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section of his theological trilogy. It is the section about the
Good, following the one about the Beautiful and preceding

the one about the True. The Glory of the Lord studies the form
and splendor of revelation, its perception (aisthesis) in and across
and beyond the forms and splendors of the world, its reduction
to an inner-Trinitarian form and splendor. The Theologik studies
the truth of this same revelation, leading it back to a truth within
God. But the Theodrama studies how revelation is manifested,
and how its truth is constituted, in action, in a dramatic
encounter between God and man, an encounter also in its turn
led back to a prior and inner-Trinitarian one." If we de-italicize
the word, then, Theodrama is the drama between God and man
reflecting the inner-Trinitarian drama of Father, Son, and Spirit.
Is the drama between God and man also constitutive of the
inner-Trinitarian drama? That is the aim of this essay—to think
about Balthasar’s affirmative but subtle answer to that question.

The Theodrama of Hans Urs von Balthasar is the middle

! See “Dramatic Theory between Aesthetics and Logic,” in Theo-Drama: Theological
Dramatic Theofy, vol. I (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1988), 15-23. Theo-Drama vols. 1,
2,3, 4, and 5 (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1988, 1990, 1992, 1994, 1998), are hereafter
TD 1,2, 3,4, and 5, which correspond to Theo-Dramatik, Vol. 1, Prolegomena; Vol. 11/1, Die
Personen des Spiels: Der Mensch in Gott; Vol. 12, Die Personen in Christus; Vol. IlI: Die
Handlung; and Vol IV: Das Endspiel (Einsiedeln: Johannes Verlag, 1973, 1976, 1978, 1980).
Hereafter, parenthetical references, with roman numerals for volume numbers, are to the
German edition.
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He would have it not only that there can be no true drama
between God and man if there is not an inner-Trinitarian drama
to be manifested, but also that there can be no drama between
God and man unless it really and truly can be said to constitute
the inner-Trinitarian drama.

In order to see the novel and, so far as | know, unique way
Balthasar has discovered to express the way in which the world
matters to God, we will compare him at a key point to St.
Thomas, and in this way attempt to further the sort of inquiry
into the relation of St. Thomas and Balthasar that James Buckley
has called for, and the difficulties of which he has called attention
to, in these pages.”

[. THE AIM OF THE THEODRAMA

The second edition of Mysterium Paschale contains a preface,
written after the Theodrama, in which Balthasar offers a short
statement of the theological issue the much-larger work addresses.
He draws two positions into opposition, that of the “older
dogmatics” and that of certain moderns. Moderns assert the pain
of God (K. Kitamori), have God develop (process theology), or
constitute the Trinity in dependence on the economy (Hegel and
J. Moltmann).” To the contrary, the older dogmatics affirms the
immutability of God and relegates the effect of the kenosis of the
Son of God to the human nature of Christ, “the divine nature
remaining inaccessible to all becoming or change, and even to any
real relationship with the world.” In so doing, Balthasar tells us,
it runs the risk, paradoxically enough, of both Nestorianism and
monophysitism at once. By relegating suffering to Jesus, this
dogmatics courts a Nestorianism in which an immutable Son of
God must be distinct from the suffering Jesus. On the other hand,

% James J. Buckley, “Balthasar’s Use of the Theology of Aquinas,” The Thomist 59 (1995):
517-45.

3 Mysterium Paschale (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1990), vii. Mysterium Paschale is the
translation of chapter 9 of Mysterium Salutis, ed. §. Feiner and M. Lohrer, Vol. 11I/2, Das
Christusereignis (Einsiedeln: Benziger Verlag, 1969).

* Ibid., viii.
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in restricting suffering to the lower faculties of Christ’s soul, it
suggests a monophysitism of the “higher faculties,” which enjoy
the vision of God just as does God.

The way forward, according to Balthasar, “relates the event of
the Kenosis of the Son of God to what one can, by analogy,
designate as the eternal ‘event’ of the divine processions.” For
this, Balthasar takes as a clue the Scholastic assertion of the divine
processions as the condition of the possibility of creation. The
upshot is twofold, one in the order of manifestation or revelation,
and the other in the order of being. In the order of revelation, we
understand that the economy, and within the economy especially
the Cross, simply manifests modalities of love already enjoyed
eternally among the persons. In the order of being, while it is true
that God does not change by dependence on the world such that
without the world there would be something in him there is not,
it is nevertheless the case that he does change, with a change
already forever “included and outstripped in the eternal event of
Love.” It is this solution, though not always so compactly
expressed, and with an appeal to the same clue, that Balthasar
develops at length in the Theodrama.’

The foregoing puts the issue in terms at once of the history of
Christian thought and of “theology,” where the term denotes a
doctrine of divinity, the divine nature. But the Theodrama has
several ways of casting the issue.® A favorite and only slightly
different way of stating the problem, a way which of its nature a

* Ibid.

¢ Ibid., ix.

7 For the processions as the condition of creation in the Theodrama, see TD 5:61-65, 75-
76 (IV:53-57, 65-66).

# For a brief overview of the Theodrama, see Gerard O’Hanlon, “Theological Dramatics,”
in The Beauty of Christ: An Introduction to the Theology of Hans Urs von Balthasar, ed. Bede
McGregor and Thomas Norris (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1994), 92-101; and idem, The
Immutability of God in the Theology of Hans Urs von Balthasar (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1990), 110-36. Both of these texts deal with the central argument of the TD.
See also Edward T. Qakes, Pattern of Redemption: The Theology of Hans Urs von Baithasar
(New York: Continuum, 1994), part 3; and especially part 2 of Thomas G. Dalzell, The
Dramatic Encounter of Divine and Human Freedom in the Theology of Hans Urs von
Balthasar (New York: Peter Lang, 1997).
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“theodrama” suggests,” is that of the dilemma of choosing
between the God of the philosophers and the God of myth.'® A
God involved in the world and who reacts as an actor within a
drama that includes him and the world is mythic. But a tran-
scendent divinity, a divinity acceptable philosophically, seems
religiously inadequate. Again, Balthasar expresses the issue from
its anthropological pole, as a question regarding finite freedom in
a world created by absolute freedom. In such a world, is finite
freedom really real? And does it count for anything if it has no
impact on absolute freedom?'! Otherwise expressed, and in terms
of Trinitarian theology, how shall we express the relation be-
tween the immanent and the economic Trinity in a non-Hegelian
way?'? And yet again, in the Christological specification of the
Trinitarianly expressed question, how shall we find a position
between, or above, those of K. Rahner and J. Moltmann on the
relation of the Cross to the Trinity?"> To understand Balthasar is
in large part to see how for him all these questions are aspects of
one central issue.

The constantly re-expressed dilemma, this one central issue, is
brought to a final—and one cannot help saying, climactic—
expression in the eschatology with which the Theodrama
concludes. What does God gain from the world?™ Is God plus the
world more than God alone? If one chooses the “God of the
philosophers,” and says no, then the world is ultimately illusory.
If one says yes, then one will also say that God needs the world.
What is the way between, or above, these alternatives, which
present us with but an “apparent contradiction?”® In fact, the
world plus God is “more,” but on the understanding that the

? O’Hanlon, “Theodrama,” 94.

07D 1:131 (1:118); 2:9, 125, 191-94 (1[/1:9, 112, 172-175); 4:319f. (I1:297£.); The
Glory of the Lord, vol. 4: The Realm of Metaphysics in Antiguity (San Francisco: Ignatius,
1989), 216f.; Dalzell, Dramatic Encounter, 55, 162.

1TD 1:255, 495-96 (1:236, 465-66); 2:72 (11/1:64-65); 4:328-29, 3771f. (I11:305-6,
352£f).

27D 1:69, 131 (1:64, 118).

3 TD 4:322 (111:300); and 2:49 (11/1:44-45), closely related to the issue of myth.

“TD 5:508 (TV:464-65).

5 1bid. (IV:464).
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world is enfolded into the relations of gift-giving, of the
Trinitarian persons.

The way forward is thus a Trinitarian way, just as the assertion
of the Trinity is originally the way between the One of the
philosophers and the many gods of paganism.'® The Trinitarian
relations, the exchanges between the persons, would of course
occur even without the world. Thus Balthasar can write:

The whole thrust of this book has been to show that the infinite possibilities of
divine freedom all lie within the trinitarian distinctions and are thus free
possibilities within the eternal life of love in God that bas always been
realized.”

Having the world’s response to God occur within the Trinitarian
relations is the way to overcome the dilemma of choosing
between myth and philosophy. Balthasar thinks its advantages
significant. First, the gratuitousness of creation is grounded in the
ever greater gratuity of Trinitarian life.'® Second, where the
“participation of creatures in the life of the Trinity becomes an
internal gift from each Divine Person to the other,” the
appearance of a kind of divine solipsism is removed, as if God
made the world for his extrinsic glory."”

It is just this “inclusion” of the world within the Trinitarian
relations that will explain how the world matters to God. This,
Balthasar’s most original move in the Theodrama, will be taken up
below, but we need first at least some attempt at a comprehensive
sketch of how Balthasar executes the aim of the Theodrama.

% O’Hanlon, bnmutability, 110. See Gregory of Nyssa, Cat. Orat., no. 3.

V'TD 5:508 (IV:465): “Der ganze Denkzug dieses Buches strebte dahin, zu zeigen, daf§
die unendlichen Moglichkeiten der gottlichen Freiheit alle innerbalb der trinitarischen
Differenzen liegen, somit freie Moglichkeiten innerhalb eines immer verwirklichten ewigen
Liebeslebens Gottes sind.”

8 TD 5:507 (IV:464).

Y 1bid.: “... von der gloria Dei in der Schopfung aber wird jeder Verdacht eines géttlichen
Solipsismus abgewehrt: die innere Teilnahme der Geschopfe am trinitarischen Leben wird zu
einem inwendigen Geschenk jeder gottlichen Person an die andere, womit jeder Anschein
einer blof8 duflerlichen “Verherrlichung’ iiberwunden wird.”
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1. THE ARGUMENT OF THE THEODRAMA

The following sketch of what [ call the argument of the
Theodrama is not a summary of the Theodrama just as such; that
would be something fuller and more difficult than anything that
could be attempted here. It would be fuller, for it would relate the
properly dramatic resources that Balthasar brings to his work and
the theological transformation he works on them.” It would be
more difficult, for the transformation just mentioned involves
questions of theological method, and these would need to be
addressed in detail. I propose here a statement only of the
dogmatic theological argument of the work, at the inevitable risk
of distortion and for the purposes and convenience, as it were, of
those still beholden to what Balthasar labeled “theological epic.”*!

The more modest project is ambitious enough. It is an attempt
to present the chief and all-informing theological intelligibility of
the work. Given the place of the Theodrama in the ceuvre, this is
tantamount to grasping the central argument of Balthasar’s work
as a whole.”?

The chief axis of understanding on which the Theodrama as a
whole depends is the relation between the Cross, which reveals
the Trinity, and the Trinity, which founds the Cross.

(1) The Cross reveals the Trinity.” For Balthasar, it does so in
a way than which no greater could be thought: the greatest
imaginable distance, that between sin and the holy God, is
discovered to be out-distanced, and encompassed, by the
distinction between Father and Son.** No greater way of revealing
the Trinity in the created order could be thought, for the
opposition between the sinner and God is seemingly the greatest
imaginable. It supposes the infinite distance between creature and
Creator, and then multiplies that distance by the factor of
rebellion. And yet, as Balthasar has it, this “distance” is out-

2 See here especially Dalzell, Dramatic Encounter, chap. 4.
2 See TD 2:43 (1/1:39).

2 See O’Hanlon, “Theological Dramatics,” 93,

B See, e.g., TD 5:120-24 (IV:104-7).

*TD 4:325-27, 333-34 (111:302-4, 310-11).
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distanced by the distinction between Father and Son—meaning
that the distance between sinful creature and holy God can be
“contained” and so rendered neutral by the greater distinction
within unity of Father and Son.”

Dramatically, this point can be expressed by saying that the
economic drama between Christ and God reveals the immanently
Trinitarian play between Father and Son.*

The Cross reveals the Trinity, of course, in that the Trinity is
the ground of the Cross and enables the Cross: that is, it enables
precisely this form, the crucified Christological form, of the
redemption of sinful humanity, the reconciliation of finite and
infinite freedom.

More pointedly and exactly expressed for Balthasar, the
Trinity is the ground of the Cross in that the Cross happens and
could happen only within the personal relations defined by the
Trinity. It is not just that, since Christ offers himself to God in the
Spirit, and since in that same Spirit God raises Christ, therefore
we learn that the one who offers himself and is raised must be
distinct from the one to whom he offers himself and who raises
him, as also from the one in whom he offers himself and in whom
he is raised. Rather, the very offering is a manifestation of the
relation of Son to Father; it is an economic mode or extension of
it.” The economic drama between Christ and God can take place
only within the personal transactions already and eternally
actualized in the Trinity.

As the ground of the Cross, however, the Trinity is not also at
the same time constituted just as such by the Cross. The position
that the Cross not only manifests, but manifests because it
constitutes the Trinity, such that without the Cross there would
be no Trinity, is the position of Hegel and Moltmann, and
Balthasar rejects it.”® The absolute, “immanent” Trinity is eternal

B See Dalzell on the “distance” metaphor (Dramatic Encounter, 146-51); swallowing up
the distance of sin in the greater distance between Father and Son who are yet united by the
Spirit means the offer of the Spirit to the sinner, in virtue of which his heart is transformed.

*TD 1:20, 129 (1:19-20, 116-17); 2:72 (11/1:64-65); 4:322-25, 327 (I11:300-303, 304);
Dalzell, Dramatic Encounter, 114.

