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ABSTRACT. In a recent paper, Andrew Jaeger and Jeremy Sienkiewicz attempt to provide an 

answer consistent with Thomistic hylemorphism for the following question: what was the onto-

logical status of Christ’s dead body? Answering this question has christological anthropological 

import: whatever one says about Christ’s dead body, has implications for what one can say about 

any human’s dead body. Jaeger and Sienkiewicz answer the question this way: that Jesus’ corpse 

was prime matter lacking a substantial form; that it was existing form-less matter. I argue that 

their argument for this answer is unsound. I say, given Thomistic hylemorphism, there was no 

human body in Jesus’s tomb between his death and resurrection. Once I show their argument 

to be unsound, I provide a christological anthropological upshot: since there was no human 

body in Christ’s tomb, there are no human bodies in any tomb. 
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Introduction 

Typically, given a Thomistic (even broadly Thomistic) hylemorphic meta-

physics, a corpse, if it is a substance at all, is not the numerically same sub-

stance as the living body from which the matter of the corpse comes. For 

Christian theologians and philosophers, this creates a potential worry. This is 

because, according to the creeds, Christ was buried. And this does not seem 

correct on a hylemorphic account—prima facie, anyway—since ex hypothesi, on 

hylemorphism, the human Christ is wherever his body is. If his body is not 

in the tomb, neither is he. So, Christ was not buried. Christians reject this 

conclusion; yet, on a hylemorphic account, it is not obvious how to reject it 

since there is an important unanswered question: what is the ontological sta-

tus of Christ’s dead body (Wippel 2011: 150ff; Jaeger and Sienkiewicz 2018: 

132)? In their 2018 work, Andrew Jaeger and Jeremy Sienkiewicz attempt to 

provide an answer for this. They argue that Jesus’ corpse was prime matter 
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lacking a substantial form; that it was existing form-less matter (Jaeger and 

Sienkiewicz 2018: 131-145). They make clear that their aim is not to provide 

an account of whose body it is; that much they take for granted, viz., that it is 

the body of Christ. They seem to be following Aquinas here who defends the 

proposition that whatever the body is that is in the tomb, it is hypostatically 

united to the Person of Christ (i.e., the Word) and so remains the body of 

Christ. See (Aquinas 1981b: III.Q50.a2). Jaeger and Sienkiewicz suggest that, 

during the time between Jesus’ death and resurrection, God acted as a met-

aphysical ‘stand-in’ for Jesus’ body’s formal cause; that is, that, by miracle, 

God did the work that Jesus’ soul, under normal conditions, would do, viz., 

keep in act the prime matter of Jesus’ body. In so doing, they suggest that the 

following thesis is compatible with hylemorphic metaphysics, perhaps even 

to a Thomistic variety if Thomas’s view were properly amended: that God 

upholds the existence of Jesus’ corpse as un-formed prime matter (Jaeger 

and Sienkiewicz 2018: 133-134). I call this the Un-FormedM Thesis. [Note 

that the claim that Christ is wherever his body is is consistent with the tradi-

tional Thomistic claim that the Person of the Word was, qua human, both in 

the tomb by hypostatic union with his body and in Limbus Patrum by hypo-

static union with his human soul during the time between his death and res-

urrection. Aquinas deals with this worry specifically in his 1981b: III.Q50.a2 

and a5. See also Wippel 2011: 150 and Jaeger and Sienkiewicz 2018: 131. For 

an argument that problematizes the location of the human Jesus during Holy 

Saturday vis-à-vis hylemorphism, see Turner 2021: 1-16.]  

In this paper, I provide a different conclusion to the important unan-

swered question at issue. What is the ontological status of Christ’s dead body? 

