the insights of the Franciscan tradition, 

Scotus also contributed specific elements from his own experience and speculation.  

 

 
1 From the talk given by Seamus Mulholland, OFM, on Duns Scotus, Franciscan Intellectual Pilgrimage, 

July 5-6,2006.  

 
2 Eric Doyle, THE LITESNER 77.988 (May 4, 1967) PP. 586f.  In My Heart’s Quest: Collected Writings of 

Eric Doyle, Friar Minor, Theologian. Edited by  Josef Raischl SFO and Andre’ Cirino OFM, Franciscan 

International Study Centre, Canterbury, England. P. 257. 
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In the Franciscan intellectual tradition, down the century, Duns Scotus has exercised a 

powerful influence in philosophy and theology. Even in our own time, although it has a 

wealth of human, scientific and technological recourses, but in which many have lost the 

sense of faith and lead a life distant from Christ and His Gospel, Duns Scotus presents 

himself not only with a sharp mind and extraordinary ability to penetrate the mystery of 

God, but also with the persuasive power of his holiness of life which for the church and 

whole humanity makes him a teacher of thought and life.3  

 

Since this essay is not intended to be a detailed study of his philosophical theology, I 

would rather limit myself only to his train of thought where he demonstrates a complex, 

multifaceted relationship implying the interdependence of God, nature and humanity. To 

do this I will firstly trace his integral positive approach to the realities, which enabled him 

to move beyond a bi-polar presentation of issues and seek to harmonize various aspects 

of a situation to discover the truth beneath differing positions. Then I shall attempt to 

look at the Incarnation as the very center of the whole created order bringing together 

internal and external realms, human and divine activity, and natural and graced living. 

And finally, I shall look at the inalienable value of individuals for order and harmony in 

the universe while maintaining their unique individuality.  

 

I. Scotus’ Notion of Realities  
 

Before discussing Scotus’ view on harmony and mutual relationship between God, nature 

and humanity, it is interesting first of all, to see how he looked at the reality in its fullness 

and discovered its true essence beneath the underlying differences. Even though Scotus 

lived within the spiritual tradition mainly dominated by a Thomistic world view, where 

things are presented in their dichotomy of matter and spirit, soul and mind, divine and 

human, external and internal realms, he develops a vision of reality which emphasises the 

value of each individual being as a concrete manifestation of divine love and creativity.  

As Mary Beth Ingham states in The Harmony of Goodness: Mutuality and Moral Living 

 
3 Giovani Iammarrone, OFM Conv. 1993, The Timeliness and Limitations of the Christology of John Duns 

Scotus for the Development of a Contemporary Theology of Christ, (trans) by Ignatius McCormick OFM 

Cap. , Grayfriars Review, Vol. 7, No. 2, Bonaventure, NY, P. 231. 
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According to John Duns Scotus, Scotus “seeks to present the reality as it is, with all the 

intricacy of life and the beauty of organic dynamism”.4 Here one might question Scotus’ 

vision when he seeks to present the reality as it is, with all the intricacy of life and the 

beauty of organic dynamism. Kenan B. Osborne, in his article on Scotus idea of 

Incarnation, Individuality and Diversity, provides us with an answer when he says that: 

 

“Scotus places on the table of observation all of creation, that is, every finite, created 

being. Nothing is to be left out. The environment is certainly there, with its physical 

nature and its vegetative and animal life. Human life is there, with every person from 

Adam and Eve to those living at close of the thirteenth century and even those who were 

yet to come. The Angels, too, are placed on this on this observation table. Scotus adds 

one other keenly important creature to this table of observation: namely, the humanity of 

Jesus, the most important, the most perfect, the most wonderful of all God’s creatures…. 