7 TD 3:157 (I/2:143-44); 4:326 (111:303).

% T]) 5:224-27 (IV:202-4) (Hegel); 5:227-29 (IV:205-7) (Moltmann).
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and is not constituted as such by the economy or any event within
it. And yet, there is another form of constitution of which one can
speak, as we shall see.

(2) While it is true to say, then, that God would be triune even
were there no creation by the Word and no created world to
redeem by the Incarnation of the Word and the descent of the
Holy Spirit, the Cross nevertheless “enriches” the Trinity.”

This is something distinctively Balthasarian. That the event of
the Cross reveals the Trinity, as its ground, is not distinctive. And
that Balthasar wants to deny that the Cross constitutes the Trinity
is nothing except Nicene Christianity. But that nevertheless the
Cross “enriches” the Trinity—this is proper to Balthasar; it is how
he thinks he will be able to insert modern concerns into the
framework of the ancient dogmatics.

The modern concern is to make the world matter to God, and
to ensure the truth of this by making the world really change
God. The modern concern would have finite freedom make a
difference not only to God, but in God. Of course finite freedom
matters to infinite and immutable Love—what we do is either in
accord with or contrary to God’s will, and it “matters” to him in
this sense. But the modern concern wants God to be different
than he would have been as a result of finite freedom.

On the other hand, Balthasar’s thesis can be said to maintain
the ancient framework for three reasons. In the first place, the
“enrichment” in question is predicated of the persons, not of the
divinity. In the second place, Balthasar wants to say that this is
not a becoming like an earthly becoming, not a passage from
potency to act, but rather a matter of a supraworldly Trinitarian
“event.”® In the third place, the enrichment is 2 gratunitous
enrichment; that is, it is so to speak a contingent means by which
the persons glorify one another, a means enfolded in an eternal
conversation, glorification, and enrichment that takes place
among the persons, and would take place, whether the world
existed or not, and whether the world was redeemed in the way

TP 5:514-15 (IV:470-71).
3 TD 5:512 (IV:468); see Dalzell, Dramatic Encounter, 178, 207,
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that it in fact is or not.>! We will return to this most important
point.

(3) Further, and on the strength of the view of the relation of
the economy to the persons just outlined, Balthasar thinks to have
a Trinitarian overcoming of a supposed dilemma generated by the
doctrine of creation: Does the world “add” anything to God or
not? If not, then the world seems to be not really real. If so, then
God cannot be immutable.’” But if the persons glorify and enrich
themselves through the economy, then the world really does
matter; it is no charade. On the other hand, and for the reasons
already given just above, we remain with a God than whom
nothing greater can be conceived, the transcendent and absolutely
perfect God of classical theism. This is the cardinal point, with
which, if Balthasar can really have it, he has all the rest.

Before we go on to consider this point, however, it would be
good to illustrate the claim that the intelligibility expressed above
in (1) through (3) informs the entire Theodrama. 1 pick out two
important points where this can readily be seen.

First, the economic revelation of the Trinity is given particu-
larly pointed form in the characteristically Balthasarian Christo-
logical position that the person of Christ is his mission. Already,
given what was said in (1), above, we have it that the mission is
the economic manifestation of the person, and so of the
procession (since the Son is his being generated and so is his
proceeding from the Father). The idea that the person of Christ
is his mission is a function not simply of the dialogical conception
of the person to which Balthasar is indebted,” nor alone of the
identity of person and role-mission which dramatic theory makes
possible, nor again of the Thomist thesis of the identity of mission
and procession, nor of all three together. Rather, it is the notion
of person that the Trinitarian resolution of the dilemma between
mythology and philosophy needs. It is the notion of person that
the Trinitarian resolution of the question of creation’s “addition”

31 TD 5:507-9, 514-15 (IV:463-65, 470-71).

32 TD §:508 (IV:464-65).

¥ TD 1:626-43 (1:587-603); see also Hans Urs von Balthasar, “On the Concept of
Person,” Communio 13 (1986):18-26.
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to God requires. For it is maintained that just as purely imma-
nently Trinitarian exchanges would enrich and ever more fully
constitute the persons, so now in fact do economic exchanges
enrich and ever more fully constitute the persons. These
“economic exchanges,” however, are simply matters of the
missions. The enrichment and continuing constitution of one per-
son by another via the economy occurs through the missions. This
is to say, then, that the mission is the person, and the person is
the mission. The missions turn out to be the vehicle by which the
persons in fact enrich one another.

Second, there is Balthasar’s soteriology. Why is it that St.
Thomas’s theology of satisfaction is wanting according to
Balthasar? The fundamental reason is not that St. Thomas asserts
the continuance of the wisio beatifica, nor that Christ does not
sufficiently take on our sin, for Balthasar himself, when pressed,
confines the Son’s “becoming sin” to taking on the effects of sin.>*
He finds St. Thomas’s soteriology lacking because it confines the
effects of Christ’s passion and death to the economy. The
“wonderful exchange” is so profound for Balthasar that the
passion is taken into the modalities of the Trinitarian relations—it
“enriches” them.”

The governing theological intelligibility of the Theodrama may
be summed up, then, as follows. If creation is really to count and
add something to God, if created freedom is to be in real dialogue
with God, if the event of the Cross is really to matter to the
interior life of God, then the reality of God must be such as to be
an ever-more increasing event of Trinitarian exchanges, We must
locate the world, not outside of God, and relative to the im-
mutable and eternal divinity of God, for in that way it will never
be made good that the world matters to him in the relevant way.
Rather, we must locate the world—not in the divinity just as such
(Hegel)—but within the Trinitarian relations. For only thus can
we say that the economy really effects something in God, and yet
at the same time maintain that, since this effect would exist

*TD 4:337-38 (Il1:314).
* For an exposition of Balthasar’s soteriology, see G. Mansini, “Rahner and Balthasar on
the Efficacy of the Cross,” The Irish Theological Quarterly 63 (1998): 232-49.
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anyway, God remains transcendent in the way philosophy, as
Balthasar understands the term, requires.*®

III. THE ECONOMIC “ENRICHMENT” OR CONSTITUTION OF THE
TRINITY

In order to appreciate the key and unprecedented solution
Balthasar offers to the manifold dilemma that is its point of
departure, it is helpful to compare two series of texts within his
final treatment of the central question of the Theodrama, that is,
within the concluding section of the last volume, entitled “What
Does God Gain from the World?” The citations all occur within
a few pages of one another, and this is important to remember. A
first series declares that God does not need and is not affected by
the world, which is related to him as manifesting, not constituting
him. A second series seems straightforwardly to contradict this in
asserting that the world affects God and changes him. The
resolution is to see that God’s being affected by the world, or
rather the result of this, is something that would happen even did
it not happen through the agency of the world. It is a result that
would occur simply in virtue of the relations of the persons of the
Trinity themselves, although in fact they act toward one another
through the world and in such a way that it really is true to say
that the world changes God.

The first series runs as follows. Already above, we read of “free
possibilities within the eternal life of love in God that has always
been realized.” And continuing: “This eternally realized love in

3¢ 1 put it this way since it is just as arguable that it is revelation that requires such
transcendence, and not philosophy. See R. Sokolowski, The God of Faith and Reason (Notre
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1982). I note as well that for Sokolowski the
Christian distinction is not understood by contrast to modern philosophy and paganism, but
by contrast to ancient philosophy and paganism. For him, distinctive to Christianity is that
God is out of the world completely, which is true neither for myth nor for philosophy.
Balthasar seems rather to situate Christianity relatively to an already contaminated
philosophy—that is, a philosophy contaminated by Christianity. But then, he thinks that it
is pre-Christian philosophy that is contaminated by grace and the supernatural, and only
Christian theology that can construct a philosophy not so contaminated; see Hans Urs von
Balthasar, The Theology of Karl Barth (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1992), 280.
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God, therefore, does not require the positing—in a Hegelian
manner—of these free possibilities.””” Quoting Adrienne von
Speyr: “In the Christian context, sacrifice, suffering, the Cross
and death are only the reflection of tremendous realities in the
Father, in heaven, in eternal life.”*® Here, then, the economic
realities are but reflections, manifestations. So also are they where
we read that the “economic” sacrifice of Father and Son reflects
eternal, Trinitarian sacrifices.”” Again, Adrienne von Speyr: “In
God, becoming is a confirmation of his own Being. And since
God is immutable, the vitality of his ‘becoming’ can never be
anything other than his Being.”*® And Balthasar, in his own voice
again: “Primarily, what we have said about heaven is meant to
show that neither creation nor Incarnation necessitates a change
in God and his eternal life. In fact, the concept of eternal life ‘cuts
off all possibility of positing a change in God.””*! Christ “simply
expresses in the otkonomia what he has always expressed anew in
the eternal, triune life: his complete readiness to carry out every
one of his Father's wishes.”** Of Christ’s forsakenness, we learn
that it is “the revelation of the highest positivity of trinitarian
love.”*

The second series is as follows. “We must also bear in mind
that infinite richness is rich in freedom and can enrich others (and

¥ TD 5:508 (IV:465): “freie Moglichkeiten innerhalb eines immer verwirklichten ewigen
Liebeslebens Gottes ... welches somit nicht—hegelisch—der setzung jener freien
Moglichkeiten innerhalb bedarf.”

#TD 5:511 (IV:467): “Opfer, Leiden, Kreuz und Tod sind christlich betrachtet nur die
Widerspiegelung von gewaltigen Wirklichkeiten im Vater, im Himmel, im ewigen Leben.”

¥ TD 5:510 (IV:466-67).

*TD 5:512 (IV:468): “Das Werden in Gott ist Bestitigung seines Seins. Auch weil Gott
unverinderlich ist, kann die Lebendigkeit seines ‘Werdens’ nie etwas anderes sein als sein
Sein.”

1 TD §:513 (IV:469), quoting von Speyr at the end: “Diese Aspekte von unten nach oben
sollen aber hier vor allem beweisen, dafl weder Schopfung noch Menschwerdung eine
Verinderung Gottes und seines ewigen Lebens notwendig machen. Durch den Begriff des
ewigen Lebens ‘wird die Moglichkeit abgeschnitten, eine Verinderungin Gott anzunehmen.””

* Thid.: “er driickt innerhalb der oikonomia nur aus, was er im ewigen dreieinigen Leben
immer neu ausgedriickt hat: seine vollige Bereitschaft, jeden Willen des Vaters zu erfiillen.”

*TD 5:517 (IV:473): “in der Kreuzesverlassenheit wird . . . die héchste Positivitir der
trinitarischen Liebe offenbar.”
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hence itself) in ways that are ever new.”** It is “enriching itself”;
it is growing. And this: “Eternal life, as the word itself says, is not
a complete state of rest, but a constant vitality, implying that
everything is always new.”*’ Novelty, the changed, and so change,
are asserted. Quoting von Speyr: the unchangeability of God is
not something “static” but is “the movement of all movements.”*¢
And this most important sentence: “We must think of this in such
a way that the work of the oikonomia, which is ‘not nothing’
either for the world or for God, actually does ‘enrich’ God in a
particular aspect, without adding anything that is lacking to his
eternal life.”*” Quoting von Speyr again: “the Trinity is more
perfected in love after the Incarnation than before,” which fact
“has its meaning and foundation in God himself, who is . . . an
eternal intensification in eternal rest.”*® So, the economy perfects
God, who is ever intensifying anyway. And last: “We need not be
shocked at the suggestion that there can be ‘economic’ events in
God’s eternal life. When the Father hands over all judgment to
the Son, ‘something happens in God.” When the risen Son returns
to the Father, ‘a new joy arises after the renunciation involved in
the separation. This new joy . . . perfects the Trinity in the sense
that the grace that is to be bestowed becomes ever richer, both in
the world into which it pours forth and in God himself, who is
willing to bestow it.””*’

*TD 5:509 (IV:465): “Man muf somit gelten lassen, daf§ das unendliche Reiche sich aus
dem Reichtum seiner Freiheit immer neu bereichern (lassen!) kann”; earlier, TD 2:259
(11/1:234-35).

¥ TD 5:511 (IV:467): “Ewiges Leben ist, wie das Wort es schon sagt, kein Stillstand,
sondern immerwihrende Lebendigkeit, was ein Je-Neu-Sein einschliefft.”

* 1bid.: “die Bewegung aller Bewegungen.”

¥ TD 5:514 (IV:470): “Das mufl so zusammengedacht werden, dafl das Werk der
oikonomia, das wie fiir die Welt, so auch fiir Gott keinesfalls nichts ist, selbst Gott in einer
bestimmten Hinsicht ‘bereichert’, ohne seinem ewigen Leben etwas ihm Fehlendes
hinzuzufiigen.”

* TD 5:514 (IV:470): “daf die Trinitit nach der Menschwerdung vollendeter ist als
vorher, hat also seinem Sinn und Grund in Gott selbst, der keine starre, sondern eine immer
neu in der Liebe zusammenschlagende Einheit ist, eine ewige Steigerung in der ewigen Ruhe.”

¥ TD 5:515 (IV:471), with quotations from von Speyr: “Man braucht deshalb vor einer
Aussage nicht zu erschrecken, die ein 6konomisches Ereignis in das ewige Leben Gottes
einschreibt. Wenn der Vater das ganze Gericht dem Sohn iibergibt, so ‘geschieht etwas in
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How can we read both series together, and always on the
supposition that Balthasar means what he says?*® Because of the
Trinitarian involvement in it, the world enriches God, but not as
adding anything lacking to God. The persons are in themselves
and eternally always enriching one another, and would do so
without the world. But in fact, the economy enfolds the world
into this ever-increasing exchange of love and glory. “From all
eternity the divine ‘conversation’ envisages the possibility of
involving a non-divine world in the Trinity’s love.”' The
concluding paragraph of the Theodrama should be quoted.