My answer is that Christ’s dead body has no ontological status; for there is no 

body in Jesus’ tomb between his death and resurrection. I argue this by way 

of reply to Jaeger and Sienkiewicz’s daring Un-FormedM thesis. So, after a 

brief summary of Jaeger and Sienkiewicz’s position, my argument proceeds 

in two steps. Step 1: in section II, I argue that the main argument for Un-

FormedM rests on a mistake: the claim that prime matter is an act of a sub-

stantial form. This mistake renders their argument unsound. So, Un-

FormedM should be rejected. Step 2: in Section III, I show that amending 

their argument in light of prime matter’s being a cause not an act advances 

another thesis, what I call the Un-FormedS Thesis: that God could sustain the 

existence of a substance without its substantial form. Helpfully, for Jaeger and 

Sienkiewicz’s purposes, if Un-FormedS is correct, then there’s another way to 

address the ontological status of Christ’s dead body that does not rest on the 

mistake of thinking that prime matter is an act of substantial form. For, ac-

cording to Un-FormedS, God could uphold a form-less substance, even the 

form-less substance of Jesus’ dead body. Unfortunately, I go on to show that 

it turns out that there are two problems for Un-FormedS. First, it is 
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metaphysically impossible. To argue for this, I flesh out the notion of an es-

sentially ordered causal series and explain why the substantial form/prime 

matter causal relation in a substance (e.g., a human organism) is an essentially 

ordered causal series, the sort of series the causes of which are, as the name 

implies, essential to it. So, not even God can sustain an essentially ordered 

causal series without all of its causes in place. Second, a further reason to 

think that Un-FormedS is false is that its truth undermines plausible 

hylemorphic criteria of identity for substances. In Section IV, I suggest that 

the conclusion of my argument brings with it a Christological anthropological 

upshot: given that Jesus’ body was not buried in a grave, no human body is 

buried in a grave.  

Before turning to my own argument, it will be helpful first to summarize 

Jaeger and Sienkiewicz’s argument for the Un-FormedM Thesis. So, it’s to that 

task I now turn. 

 

The Un-FormedM Thesis 

On a Thomistic version of hylemorphism, what causes prime matter—a met-

aphysical cause that is, in itself, purely potential—actually to exist is a sub-

stantial form. Substantial form is the metaphysical cause of a thing that ex-

plains why that thing exists and is actually the thing it is rather than some-

thing else. Prime matter and substantial form act as metaphysical comple-

ments; they each are causes essential to the explanation and existence of in-

dividual substances. If there’s one central thesis in Thomistic hylemorphism, 

it is this: there is no matter without form and no form without matter. The 

only matter that exists actually is formed matter. [This sort of matter is variously 

called signate matter, sensible matter, and/or secondary matter. Prime matter 

exists potentially, not actually. Aquinas spells this out in, among other places, 

Aquinas 2015: 206. For a helpful and pellucid overview in the secondary lit-

erature, see Feser 2014: 164-175; Wippel 2000: 296ff; Oderberg 2007: 71-

76.]  

On this way of cutting reality at its joints, individual objects are actual-

ized/formed matter. They are things that potentially were the case and now 

actually are the case. What explains the move from potency to act, on a 

hylemorphic model, is matter and form. In the realm of created reality, what 

things are real in the truest and most plain sense are substances, individual 

concrete objects that exist in their own right. Substances, on this way of think-

ing, neither are parts of other objects that exist in their own right, nor are 

they modifications of those objects, nor are they mere aggregations of parts. 

They are, in the truest sense, wholes. In the medieval vernacular, they are 

unum simpliciter. These are the proper bearers of accidents and properties 

generally. What explains this deep-seated unity—what, for the hylemorphist 

makes an object a substance—is the causal relation between prime matter and 
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substantial form. The utter inability for prime matter—that which is not ac-

tual in any way without a form—to exist apart from substantial form provides 

for the hylemorphist the metaphysics to explain why a substance genuinely 

is one unified thing. For, neither the substance nor any causal part of it can 

exist apart from the union of its substantial form and prime matter. Prizing 

apart the form and matter of an object destroys an object in the same way 

that prizing apart the triangularity from the trilaterality of a triangle destroys 

a triangle.  

Jaeger and Sienkiewicz know all of this. Thus, they admit that the (what I 

call) Un-FormedM Thesis should sound to the Thomistically-inclined 

hylemorphist like a ‘blatant contradiction’ (Jaeger and Sienkiewicz 2018: 

134). John Wippel (2000) puts the contradiction—and thus Thomas’s aver-

sion to anything like Un-FormedM—nicely: ‘… if prime matter is indeed pure 

potentiality, as Thomas maintains, to say that it could actually exist without 

any form would be to say that it is in act (and therefore participates in form) 

and not in act (since according to the hypothesis it does not participate in 

form) at one and the same time’ (325). Even still, Jaeger and Sienkiewicz wish 

to advance their thesis and propose it as one amenable to a Thomistic ontol-

ogy.  