However, not only the good aspects of finite being spread out on his table of observation, 

but also the misshapen aspects, the sinful aspects, are also there, including satan and the 

legions of demons.”5 

 

 Basically for Scotus this means, as we shall see later in his doctrine of haecceitas 

(thisness), every existing reality has its own intrinsic, unique and proper being. The world 

is much more complex and specific, and it is not simply permeated through its accidental 

individual characteristics (e.g., size, shape, color). Therefore, he sought the reality in each 

being through the eyes of its unique identity (thisness). He argued that what makes a 

reality is neither its sameness nor its type, rather it’s diversity and uniqueness in each and 

every individual reality. Diversity and uniqueness are fundamental characteristics of the 

reality.  

 

According to Scotus, the principle of individuation of reality is intrinsic, unique and 

proper to each individual. It must be a positive entity, which is incapable of reproduction: 

the undivided individual of each being. The thisness (haecceitas) which differentiates one 

person from another, one tree from another, one stone from another can only be known 

by a direct acquaintance, and not from any consideration of any common nature.6 

 

 
4 Mary Beth Ingham 1996, The harmony of Goodness: Mutuality and Moral Living According to John 

Duns Scotus, Franciscan Press, USA, P. Xiii.   

 
5 Kenan B. Osborne, OFM. 1995, “INCARNATUION, INDIVITUALITY AND DIVERSITY,” The Cord, 

Vol. 45, No. 3, Bonaventure University, NY, P. 20.  

 
6 Ingham, The Harmony of Goodness, P. 22. 
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This reverent approach to the depth of each individual, enabled Scotus to move from the 

concrete particular of which haecceitas is the individuating principle to an understanding 

of the deeper relationships existing among God, nature and humanity. The individual, so 

precious in the thought of Scotus, is never alone, because all beings are related to each 

other and nothing exists on its own.  Scotus saw every existing reality, including God 

(first principle) related to other, outside itself through the concept of “being”. As Mary 

Beth Ingham describes, the term “being” is so important for Scotus. It is univocal, inclusive 

and has only one meaning. This means it includes every thing and joins all existing reality 

together and to God as First Cause. 7  

 

Through this notion of univocity of ‘being,’ Scotus assumed what St. Francis saw spiritually in 

his Canticle of Brother Sun, which is the idea of the family of all creation and   the 

interconnectivity of all creatures. Like St. Francis, Scotus too, believes in the vision of universal 

brotherhood/sisterhood as an expression of common creaturehood. Because of this relationship 

we are able to understand something of the world. Every thing makes a piece of a unified whole 

that reveals the rationality, freedom and creativity of God.8  

 

 

 

II. Incarnation as the very Centre of harmony and mutual relationship 

between God, Creation and Humanity 
 

More than anywhere else, Scotus’s Franciscan flavor emerges more clearly in his vision 

of God, creation and humanity. Scotus, like Francis and Bonaventure saw an intimate 

interconnectedness between God, creation and humanity. Especially when viewing the 

world through the lenses of the Incarnation of the Word, Scotus assumed that there was a 

complex, multifaceted relationship implying interdependence between God, nature and 

humanity.    

 

According to Scotus, the meeting point for the bond of harmony between God, nature and 

humanity is the Incarnation. This is because, when Christ became man, He is united 

 
 
7 Ibid. , 18. 

 
8 Kenan B. Osborne,  “INCARNATUION, INDIVITUALITY AND DIVERSITY”, P. 20. 
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forever the material and the spiritual reality that this world is to God.  In him all creation 

and every creature has been brought into unity which is Incarnation.  Therefore, being 

aware of its absolute and unconditional status, Scotus approached to the doctrine of 

Incarnation in a very positive way, showing that Christ, irrespective of Adam’s sin, is 

intended by God, in the first place, to be the center of all creation.9 To appreciate the 

freshness of his teaching on Christ’s Role in the divine Plan, it is important to highlight 

the commonly held position of many great theologians and Doctors on this issue, before 

and during the time of Scotus. 