What does God gain from the world? An additional gift, given to the Son by
the Father, but equally a gift made by the Son to the Father, and by the Spirit
to both. It is a gift because, through the distinct operations of each of the three
Persons, the world acquires an inward share in the divine exchange of life; as
a result the world is able to take the divine things it has received from God,
together with the gift of being created, and return them to God as a divine
gift.s?

As a father gives his child the wherewithal to provide him a
Fathers’ Day gift, so does the Father bestow this on his child—not
only his Son, but also us, as inserted into the Son’s return of
himself to the Father. As Thomas Dalzell explains, commenting
on this same passage:

Gott.” Wenn der auferstehende Sohn zum Vater zuriickkehrt, ‘entsteht eine neue Freude nach
dem Verzicht der Trennung und vollendet die Trinitét im Sinne eines Je-reicher-Werdens der
zu spendenden Gnade, sowohl in der Welt, in die sie ausstrémt, wie in Gott selbst, der sie zu
schenken bereit ist.””

% For a good discussion of how to take Balthasar’s language, as metaphor or analogy, see
Dalzell, Dramatic Encounter, 169-71, 186-91.

U TD 5:509 (IV:466): “Zunichst ist die Moglichkeit der FEinbeziehung einer
nichtgottlichen Welt in die trinitarische Liebe von Ewigkeit her im gottlichen Gesprich.”

2 TD 5:521 (IV:476): “Was hat Gott von der Welt? Fin zusétzliches Geschenk, das der
Vater dem Sohn, aber ebensosehr der Schn dem Vater und der Geist beiden macht, ein
Geschenk deshalb, weil die Welt durch das unterschiedliche Wirken jeder der drei Personen
am gottlichen Lebensaustausch innerlichen Anteil gewinnt und sie Goit deshalb, was sie
Géttliches von Gott erhielt, mitsami dem Geschenk ihres Geschatfenseins auch als gottliches
Geschenk erstatttet.”
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What he is saying is that in the finite’s being drawn into the trinitarian life,
God receives not only the [finite being’s] createdness, itself a gift of God, but
also an additional [zusdtzliches] gift which is to be understood as its ever-
greater giving back to God the gift of God’s own love which it receives in
taking part in the divine conversation. But since this additional gift is in fact a
divine gift, any increase implied by its being given to God by created freedom
is situated by him within the eternal increase in God, and specifically within
the increase due to the Son’s ever-greater self-gift to the Father.”

Therefore, the world does not just express an eternally
complete God, for God is not eternally complete. Or perhaps we
should say that part of being complete is always to grow. As the
world expresses precisely that fact, it is a contingent, non-
necessary, gratuitously chosen means of accomplishing this the
free eternal exchange which would happen anyway.”*

Does God really depend on the world? Yes. Does God depend
on the world in such a way that he would be different did he not?
No.

IV. CRITICISM

Balthasar might be said to have the best of all possible or at
least all prior positions. With the “older dogmatics,” God does
not need the world, and the classical philosophical requirement
of transcendence seems to be met. With Hegel, the world
constitutes the Trinity—only contingently so, and only a Trinity
that exists independently of the world process, it is true; still, the
Trinity is affected by world process. With modern process
thought, growth and novelty become metaphysically privileged
and find a place in the Absolute. The categories of “event” and
“self-giving” (Ereignis, Er-gebnis) provide an opening to

53 Dalzell, Dramatic Encounter, 210.

5* Ibid., 208: “But if the worldly response is to be thought of as meaning something to
God, Balthasar has to approach the hypothesis of God being ‘enriched’, so to speak, in such
a way that there is no suggestion of that response adding something to the eternal life of love
which was missing. In other words, he has to hold together the idea that finite freedom can
make a meaningful contribution to the innerdivine conversation and the idea that there is
already in God an ever perfect giving and receiving of love.”
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postmodern philosophy.” Most of all, we have a religiously
satisfying way of taking those texts in Sacred Scripture that
suggest dialogical, mutual relations between God and the world.
The rest of this essay is concerned with only one of these prior
positions, and whether the requirements of transcendence
installed in the older dogmatics really are met.

A) Comparison with Aquinas on the Divine Understanding of
Created Reality

One might think that what Balthasar is proposing is not unlike
what St. Thomas offers by way of explaining how we can say that
God truly knows and loves us, we who are really not God,
without prejudice to his transcendence.

Saint Thomas’s understanding of this is as follows. The
primary object of the divine understanding, which is an infinite
act of understanding, is the divine intelligibility, an infinite object.
Finite intelligibility is a partial imitation of the divine intel-
ligibility. In understanding himself, God necessarily understands
all possible ways he can be and is imitated. Such understanding
adds nothing to what he already understands—himself; nor
would the absence of such understanding deprive God of any-
thing he in fact has.*®

It might appear, therefore, that just as for St. Thomas God’s
understanding of the contingent world is enfolded within his
understanding of himself, so for Balthasar the Father’s gift of
creation to the Son is already enfolded in his always-surpassing-
itself gift of himself to the Son which is the generation of the Son.
Therefore, again, just as for St. Thomas if God did not
understand the world (on the supposition of its nonexistence)
there would be no diminution of what it is that God understands,

3% See the discussion of Heidegger in The Glory of the Lovd, vol. 5: The Realm of
Metaplyysics in the Modern Age (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1991), 429-50.

* For the infinity of the divine understanding, see Sumiea Theologiae 1, q. 7, 2. 3; q. 14,
a. 4; for the infinity of the primary object of God’s understanding, see ST I, q. 14, aa. 2 and
3; for the relevant infinities of will and object willed, see STh L, q. 19, a. 1, corp. and ad 3;
q. 20, a. 1, ad 3. A nice statement of this argument is in B. Lonergan, De constitutione Christi
ontologica et psychologica (Rome: Gregorian University, 1961), nos. 55-56.
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so if the world did not exist there would be no diminution of the
ever-increasing richness of the personal exchanges within the
Trinity. Thus, the world is a non-necessary way that the persons
in fact actually increase one another—with an increase that would
happen even if the world did not exist. Perhaps it is helpful to
write out the parallels as follows.

(1) As the divine mind understands finite intelligibles in understanding the
Infinite Intelligible,

(2) as the divine will wills the finite good in willing the Infinite Good,

(3) so the Father generates (or creates?) the world in generating the Son,

(4) and so Father and Son give the world to each other in giving themselves
to each other.

The formal similarity of Balthasar to St. Thomas consists in
integrating a divine act relative to a finite reality into a divine act
relative to a divine reality. Again, there is a formal similarity in
the concern to express the fact that nothing external to God
operates on God—at least, for Balthasar, independently of God.

But the differences emerge, also. The point of (1) and (2) is to
show how it can be true that God understands and wills
something not himself and yet is not dependent on what is not
himself and is not different from what he would be did he not
understand and will something not himself. The point of (3) and
(4), however, is to show how the world can really contribute to
the divine glory and goodness in such a way that, did it not, there
would be no diminution of the divine glory and goodness.

The problem with (3) and (4) is that while it is possible to
understand that the divine will and the divine understanding can
have a finite as well as an infinite object, it is more difficult to
understand how the first procession can have a finite as well asan
infinite product. And the gift, insofar as it names a product of
inter-Trinitarian commerce, is the Holy Spirit, Proceeding Love.
We could put it like this: the world relative to the Father is not in
an opposed relation of origin, such that without the world there
is no Father (as, without the Son, there is no Father). Neither can
Father and Son be who they are without breathing the Spirit; but
they can be without the world.
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Balthasar indeed knows that the world is not necessary for
God. Butin (1) and (2) we see how the world can be distinct from
God and yet known and loved by God. Knowing and loving can
have objects distinct from the knower and lover. In (3) and (4),
on the contrary, we do not see how the world can be distinct
from God and yet generated, or given by God, within the first or
second processions. The processions serve to distinguish persons
within a single nature, but not distinct natures. If the world was
“in” the first procession, it would be the Son, or, if it is “in” in
the second, it would be the Holy Spirit. Or else Son and Spirit are
created.

What does account for the distinction of the world from God?
Not that it be generated within the generation of the Son, distinct
from the Father, or given within the mutual gift of Spirit, but that
it be understood and willed to be so distinct. This knowing and
willing are common to the three persons. This does not prevent
St. Thomas from finding an exemplar of the procession of
creatures from God in the procession of the Word from the
Father and of Love from both, as the texts adduced by Balthasar
report.”” Thus St. Thomas’s teaching does not suggest the note of
efficiency that Balthasar’s solution trades on.

B) An Ever-Growing God

Even so, we have not yet broached the most obvious problem
with Balthasar’s position: whether the world contributes to God’s
increase or not, still, there is increase. But from what? With what?
At the end of the day, Parmenides will have his say: if the
increment comes from what is, it already is and does not come to
be; and if it comes from nothing, it does not come to be, for
nothing comes from nothing. Therefore, there can be no
additions to God; whatever he is, he is. This is so, at least, unless
one wishes to deny the priority of act to potency.

Again, growth is a kind of becoming or change. Becoming is
the actualization of the potential insofar as it is potential.

%7 See TD 5:61-62 (IV:53-54), for the texts in question.
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Becoming requires passive potency in the becoming subject; it
requires an agent or principle of actualization really distinct from
the principle of potency. It requires time, which is nothing but a
measure of becoming. Therefore, if there is growth in God, the
divinity is potential, non-simple, and not eternal.

There are, it would seem, two ways Balthasar’s position might
be saved. It will be rejoined, in the first place, that the addition in
question is predicated of the persons and not the nature. But this
does not avoid the problem. Where the persons are distinct from
one another but not from the nature, growing persons would
seem to imply a growing divinity. One would have to restrict the
“growth” in question and conceive it as in some way belonging to
the persons alone. The growth would have to be a growth in, for
example, the very relationality of Father and Son, such that the
“addition” means the Father is more Father, and the Son more
Son, and this as not touching what they possess in common,
which cannot change. But growth predicated of the relation
would seem to be a relation of a relation, and relations of
relations are relations of reason only. Therefore, the growth in
question would be not real but only a manner of speaking,
nothing except a pointed and arresting way of indicating the
richness of the Trinitarian relations.

Nor does it help, in the second place, to urge, as Balthasar
does, that this is becoming in another sense, not an earthly sense,
and that the time in question is a kind of supratime.’® Of such
things as wisdom, or goodness, or understanding we say that
what they are in God is not like what they are in creatures. But
we do not say this of change or becoming, because change is
constituted by potency and imperfection. Perfection is act.
Becoming requires potency. It requires being imperfect.’”

# E.g., TD 5:67 (IV:59) (no ordinary becoming); 5:92 (IV:81) (time); Dalzell, Dramatic
Encounter, 178, 207 (a becoming not like ours); idem, 168 n. 3 (a time above our time).

%% See here the exchange of papers on passivity in God, beginning with David L. Schindler,
“Norris Clarke on Person, Being, and St. Thomas,” Communio 20(1993): 580-92; Steven
Long, “Divine and Creaturely ‘Receptivity’: The Search for a Middle Term,” Communio 21
(1994): 151-61; and David L. Schindler, “The Person: Philosophy, Theology, and
Receptivity,” Communio 21 (1994): 172-90.
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This is not a matter of a Thomistic and Aristotelian account of
change versus some other possibility of thought. There is no other
analysis of change besides that of Aristotle. There are denials of
change, from Parmenides to (in his own way) Hume. There are
assertions that some kinds of change are really other kinds of
change, as with the reduction of qualitative to quantitative change
in materialism. There are assertions of novelty with no ground or
cause, with Nietzsche and Bergson. There are reversals of the
priority of act to potency, with Hegel. But there is no analysis of
change, a location of the principles of change, except that of
Aristotle.

It is hard to see how the invocation of a change in God unlike
that which we find in our earthly experience, therefore, can be
anything more than words. Change requires passive potency; it
requires composition in the subject of change. To speak of change
that is not like this, that does not involve a passage from potency
to act, is not to speak of anything at all.

What does Balthasar want? The liveliness of an “event” as
opposed to substance? But substance is nothing except what is in
itself and not in another. If the Balthasarian event exists in itself,
it is a substance in the required sense.®® If one wants to think of
such an “in itself” as a pure event, as a pure liveliness, then what
is wanted, it would seem, is a sort of pure act—a line of thought
already well developed in the history of Western theology and
metaphysics.

V. CONCLUSION

Much earlier, in The Theology of Karl Barth, Balthasar called
strenuously for a theology that is not antecedently measured and
confined by philosophy.®' Does the foregoing criticism fail to
meet that standard, and so fail to appreciate a theology whose

¢ On the other hand, if we are supposed to hear Heidegger in the talk of a Trinitarian
“event,” and if this means that we are in the order of manifestation and appearance, and not
of constitution, then the problem disappears. Evidently, I do not think this is the way to
understand Balthasar,

41 See Balthasar, The Theology of Karl Barth, 264-2685, for criticism of St. Thomas in this
vein. See also ibid., 267f., for the delimitation of a theological concept of nature.
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inspiration is wholly from revelation? To the contrary and to
repeat, invoking the Aristotelian analysis of change is not an
invocation of something peculiarly, narrowly Aristotelian. Itisto
invoke the only analysis of change that human thought has
produced. The Physics, at this point, is strong. It is strong with
the strength of reason, and so of nature, itself. To say that
revelation, as read by Balthasar, trumps Aristotle here is not to
preserve revelation and therefore the autonomy of theology; it is
to say that grace does not complete but rather destroys nature,
that faith kills and does not perfect reason.