There seem to be good reasons to do this; after all, how one conceives of 

the ontological status of Christ’s dead body might undermine central Tho-

mistic hylemorphic theses: among them are the unity of substantial form (i.e., 

that each substance has only one substantial form) and that substantial 

change entails numerical change (see Wippel 2011: 134ff). Whatever else Jae-

ger and Sienkiewicz wish to say about the ontological status of Christ’s dead 

body, they wish to say that their thesis is consistent with the claim that human 

bodies have only one substantial form and that no new substantial form re-

places Jesus’ human form in his dead body (2018: 134, 141-144). For, so the 

Thomistic hylemorphist might suggest, if one supposes that there is more 

than one substantial form in a substance, then the unity of the substance is 

called into question. Further still, if Christ’s human form were replaced by 

another substantial form, then the numerical identity between the pre-mor-

tem and post-mortem body of Christ would be destroyed; for a substantial 

change will have taken place. Protecting these two theses and that Jesus’ body 

is in the tomb becomes more difficult when faced with what is, for the 

hylemorphist, a given: Jesus’ human form is not in the tomb. [Thomas, for 

example, thinks that Christ’s human form—his soul—went to Limbus Patrum 

between his death and resurrection (1981b: III.Q52.a3 respondeo).]  

What is more, according to contemporary Thomistic scholarship, Thomas 

never addresses how to make sense of the ontological status of the body in 

the tomb (Wippel 2011: 153-154). He does address the relation of the body 

in the tomb (whatever its ontological status) to the Person of Christ; that is, 
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he explains how it remains united hypostatically to the Word. But he never 

explains how there’s a body there to begin with, which is particularly vexing 

because apparently there’s no form present in Jesus’ tomb. Jaeger and Sien-

kiewicz, then, rightly see that there’s a hylemorphic puzzle to figure out: how 

does form-less matter exist as a body, viz., the body in Jesus’ tomb? 

To answer this question, Jaeger and Sienkiewicz construct the following 

argument: 

 

(1) God is able to produce all acts of secondary causes without those secondary 

causes. (premise) 

(2) Substantial forms are secondary causes of the actuality of prime matter. 

(premise) 

(3) Therefore, God is able to cause the actuality of prime matter without sub-

stantial forms. (from 1 and 2) 

(4) If God is able to cause the actuality of prime matter without substantial 

forms, then it is metaphysically possible for prime matter to exist without 

substantial forms. (premise) 

(5) Therefore, it is metaphysically possible for prime matter to exist in actuality 

without substantial forms. (from 3 and 4) [Argument taken verbatim from 

Jaeger and Sienkiewicz 2018: 134-135.] 

 

If their argument is sound, then there’s an easy remedy to the hylemorphic 

puzzle: God sustains the form-less matter in Jesus’ tomb. I think one should 

grant premises (4) and (5) given premises (1)-(3). And, since (3) just follows 

from (1) and (2), premise (3) is sheltered under the truth of (1) and (2). On 

cue, much of their defense of the argument centers on premises (1) and (2).  

Their defense of premises (1) and (2) is straightforward. They suggest, 

with good reason, that much of the Christian hylemorphic tradition is com-

mitted to their truth. Aquinas, for example, seems explicitly to say that God 

is able to produce all the acts of secondary causes without those secondary 

causes (i.e., that premise (1) is true). For the hylemorphist, causality is under-

stood in terms of ontological dependence, not in terms of a Humean be-

fore/after sort of series. For the hylemorphic theist, since God is omnipotent 

and that on which everything is ontologically dependent, God can continue 

to uphold the existence of things without any intermediary causes. Jaeger 

and Sienkiewicz spell this out in the following principle: 

 

The Omnipotent Principle (OP*): If effect E’s dependence on secondary cause C itself 

depends on God, then it is possible for effect E to depend on God without E de-

pending on C (Jaeger and Sienkiewicz 2018: 136. Italics in the original). 

