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Abstract

This article attempts to defend and expand on the claim (put forth by Keith Ward and
others) that God is love in his being the Creator against the claim that it is in the

relations of the Trinity. Using descriptions of love by various modern philosophers, and

using the dialectical logic of Hegel and the ontotheology of Schelling, I put forward a
way of viewing God as love in an ontological sense, dialectically with creation.

Keywords

Augustine, classical theism, Hegel, idealism, Irenaeus, Karl Rahner, Keith Ward, love,

metaphysics, relational theism, Schelling, theology proper, Trinity

In the New Testament, two of the places where we have a phrase that could be a

candidate for an ontological statement about God are 1 John 4.8 and 1 John 4.16:

‘God is love.’ There is a tradition of applying this statement to the Trinity.

Augustine, for example, claims that the love that is God is the Holy Spirit,

which is the love of the Father towards the Son.1 The Father generates the Son

and loves that which he generates, and the Son loves his source, and their love is

substantially the Holy Spirit. However, Augustine is not content with saying that

only the Holy Spirit can be described as love; later, he clarifies that, since God is

one, they can all be described as love in a sense, and that their difference lies in

their ‘economic distinctions’.2 Augustine’s notion of love seems to be something

like admiring the beautiful and virtuous in a thing or a person.3 Loving God,

however, for Augustine is embracing one’s own inner person, since God is

found within one’s mind, rather than in the corporeal world.4 For Augustine,
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this loving is an indwelling of the Holy Spirit, which is God as love.5 Augustine’s

God was the God of classical theism, the God of absolute simplicity and immu-

tability6 – a much truer object of our love than the fleeting things of this world.7

More contemporary theology has also interpreted the statement ‘God is love’ in

an ontological way: for example, Richard Swinburne, using a social model of the

Trinity, takes the love that God is to be the love shared between the persons of the

Trinity.8 David Bentley Hart, coming from a classical theist perspective, takes a

similar approach, calling it the interdependence of the persons of the Trinity, who

grant to each other their modes of being.9

Another way of understanding God as love is that God is love through his

creatorship. One proponent of this view is Keith Ward, who argues that what

makes God love is the fact that he creates persons (an ‘other’) who can choose

to actualize potentials;10 he does this out of love for the purpose of sharing being

and giving of himself to others, creating an ‘I–thou’ relationship.11 For Ward,

God’s love is agape, love for what is truly other than God, a love that depends

on creation.12 In what follows, I expand on and defend the latter interpretation

and propose a dialectical divine ontology – a dialectical relationship between God

and creation, rather than within the Godhead.

One issue with the Trinitarian interpretations of God as love can be found in the

so-called Rahner’s rule: that the immanent Trinity is the economic Trinity, and the

economic Trinity is the immanent Trinity. Karl Rahner’s economic Trinity is

the self-communication of God through the Incarnation of the Son,13 and the

Son, in his human incarnation, is the Logos, since the Logos is nothing more

and nothing less than the Father’s expression.14 Thus, for Rahner, the way in

which God relates to us through the Son and by the Spirit is not some kind of

copy of the Trinity; it is the Trinity (the inner immanent Trinity) itself.15 This

means that the Trinity itself requires an addressee: man, or creation.16 However,

if this is true, one struggles to see how one could propose that any Trinitarian

relations exist a-ktesis (without creation). One motivation for this approach is that

the only Trinity we find in Scripture is the economic one: God creates the universe,

saves mankind, and redeems creation through Christ and by the Spirit; but no

ontological immanent Trinity is posited.17 Robert Jenson, addressing this issue,

claims that there must an immanent Trinity a-ktesis, but that nothing can be

known, said, or even guessed about it.18 What distinctions could be made between

three infinite hypostases outside how they relate to creation? In fact, what distinc-

tions could be made at all?