It is in that same earlier work on Barth that Balthasar takes
such pains to defend an analogous naming of God and the world.
If the analogy of names were the point of departure for an answer
to the question of the Theodrama as to whether the world adds
anything to God, the answer would most certainly be no. Nor
would this denial imply that the world is therefore illusory. To
the contrary, and in two ways. First, and obviously, participated
being, for all that it cannot add anything to the being (God’s
being) of which it is a participation, is not therefore unreal.®*
Second, if infinite Love loves a finite good, that is to make that
finite good “matter” both infinitely, and, since infinite Love is
immutable, unchangeably. This is to find a sense of what it means
to “matter,” furthermore, that is instructed by the manifestation
of the God than which nothing greater can be thought.

It is this answer alone that seems congruent with the classical
theology Balthasar intends still to preserve in the Theodrama. The
Theodrama itself, so promising in the prospect of a properly
theological and indeed Trinitarian reconciliation of modern
concerns with the “older dogmatics,” appears to be yet another
demonstration of the impossibility of such a project, if indeed, as
it seems, the Trinitarian overcoming of the impasse there
proposed rather destroys than preserves the classical part of the
material it seeks to integrate.

82 Balthasar’s fear about the world seeming illusory next to the God who need not create
seems to suppose some one field of being in which the divine nature would compete with
worldly natures. Sokolowski, The God of Faith and Reason, is especially valuable in warding
off intellectual vertigo of this kind.
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distinction of persons belongs among the foremost points

of controversy in the interpretation of the Trinitarian
theology of St. Thomas Aquinas. The discussion has for some
time crystallized around the “essentialism” or “personalism” that
is attributed to Aquinas’s treatise. Such a problematic (in which
the very terms of the alternatives already determine the kind of
solution that one can adopt) lies at the intersection of many
approaches and different methods of analysis, because it involves
not only the recovering of the thought of Thomas Aquinas from
a historical perspective, but also the profoundly speculative
fundamental notions of his Trinitarian theology (person, relation,
essence, notional act, etc.), the relationship between theology and
philosophy, and finally the very aim of Trinitarian theology. After
a brief overview of the debate, we will present the general
framework of a reading that investigates the Trinitarian doctrine
of St. Thomas on the relationship between person and essence in

God.

The relationship between the unity of God and the

1. A LONG AND WIDE-RANGING DEBATE

When, at the end of the nineteenth century, Théodore de
Régnon examined the Trinitarian synthesis of Thomas Aquinas,

! This article first appeared as Gilles Emery, O.P., “Essentialisme ou personnalisme dans
le traité de Dieu chez saint Thomas d’Aquin?” Revue Thomiste 98 (1998): 5-38. The
translation is by Matthew Levering.

521
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his analysis led him to formulate the problem of an “essential”
approach as opposed to a more personal representation of the
mystery of God. It provided the basis of the distinction that, since
de Régnon, has become customary to introduce: the distinction
between the “Greek” conception which begins with the con-
sideration of the persons, and the “Latin” or “Scholastic” con-
ception which takes its point of departure in the unity of the
essence or the divine substance.” The problem identified by this
pioneer in the history of Trinitarian doctrine concerns not only
the methodological priority of the divine essence in Thomas, but
also the connection between essence and person in his use of the
psychological analogy derived from Augustine: “All the Augus-
tinian theory, if superb when it begins from a ‘personal’ God,
risks dissolving when it analyzes the acts of a ‘nature’ identical to
many persons.”

Such is, since then, the problem constantly posed in the
reading of the treatise on the Trinity in Aquinas’s Summa Theo-
logiae: does his theological elaboration, very attentive to the
prerogatives of the essence or nature of God, adequately take
account of the tripersonal reality of God? Placed at the heart of
the interpretation of the history of doctrine sketched by de
Régnon, this question is intensified by the contrasts in which it is
inscribed: Thomas manifests a concern for conceptual organiza-
tion rather than a contemplative approach to the mystery of God,
a recourse to a “static” metaphysics rather than to a “dynamic”
thought, etc.* In the extension of this schema of interpretation,
the theology of Thomas Aquinas becomes the focal point of
difficulties attributed to a large current of Latin medieval thought
which, following Augustine, accorded primacy to the divine
essence rather than to the persons and was developed on the basis

2 Cf. Th. de Régnon, Eiudes de théologie positive sur la sainte Trinité (Paris: Victor
Retaux, 1892-98), 1:335-40, 428-35.

? Ibid., 2:214.

* Ibid., 2:128-29, 447-51.
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of a metaphysics rather than by reference to the history of
salvation.’

Karl Rahner has summarized this difficulty in regard to the
division of the treatise on God into a treatise De Deo uno and a
treatise De Deo trino: “If one begins with the basic notions of the
Augustinian and western approach, a non-Trinitarian treatise De
Deo Uno comes apparently automatically before De Deo Trino.”®
Rahner specifies that

this separation first occured in St. Thomas, for reasons which have not yet been
clearly explained. St. Thomas does not begin with God the Father as the
unengendered origin in the Godhead, the origin of all reality in the world, but
with the nature common to all three persons. And the procedure became well-
nigh universal.”

The consequence is a “splendid isolation” of the treatise on the
Trinity that fails to weigh its repercussions for the doctrine of
salvation: “It looks as though everything important about God
which touches ourselves has already been said in the treatise De
Deo Uno.”®

Faced with this affirmation, contemporary Trinitarian theol-
ogy received the task of displaying the personal reality of God as
the point of departure of the treatise De Deo, thereby clarifying
all the other treatises of theology and demonstrating their organic
unity. It is precisely on the basis of this critical reading of the
Latin and Thomist tradition that one understands the famous
fundamental Rahnerian axiom: “the Trinity of the economy of
salvation is the immanent Trinity and vice versa.”

Rahner’s critique has been pursued in many studies, notably on
the Christological impact of the deficiency present in Thomas (the

5 M. Schmaus, “Die Spannung von Metaphysik und Heilsgeschichte in der Trinititslehre
Augustins,” in Studia patristica 6, “Texte und Untersuchungen zur Geschichte der
altchristlichen Literatur, 81” (Berlin: F. L. Cross, 1962): 503-18.

¢ K. Rahner, “Remarks on the Dogmatic Treatise ‘De Trinitate,”” in Theological
Investigations, vol. 4, trans, K. Smyth (New York: Crossroad, 1982): 83-84.

7 Ibid., 84; cf. K. Rahner, The Trinity, trans. J. Donceel (New York: Crossroad, 1998),
16-17.

8 Rahner, “Remarks on the Dogmatic Treatise ‘De Trinitate,”” 84; The Trinity, 17.
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hypostatic union approached by the angie where the person is
identical to the divine essence, “as if God were not Trinity”).’
Even in recent works, it is not rare to encounter the accusation of
a philosophical pre-comprehension of God (de Deo uno) that
arranges the Trinitarian mystery in preestablished human
categories that are incapable of taking account of the full
tripersonal Godhead.'® At the heart of this debate (essence-
persons, immanent Trinity-economic Trinity), the firm main-
taining of the unity of operation of the Trinity ad extra by
Thomas inspires the suspicion that he weakens the personal traits
in the creative and redemptive action of God in favor of a certain
“monism.” Thomas Aquinas, by reason of such essentialist or
“unitary” representation of God, bears therefore a large part of
the responsibility in this “loss of function” of Trinitarian faith
that the authors have long discerned: the Trinity remained in
Thomas “locked in the immanence of its own life.”"!

Following the lead of Walter Kasper, Trinitarian doctrine
today is expected to furnish an adequate Christian response to the
situation of modern atheism.'” This demand begins from the
historical affirmation of the failure of a monopersonal “theism”
in modern Western thought and of its progressive transformation,

® Cf. G. Lafont, Peut-on connaitre Dieu en Jésus-Christ? (Paris: Cerf, 1969), 151-57.

1 M. Corbin, La Trinité ou l'excés de Dieu (Paris: Cerf, 1997). On the contemporary
emphasis on the “living God of Revelation” in contrast to a “principally philosophical”
treatise De Deo uno (Thomas Aquinas), see notably W. Breuning, “La Trinité,” in Bilan de
la théologie du XXe siécle, vol. 2, ed. R. Vander Gucht and H. Vorgrimler (Tournai-Paris,
1970), 252-67; L. Scheffczyk, “Die Trinitdtslehre des Thomas von Aquin im Spiegel
gegenwirtiger Kritik,” Studi tomistici 59 (1995): 163-90, esp. 164-66.

"' G. Greshake, Der Dreieine Gott: Eine trinitarische Theologie (Freiburg im Breisgau,
1997), 117; the author summarizes here a current of interpretation of Thomas, and holds for
his part that in Thomas, despite his going beyond a pure and simple essentialism, the
“unitarian” perspective remains dominant (119). For the position of the problem, see notably
H. Miihlen, “Person und Appropriation. Zum Verstindnis des Axioms: Iz Deo omnia sunt
sy, ubi non obviat velationis oppositio,” Miinchener theologische Zeitschrift 16 (1965): 37-
57. )

2 Cf. W. Kasper, The God of Jesus Christ, trans. Matthew J. O’Connell (New York:
Crossroad, 1986), 294-95.
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through deism, into atheism." In this perspective, Trinitarian
doctrine should emphasize the freedom of God, manifested in
love, by strictly linking the consideration of the “essence” to the
divine freedom which accords liberty to humankind in love and
for love. One thus expects that Trinitarian doctrine will clarify
our understanding of human life, ecclesial and social, by remov-
ing all presentations of God that, in conceiving him as an essence
posed in opposition to man, make him a “rival” for man.'* The
question of the relationship between essence and person in God,
however, goes far beyond a simple arrangement of concepts, for
it inquires into the very purpose of Trinitarian theology. In order
to integrate correctly the contribution of Thomas Aquinas, we
must test the correspondence between these demands and the role
that Thomas assigns to the theological elaboration of a treatise on
the Trinity.

In this task, which stretches over more than a century of
interpretations, the first requirement was to go back, beyond the
manuals of the school, to Aquinas’s texts, in order to try to
identify the place of the person in his doctrine on God. Among
the major works, we should place first the studies of A. Malet
which, from a historical and systematic perspective, devoted
themselves to showing the deeply rooted influence of Greek
patristics in the thought of Thomas as well as the accent he placed
on the persons in God."” Malet’s research, intended to show the
“synthesis” of person and nature in God, nonetheless remained
dominated by the antinomic dialecticimposed by the controversy:

 Ibid.: “From the theological standpoint we must speak more accurately of the heresy
of theism.” For the nuances of the historical evolution of this vocabulary (in which the
Trinitarian question has been presented since Socinus), see H. Bouillard, Vérité du
christianisme, “Sur le sens du mot ‘théisme’” (Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 1989), 219-32.

' Such a demand constitutes the major purpose of the work of G. Greshake, cited above;
cf. also W. Miiller, Die Theologie des Dritten: Entwurf einer sozialen Trinitdtslehre (St.
Otdlien: EOS Verlag, 1996).

15 A. Malet, “La synthése de la personne et de la nature dans la théologie trinitaire de saint
Thomas,” Revue Thomiste 54 (1954): 483-522; 55 (1955): 43-84; idem, Personne et amour
dans la théologie trinitaire de saint Thomas d’Aquin (Paris: Vrin, 1956). See also the reviews
of this work by J.-H. Nicolas, Revue Thomiste 57 (1957): 365-73; H. Dondaine, Revue des
sciences philosophiques et théologiques 43 (1959): 172-74.
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one strives to establish “the primacy of person over nature”' in

Thomas in order to show his “personalism,” which should be
opposed to an “essentialism.” Despite the reservations that one
could formulate on other points, Malet’s work had the merit of
showing the inadequacy of accounting for Thomas’s thought
through the schema of opposition between Greeks and Latins.'”

Around the same time, a vigorous overview of the Thomist
doctrine of relation and of notional acts (personal acts considered
as the manner of the subsistence of the person) led P. Vanier to
note the eminently dynamic and personal Trinitarian conception
in Thomas. The orientation of the study was, here again, the
necessity of a return to the texts of Thomas and of a historical
approach in order to recover, against certain misadventures of
school-Thomism, the thought of the master.'® In his enthusiasm
for the mature thought of Thomas, P. Vanier postulated the
existence of a second redaction of the commentary on the Sen-
tences, in order to explain the presence of the mature doctrine of
Thomas in this work (notably the rejection of a “derivation” of
the persons from the essence, following a perspective that Vanier
qualified as “Ps.-Dionysian”). This hypothesis has not received
scholarly confirmation,”” but it has drawn attention to the
complexity of the teaching of Thomas, even in his first work of
theological synthesis.

Alongside various works devoted to certain more limited
aspects of the problem,*® the question has been reviewed recently
by H. Schmidbaur, who endeavors to show the strict “per-
sonalism” of Thomas in opposition to other theological currents
of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, with regard principally to

16 Malet, Personne et amour, 71-88.

17 Cf. Kasper, The God of Jesus Christ, 297-98.

8 Cf, P. Vanier, Théologie trinitaire chez saint Thomas d’Aquin: Evolution du concept
d'action notionnelle (Montreal: Institut d’Erudes Médiévales, 1953).

12 See notably, on the properly theological level, A. F. von Gunten, “Gibt es eine zweite
Redaktion des Sentenzenkommentars des hl. Thomas von Aquin?,” Freiburger Zeitschrift fiir
Philosophie und Theologie 3 (1956): 137-68.

2 Cf. notably E. Bailleux, Le don de Diew: Essai de théologie personnaliste (Diss., Lille,
1958); idem, “Le personnalisme de saint Thomas en théologie trinitaire,” Revue Thomiste
61 (1961): 25-42.
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the doctrine of processions and relation.?! It is again the “primacy
of person” that constitutes the object of the study. The mani-
festation of the place of person in Trinitarian theology is here,
however, taken into a framework of understanding dominated by
a nearly irreducible opposition between essence and relation (to
such a point that, for example, the conception of a free creation
by a “mono-personal” God becomes in itself contradictory). The
enterprise of “rehabilitating” the thought of Thomas in the face
of contemporary critics poses then the question of the balance of
Thomas’s thought. It seems indeed that, on the basis of an au-
thentic evaluation of “person,” the debate should lead us to
reconsider the integration of the elements of the problem in
Thomas.