 

With (OP*), they reason that premise (1) is true. The claim is that the actuality 

of prime matter is an effect E that depends on a secondary cause, viz., a sub-

stantial form, which itself depends on God. Thus, since God can produce any 
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effect that a secondary cause can, God can produce the actuality of prime 

matter without an intermediate secondary cause (i.e., without substantial 

form). [That God is able to produce all the acts of secondary causes without 

those secondary causes comes clearly to the fore especially in Thomas’s de-

fense of how the accidents of bread and wine remain in the Eucharist. See 

1981c: III.Q75.A5.ad1.] 

Premise (2) also seems to be true, given hylemorphism as it has been un-

derstood in the Christian tradition. Anyone familiar with Thomas’s various 

versions of the cosmological argument will know that, according to Thomas, 

there’s only one first cause: God. Secondary causes are all other causes inter-

mediate and dependent for their causality on God, the uncaused first cause. 

With the defense of the first two premises in place, Jaeger and Sienkiewicz 

understand their argument to be sound, and with it the Un-FormedM Thesis. 

[They do defend each of the premises, of course, see Jaeger and Sienkiewicz 

(2018: 139); but they recognize that the one’s really at issue are premises (1) 

and (2). I agree.]  

Yet, it is the case that, despite what seems like a standard agreement 

among hylemorphists in the Christian tradition that (1) and (2) are true, 

standard bearers—like Thomas—take it to be false that even God could sus-

tain the existence of form-less prime matter (Aquinas 1981a: I.Q66.A1 sed 

contra; Wippel 2000: 324-325; Brower 2014: 19). Thomas et. al. take it to be 

false that even God could sustain the existence of an entity that is purely po-

tential (i.e., not actual) without its metaphysical complement, the cause by 

which a thing is brought from potentiality to actuality, namely substantial 

form. I think Aquinas and others are correct and that Un-FormedM is false. 

In the next section I begin to show why: Jaeger and Sienkiewicz’s argument 

rests on a mistake. [It should be noted that apparently some of Thomas’s 

interlocutors thought it possible that God could sustain the existence of form-

less prime matter, e.g., Henry of Ghent, John Duns Scotus, and William of 

Ockham. See Wippel 2000: 324-325; Brower 2014: 120-121.] 

 

Prime Matter Is Not an Act 

We have seen already that Thomas Aquinas takes the form-less existence of 

prime matter to be a blatant contradiction: it ascribes actuality to a non-actual 

entity without its cause of actuality, viz., its form. To my mind, that should 

alert the hylemorphist to think that there’s more to Jaeger and Sienkiewicz’s 

first premise, and Thomas’s seeming advocacy for such a premise, than meets 

the eye. To be fair to Jaeger and Sienkiewicz, they agree that (1)’s truth is not 

obviously connected to the existence of form-less prime matter, that is, ‘obvi-

ous’ given the kinds of theistic hylemorphic commitments previously men-

tioned. To connect the truth of (1) to God’s maintaining the existence of form-

less prime matter, they hang much on the Roman Catholic dogma of 
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transubstantiation. They reason, with Thomas et. al., that the continued ex-

istence of the accidents of the bread and wine in the Eucharist, despite the 

lack of subjects (their respective matter) in which to inhere, demonstrates that 

God can and does perform the actions of some secondary causes. Under nor-

mal conditions, the substances of the bread and wine are the respective mat-

ter for the forms of the bread and wine accidents. After their consecration, 

however, God fills in for the causal activity of the (now missing) material 

causes in the form/matter relations, since, ex hypothesi, the substances of the 

bread and wine no longer are present (Aquinas 1981c: III.Q75.A5; Jaeger 

and Sienkiewicz 2018: 136).  

Without jumping headlong into the murky metaphysics of transubstanti-

ation, I want briefly to mention that Thomas anticipates Jaeger and Sienkie-

wicz’s argument on this score. In anticipation, he offers a potentially salient 

insight: there seems to be an important difference between the continued 

existence of a form—a thing that is a principle of act/existence—denuded of 

matter, and the continued existence of that which is a principle of potency, de-

formed of its principle of act/existence (Aquinas 1981a: I.Q66.A1.ad3). 