To clarify this problem, let us turn to Hegel.19 For Hegel, a determinate being

can only be determinate in relation to another; this other functions as the limit of

the determinate being, and that being is only determinate in negating the other

(which is itself a negation of the determinate being).20 God, however, is infinite in

relation to the finite, including the finite in himself, as the ‘non-being’ of the finite

that determines it as finite – that is, the negation of the finite, and the negation of

that negation.21 However, since determination is either determination through

negation (for the finite determinate being) or determination of the infinite over,
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above and including all finite being, how could there be determination within the

infinite without those determinations being finite?

This problem was understood in some form as far back as Irenaeus, who argued

that there cannot be two (or more) pleromas; the logic of this argument remains if

you replace pleroma with infinite being. This is because, for example, either their

infinite power will be contained by the other and thus be indistinguishable from the

other or in fact be finite; or there must be an infinite distance between them so that

their infinite powers can never clash. In other words, if two beings have infinite

power, either they are always in constant agreement in terms of what their powers

do, in which case they are indistinguishable; or they could conflict, in which case

one would end up being overcome by the other; or they are infinitely separated and

their powers never reach each other, in which case there is a higher, true infinite

that contains the lesser pseudo-infinites.22

However, for the phrase ‘God is love’ to apply to the immanent Trinity, it is not

enough to try to resolve these problems in distinguishing the hypostases outside the

economy or a-ktesis; they must be distinguished in such a way as to allow the term

‘love’ to apply. In examining how the term ‘love’ could apply to God, I first

borrow from four modern philosophers – Vladimir Solovyov, Alain Badiou,

Slavoj �Zi�zek and Simon May – and try to construct a general theory of love.

I then examine how this might be applied to God. Solovyov claims that the mean-

ing of love is ‘the justification and salvation of individuality through the sacrifice

of egoism’23 – it forces us to acknowledge the absolute value of the other that

mirrors, and justifies, our own absolute value,24 and through love we transfer the

centre of our life beyond ourselves to include the other.25 Solovyov’s divine love

also involves another: the eternal emptiness – or pure potentiality – that is given

existence. This ends up being the universe, the outpouring of divine love from God

giving existence to pure potentiality.26 Alain Badiou describes love as the encoun-

ter of difference and disjuncture: the world experienced, developed and lived from

the point of difference rather than identity, two rather than one. It is an ontolog-

ical sharing.27 This event is, by its very nature, contingent; it does not enter into the

immediate order of things, but is a true metaphysical ‘event’.28 This event locks

contingency into eternity, although ‘I love you’ is a contingent event of disjuncture;

it always means ‘I will always love you’, and it retrospectively can be seen as

necessary. It was always ‘meant to be’.29 �Zi�zek’s notion of love parallels

Badiou’s in that love can be seen as retrospectively necessary even though it is

absolutely contingent.30 He also sees love as a disjuncture in one’s way of being, in

that it involves subordinating everything in oneself to that love for the beloved.31

Simon May describes love as:

the rapture we feel for people who (or things that) inspire in us the experience or hope

of ontological rootedness . . .We experience their mere presence as grounding – or as a

promise of grounding – because it seems to be receptive to, to recognize, to echo, to

provide a powerful berth to, what we regard as most essential about us.32
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What all of these descriptions have in common is a distinction between the lover

and the beloved that allows the lover to be grounded in the lover, to have their

being in the world adjusted to one of a shared experience of that world with the

beloved, a shared experience that begins as a contingent event which nonetheless

points to an eternal justification of the individual. This kind of love necessitates a

pathos in that the lover is changed by the love, up to having their identity deter-

mined by that love, having their essence depend on that love. It involves a taking

on of difference, a difference that changes the lover’s world.

Can this kind of love be applied to the immanent Trinity a-ktesis? If all the

hypostases of the Trinity are eternal and infinite, or if they all share the same

eternal and infinite essence, then no event can happen; there can be no disjuncture

that involves a shift of experience to one of sharing. Each hypostasis is already

infinite and eternal, so how could each hypostasis relate to another as something

that is truly other so that the other creates a disjuncture and a new way of being?