II. THE CREATIVE AND REDEMPTIVE ACTIVITY OF THE DIVINE
PERSONS

The Trinitarian dimension of the divine creative and redemp-
tive activity is not the first element in the order of the speculative
exposition, but it can be useful to consider first the influence of
Trinitarian faith. What is at stake is our “experience” of the
Trinity** and the interpretation that one should give to the rule
of the unity of activity of the divine persons, a rule that is
sometimes suspected of obscuring the divine tripersonality.

This rule of the unity of operation of the persons ad extra (a
principle shared by East and West) does not constitute the sole
aspect of Thomas’s doctrine on this point. If he holds firmly the
unity of divine action, in virtue of the unity of the principle of op-
eration (the divine nature) required by the consubstantiality of the
Trinity, he maintains equally clearly another principle: “the pro-
cession of the divine persons is the cause and the reason of the

2L Cf. H. Chr. Schmidbaur, Personarum Trinitas: Die trinitarische Gotteslehre des heiligen
Thomas von Aquin (St. Otiilien: EOS Verlag, 1995); see my review in Revue Thomiste 96

(1996): 690-93.
22 This vocabulary can appeal to Thomas himself: cf. A. Patfoort, “Cognitio ista est quasi

experimentalis (1 Sent, d.14, q.2, a.2, ad 3),” Angelicum 63 (1986): 3-13; idem, “Missions
divines et expérience des Personnes divines selon saint Thomas,” Angelicum 63 (1986): 545-

59.
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procession of creatures.” This thesis is found in all of Thomas’s
works.” The connection of the double rule (unity of operation ad
extra and causality of the Trinitarian processions) comes not from
a modern interpretation, but is explicitly posed by Thomas.**
Thus, the causality of the Trinitarian going-forth (processus) in
the order of efficiency and of exemplarity unites the divine
activity ad extra to the eternal generation of the Son and to the
procession of the Holy Spirit: it furnishes from this fact the
“motive” of the divine economy. The elaboration of the doctrine
of the Word and of Love at the core of the Trinity finds itself
verified by its capacity to take account of the activity of the Son
and of the Holy Spirit in the world and on behalf of mankind: the
Father accomplishes all things by his Word and by his Love.” We
touch here the necessity of a redoublement of Trinitarian language
in Thomas: it is imperative to consider the double perspective of
the common nature and the Trinitarian relations if one is to take
account fully of Trinitarian faith. We will return to this point
further on.

In order to manifest the activity of the divine persons on our
behalf, Thomas exploits principally three themes of his Trini-
tarian doctrine. The first resides in the very existence of Trini-
tarian processions: the “first” going-forth constituted by the
Trinitarian processions is the cause and the reason of the
“second” going-forth that is the production of creatures (in the
order of creation as in that of grace). What is affirmed of the
processions (understood as the “path” that leads to the person) is
equally affirmed of the distinction of the persons by their re-
lations. The relation of divine persons is the source or the prin-

B Cf. F. Marinelli, Personalismo trinitario nella storia della salvezza (Paris: Vrin, 1969);
G. Emery, La Trinité créatrice (Paris: Vrin, 1995). Outside the commentary on the Sentences
(which contains more than ten passages developing this thesis), cf. notably De Potentia, q. 10,
a. 2, arg. 19, sed contra 2, and ad 19; Summa Theologiae 1, q. 45, a. 6; a.7, ad 3.

M Cf.1Sent.,d. 27, q. 2, a. 3, ad 6: “Non tantum essentia habet ordinem ad crearuram sed
etiam processio personalis, quae est ratio processionis creaturarum”; I Senz., d. 32, q. 1, a.
3.

= Cf. Swmma contra Gentiles IV, 13; 20-22; and Gilles Emery, O.P., “Le traité de saint
Thomas sur la Trinité dans la Somme contre les Gentils,” Revue Thomiste 96 (1996): 5-40.
The fruits of the elaboration of the Summa contra Gentiles are reprised in STh 1, q. 34, a. 3;
1,q.37,a.2;1, q. 43.
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ciple of the whole production, by God, of creatures; the very
plurality of creatures, under this aspect, finds its rationale in the
distinction of the divine persons by their relations.*

The second theme is furnished by the personal properties of the
Word and of Love. Word and Love provide the rationale, in an
eminently Trinitarian perspective, of the effects that come forth
from the generosity and from the wisdom of God. The action ad
extra is clarified here by the personal “term” of the fruitful
immanent actions.

The third theme is constituted by the notion of order in the
Trinity. Thomas exploits it in all his works, by means of the
concepts of principle (the ordo signifies the relation of origin) and
auctoritas (the Father is without origin) and by an analysis of the
language with which we formulate the Trinitarian act (notably the
preposition “by”: the Father acts by the Son and the Spirit). Thus,
regarding the Father, Thomas can affirm that the relation of
origin in the Trinity (the Father is the principle of the Son) is the
source of this relation of origin that God maintains with
creatures.”” There should be nothing surprising in reading in St.
Thomas that as the preposition “by” (per) designates the divine
causality from the side of the realities produced by God:

the proposition “the Father works all things by his Son” does not signify
something appropriated to the Word, but indeed a reality that is proper to him
[non est appropriatum Verbo, sed proprium eius), since the Son has from
another to be the cause of creatures, that is to say from his Father, from whom
he has being.?®

We note finally that, in the order of the supernatural acts of
faith and charity, Thomas does not fail to maintain a proper
relation to the person as regards exemplarity and according to the
term of the act (Son and Holy Spirit): this is the reason for which

% Cf.18Sent., d. 26,q. 2,a. 2, ad 2.

18ent., d. 29, q. 1,a. 2, gla. 2; ¢f. STh I, q. 33,a. 3.

2 In Ioann., 1, 3, Turin, Marietti, 1952, no. 76. The expression “from the side of
creatures” signifies here that the Son is not the formal cause of the act of the Father—that
would make of the Son a principle wiih respect to the Father—but a principle with respect
to creatures, following the order in the Trinity.
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a divine effect can properly be retraced, under this aspect, to a
personal property in God.”

These brief reminders allow us to observe that Thomas pro-
poses a theology attentive, in its very principles, to the personal
dimension of creation and of the economy of salvation. Such is
moreover the motive that one should assign to the revelation of
the Trinity:

The knowledge of the divine persons was necessary to us on two grounds. The
first was to enable us to think rightly on the subject of the creation of things.
. . . The second motive, and the principal one, was to give us a true notion of
the salvation of mankind, a salvation which is accomplished by the incarnation
of the Son and by the gift of the Holy Spirit.*

The knowledge of salvation procured by the mission of the divine
persons, along with the right understanding of the free creation
by a God acting according to love, constitute the fundamental
purpose of Trinitarian doctrine for Thomas. Already at this first
level it is apparent that Thomas’s organization of the treatise on
God, beginning with the consideration of what concerns the
essence in order to approach next what touches the distinction of
persons, would not result in “stripping the Trinity to a large
extent of any funcrion in the economy of salvation.”*' The
properly Trinitarian dimension is certainly developed without
prejudicing the dogmatic rule of the unity of operation of the
Trinity (can it be otherwise?), and without restricting the
autonomy and the proper competence of philosophical knowing,
which is legitimate and pertinent but incapable of discerning the
presence of the Trinity. We do not find here, however, any
“primacy” of the essence or of the unity of God, but indeed two
aspects or two approaches that shed light on and become
integrated in the consideration of the divine person. We find here
a first expression of the redoublement of language and of ap-
proach to the mystery of God that we will explicate further on:

¥ Cf.1Sent., d. 30, q. 1, a. 2 (relationship of the creature to a personal reality in God: the
act of theologal charity comes to an end in the similitude of the personal procession of the
Holy Spirit).

#STh1, q.32,a 1,ad 3.

31 Kasper, The God of Jesus Christ, 312.
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the divine creative and redemptive activity is first considered in
the treatise on God with regard to the divine attributes of
knowledge, will, and power, then in the Trinitarian treatise with
regard to the names of Word, Love, and Gift. Likewise, the
treatise on creation begins by taking account of the creative
activity as well as of the attributes common to the three persons,
which permits Thomas then to pose clearly the Trinitarian
principle of creation.’” Even more: the key concepts of the
speculative synthesis on the Trinity in its immanent being
(procession, relation, property, order) are those which permit
Thomas to manifest the personal traits of God’s action on our
behalf. One perceives here the usefulness of a doctrine of the
“immanent Trinity,” as it is generally called today,” for the
comprehension of the economy in which the Trinitarian mystery
manifests itself for us.

I11. THE ESSENCE AND THE PERSONS IN THE STRUCTURE OF THE
TREATISE ON GOD

As we have remarked above, one of the major critiques that
contemporary theology addresses to Thomist thought concerns
the distinction between a treatise De Deo uno and a treatise De
Deo trino. Teaching the treatise on God is most often
characterized today by the rejection of this distinction and by the
choice of a resolutely “theological” approach, founded upon the
history of salvation (against the “philosophical” conception of a
treatise De Deo uno). This is not the place to show the legitimacy
and the usefulness of a philosophical approach that establishes the
praeambula fidei, which theological reflection can then take up in

28Th 1, q. 45, aa. 6-7: the procession of the eternal persons is the cause and the reason
of creatures. We note that creation is reprised in detail for the angels, the corporeal creatures,
and mankind; here again, the Trinitarian dimension is presented, whether in the theological
exegesis of the work of the six days (STh 1, q. 74, a. 3), or in the study of the creation of man
in the image of God (STh 1, q. 93).

%3 So long as the “immanent Trinity” is not defined as being necessarily indifferent to its
manifestation ad extra or excluding this same manifestation in human history. This strange
opposition has sometimes led authors to hold that, since the Trinity is manifested in the
world, “there no longer is an immanent Trinity” (for example Greshake, Der dreieine Gott,

373, 381).
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deepening them, but it is necessary at least to consider the
fundamental structure of the treatise.

In the Swmma Theologise, Thomas announces a treatise on
God divided into three sections (comsideratio autem de Deo
tripartita erit): (1) what concerns the divine essence, (2) what
concerns the distinction of persons, and (3) what concerns the
procession of creatures ab ipso.”* It is essential to note that the
treatise on God, the consideratio de Deo, does not consist of two,
but rather of three, sections. The divine act ad exira, inaugurated
with creation, is integrated around God, in accordance with the
theocentric approach specific to the theologian; creatures are
examined inasmuch as they have God as their principle (efficient,
exemplar, and final cause).”® The study of God as principle is not
determined by the aspect of unity or of Trinity, but rather is
determined by the unique and entire reality of God (the three
persons of one and the same essence) which is posed here in a
theological synthesis resulting from the first two sections of the
treatise. Regarding the first two sections, there is no question of
a “one God” or of a “tri-God,” but of God considered under the
aspect of the essence and under the aspect of the distinction (that
which concerns the essence, and that which concerns the
distinction of persons: ea guae periinent ad essentiam divinam, ea
quae pertinent ad distinctionem personarum). The nuance is
important, because the structure set forth by Thomas poses simply
the opportunity for a double consideration or a double approach
to the God confessed by Christian faith.

Why this double consideration in the first two sections of the
treatise on God? After we have considered the texts of Thomas
and researched the characteristics that are proper to them, it is
worth remarking that this completely traditional distinction
appears at the origins of properly speculative Trinitarian
theology. In the history of doctrines, indeed, this methodological
option appeared as the result of a principle stemming from the
triadology of the Cappadocians which Thomas receives notably
through Augustine and John Damascene: the necessary distinction

*8Th 1, q. 2, prol. CA. the recapitulation of the prologue in ST» 1, . 27.
B 8eG L, c. 4.
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and connection of what is common and of what is proper in the
Trinity (commune-proprium), following the specifications ela-
borated by Basil of Caesarea in order to challenge the errors of
Eunomius of Cyzicus. St. Basil, attempting to take away from the
name “Unbegotten” (bagennetos) the exceptional status that
Eunomius had accorded it in order to ground his radical
Arianism, observes:

The divinity is common [koinon] but the paternity and the filiation are
properties [idiomatal; and from the combination of these two elements, that
is to say from the common and from the proper [fou te koinou kai idiou],
occurs in us the comprehension of the truth. Thus, when we mean to speak of
the unbegotten light, we think of the Father; of the begotten light, we think of
the Son. As regards light and light there is no contrariety between them, but as
regards begotten and unbegotten one considers them under the aspect of their
antithesis.*®

The binomial common-proper, as is known, is equally exploited
by St. Basil in order to establish the formula “one substance, three
hypostases” which becomes from then on the expression of
Trinitarian orthodoxy.”” The Arian controversy thus led or-
thodox theology, in order to grasp correctly what the faith itself
proposes (“the comprehension of the truth”), to pose the
necessary distinction between what is common and what is proper
in the Trinity, that is to say the substance (ousia) and the
property, of which Basil already notes the purely relative content
(relation of opposition). It is this binomial that becomes, in
Thomas (in another context than Basil and following a different
orientation but on the same basis): essence (substance)/distinction
of persons (relative properties).

3¢ Basil of Caesarea, Against Eunomins 2.28, Sources chrétiennes, 305, pp. 120-21. For
exegesis of this fundamental passage, see B. Sesbotie, L'apologie d’Eunome de Cyzigue et le
Contre Eunome (L. I-II) de Basile de Césarée, Présentation, analyse théologique et traduction
frangaise (Rome, 1980), 77-84.