Thomas is, after all, committed to the seemingly obvious claim that whatever 

continues to act, continues to exist (Aquinas 1981a: I.Q89.A1 sed contra). This 

is his principal reason for thinking that God is not performing the metaphys-

ically impossible when God upholds the existence of a disembodied human 

form (i.e., a human soul) in the intermediate state; Aquinas claims that the 

human form has an act of existence not dependent on a material cause (Aqui-

nas 1981a: I.Q89.A1 sed contra and respondeo; see also Feser 2014: 163-164). 

Mutatis mutandis, one could make the case that, like a disembodied human 

soul, the accidents of the bread and wine have acts not dependent on material 

causes. But the same sort of reasoning cannot be applied to prime matter, 

since prime matter has no act of existence in itself; it exists/acts only insofar 

as it is the material cause of a form/matter composite, a substance, that ex-

ists/acts. [To my knowledge, Aquinas does not make the move I have sug-

gested above.] 

There is an additional, and perhaps clearer, reason for thinking that 

prime matter cannot exist without a substantial form. To see it, recall Jaeger 

and Sienkiewicz’s The Omnipotent Principle: 

 

 (OP*):  If effect E’s dependence on secondary cause C itself depends on 

God, then it is possible for effect E to depend on God without E 

depending on C. 

  

For my purposes, (OP*)’s explication raises an important question: on 

hylemorphism, what is an effect? Briefly, it is the result of the four Aristotelian 

causes: efficient, material, formal, and final. Now, there is a further question: 
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is prime matter an effect? The answer to this question is: no. Prime matter is 

a cause; more specifically, it is a material cause. So, (OP*) is irrelevant for a 

defense of prime matter’s form-less existence. What is an effect is a substance, 

a causal explanation of which is prime matter. Note too that this should cause 

a re-evaluation of Jaeger and Sienkiewicz’s premise (2): Substantial forms are 

secondary causes of the actuality of prime matter. Given that prime matter is 

neither an effect nor an act, the phrase ‘the actuality of prime matter’ should 

be understood as another way of saying: the substance. Understood in this way, 

one realizes that (2), and the hylemorphist’s endorsement thereof, means that 

substantial forms are secondary causes of substances, not prime matter (since 

nothing causes prime matter; it is a cause). If so, what follows from (1) and 

(2) is that God can cause substances to exist without substantial forms, not 

that God can sustain the existence of form-less prime matter. 

This result makes the implication and consequent in (4) is false. Because 

of this, (5) does not follow and the argument turns out to be unsound. With 

this, one should now see that the Un-FormedM Thesis is, with good reason, a 

non-starter. But, if so, the hylemorphist is still left with a difficult question, 

the question Jaeger and Sienkiewicz are concerned to address: ‘what is the 

ontological status of Christ’s dead body’ (Jaeger and Sienkiewicz 2018: 132)? 

In the next section, I will show that, with some amendment, Jaeger and Sien-

kiewicz’s argument can be used to advance another thesis: Un-FormedS. But 

I will show, too, that it also is false. This will provide further reason to think 

that, given hylemorphism, there was no body in Jesus’ tomb. 

 

Human Bodies are Essentially Ordered Causal Series 

The argument for Un-FormedM rests on an important mistake: the claim that 

prime matter is an act. But prime matter is not an act, it is a material cause. 

As such, Un-FormedM is a non-starter. It commits a category mistake. But, as 

it turns out, with an important amendment to premises in Jaeger and Sien-

kiewicz’s argument, another thesis can be advanced to explain the ontological 

status of the body in Jesus’ tomb. To see it, let us look again to Jaeger and 

Sienkiewicz’s original argument.  

Translating phrases like ‘actuality of prime matter’ (and others that will be 

made clear presently) into ‘substance’, a revised form of their argument looks 

like this: 

 

1. God is able to produce all acts of secondary causes without those secondary 

causes. (premise) 

2*.  Substantial forms are secondary causes of their acts, viz., their substances.  