 

We know from God’s Revelation, that the Second Person of the Blessed Trinity, became 

man to bring salvation to the world to redeem it and give eternal life. He came, as a 

matter of fact, to destroy sin and the kingdom of Satan. However, there are various ways 

in which Christ’s role in the divine plan can be understood. The history of theology, 

especially during Middle Ages, records two fundamental positions which are quite 

distinct. One looks upon Jesus Christ as the most eminent of all creatures because he is 

the very Word of God who became man to redeem the human race from sin. The other 

maintains that he is the center and culmination of all creation because by means of him 

and with a view to him, God created the human race and the entire universe so that they 

might share in the fullness of his life and glory10. Some theologians showed appreciation 

for the first position, others for the second. Today, many theologians believe that St. 

Bonaventure, together with St. Thomas Aquinas, arguably the greatest medieval 

theologian, discussed both these viewpoints succinctly, but clearly. But it has been said 

that Bonaventure personally inclines toward the first one because he believed it to have 

greater support in Scripture and in the tradition of the church, and also because it does not 

link or subordinate the Christ event to the perfecting of the universe.11  

 

When we come to Scotus, he seems to lack an interest in either of the two positions 

above, because he found both positions already firmly entrenched, and decided to address 

 
9 Eric Doyle, “John Duns Scotus and the Place of Christ”, CLERGY REVIEW 57 (Sept. 1972) PP. 667-

675; (Oct. 1972) PP. 774-785; Nov. 1972) PP. 860-868. In My Heart’s Quest, PP. 282-283.  

 
10 Giovani Iammarrone,  P. 231. 
11 Ibid. , PP. 231-232. 
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the question and offer the solution in his own distinctive style. First of all, the starting 

point for Scotus in approaching the role of Christ in the divine plan and its 

implementation in the course of history, is not man and his world, nor degree of human 

proximity or remoteness from God, as argued by many prominent theologians before and 

during his time, but Jesus Christ, who is the Son of God.12 The Primacy of Christ, 

therefore, became a central theme of his Christology as we read in his Ordinatio I, d.41:  

 

“… If man had not sinned, of course, there would have been no need of 

redemption. Still it does not seem to be solely because of the redemption that God 

predestined this soul to such glory, since the redemption or the glory of the soul to 

be redeemed is not comparable to the glory of the soul of Christ. Neither is it 

likely that the highest good in the whole of creation is something that merely 

chanced to take place, and that only because of some lesser good. Nor is it 

probable that predestined Adam to such a good before a predestined Christ.”13      

 

Scotus strongly objected to the commonly held presumption that assumes Adam’s sin to 

be the principle cause of the Incarnation. He objected to this idea because he believed that 

Christ, the Son of God could not be founded upon sin, for then sin, an evil, would dictate 

the necessity for the Incarnation and thus the principal cause of the Incarnation. Instead, 

Scotus championed the view that since God the Father created everything for Christ, the 

Son of God would have become human in order, rightfully, to claim his kingdom 

regardless of the fall of humankind14. The predestination of Christ is absolute and 

unconditioned; it is not caused or occasioned by sin15. He goes on to assert that if the fall 

was the cause of Christ’s predestination, then we would have to admit that in the event of 

no sin, the most perfect creation of God would never have taken place, which, he remarks 

tersely, appears extremely irrational. Scotus, therefore, cannot accept that God would 

 
12 Ibid. , P. 232. 

 
13 Scotus’ Ordinatio I, d. 41, Quoted by Allan B. Wolter, O.F.M and Blane O’Neill, O.F.M, 1993, John 

Duns Scotus Mary’s Architect, Franciscan Press, USA, PP.53054 

 
14 Giovani Iammarrone,  P. 231 

 
15 Eric Doyle, Problemata Teologica, Romae: Commission Scotistica 1968, Vol. 3 of De Doctrina Ioannis 

Duns Scoti, 4 vols. 1968, PP. 633-652. In My Heart’s Quest,  P.275. 
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abandon the most perfect love of Christ for the less than perfect love of all humankind 

which in fact would have been given unreservedly by us all had there been no sin.16   

 

According to Eric Doyle, the reason for Scotus’ unique consideration of Incarnation is to 

be found in the infinite Love of God. Eric Doyle says Scotus led to this Christocenteric 

idea by the following consideration: 

 

“Sacred Scripture tells us that God is Love. Now, first of all, He loves Himself in 

the most perfect and most sublime manner, because He is God. Secondly, He 

loves Himself in others  who are able to love Him freely and share in the love He 

bears Himself. His love tends to diffuse itself; one might say to bubble over. 