37 Cf. notably Basil, Letter 214, 4 (Y. Courtonne, Saint Basile, Lettres, vol. 2, [Paris, 1961],
205). It is known that the formula is already posed in Marius Victorinus, Against the Arians
2.4 and 3.4 (Sources chrétiennes 68, pp. 408, 450) but its establishment as the expression of
orthodoxy is the work of the Cappadocians.
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One can thus observe, already in Basil of Caesarea, the
necessity of a connection (“combination”) of the proper and of
the common, that is to say of a pair of notions that permit us to
know the divine persons. Basil illustrates it with the example of
light, which is dear to him. This is one of the first formulations of
what G. Lafont has called, in St. Thomas, the “law of
redoublement™® which we have evoked above in regard to the
creation: in order to speak the Trinitarian mystery, it is necessary
always to employ two words, two formulas, in a reflection in two
modes that joins here the substantial (essential) aspect and the
distinction of persons (relative properties). This is precisely what
Thomas does in the structure of his treatise on God. One need
not have recourse to the quite embarrassing concept of “total
essence,” as C. Striter has done,” in order to explicate the first
section of the treatise on God. Since the relations are really
identical to the essence, the essence is not constituted by the
relations: this “totality” (of our concepts), if one wishes to speak
thus, would only be adequately expressed by the complex
redoublement of our discourse joining the aspect of the divine
substance and that of the relative property, this relative property
being identical to the divine substance in the reality of God.

The pair essence/distinction of persons can suggest the
distinction between truths accessible to the natural reason (what
concerns the essence) and truths held by faith only (what concerns
the distinction of persons). Here the structure of the Summa
contra Gentiles comes to mind. However, because of the
specifically theological purpose of the Summa Theologiae, and
because of the broader value of such a distinction, this
explanation is insufficient. It does not suffice to project purely
and simply on the Summa Theologiae the “apologetic” perspective
of the Summa contra Gentiles. It would be more fitting to seek an
explanatory principle that belongs to the aim of Trinitarian
theology itself rather than to other considerations.

38 Lafont, Peut-on connattre Dieu en Jésus Christ?, 130.
¥ C. Striter, “Le point de départ du traité thomiste de la Trinité,” Sciences ecclésiastiques
12 (1962): 71-87.
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It seems to me that one ought first to emphasize, on the basis
of the distinction common-proper, the priority that the knowledge
of the common has with us. Thomas constantly recalls, “What is
essential is prior according to our understanding [secundum
intellectum] to what is notional, just as what is common to what
is proper.”*® Such an explanation is based in the first place on the
path of our access to the mystery of God (one knows the divine
essence through its effects: this is a prerequisite assumed by faith
in the Trinity), but it is not limited to this order of progression in
understanding. The conceptual priority belongs to the common
taken in itself, not in a relationship to creatures (in which latter
case, because of the relationship associated with the common, the
property of the person ought to receive the conceptual priority).
The order of concepts at work takes on a properly Trinitarian
motif: the comprehension of the personal reality in God
presupposes the knowledge of the essence because it integrates it
(the proper does not have reality without the common). One
cannot conceive of the person without the substance or without
the nature belonging to the very ratio of the divine person, this
latter being defined as “distinct subsisting in the divine nature
[distinctum subsistens in natura divina]”*' or, with Boethius, as
“individual substance of rational nature.” The exploitation of the
category of relation carries a double aspect. By its proper ratio it
is pure relation (esse ad), but a relation equally inheres in a subject
(esse in) that grounds its being: this “to be” of the relation,
accidental in creatures, is in God the substantial esse of the
divinity.** In treating of the divine essence, Thomas thus treats of
what is fundamentally required in order to account for the person
and for the esse of the relation in God, and therefore in order to
elaborate what is the pinnacle of his doctrine of the divine

1 Sent., d.29, q. 1, a. 2, qla. 2, arg. 1 and sol.; cf. I Sent., d. 7, q. 1, a. 3, arg. 4 and ad
4; also STh 1, q. 33, a. 3, ad 1: “Communia absolute dicta, secundum ordinem intellectus
nostri, sunt priora quam propria: quia includuntur in intellectu propriorum, sed non e

converso.”
# De Pot., q. 9, a. 4; Thomas here makes precise the signification of the divine person and

not only of the person in general, in order to emphasize the aspect of relation. Cf. I Sent., d.
23, q. 1, a. 4. This technical definition is reprised in a very similar manner in STh I, q. 29, a.
4 and q. 30, a. 4.

2 STh1,q.28,a2.2;8Th 1, q.39,a. 1.
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persons: the subsisting relation. It is not, moreover, strange that,
in Thomas, the structure of a treatise is clarified by the very
content of the treatise that it contains in germ. This explanation
respects the fundamental principles of the Trinitarian doctrine of
St. Thomas and shows itself equally capable of integrating the
order of our knowledge of the mystery. It likewise will permit us
further on to specify the relation between essence and person.

1V. RELATION, PROCESSION, AND PERSON

A rapid overview of the plan of questions 27-43 of the Prima
pars enables one to see that the aim of Thomas is entirely oriented
towards person in God:

1. Origin or processions (q. 27)
2. The relations of origin (q. 28)
3. The persons (qq. 29-43)
a. The persons, considered in an absolute manner (qq. 29-
38)
i. The persons according to what is common to them
(qq. 29-32)
ii. The persons according to what is proper to each (qq.
33-38)
b. The persons, considered according to their relations (gq.
39-43)
i.  The persons in relation to the essence (g. 39)
ii. The persons in relation to the properties (g. 40)
iii. The persons in relation to the notional acts (g. 41)
iv. The persons according to their mutual relations (gg.
42-43)

Of the seventeen questions, fifteen are placed under the title
“the persons,” and are entirely devoted to the persons under their
diverse considerations. The question of the divine missions (g.
43), which opens the great movement of the Trinitarian economy
of grace and which attaches the Secunda and the Tertia pars to the
Trinitarian treatise, is itself approached from the angle of the
mutual relations of the persons. On the simple level of structure,
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could one say more clearly that the missions of the persons
procure participation in the Trinitarian communion?*’

The two sole exceptions are constituted by the questions on
procession and relation (qq. 27 and 28); these two questions do
not have, however, any other goal than to lead to an
understanding of “person,” as Thomas explains in the prologue
to question 29: “Having seen what ought first to be recognized
[quae praecognoscenda videbantur] on the subject of processions
and of relations, it is necessary to come to the persons.” It is thus
to the divine persons, to each one of them and to their
relationship of mutual communion, that Thomas wishes to lead
us.** This plan manifests a resolute option in favor of a doctrine
governed by the notion of person. Now this project is only
effectively completed because it integrates the consideration of the
essence in that of the person, requiring the prior explication of
“what concerns the essence” in order to clarify the mystery of the
three divine persons. In other words, by making use of the “law
of redoublement,” a synthesis occurs within the notion of person
which Thomas goes on to clarify by means of the notion of
subsisting relation or of distinct subsisting in the divine nature.

The sequence of questions—processions-relations-persons—is
thus easily explained. Procession or origin is perceived as the path
that leads to the person: it signifies the relation, either in the
“active” mode of a notional act (generation, spiration), or in the
“passive” or rather “receptive” mode that we perceive as the
foundation of the relation.”” The concept of procession thus
prepares for that of relation. For its part, the relation that
distinguishes the three in God furnishes the key to the theological

# This structure accounts for the effect of the mission that Thomas, like Irenaeus of Lyons
or Basil of Caesarea, formulates thus: the Holy Spirit makes known the Son, and the Son
manifests the Father (In Ioan., 16, 14, no. 2107).

# Cf. F. Bourassa, “Note sur le traité de la Trinité dans la Somme théologique,” Science
et Esprit 27 (1975): 187-207; H. Jorissen, “Zur Struktur des Traktates ‘De Deo’ in der
Summa theologiae des Thomas von Aquin,” in Im Gesprich mit dem dreieinigen Gott:
Elemente einer trinitarischen Theologie, Festschrift zum 65. Geburtstag von Wilhelm
Breuning, ed. M. Bshnke und H. Heinz (Diisseldorf, 1985): 231-57.

* The privilege of constituting the person, properly speaking, does not belong to the
notional act or to the procession, but to the personal property that is the relation possessed
by the person: cf. STh I, q. 40, a. 4.
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understanding of the mystery: relation of opposition according to
origin, It only remains then for Thomas to display the bundle of
Trinitarian relations in the communion of distinct persons. The
methodical order followed by Thomas thus implements a rigorous
use of concepts where each presupposes the preceding one.

The linking of these concepts, in this precise order, does not
represent, however, Aquinas’s only approach to the matter. In the
Summa contra Gentiles, for example, he poses first the reality of
three persons and the truth of procession, and only turns to
relation in order to clear up the objections that human reason can
oppose to Trinitarian faith, or in order to establish the procession
a Patve Filiogue at the end of his exposé.*® In this latter case, he
observes the order of exposition person-distinction-opposition-
relation. Similarly, in the De Potentia, he follows the sequence
person-distinction-relation.*” In these two works, indeed, Thomas
starts from the first given of the Catholic faith: “three persons of
one sole essence.” In the Summa Theologiae, the inverse sequence
appears as the exact expression of the ordo disciplinae required by
the general prologue. This observation could seem elementary,
but it is fundamental for grasping the aim of Trinitarian doctrine
in Thomas.

On the one hand, the point of departure of the treatise on God
(i.e., what concerns the essence) and that of the section on the
distinction of persons (i.e., procession and relation) in the Sumima
Theologiae are explained by pedagogical arrangement: the point
of departure is posed for conceptual reasons of organization and
only finds its full meaning in the later integration that it prepares.
The methodical organization proposed by Thomas ought to be
appreciated according to its termination point: the persons in
God.

On the other hand, the organization of the material ought to
be grasped in the light of a deliberately modest and limited
theological aim, which Thomas explains elsewhere in these terms:

% 8cG 1V, cc. 10-14 and 24.
¥ De Pot., q. 8, a. 1 (on the reality of relarions in God, at the beginning of three questions
on Trinitarian theology).
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The plurality of persons in God belongs to those realities that are held by faith
and that natural human reason can neither investigate nor grasp in an adequate
manner; but one hopes to grasp it in Heaven, since God will be seen by his
essence, when faith will have given way to vision. However, the holy Fathers
have been obliged to treat it in a manner developed because of objections
raised by those who have contradicted the faith in this matter and in others
that pertain also to the faith; they have done it, however, in a modest manner
and with respect, without pretending to comprehend. And such a search is not
useless, since by it the spirit is elevated to the understanding of an aspect of the
truth that suffices for excluding the errors.*

This observation is not at all rhetorical. It is the project that
Thomas enacts strictly in all of his works: Trinitarian theology is
sustained by a contemplative end in which the immediate motive
is the defense of the faith. The Summa contra Gentiles explains it
in detail: it is precisely in order to show that the faith is not
surpassed or vanquished by human reason that the doctrine of the
Word and that of Love, of relation, etc., intervene.*” The treatise
of the Summa Theologiae equally takes its point of departure here,
from the very first article: it is necessary to pose in God,
following the Catholic faith, a truly immanent procession, which
Arianism and Sabellianism, the two major dangers in this matter,
have failed to do (STh 1, q. 27, a. 1). Thomas appears to know
well that the doctrine of relation and the clarification of
processions go back historically to the defense of orthodoxy in
the face of Sabellianism and of Arianism under their diverse
forms. The Against Eunomius of Basil of Caesarea shows us
nothing different. Thus, what one asks from the theological
reflection upon the processions and the relations is to make
manifest that it is not unreasonable to believe in three persons
really subsisting in the unique essence of the divinity: the
Trinitarian mystery which constitutes the heart of the Christian
faith resists the objections that one can address to it. The fruit of
contemplation that one obtains, in making manifest the
intelligibility of the faith in the connection of its mysteries,
suffices for the believer who wishes “to defend” his faith, in the

* De Pot., q. 9, a. 5. The question here is that of the number of persons in God.
Y 8eG 1V, c. 10, no. 3460; ScG IV, c. 19, no. 3557.
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hope of the beatific vision. Trinitarian theclogy is pursued for no
other motive when Thomas, in the Summa Theologiae, guides us
progressively from processions to relations and from relations to
persons.

V. THE PROCESSIONS AND THE “PSYCHOLOGICAL WAY”

The point of departure that Thomas takes in his analysis of
processions is open, however, to the suspicion of “dissolution”
that de Régnon raised, and that has not ceased since then to
constitute a point of controversy in the interpretation of Thomas.
In exploiting the Augustinian “psychological” way of the self’s
knowledge and love of itself, does Thomas manage to pose in
God some properly personal (notional) acts? Does the
comprehension of the two processions in God go beyond that of
essential acts?*°

We note first that Thomas’s intention is evidently to avoid
posing the distinction of persons on the basis of an absolute or
essential reality. This is the error for which Abelard, who had
employed the triad “power-wisdom-goodness” in order to make
manifest the distinction of persons, was reproached, and which
caused the adjustment of the doctrine of appropriations. Thomas
explains this by linking Abelard’s error to Arianism and to
Sabellianism.

This distinction [of persons in God] cannot be according to an absolute reality,
since everything which is attributed absolutely in God signifies the divine
essence; it would result that the divine persons would be distinguished by
essence, which is the heresy of Arius.”’

And if one considered a procession according to the essential
attributes, it would result in a procession incapable of taking
account of a real relation, since an essential act in God only
involves a procession and relation of reason:** this leads to

# See, for example, Miiller, Die Theologie des Dritten, 40; Corbin, La Trinité ou Iexcés
de Dieu, 54-55.

! De Pot., q. 8, 2. 1.

18ent., d. 32,q.1,a. 1;STh I, q.27,a.4,ad 1.
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Sabellianism. Thus, if one considered only nature and will (or
knowledge and love) in seeking to understand the modes of the
procession of the Son and of the Spirit, one could not go beyond
a simple conceptual distinction of persons: these attributes, since
their proper ratio should be posed in every truth, only are
distinguished by reason, being in God a single reality in virtue of
the divine simplicity.