(premise) 

3*.  Therefore, God is able to produce substances without their substantial forms. 

(from 1 and 2) 
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4*.  If God is able to produce substances without substantial forms, then it is met-

aphysically possible for substances to exist without substantial forms. (prem-

ise) 

5*.  Therefore, it is metaphysically possible for substances to exist without sub-

stantial forms. (from 3* and 4*) 

 

(5*) is what I call the Un-FormedS Thesis. Un-FormedS, if true, gives the 

hylemorphist a way to answer the guiding research question: what is the on-

tological status of the body in Jesus’ tomb? The answer that Un-FormedS de-

livers is: it is a form-less substance.  

I say that Un-FormedS is false. To understand why, we need again to think 

back on (OP*). Does (OP*) allow for God to produce substances without sub-

stantial forms? I understand the answer to this question to be ‘no’ and that 

(3*) is false. But if (3*) is false, then (1), (2*) or both are false. By my lights, 

the problem lies at least in premise (1). Here’s why: the sort of acts/effects at 

issue in premise (1) and (OP*) make sense only if the acts/effects result from 

an accidentally ordered causal series rather than from an essentially ordered 

causal series. So, (1) is false as such because it claims that God can produce 

all acts of secondary causes. But God cannot do this for the secondary causes 

in essentially ordered causal series. In other words, it is not within God’s 

power to produce the effect of an essentially ordered causal series if the series 

includes secondary causes; neither is it possible for God to sustain the effect 

of an essentially ordered causal series if one of the effect’s secondary causes 

ceases to exist. And, as it happens, a substance is an essentially ordered causal 

series.  

Why can’t an omnipotent God perform the acts of secondary causes in an 

essentially ordered causal series? The answer is that—as in the name—each 

cause in this sort of causal series is essential to the resulting act of the series. 

The resulting ‘act’ in the form/matter/substance causal series is the substance. 

To wit, Caleb Cohoe (2013) describes such causal series this way:  

 

An essentially ordered causal series is asymmetric, irreflexive, and wholly deriva-

tive. The subsequent members in such a series are not only caused by and onto-

logically dependent on the preceding members, as in a transitive series, they also 

serve as causes only insofar as they have been caused by and are effects of all the 

preceding members (839-840).  

 

What’s more, a defining characteristic of such a series is that the causes are 

simultaneous with their effects/acts (Feser 2014: 150). So, an essentially ordered 

causal series is asymmetric, irreflexive, wholly derivative, and simultaneous. 

This means that, for an essentially ordered causal series to produce its effect, 

all of the series must continue to exist together. An effect of such a series only 

is the effect it is insofar as it has the causes that it does and insofar as they 
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remain in existence with their effect/act. A classic example of this sort of series 

is a series the causal components of which are a hand holding a stick that’s 

pushing a stone (Aquinas 1981a: I.Q46.A2.ad7; Feser 2014: 149ff; Kerr 2012: 

545-546). Such a series is different than a so-called ‘accidentally ordered 

causal series’ in that, in an accidentally ordered series (e.g., a father begetting 

a son, who begets another son, and so on), the causes in question need not 

remain for the series to remain, and the causes need not be simultaneous 

with their acts. [Gavin Kerr (2012) avers that essentially ordered causal series 

are distinct, too, in that they are one-many causal dependency relations. Ac-

cidentally ordered series can be understood in isolated one-one relations 

(e.g., x → y). But, an essentially ordered series is not this way; instead, they 

are, (so goes his argument) of this sort: (w→(x→y)), such that the causal series 

of w, x, and y ‘isn’t constructed of isolatable units’ (e.g., (w→x) and (x→y)) 

(545). That is, to understand the series—for the series to make sense at all—

all causes and effects simultaneously must be accounted for. As Kerr puts it: 

‘Effectively a one-many causal relation is one wherein the absence of some 

prior cause renders the succeeding causes and effects causally inefficacious’ 

(545). Brower (2014: 5) also concludes that, vis-à-vis the relation that matter 

and form bear to their substance, there’s a one-many causal dependency re-

lation. If Kerr and Brower are correct, this causal dependency relation tells 

us that a causal series is an essentially ordered one.] 