There is no new way of being possible, since each hypostasis already contains

infinite being. If there is no contingency in the immanent Trinity, there can be

no grounding (only contingent things are grounded) and no event. If we say,

however, that the immanent Trinity is the economic Trinity, and that the distinc-

tions are substantial, and that this allows us to proclaim ‘God is love’ ontologi-

cally, then we make the ontological predication of ‘love’ dependent on the

operations within creation and thus creation itself. If this is the case, we have

two options: a kind of emanationism, in which creation itself is a necessary and

eternal emanation from God; or a kind of Arianism, or ontological subordination,

where some of the hypostases are part of creation or contingent on creation.33

However, one might argue that the type of love I am describing is only one type

of love, and that we could turn to a more classical (Platonic, Aristotelian,

Augustinian) notion of love that would make the problem disappear. One might

also argue that I take the term ‘love’ as applied to God too anthropomorphically,

and that one should always remember that language applied to God must be

analogical. To address these objections, it would be good to take a closer look

at the passages that directly motivate the ‘God is love’ claim. 1 John 4.8–16 claims

that the one who doesn’t love cannot love God because God is love, and then

defines that love in the work of Christ, which grounds the love a Christian ought to

have. The passage continues to talk of God being in us if we love one another, of

God being present in that love which we can be assured of because of what God

has done for us through Christ. Therefore, God is love and those who remain in

love remain in God. Love here is very clearly defined: it is the love manifest in

Christ to man, which is the same kind of love mankind is to show to others. The

Platonic notion of love as the desire for the good or the beautiful,34 or the

Aristotelian notion of love as the appreciation of virtue in others, which ought

to reflect our own virtue and benefit us,35 or the Augustinian notion of love men-

tioned above – none of these captures the kind of love spoken about in 1 John 4.

The love Christ displayed for man was not a love for some higher value, quite the

contrary; nor was it the appreciation of some common virtue that would be of
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benefit to him; nor was it Christ’s way of appreciating the source of goodness

within man: God. Rather, this is a love that involves a radical disjuncture. The

Son of God enters into the world and becomes sin, and takes on the other into

himself (the other being sin) and even death itself; it is a relational love in which

both the lover and the beloved are ontologically changed, grounded in one anoth-

er. This love is a contingent gift – grace – that becomes the foundation for both the

identity of the giver and the being of the receiver.

When it comes to the risk of anthropomorphism and the need to maintain

analogy, it is important to note the reminder we find from John Duns Scotus:

But if you say that the formal notion of things that apply to God is different [from

that of things as they are in creatures], the unacceptable consequence is that it is

impossible to conclude something about God on the basis of a notion proper to

these things as far as they are in creatures because [in that case] the formal notions

of what applies to God and of what is in creatures are completely different, and from

the notion of wisdom that we grasp from creatures we will no more conclude that God

is formally wise than that God is formally a stone.36

In other words, if the words we apply to God, even analogically, are not grounded

in how we use them in relation to created things – for example, how human

persons love one another – then our language becomes nonsense, and we can

predicate literally anything about God. For the phrase ‘God is love’ to have any

meaning at all, it must be somehow connected to, and grounded in, our own

experience of love: the love of one who is truly ‘other’.37

The kind of love described in 1 John 4 is much closer to the kind of love

described by the four modern philosophers cited above than to the more classical

notions.38 This kind of love depends on creation – not only on the act of creation

by God, but on the interaction of God with his creation (especially through his

Son), and even on suffering with his creation. If this is true, ‘God as love’ cannot

refer to the immanent Trinity, but rather to God as creator and God of creation.

To examine how this might be an ontological description, a little bit of German

idealism may be of help.

For Hegel, pure being is indeterminate, in that it is not mediated by anything,

being just itself and without any content; this makes it indistinguishable from

nothing. From here, Hegel moves onto becoming – flowing being – which is the

combination of being and non-being in flux.39 This becoming is concretized in the

determinate being, when becoming becomes a ‘something’ through what it is not.