The problem recurs in the question of the Filiogue, where
Thomas exploits this argument many times to establish the
necessity of an order of processions (and therefore the procession
of the Holy Spirit a Filio) in order to avoid Sabellianism.*> The
Trinitarian processions cannot be explained by a relationship of
the divine essence towards creatures: this is again, Thomas
explains, the erroneous path followed by Sabellius.’* One can
surely see that, if Thomas had been left with an “essential”
perception of divine processions, it would have gone against the
most elementary principles of his Trinitarian doctrine.

It is only by missing the difference between “to know” or “to
understand” and “to speak,” or between “to love” and “to spirate
love,” that one could find in Thomas an “essential” com-
prehension of divine processions. At stake is nothing less than our
capacity to be able to render account of Trinitarian faith, that is
to say, of a real distinction of three divine persons. Thomas
explains this, in the Summa Theologiae, in opposition to St.
Anselm (whose excessive accentuation on the essence in the
knowledge of personal processions he takes care to correct in
other contexts as well):>

Anselm improperly took to speak [dicere] for to understand lintelligere]. It is a
matter of two different things. Because to wunderstand means only the
relationship of the knower to the thing known; no origin is evoked here, but
only a certain information in our intellect, since our intellect has need of being
put in act by the form of the object known. Now in God this means a total
identity, since the intellect and the thing known are absolutely the same thing,

3 8¢G IV, c. 24, no. 3616; De Pot., q. 10, 3a. 2 and 5.
#STh1,q.27,a 1;STh 1, q. 28, a. 1, sed contra and sol.; De Pot., q. 8, a. 1.
%5 Cf. notably I Sent., d. 11, q. 1, a. 3, arg. 1 and ad 1; cf. Albert the Great, I Sent., d. 27,

a. 2, ad quaest. 2; Malet, Personne et amour, 55-59.
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as was seen [STh 1, q. 14). But to understand means principally a relationship
to the word conceived; to speak is nothing other than to utter a word; but by
the intermediary of the word there is a relationship to the thing known, which
is manifested by the word uttered to the one who understands.*®

Thus, “to speak a word” is a process (processus) constitutive of
the achievement of the act of intellection, without these two acts
being identified or reduced to each other.”” This is not the place
to present Thomas’s noetic and the accomplishment of the act of
intellectual knowledge by the speaking of the word,’® but it is
necessary at least to retain three points for Trinitarian theology.
First, Thomas distinguishes between the act of intellection
common to the three persons in virtue of their unique essence
(essential act), and the notional act of speaking which belongs
properly and exclusively to the person of the Father: “So
therefore, the only person who speaks in God (dicens in divinis)
is the one who utters the Word, although each person
understands and is understood, and consequently is spoken in the
Word.”” There is no confusion between the level of the essential
act (common to the three) and that of the notional act (proper to
a divine person). Second, this Word is entirely related to the
person of the Father. Thomas discerns an origin (as the human
word is spoken by the intellect, the divine Word exists a Patre)
that signifies the name itself of Word, a properly relative term.
“The Word, spoken properly in God, signifies something that
proceeds from another.” Third, this name of Word can only
belong properly to the person of the Son. At the end of a

% STh1, q.34,a. 1,ad 3.

3 In us, the speaking of a mental word is necessary to the achievement of the act of
intellectual knowledge (there is no intellection without the speaking of a word): Thomas
explains this as early as S¢G I ¢. 53 in order to pose a word in God. But the existence of the
divine Word as a distinct person (a real relation with its source) is never established as a
rational necessity. Thomas emphasizes in this regard the difference of the mode of intelligence
in God and in us (STh 1, q. 32, a. 1, ad 2); the rule of analogy is the same in the things that
only faith allows us to grasp.

*® One could refer with profit to H. Paissac, Théologie du Verbe: Saint Augustin et saint
Thomas (Paris: Cerf, 1951); cf. also Y. Floucat, “L’intellection et son verbe selon saint
Thomas d’Aquin,” Revue Thomiste 97 (1997): 443-84; 640-93.

¥ 8Th1,q.34,a 1,ad 3.
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remarkable evolution,®® Thomas can affirm without ambiguity in
the Summa Theologiae, as an exact consequence of the preceding
explanations of the ratio of word and of speaking, “The name of
Word in God, if it is taken properly, is a personal name and iz no
way an essential name. . . . It is not taken essentially, but only
personally.”®

The same distinction, although Thomas has not developed it
with a comparable fullness, can be observed in the doctrine of the
procession of the Holy Spirit as Love. If one takes Love as a
proper name of the Holy Spirit, Thomas explains, it is not a
matter of love or of the act of love common to the three persons
(essential love, of which St. John says, “God is love” [1 John 4:8-
16]), but of a loving imprint that is to the notional act of love
(active spiration, notion of the Father and of the Son) what the
Word is to the speaking of the Father, and that is related to the
essential act of love in the same way that the Word is related to
the essential act of intellection. Measuring the extreme poverty of
our vocabulary with regard to love, Thomas observes:

In as far as love or dilection only means a relationship of the one who loves to
the thing loved, love and to love in God are said essentially, like understanding
and to understand. But in as far as we use these words in order to express the
mutual relationship of the one who proceeds by the mode of love to its
principle, of such kind that by Love one understands Love proceeding and that
by to love one understands to spirate Love proceeding, then Love is a name of
the person, and to love (diligere vel amare) is a personal verb, like to speak or
to beget.®*

Just as Thomas has identified the properly relative and
therefore personal standing of the speaking of the Word, he
likewise deepens his thought on love until he has established the
“relative” reality of personal Love sent out by a fecund act of the

% For an illuminating sketch of this evolution, cf. A. F. von Gunten, “In principio erat
Verbum: Une évolution de saint Thomas en théologie trinitaire,” in Ordo sapientiae et amoris,
Hommage au Professor J.-P. Torrell, O.P., ed. C.-]. Pinto de Oliveira (Fribourg: Editions
universitaires, 1993), 119-41.

¢ 8Th1, q. 34, a. 1 (empbhasis added).

28Th 1, q. 37, a. 1; cf. Emery, “Le traité de saint Thomas sur la Trinité dans la Somme
contre les Gentils,” 27-28; H.-D. Simonin, “Autour de la solution thomiste du probléme de
Pamour,” Archives d’histoire doctrinale et littéraire du moyen dge 6 (1931): 174-274.
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Father and the Son, a mysterious impression, affection, or
attraction of love which is in no way confused with an essential
property of the divinity. Thus, when he introduces his Trinitarian
treatise by posing a mode of procession according to intellectual
act and another according to voluntary or loving act (STh [, q.
27), he has in view not the essential act but indeed the personal
term of a notional act.

The “psychological” analogy is developed here in two phases.
In a first phase, Thomas situates the immanent spiritual activity,
the activity that befits God and that allows one to render account
of the procession from a personal term which is God in the midst
of God, and which, as such, can only be grasped in the domain of
intellectual and voluntary action. One observes that as early as the
Summa contra Gentiles Thomas introduced the distinction of
persons by the consideration of “God” present to himself as the
known in the knower and as the loved in the lover.*® Does this
approach to processions, which emphasizes immanence through
the self-presence of God known and loved, mean that the
psychological analogy presents the Trinitarian processions as an
emanation from the divine substance (“God”)? In order to
respond to this question, one must take into account the stages of
the exploitation of the analogy, which is not applied in a static
manner but follows a progression intended to gather together the
diverse elements of the reality.

We remark first that, in this context, Thomas emphasizes
always the distinction that this self-presence suggests: distinction
between “God knowing” and “God known,” distinction between
“God loving” and “God loved.” In the intellectual analogy, for
instance, the accent is not placed solely on the identity, but
indeed on the reflexive self-understanding in view of manifesting
the distinction according to origin.®* Thomas can bring out here

& For this formulation, on which is based the development of the intellectual analogy for
the procession of the Son and the voluntary (or loving) analogy for the procession of the
Spirit, cf. S¢G IV, ¢. 11, no. 3469; ScG 1V, c. 19, nos. 3560-63; Compendium Theologiae 1,
37,45;8Th L, q.27,a. 3.

“ScG IV, c. 11, no. 3469: “Etiam intellectus noster, seipsum intelligens, est in seipso, non
solum ut idem sibi per essentiam, sed etiam ut a se apprehensum intelligendo.” It is by means
of this reflexive self-understanding that Thomas establishes the prerogatives of the intellect
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many elements already elaborated in the treatise on the divine
essence (intellectual and voluntary activity by which God knows
and loves himself), and the correlatives in presence are designated
by the word “God” qualified by the acts of intellection and of
love. But, at this juncture, when Thomas poses the presence of a
word and of a love in God in a productive operation, it is indeed
the personal reality that is in view. One must insist that it is not
simply a matter of “God knowing” or of “God known,” but of
the self-presence, by a fecund emanation, of “God known present
in God knowing” which allows for gathering together the aspect
of the distinction, that of the relation of origin, and that of the
unity. On the other hand, the formulation of this self-presence is
not the end (terme) of the analogy, but its point of departure.
Thomas does not yet employ the names of Father, Son, Holy
Spirit, because it is precisely this that the analogy is called upon
to manifest, since it is by the speaking of the Word and the
spiration of personal Love (the outcome of the psychological
analogy) that, in God, this self-presence in the distinction is
verified, so that the expression “God known in God who knows”
only finds its full sense in the affirmation “the Father speaks the
Word,” where it manifests its intelligibility. This means that, in
the formulation of this analogy, “God” does not designate the
divine “to be” in its indistinct unity, but God referred to God in a
distinction that is grasped according to the intellectual and loving
operation. In virtue of his doctrine of relation, Thomas does not
think of God as the subject of a notional act without posing
immediately and simultaneously two persons from the fact of the
relations that constitute them.

In a second phase, he establishes the personal property of the
Word and of Love, personal “terms” of a notional act, which are
never confused with the “essential” activity, although they are
unthinkable without this essential activity common to the three
persons (each person understands and loves). This elaboration,
which is clarified well in the doctrine of relation that it introduces
with the notion of distinction according to origin, is based on the

at the surnmit of the degrees of existence: “Nam intellectus in seipsum reflectitur, et seipsum
intelligere potest” (no. 3465)
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knowledge of a true immanent fecundity of “to speak” and of “to
spirate Love” in God. It is entirely oriented towards the
manifestation of a real distinction of persons, of such a kind that
“if the procession of the Word and of Love does not suffice for
suggesting the personal distinction, there could not be any
personal distinction in God,”®’ since, in short, the second term of
an alternative in this domain could only consist in a common
(essential) act incapable of manifesting the truth of Trinitarian
faith.

There is, therefore, no “derivation” of persons from an
essential act in Thomas. This observation clarifies anew the
structure of the treatise on God: the distinction of the two
sections of the treatise (what concerns the essence, then what
concerns the distinction of persons) does not express a separation
between a treatise on a “monopersonal” God and a treatise on
God the Trinity, nor a conception of the essence which opens up
into a plurality. In reality, it prevents the derivation of the
persons from the essence: it is to relation, and not to essence in
its proper formality, that the manifestation of the plurality in God
belongs.®® The pivot of this structure is, once again, the doctrine
of relation, since only this relation of opposition according to
origin allows for the introduction of the aspect of plurality in
God. This theological option is crystallized in many famous theses
of Thomas’s triadology that it will suffice to describe briefly.

Refusing to make the persons derive from the essence, Thomas
firmly excludes the expression “the essence begets” or “the
essence is begotten.” The question is historically connected to the
critique that Joachim of Fiore had addressed to Peter Lombard,
accusing the latter of posing a “quaternity” in God from the fact
that he had excluded a notional act attributed to the essence.”’

“ De Pot., q.9,a.9,ad 7.
% This is a fundamental insight of the work of Schmidbaur, Personarum Trinitas.
7 Thomas explains the interpretation that Joachim of Fiore gave of the Master of the

Sentences thus: “He believed that Master Peter posed the essence as something distinct from
the three persons, in a manner in which the essence could have been called a fourth reality.
He believed in effect that from the fact that one says that the essence does not beget, is not
begotien and does not proceed, it is distinguished from the Father who begets, from the Son
who is begotten and from the Holy Spirit who proceeds” (Expositio super secundam
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Thomas is concerned with this problem as early as his
Commentary on the Sentences and he examines the question most
closely in his commentary on the decretal Damnamus of Lateran
IV. To attribute a notional act to the essence (“the essence
begets,” “the essence is begotten”) amounts for Thomas to
dividing the essence among the three persons, and therefore to
opening the path to Arianism, since generation and spiration, as
such, distinguish a supposit-principle from a supposit-term. It is
very clearly the faith of Nicaea, professing the consubstantiality
of the three persons, that is in play in Thomas on this point.®®

His position engages first an analysis of language. Since the
mode of signification of the term “essence” is that of an abstract
form, this term does not have of itself the faculty of holding the
place of a person; otherwise, one would signify a distinction in
the essence as one signifies a distinction of supposits.®’ In
creatures (to which, precisely, our mode of signification is linked
in virtue of the constitution of our knowledge), actions are the
work of supposits: “the essence does not act, but it is the principle
of the act in the supposit.” In God, the essence is really identical
to each of the three supposits or persons, but, since it is necessary
to take account of the mode of our knowledge and of our
language, the essence is grasped in the notional act on a different
mode from the person, since the person is distinct whereas the
essence is common.’”’ The essence is what the notional act
communicates. It is also by it (principle guo with the property)
that the Father begets and that the Father and Son spirate the
Holy Spirit, but it cannot itself be the subject of a productive
(notional) act in God.