A human body is the effect/act of an essentially ordered causal series. We 

can tell because a human body is simultaneous with its causes, it does not 

cause its causes, and is wholly derived from its causes. Since both the form 

and the matter, as secondary causes in an essentially ordered causal series, 

are essential to a human body, it follows that God cannot maintain the exist-

ence of a body without its form and prime matter. More generally, because 

all substances/bodies are the acts of essentially ordered causal series, it follows 

that God cannot sustain the existence of any substance without its form and 

prime-matter. As such, Un-FormedS is false. It is metaphysically impossible. 

[There seems even to have been some sustained medieval debate (and ambi-

guity in Thomas’s own work) whether, for example, the form is identical to the 

act of the body, not just simultaneous with it (Brower 2014: 5, 68-69; Wippel 

2000: 324-325). If an identity relation obtains between a form and its body’s 

act, then it is obviously impossible to have a form’s act—namely its body—

apart from its form. Jaeger and Sienkiewicz address this and, obviously, con-

clude that the relation is not one of identity (2018:138).] 

This result is relevant because it begins to show why it is true that there is 

no body in Jesus’ tomb. If there were a body in Jesus’ tomb, then it would 

have a substantial form. But it does not have Jesus’ substantial form. Why 

not? If it did, the body would be alive and not dead. Jesus’ substantial form 

is a soul; no existing soul is dead. All embodied living souls produce living 
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human bodies (Aquinas 1981a: I.Q75.A1 respondeo, I.Q77.A1 respondeo; Klima 

2002: 261; Klima 2009: 164; Turner 2018: 159ff). So, if there were a body in 

Jesus’ tomb, it would not be a human body; this is because, on this sort of 

hylemorphism, the only human bodies there are are living ones. Human bod-

ies are prime matter/human soul composites. Thus, there is no human body 

in Jesus’ tomb between his death and resurrection. 

The only other option is to suggest that, at Christ’s death, a new substan-

tial form takes the place of Jesus’ human soul in the left-over prime matter 

leaving a non-human body in the tomb. But this would be to effect a substan-

tial change, which would make the resulting material substance numerically 

distinct from Jesus’ body. And so, if the Person of the Word were united hy-

postatically to the body in Jesus’ tomb, he would be hypostatically united to 

an entirely different object—another body, a non-human body—rather than 

the one human nature of Christ. It is no part of orthodox teaching to say that 

Christ is united to a corpse that looks like Jesus but isn’t. Following this line 

of thinking, then, it follows that the Person of the Word is not united hypo-

statically to the body in Jesus’ tomb. And that is because it is true that there 

is no body in Jesus’ tomb.  

There’s another important reason to reject Un-FormedS. The reason is 

that, if we do not accept—on hylemorphism—that the human body is an es-

sentially ordered causal series, we lose a plausible account of criteria for per-

sonal identity. Here is how: consider the following as plausible criteria of di-

achronic object and personal identity consistent with hylemorphism: 

 

(AIT):  For any material substances x and y, x at time, T1, is numerically 

identical to y at time, T2 (where T2 is any time later than T1), if 

and only if the substantial form of x at time, T1, is numerically 

identical to the substantial form of y at time, T2 (Turner 2018: 

155). 

 

One reason for accepting (AIT) and agreeing to its plausibility is because it 

gets around the anti-criterialist’s complaint, viz., that all criteria of identity 

proposed for the persistence of objects reduce to uninformative tautologies 

(Merricks 1998: 106-124). Happily, AIT does not presuppose the identity of 

the substance the persistence of which it seeks to explain, even if it presup-

poses the identity of a substantial form. With my (2018: 224), I reason that is 

acceptable because substantial forms are not separately existing things the 

identities for which one must give an account (I assume without argument 

that the identity of forms is primitive and unanalyzable). [(AIT) follows and 

amends Thomas-inspired criteria for personal identity found in (Brown 

2005: 119) and (Adams 1992: 7-8). Others, including Lang (1998: 384) and 

Eberl (2009: 192), seem to agree that something like (what is here called) 
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‘(AIT)’ is the way to think of Thomas’s account of criteria for personal identity. 