Thirdly, God wills to be loved by some one outside Himself who can love Him in 

the most perfect way. Finally, He foresees the union between Himself and human 

nature: Christ, who is capable of loving Him to an infinite as He loves Himself. 

For Scotus, therefore, the principal reason of the incarnation is God’s will to have 

a perfect Man, Who is at the same time perfect God, Who returns to Him the 

Perfect love He has for Himself. Beginning, then, with the love of God, Scotus 

arrives at Christ as the Very Center of the whole created order”.17   

 

In his view, Eric Doyle tries to explain that the starting point of Scotus’ Christocentric 

synthesis is the love of God. For Scotus, God is first and formost Trinity and Trinity, is 

the three divine persons in a communion for love.  As the eternal movement of lover 

(Father), beloved (Son) and the sharing of love (Sprit), the Trinity is the model of reality, 

especially for his vision of relationship between God the Creator and the material world. 

Therefore, the reason for all activity, he claims, is found in the very nature of God as 

love. In Creation there is nothing which does not come from God as the manifestation of 

His self-giving love.  

 

“Every single aspect of the created universe exists because of God’s absolute 

freedom and because of God’s unlimited love. All of creation is a gift. Nothing in 

creation is necessary. God Loves God’s very self in the other, and this love is 

unselfish since God is the cause of all creation.”18  

  

 
16 Ibid. , P. 279. 

 
17 Eric Doyle, The Seventh Centenary of the birth of Blessed John Duns Scotus, Edinburgh: Scotus 

Academy. In My Heart’s Quest, P. 253. 

 
18 Ilia Delio, O.S.F. 2003, A Franciscan view of Creation: Learning to live in a Sacramental World, The 

Franciscan Heritage Series, Vol. Two, Book Masters, Inc., P. 34 
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Scotus maintained that this selfless love of God fully revealed by the Incarnate Word, is 

the crown of all creation. For him God became human in Jesus out of love rather than 

because of human sin, because he wanted to express God’s self as creature who would be 

masterpiece and who would love God perfectly in return.  

 

In his doctrine of the primacy of Christ, Scotus believes that Christ is not alone is being 

destined for divine love and glory. He is surrounded by all creation, his fellow human 

beings and the world they live in, as well as the angels. All these creatures are destined to 

share in God’s glory, though in different degrees. Scotus, therefore, places creation in the 

context of Incarnation, as a part of God’s overall plan to reveal Himself in human form. 

The reason why there is creation, according to Scotus, is the Incarnation. All of creation 

is made for Christ, because  for Christ to come about there must be a creation, and in this 

creation, there had to be beings capable of understanding and freely responding to the 

divine initiative. Therefore, creation was only a prelude to a much fuller manifestation of 

divine goodness, namely, the Incarnation.19 The idea that all of creation is made for 

Christ finds a parallel in Bonaventure’s theology of creation.  For Bonaventure, the world 

is also created as a means of God’s self-revelation in Christ. Bonaventure identifies 

Christ, as the “noble perfection” of the universe and the universe without Christ is 

incomplete, because He is the head and center of the universe, and the one toward whom 

the universe is oriented.20  

 

Creation is centered on the Incarnation, therefore every aspect of creation reflects the 

image of God. Every leaf, cloud, fruit, animal and person is an outward expression of the 