In a determinate being, what it is not – its negation – is precisely what makes it a

something rather than a pure abstraction (pure being or nothing); and yet, its

negation can only be a negation if it itself is a something, which itself must be

determined by its negation.40 To give a quick example, if there were only one

colour – red – then there would be no ‘redness’, nor even the category of colour,

since there would be nothing to distinguish ‘redness’, nor would there be things

that the category of ‘colour’ could contain. Once you add blue to the world, now
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you can distinguish red from blue; redness depends on blueness for its own deter-

mination. But blueness – which, in this world, would determine redness – also

requires redness. Then you can have ‘colour’, which contains both redness and

blueness but which also requires each of them, as well as its own negation.

For Hegel, God’s ‘other’ is creation – the finite that contrasts the infinite God

and determines the infinite as infinite. Yet the infinite also includes all the finite.

The Absolute becomes actual in created reality.41 God is other than creation, yet

he also subsumes all creation – as the Absolute, the Infinite – within himself.42

Thus, you have God truly as love insofar as he is God as God, which is only

through creation. For God to truly love an ‘other’, that other must be outside God

and must contingently relate to God in such a way that the relation changes the

lover and the beloved. Another German idealist – Friedrich Schelling – can also

help us in applying dialectical thinking to God’s being, which will help us under-

stand how God could be love.

Schelling posits that God has a ground of his own existence (independent of his

creation) in ‘the yearning the eternal one feels to give birth to itself’. This yearning,

or will, is not God as God, but it is eternal and becomes ‘understanding’ in its

move towards an object; in this case, God becomes God through his will towards

another.43 This ground – God’s will – precedes his being in one sense but cannot

exist without God; it is the potential of God’s being that is only real in the actuality

of his being.44 ‘God,’ Schelling thus proclaims, ‘is not a god of the dead but of the

living.’ Schelling also describes God’s ‘mediation’ or determination as his ‘becom-

ing’ through his interactions with other persons.45

If we combine Hegel’s dialectics with Schelling’s theological ontology in which

God dynamically ‘becomes’ through his will,46 then we can take a different path to

seeing God as love ontologically. God is the ground of all being, the absolute first

cause and the fullness of being, but this being is determined dynamically through

its outpouring of love into the created other, an outpouring that not only creates

the other but also makes God what he is. God is himself and is his will, and his will

is realized in his creation. In this sense, God is love; God is God because he loves;

and his love is not only realized in creation, but God himself is who and what he is

in relation to creation. This way of approaching theology proper would contradict

some of the classical theist affirmations – such as simplicity, immutability and

impassability – which may be problematic for some, but these affirmations can

be dispensed with without much theological or philosophical difficulty by others. I

am in the latter camp, although I do not argue for that position here.

One might, however, push the issue further and ask: what about God without

creation? If it is the case – as I believe, and as is the traditional Christian belief, as

well as the biblical revelation – that creation is contingent, that it did not have to

be and God could have chosen to refrain from creating, then God must have some

potential state without creation. Perhaps this could be Hegel’s pure being (being

undifferentiated from nothing), or what Schelling calls in his Ages of the World ‘the

unity of the Yes and the No’, or the eternal union of negation with expansion,

which is the essence of God’s necessary being.47 One could also go to the
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fifth-century philosopher and theologian known as Pseudo-Dionysius the

Areopagite, who reminds us that the cause of all is not without being, it is not

non-existing, but neither is it something that one can predicate or that one can

abstract from. It can therefore not be known, but neither can it be denied.48 For

the Areopagite, God does not possess being in the same way individual beings do,

but being is in him – that is, being possesses God – and he is the source of being

itself.49 God is the beginning of that which is, and the end of that which is, not just

‘pure being’ itself.50

I would qualify Dionysius’s apophatic theology by saying that God is beyond

being prior to creation, but God as actualized reality is love, and God is love

through the sharing of being with creation. Only then can we speak of God as

God, God as love, and only then can we speak of God’s economy: God as the

Father of his Son through whom he works by his Spirit. Although this discussion

here is limited and does not engage with all the issues involved, I hope it can

provide a springboard for a different way of viewing God as love.
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