All of us are following how we read Thomas’s account in, for example, Aqui-

nas 1975: 81.6.] 

Here is the relevant upshot. If one supposes that a human body—or any 

substance at all—is not the act of an essentially ordered causal series, then 

one loses the ability to explain what the persisting substance’s necessary and 

sufficient conditions are. Consider two items from the argument laid about 

above:  

 

(3*) Therefore, God is able to produce substances without their substantial 

forms, 

 

and 

 

(5*) Therefore, it is metaphysically possible for substances to exist without 

substantial forms. 

 

If (3*) and (5*) were true, it would follow that a substance’s substantial form 

is not necessary for a substance’s existence. In other words, (AIT) would be 

false because it claims that the identity of a material object (e.g., a pre-mortem 

or post-resurrection human body) hangs on whether the relevant substantial 

form exists. But (AIT) is true (and the hylemorphist has good reason to think 

so). Thus, by modus tollens, (3*) and (5*)—Un-FormedS—are (is) false.  

 

An Important Christological-Anthropological Implication 

Given a Thomistic-style hylemorphism, the Un-FormedM and Un-FormedS 

theses are false. There is neither form-less prime matter nor form-less sub-

stance in Jesus’ tomb between his death and resurrection. So, what is the on-

tological status of the body in Jesus’ tomb? There is no body in Jesus’ tomb. 

At least, there is no macro-sized body. By my lights, it is possible that, in the 

tomb, there were millions of tiny substances, what we might call ‘atoms’ ar-

ranged in a corpse-wise way. To speak loosely, then, there might have been 

some things there; but nothing that was form-less.  

A fortiori, the same goes for every human vis-à-vis her buried ‘body’. Why? 

In Christian theology, anyway, that Christ is ‘the true human’ carries meta-

physical weight: what one says about the incarnate Christ’s humanity, partic-

ularly with respect to his death and resurrection, one should say about hu-

mans generally (Cortez 2017: 36; 1 Corinthians 15:12-23). To make this sort 

of move is part of what it means to reason christologically about anthropol-

ogy. In other words, it is part of doing christological anthropology. Marc Cor-

tez outlines this sort of approach in two ways, what he calls ‘minimal 
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christological anthropology’ and ‘comprehensive christological anthropology’. 

He says: 

 

A minimally christological anthropology is one in which (a) Christology warrants 

important claims about what it means to be human and (b) the scope of those 

claims goes beyond issues like the image of God and ethics. 

A comprehensively christological anthropology is one in which (a) Christology war-

rants ultimate claims about true humanity such that (b) the scope of those claims 

applies to all anthropological data (Cortez 2017: 21). 

  

I suggest that the conclusions of my previous arguments about the ontological 

status of the body in Jesus’ tomb applies mutatis mutandis to all humans, if 

either minimal or comprehensive christological anthropology is the appro-

priate way to think about the human creature.  

I wish not to adjudicate here which approach to christological anthropo-

logy one should take. For present purposes, it matters not which approach is 

correct; hence, I’ve placed a disjunction in the claim that our conclusions 

concerning the ontological status of the body in Jesus’ tomb generalizes to 

the ontological status of the bodies in all tombs. That is: there are no human 

bodies in the tombs of dead human beings. Such a conclusion should be easy 

to see; neither of the arguments for the UnformedM and UnformedS theses 

require that Jesus’ body be in view. Ultimately, they are unsound by virtue of 

the ways they reason about prime matter, substantial form, and substances in 

general hylemorphic terms. So, one should think of the preceding arguments 

as something of a test-case, wherein the concrete human nature of Christ is 

the exemplar analysans helping to decipher some further, more general, 

analysandum. And, following Cortez, if it is the case that what one says about 

Christ’s human nature delivers either important or ultimate claims about 

what it means to be human, featuring Christ as a test-case is fitting. And so 

the sober metaphysical truths implied by undermining the arguments for 

UnformedM and UnformedS—that there is neither form-less prime matter 

nor formless material substance—can be stated in a pithy christological an-

thropological way: Since there was no dead human body in Jesus’ tomb, there 

is no dead human body in anyone’s tomb. 
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