Word of God in love. When Jesus comes as the incarnation of God, there is a ‘perfect fit’ 

because everything is made to resemble Jesus Christ. This means that everything is 

created through Christ and with Christ, for Christ in the Word through whom all things 

are made (Cf. John 1:1).21 

 

 
19 Ibid. , P. 34 
20 Ibid. , P. 43 

 
21 Mary Beth Ingham 2003, Scotus for Dunces: An Introduction to the Subtle Doctor, The Franciscan 

Institute, NY, P.  266. 
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III. The Inalienable value of individuals for order and harmony in 

the universe 

 

a) The uniqueness and value of Individuals 

 

Besides his teaching on the Absolute Primacy of Christ, Scotus’ Franciscan spirit also 

comes out more clearly in his metaphysical notion of Individuation. In his notion of the 

theory of individuation, Scotus conceptualized St. Francis’s love of each and every 

creature, expressed so beautifully and so forcefully in the Canticle of Brother Sun.22 

Therefore, before looking at Scotus’ reflection on the uniqueness and value of each 

individual creature, it is helpful to recall St. Francis’s view of creation as a background 

for Scotus’ unparalleled thought on the dignity of individuals.  

 

St. Francis respected each and every individual that God has created in a unique way.  It 

was a respect that was independent of what they were, or what virtues or merits each 

possessed. As his early biographers tell us, he saw things for what they truly are in God, 

regardless of what value or merits they possessed. 

 

“In art he praises the Artist; whatever he discoveries in the creatures he guides to 

the Creator. He rejoices in all the works the Lord’s hands, and through their 

delightful display he gazes on their life-giving reason and cause. In beautiful 

things he discern the Beauty itself; all good things cry out to him: “the one who 

made us is the Best.” Following the footprints imprinted on creatures, he follows 

his Beloved everywhere; out of them all he makes for himself a ladder by which 

he might reach the throne.”23 

 

“Aroused by everything to divine Love, he rejoiced in all the works of the Lord’s 

hands and through their delightful display he rose in to their life-giving reason 

and cause.”24   

 

 

 
22  Eric Doyle, The Seventh Centenary of the birth of Blessed John Duns Scotus, Edinburgh: Scotus 

Academy. In My Heart’s Quest, P. 254. 

 
23 Regis J. Armstrong et al 2000, Francis of Assisi: Early Document, Vol. II. The Founder, NCP, London, 

P. 165. 

 
24 Ibid. , P. 596.  
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Francis’ positive view of creation derives from his deep love of the mystery of the 

Incarnation and from his personal peace of soul, because of the Incarnation, the Word 

made flesh, all creation participates in the blessedness of the Word made flesh, and all 

creation is the sacrament of God. Creation is the visible presence of the Incarnation. 

Therefore, he saw God’s hand in all creation. After overcoming his own inner 

squeamishness and pettiness in embracing the leper, he also felt a sense of wholeness and 

integration within himself, which have led him to a profound reconciliation within 

himself and with others, including the microcosmic creatures. Thus, the dialogue he 

maintained with other creatures was an extension of a dialogue he carried on with 

himself. This opened to him a new way to face and communicate with all creatures 

around him as a visible sign of God’s presence. As Murry Bodo in his The Way of 

Francis maintains, he was secure in his primary relationships, the world around him was 

safe and all had the same primordial source as himself.25  

 

There is perhaps no passage where we could see more fully and completely Francis’s 

universal familial relationship of creation than in his Canticle of Creatures26. In this 

canticle Francis reveals the depths of his soul, where his solidarity with all creation has 

taken place. He expresses his solidarity with all creatures not simply looking to the 

creatures as inanimate objects, which serve human beings in their ascent to God, but as 

brothers and sisters with whom he is mutually dependent on God. He gives expression to 

a cosmic familial relationship in which the elements of the universe are in union with 

God and with each other as brothers and sisters. 