Decretalem, in Opera omnia 40 [Rome: Editio Leonina, 1969]: p. E 41)
 In his brief Exposition of the Second Decretal, Thomas twice has recourse to the

homoousion of the Council of Nicaea in order to establish his response to the question.

¥ STh 1, q. 39, a. 5; Expositio super sec. Dec., p. E 41.

71 Sent., d. 5, q. 1, a. 1: “In divinis autem essentia realiter non differt a supposito sed
solum ratione, sive quantum ad modum significandi: quia suppositum est distinctum et
essenitia est communis. . . . Sed actus qui dicitur de supposito secundum modum secundum
quem differt ab essentia, non potest de essentia praedicari; et hujusmodi est actus generandi,
qui praedicatur de supposito Patris, secundum quod distinctum a supposito Filii.”
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It is in strictly extending these explanations that Thomas
proposes the famous formula: “It is because he is Father that the
Father begets [Quia Pater est, generat],” and not the inverse
proposition (the Father is Father because he begets). What
Thomas rejects, here again, is that the supposit to whom belongs
the notional act could be thought in a prerelational or essential
manner (as subsisting essence), independently of his constitution
as a person, that is to say, independently of his personal relation.
Positively: since the subject of attribution of a notional act is a
person as such (acts are the work of supposits), it is not so much
the begetting which makes the Father be Father, but indeed rather
the inverse. The Father is thought as subject of a personal act
because be is a person. It is also for this reason that, in the case of
the personal property of the Father, inasmuch as this property
constitutes the person of the Father, it ought to be thought as a
precondition (it is “preunderstood”) to the notional act of beget-
ting. The relation of the first person precedes the act in the order
of concepts, “as the person who acts is preunderstood to his
action””'—otherwise, one could not see in the relation the
principle of the constitution of the person and the person itself.
In the case of active spiration, however, there is indeed a con-
ceptual priority of the procession or origin, that is to say of the
notional act, above the property or notion of active spiration
common to the Father and to the Son. The reason for this is,
however, identical since here, in the order of notions, we are
already in possession of a personal concept of Father and of Son,
constituted by the relations of paternity and of filiation (and not
by active spiration, which is not a personal property constituting
a person), and the act therefore is indeed thought as the work of
supposits.””

Here we must pose the question: in order to emphasize the
personalism of Trinitarian faith, should not Thomas begin his

"18STh1, q. 40, a. 4; 1 Sent., d. 27, q. 1, a. 2.

72 The procession or passive origin (the “begotten ‘to be’” of the Son and the “to proceed”
of the Holy Spirit) presents a different case since it is conceived as the path leading to the
person who proceeds: it is attributed to the person who proceeds and not to the person-
source to whom belongs the active origin (cf. STh 1, q. 40, a. 4).
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treatise on God by the consideration of the person of the Father,
rather than by a section on the divine essence? This position,
promoted notably by M. Schmaus and K. Rahner on the basis of
their consideration of Scripture,” is largely accepted today in the
essays and manuals of Trinitarian theology: “The doctrine of the
Trinity must start with the Father and understand him as origin,
source and inner ground of unity of the Trinity.””* The Father
would appear then, from the first, as “the personal divine
Being.””* In this perspective, which appeals also to Greek thought
and notably the Cappadocian Fathers, the aspect of unity in the
Trinity is manifested in the extension of the primacy that belongs
to the Father: the unity is then the consequence of the fact that
the Father communicates all his essence to the Son and to the
Holy Spirit. The advantages of such a structure of triadology, like
the biblical and traditional foundations that it can bring out, are
not negligible. We would wish, however, to show the speculative
reason’® that leads Thomas to chose another path from which the
benefit is no less.

In explaining the constitution of the divine person by relation,
Thomas rules out conceiving a divine person outside of his
personal relation. Without this relation, which requires the
simultaneous understanding of the other person to which a
person is referred, following the Aristotelian (and patristic) rule
of the necessary simultaneity and co-understanding of cor-
relatives, a person cannot be thought as person. This is precisely
the reason for which Thomas poses the conceptual priority of the
relation of paternity, inasmuch as that constitutes the person of
the Father, above the notional act of generation. This thesis is
expressed by Thomas’s repeated affirmation: “If one abstracts the

73 Rahner, The Trinity, 16. This is one of the major conclusions that Rahner drew from
his foundational study on the meaning of the word “God” in the New Testament: see K.
Rahner, “Theos in the New Testament,” Theological Investigations, vol.1, trans. C. Ernst
(New York: Crossroad, 1982), 79-148, esp. 145-47.

74 Kasper, The God of Jesus Christ, 299.

75 Ibid.

7 In order to be complete, it would be necessary to develop the historical themes that
situate more fully the thought of Thomas in the Latin heritage that he deepens.
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relations in the persons, the hypostases disappear.”’”” He
distinguishes here two kinds of abstraction, but the conclusion is
identical: if one removes the relation conceived as proprium from
the divine person, there only remains in our mind the essence
common to the Three. If one abstracts the relation grasped by our
intelligence as a form, then, if it is a matter of the personal
relation that constitutes the person,”® the hypostasis disappears
from our mind. In this second case, taking the whole measure of
the function of the constitution of the person which belongs to
the relation, and which is not limited to the simple manifestation
of a distinction already given independently of the relation (as if
the personal relation happened to a person already otherwise
constituted), Thomas can even add:

If one removes the relation from our mind, there does not remain any substrate
to this relation, since the relation itself is the reality that subsists. If one
abstracts the relation, to speak properly, nothing subsists, neither what is
absolute, nor what is related, nor the hypostasis, nor the essence, since the
relation itself is the reality that subsists.”

77 1 Sent., d. 26, q. 1, a. 2; De Pot., q. 8, 2. 4; Comp. Theol. 1, 61; STh 1, q. 40, a. 3.

78 The precision is imposed, because the persons possess many relations of which only one
constitutes each person. Thus, for Thomas, if one abstracts the notions of Unbegoiten
(innascibility) or of Spirator (principle of the Holy Spirit), which belong to the Father, the
hypostasis of the Father stays in our mind, because innascibility and active spiration do not
constitute the person of the Father. The three personal relations alone are involved here:
paternity, filiation, and passive spiration (procession of the Holy Spirit); cf. STk I, q. 40, a.
3.

7%18ent., d. 26, q. 1, a. 2: “Remotarelatione per intellectum, non relinquitur aliquid quasi
substratum illi relationi, sed ipsamet relatio est res subsistens. Unde, absiracta relatione
proprie loguendo nihil manet, neque absolutum, neque relatum, neque hypostasis, neque
essentia.” Thomas reprises here the teaching of Albert the Great: “ipsa relatio fert secum
suum suppositum, quod distinguit. Et propter hoc separata personalitate per intellectum in
divinis nihil manet. Separata enim paternitate a Patre per intellectum nihil manet in re Patris.
. . et ita nihil manet” (Albert the Great, Super Dionysium de divinis nominibus, c. 2, no. 25;
ed. Colon., vol.37/1, p. 60). The point of view adopted in this affirmation is that of the reality
of God such as the faith teaches it, and Thomas considers the relation as form (there are no
accidents in God, and what is signified there as a form is subsisting). This does not take away
either the legitimacy of a distinction between what is common and proper in God, or the
possibility of dialogue with believers of other religions or with philosophers who know of
God only what concerns his unity or his essence.
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One notes in this latter text that Thomas does not oppose the
personal relation to the essence as two great irreducibles, as if the
essence were posed outside of persons or beside the relation: the
subsisting relation “integrates” the essential being of the divinity
that it possesses properly considered as divine relation and in
virtue of which it subsists. In its character of personal property,
of relation constituting the person or of subsisting relation, the
relation cannot be separated from the essence without all the
reality of God vanishing from our mind: nihil manet.

It is because he holds, in a rigorous manner and in its
uttermost consequences, a resolutely relational understanding of
the person that Thomas’s thought can hardly begin a treatise on
God with the person of the Father, presenting there the attributes
of the divine substance (power, wisdom, goodness) in order to
come next to the Son and then to the Holy Spirit receiving the
substance of God and everything that belongs to it, and in order
to manifest finally the divine unity, resulting from the Father’s
primacy or status as font. In proceeding thus one puts, in the
place of the Thomist treatise concerning the divine essence, a
treatise on the Father. This approach certainly has the advantage
of emphasizing from the beginning that the essential attributes are
considered in a person (the Father), but one would in that case
treat of the Father in an extensive manner before having grasped
Him in his relation to the Son. The consideration would be indeed
that of a person, but independently of the relation that constitutes
it, in the manner of a personal essence.®®

In all rigor, if the structure of a treatise corresponds well to the
master ideas of that treatise, such a methodological option
requires a theology that can think of the person without the
relation. This is precisely what Thomas Aquinas rejects. If one

%0 Rahner (“Remarks on the Dogmatic Treatise ‘De Trinitate,” 84) notes with clarity, but
not without some debatable generalization: “It would be more biblical and Greek to start
from the one absolutely unoriginated God, who is still the Father, even when it is not yet
known that he is the Begetter and Spirator, because he is known as the unoriginated
hypostasis, who may not be thought of positively as ‘absolute’, even when he is not yet known
expressly as relative”; cf. on the other hand, The Trinity, 16: for Saint Thomas “the first topic
under study is not God the Father as the unoriginate origin of divinity and reality, but as the
essence common to all three persons.”
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must pose the question in terms of “essentialism” and of
“personalism,” one should wonder which of the structures risks
more the danger of an “essentialism”: that of Thomas, which
poses first the divine essence in order to assume it into the
doctrine of the person as subsisting relation,? or that which can
think of the Father in a “nonrelational” or rather “prerelational”
manner with the sole essence or divine substance with which he
is identified? Without entering into the speculative ramifications
of these fundamental approaches,® or into the historical sources
that one can bring out (which lead moreover to nuancing the very
sharp prejudices in favor of an exclusive “personalism” of the
Cappadocian triadology in contrast to Latin theology),”’ one
ought at least to conclude that the question of “personalism,” in
Thomas’s perspective, is measured not in terms of an opposition
between person and essence but by the place that one accords to
relation in the account of the person.

It is true that Thomas pays great attention to the theme of the
Father as “principle without principle,” “principle of all the
divinity,” “source” or “font of the divinity,” “primordial author,”
possessing the “plenitude of the font™ or “the universal auctori-
tas.”®® With his Greek sources, he speaks of the Father as “font of

81 Not beginning his treatise on God with the person of the Father, Thomas equally
cannot begin with a treatise on “God” that would be distinguished from the Trinity. There
remains then only one solution: to expose first what, in God the Trinity, concerns the unity
of essence, and to follow this with a treatise on the persons that introduces an analysis of
relation.

# One can think here of the doctrine of the Filiogue which, in Thomas, is fundamentally
connected to the thesis of the constitution and the distinction of the person by the single
relation of opposition according to origin: cf. Gilles Emery, O.P., “La procession du Saint-
Esprit a Filio chez saint Thomas d’Aquin,” Revue Thomiste 96 (1996): 531-74; Schmidbaur,
Personarum Trinitas, 353-61.

55 A. de Halleux, “Personnalisme ou essentialisme trinitaire chez les Péres Cappadociens?”
in Patrologie et oecuménisme: Recueil d’études (Louvain: 1990), 215-68. Halleux concludes
that the principle of unity and the Trinitarian principle have equal importance in the docirine
of God of the Cappadocians who “are at the same time, and totally, personalists and
essentialists” (265-66). This study, like many others of the same author, furnishes important
foundations for the rediscovery of a complementarity between the so-called “Greek” and
“Latin” approaches to the mystery of the Trinity.

8 Such expressions, easily accessed by means of the Index Thomisticus, are very
numerous, and occur most often in the Comimentary on the Sentences.
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deity [fontana deitas],”® and he knows that the Christian East

considers the procession a Patre as the reference to the “First
origin [prima origo].”®® One could multiply the examples. But
these expressions are always strictly understood by means of the
doctrine of the relation of opposition according to origin, with
the notion of principle and of order (expressing the relation to
the principle), of such kind that the person of the Father never is
posed without the relation of paternity which constitutes it, and
cannot therefore be identified with the essence or with the
divinity in a stage that would precede the deployment of the
doctrine of relations.

There is thus no possibility, in Aquinas, of considering the
essence in the manner of a fecund subject or of a “font of being”
from which the persons would be drawn, and therefore no
derivation of the persons from the essence. The essence that is in
question in the first section of the treatise on God is not a source
of the plurality of persons. It is, from one end to the other of the
treatise, “the unique essence of three persons,” numerically one,
subsisting in each of the persons, never outside of the persons
with which it does not number.

VI. RELATION AND ESSENCE: A UNITARIAN PERSPECTIVE?

The analysis of the relationship between essence and person
poses ultimately the difficult question of subsistence in God.*” The
terms of the debate are the following: is subsistence the work of
the essence or of the persons as such? If the persons hold their
subsistence from the essence, does not the essence return to the
forefront? Would we not be faced with a “primacy” of the divine

8 1Sent., d. 11, q. 1, a. 1, arg. 1; d. 28, q. 1, a. 1; In librum beati Dionysii De divinis
nominibus expositio, 2, 4, (Turin: Marietti, 1950), no. 181.

8 Cf. 18ent., d. 12, q. 1, a. 2, ad 3; Iz Ioan., 15, 26, no. 2065.

% 1t suffices for our purpose to consider subsistence (subsistentia) as the mode of the
substance existent by itself, without entering into the developments of the Thomist tradition
on the distinction between existence and subsistence or on the terminal mode of the essence.
“In so far as the substance exists by itself and not in another, one calls it ‘subsistence
[subsistential’: because to subsist [subsistere] is said of what exists in itself and not in another
thing” (STP 1, q. 29, a. 2).





















































































































































































































































































