 

Further, Francis’s ecstatic union with all creatures is demonstrated in his choice of radical 

poverty as a sign of respect for the entire creation. In his concept of radical poverty he 

established a deeper bond with all creatures in God’s world. For him, as nature is not 

primarily a property to be possessed but a gift to be received with admiration and 

 
25 Murry Bodo 1995, The way of St. Francis: The Challenge of Franciscan Spirituality for everyone, St. 

Anthony messenger press, Cincinnati, Ohio, USA. 

 
26 Regis J.  Armstrong et al (eds) 1999, Francis of Assisi: Early Documents, Vol. I, The Saint, New City 

Press, NY. 
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gratitude, one does not divide up and carry home as private property what is God’s 

common gift to all.27 Therefore, he would see any kind of material possession as a sin of 

self-appropriation, grabbing for oneself what belongs to God and to all humanity.28 Far 

more than this, it is a refusal to accept our mutual dependence on God. On the contrary, 

he saw poverty as a way of freedom that allows him to be himself and to see all creatures 

in the way God sees them.  

 

In brief, we can say Francis was a nature mystic, who sees God’s presence in all God’s 

creatures. As his early biographers describe, he had an extraordinary openness and 

radiant vision towards all creation. For him the entire creation is a gift to be received with 

admiration and gratitude. Because of the Incarnation, the Word made flesh, all creation 

participates in the blessedness of the Word made flesh, and all creation is the sacrament 

of God. Creation is the visible presence of the Incarnation. He saw God’s hand in all 

creation.   

 

Through his principle of “differentiation” and “individuation”, Scotus developed this 

reverential insight of St. Francis in a more concrete way, placing great emphasis on the 

inherent dignity of each and everything that exists. He did it, as mentioned earlier, by his 

doctrine of “haecceitas”, thisness, giving each and every individual thing its unique and 

inalienable value, which makes each person as well as each object an irreplaceable piece 

of the glorious whole, which is creation.29 He argued that in each individual there is an 

individuating difference, which is unique and proper to that individual. He calls this 

individuating factor “haecceitas”, thisness and describes its twofold function: “[first] to 

make that individual unique and incapable of duplication, even by an omnipotent God; 

and [secondly] to differentiate it from each and every other individual, whether it be of 

the same or specifically different type.”30  

 

 
27 Zachary Hayes 1999, BONAVENTURE Mystical writings, The Crossroad Publishing Company, NY, PP. 

53-54. 

 
28 Ilia Delio 2004, Franciscan Prayer, St. Anthony Messenger Press, Cincinnati, Ohio, USA, PP. 77-83. 
29 Mary Beth Ingham, P. 13. 

 
30 Allan B. Wolter, P. 28. 
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Through this doctrine of “haecceitas”, Scotus completely revolutionized our approach to 

the reality and gave each and every individual, its proper place against the general trend 

of his age which gave pride of place to the universal and relegated the individual to the 

domain of the accidental and the perishable. We often perceive individual things through 

their accidental individual characteristics (e.g., size, shape, color), but Scotus calls our 

attention to the very “thisness” of each thing, the very being of the object that makes it 

itself and not something else. In other word, according to Scotus, we never know one 

thing as we know another, or no two persons or two stones are the same.  

 

In everything, and in every person there is uniqueness and originality that gives them 

their intrinsic and eternal value. Each thing and every person gives a new insight into 

reality, and another aspect never been seen before. Each person enters into a new 

enriching relationship of knowledge and love with every new person met, with every new 

thing encountered.31  Thisness, therefore, makes an individual unique and sets it off from 

other things like it to which it might be compared   or relegated by its accidental and 

perishable characteristics.  

 

If we reflect on Scotus’ concept of individuation in the context of his teaching of the 

Primacy of Christ, we discover that like St. Francis, he orders each thing to Christ who is 

the model, on which God models every aspect of creation. Every aspect of creation, 

including the smallest, for example, a leaf or a grain of sand, becomes charged with 

divine meaning.  Each does something, and what it does is “itself.” This “do-being” is 

doing Christ.32 Each and every thing no matter how small or seemingly insignificant is of 

infinite value because it images God in its own unique being. Scotus’s doctrine, therefore, 

not only highlights the individual significance of created things, but it also  provides 

ample room for diversity in creation. Indeed, the more diverse the creation, the greater 

the glory of God.  

 

 
31 Eric Doyle, Problemata Teologia. In My Heart’s Quest, P.  270. 

 
32 Ilia Delio, P. 36. 
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b) Uniqueness and mutuality 

As we have seen earlier, through his principle of differentiation and individuation, Scotus 

gave each and every individual thing an inalienable dignity and value against general 

trend of his age including an age such as ours, when the tendency is to herd things or 

people into the groups and categories and gives pride of place to the universal, and 

relegates the individual, to the domain of the accidental and the perishable. He raised 

everything in God’s creation to the dignity of brotherhood/sisterhood, each and every 

thing doing its unique and incomparable mission in the order of the universe.   

 

However, by his exaltation and overemphasis of the uniqueness and dignity of 

individuals, Scotus had no intention of making the individual the only authentic way of 

existence in attaining its full realization, regardless of the universal order. Instead, he 

strongly maintained that uniqueness does not clothe an individual in on itself. Rather it 

opens it out to every other, drives it to seek out every other, and above all the eternal 

Other whose uniqueness it reflects.33 The individual, so precious in the thought of Scotus, 

is never alone, because all being is related to each other and nothing exists out of 

relationship to everything else. To be out of relation is absurd, it would mean existing all 

alone and in a vacuum.34 That is to say, for Scotus, that authentic existence is only 

discovered in mutual relationship of unique to unique. 

 

While maintaining the uniqueness of each individual thing Scotus believed that the 

descriptive properties each individual possessed are largely complementary in character. 

Therefore, throughout much of his creation God has joined the causes he created 

essentially to one another.  The manner in which male and female can actualize their 

reproductive capacity, only in and through each other, is the model he presents of how 

individuals can actualize much of their potential only in a mutual an interrelated 

fashion.35 

 

 
33 Eric Doyle, Problemata Teologica. In My Heart’s Quest, P. 273. 

 
34 Mary Beth Ingham, P.22. 

 
35 Allan B. Wolter, O.F.M and Blane O’Neill, O.F.M, P.85. 
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It is interesting to note the way in which Scotus sees this mutuality becoming reality 

between individuals. For Scotus, mutual interrelatedness of individuals only takes place 

through love and complete freedom. It is a level of relationship without losing any of its 

uniqueness. It is a mutual interrelatedness between the individual and the universal, the 

Divine and human, without losing or being replaced its proper being by other.   

 

“This deeper concern I call mutuality, which I understand to mean a dynamic state 

of relatedness existing between two or among three or more individuals. While 

the individuals are not necessarily equal, the relationship can be predicated 

equally of each. Mutuality also includes something in common among the related 

members… The Divine and human realities are by no means equal. They are, 

however, related as essences within the order of being. God as First Principle does 

not exist outside the order of being and, thus, outside of relationship with 

humanity. This relationship can be predicated equally of divine and human 

persons, even though in one case the being is infinite and in the other the being is 

finite. In this relational order, the terms prior and posterior explain the manner of 

relatedness.”36  

 

It is a mutual self-giving “that springs from the perfect freedom of love that personal 

uniqueness attains its fullest realization. That is to say, authentic existence is only 

discovered in relationship of unique to unique.”37 To grasp the manner by which Scotus 

understands the harmony between divine and human, external and internal, individual and 

universal realms in a more dynamic way, I would like to borrow Ingham’s favorite image of a 

wind chime: 

 

  “Five ceramic figures hang from a single point, separated by a large disk. Each figure is 

parallel to the others and joined to them by means of the string or which holds the chime 

together. No piece touches the other, each is separate and distinct as an individual part of 

the whole configuration. From the large disk at the top hangs a smaller disk which 

balances the entire chime. Perhaps it is decorated with a colorful tassle or ornament. 

Sometimes it is hidden by the other figures. Yet this small disk holds the secret to the 

music of the chime. When the wind blows, the small disk is moved to strike one figure, 

then another. Soon all the figures are in movement, striking each other and dancing in the 

wind.  The dance is beautiful to see. It s also beautiful to hear, for the figures produce the 

music which accompanies their dance. The harmony of the musical sounds coming from 

a wind chime is not a tune that one could whistle. It is a quite song created by the fragility 

 
36 Kenan B. Osborne, O.F.M., (ed) 1994, The history of Franciscan Theology, The Franciscan Institute, St. 

Bonaventure, NY. P. 211. 

 
37 Eric Doyle, Problemata Teologica. In   Heart’s Quest, P. 273. 
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of figures, the balance of the pieces and harmony of their interaction. It is an aesthetic 

whole which pleases both eye and ear.”38  

 

I have chosen Ingham’s image of the wind chime because more than anything else it seems to 

offer a comprehensive understanding of the interconnectedness of all existing order described by 

Scotus. As we see from Ingham’s image, Scotus launched a revolutionary thought, which gives 

an amazing new insight, not only restricted to the metaphysical order, but also insight which 

reaches out to social and political realms.  Since Scotus believes that all existing orders are 

related to each other and nothing exists on its own, there is no opposition or enmity 

between the created order and the creator. Every created order comes from the creator 

and journeys back to Him. We are all viatores or pilgrims, making our way back home 

together.   

 

Perhaps this is why Pope Paul VI in his Apostolic letter Alma Parens39, suggested that the 

teaching of Scotus might form a suitable basis for ecumenical dialogue between Catholics 

and other Christian denominations. It seems a reasonable proposition of the Pope to offer 

Scotus as a basis for ecumenical dialogue, because in his teaching Scotus showed himself 

to be open to differences and open to listen to convincing arguments and reconcile them 

all together. As it has been mentioned earlier, he certainly placed on the table of observation 

all of creation including divine, human, external and internal realms thereby discovering 

their true essence and uniqueness regardless of differences. He developed a vision of 

reality which emphases the value of each individual being as a concrete manifestation of 

divine love and creativity.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
38 Mary Beth Ingham, P. xii 

 
39 Eric Doyle, Problemata Teologica. In My Heart’s Quest,  PP. 264-275. 
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, although Duns Scotus, unfortunately has suffered bad reputation as a 

“difficult” thinker whose ideas are neither clearly set forth nor easily followed, that does 

not prevent him exercising a powerful influence down the centuries on the thinking of 

philosophy and theology. Even today, in our age, although it has a wealth of human, 

scientific and technological recourses, but in which many have lost the sense of an 

integrated vision and lead a life distant from Christ and His Gospel, John Duns Scotus 

presents himself not only with Sharp mind and extraordinary ability to penetrate the 

mystery of existing reality, but also with the persuasive power of his holiness of life 

which for the church and whole humanity makes him a teacher of thought and life. 

 

 In the current cultural milieu, where things are viewed in their dichotomy of matter and 

spirit, soul and mind, divine and human, external and internal realms, Scotus developed a 

vision of reality which seeks to avoid fragmenting paradigms and works to harmonize all 

the manifestations of the human and divine realties. He did this, as mentioned earlier, by 

his doctrine of “Primacy of Christ” and “haecceitas”, giving each and every individual 

thing its unique and inalienable value, making each individual being a concrete 

manifestation of divine love and creativity. Especially looking the world through the 

lenses of the Incarnation of the Word, he assumed that there was a complex, multifaceted 

relationship implying much interdependence between God, nature and humanity. It is this 

dynamic, integrated and optimistic understanding of all reality, which perhaps reflects 

more than any thing else, Scotus’ Franciscan vision and offers a clearer understanding of 

his thought with all its intricacy and beauty. 
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