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Abstract 
 
 

 One of the fundamental tenets of the Christian faith happens to be one of the most 

mysterious: the doctrine of the Trinity.  The Trinity, despite its seeming contrariety to 

reason, has seen several philosophical parallels—divine triads resembling the Christian 

doctrine but lacking a basis in divine revelation.  In this paper, I analyze such triads, as 

well as their historical-theological counterparts, in an attempt to identify the merit and 

limitations of pure reason in Trinitarian theology.  I specifically examine the work of 

Plotinus and Augustine, Hegel and Rahner, and several theologians utilizing 

contemporary philosophical developments in Trinitarian theology.  Ultimately, I 

conclude that while reason apart from divine revelation may produce a system 

approximating the fundamental elements of the Christian Trinity, there remain several 

components inaccessible to philosophy alone.  Additionally, I suggest that the discussions 

concerning reason and revelation have important implications for the relationship 

between the ‘economic’ and ‘immanent’ Trinities. 
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Introduction 
 

 
 David Hockney’s creative—if flippant—Picture Emphasizing Stillness depicts a 

cheetah flying through the air as it lunges towards two men.  As the viewer inspects the 

painting closer, however, the words “THEY ARE PERFECTLY SAFE THIS IS A 

STILL” are seen inscribed between the deadly claws of the cheetah and his unsuspecting 

victims.  This piece, as its title implies, serves to emphasize the static nature of painting.  

Nearly sixty years later, those men are in no more danger than they were at the time of 

the painting’s conception.  For all intents and purposes, the content of the piece is eternal.   

 Such is also the case for the basic truths of the Christian faith.  God will always be 

omnipotent.  Creation will always be contingent.  Humanity will always be in need of a 

savior.  “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.”1  Yet, 

while there are a limited number of angles from which a person may view Picture 

Emphasizing Stillness, the Christian faith—that is, the reality to which it points—may be 

viewed, and even participated in, in an infinite number of ways.  Where the eternality of 

Picture Emphasizing Stillness gives an impression of lifelessness and of sterility, the 

eternality of Christianity vivifies and enraptures the heart and mind as its truths unfold 

more like a novel than a picture.  As different forms of knowledge and study—

philosophy, history, biology, physics, historical-critical literary analysis, and the like—

are applied to the tenets of Christianity, these principles, which are outside of time, no 

longer appear to be static but take on new life as their meaning becomes clearer and as 

they are articulated in new ways. 

 
1 Matthew 24:35 N.B.  Unless otherwise stated, all biblical quotations will be taken from the New Revised 
Standard Version (NRSV) translation.   
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 Such development of doctrine—to borrow a phrase from Newman—is perhaps 

best seen in the doctrine of the Trinity.  The Trinity, which has biblical origins, has been 

the object of heresy, early Church treatises, medieval debates, and contemporary 

theological discourse.  Moreover, history has seen several philosophical triads closely 

resembling the Trinity come and go.  These triads, which resemble the basic elements of 

the Trinity but depart from the doctrine significantly, raise important questions.  May the 

doctrine of the Trinity be reached be reason alone, apart from any grounding in 

revelation?  If not, what are reason’s limits when approaching this mystery?  In what 

ways may theology appropriate philosophy in its articulation of the Trinity?  What are the 

implications of the relationship between reason and revelation on how we think about the 

Trinity?  In this paper, I seek to answer these questions—at least in part—and in so 

doing, hope to provide another angle from which to contemplate this eternal truth 

manifested in history—that which is unchanging yet wholly dynamic.   

 My method in this paper is to bring various seminal philosophical triads into 

dialogue with contemporaneous iterations of Trinitarian theology.  It is broken into five 

chapters.  Chapter one provides a brief history of the development of the doctrine of the 

Trinity throughout the Patristic era.  In presenting this brief survey, I seek to provide a 

summary of orthodox2 Christian Trinitarianism with which to compare the following case 

studies.  Chapter two compares the thought of Plotinus and Augustine, contrasting 

Plotinus’ three metaphysical hypostases with Augustine’s Trinitarian theology as 

presented expressed in his De Trinitate.  Chapter three juxtaposes the work of Hegel—

namely, his triune Absolute Spirit—and Karl Rahner.  Chapter four summarizes three 

 
2 Here and throughout this paper, I take the term ‘orthodox’ to mean ‘compliance with the Christian faith as 
articulated by the creeds of the early Church’—lest there be any confusion.  
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contemporary Trinitarian theories which rely heavily on modern philosophical thought: 

Brian Leftlow’s use of D. C. William’s tropical theory,  A. P. Martinich’s use of Peter 

Geach’s relative identity theory, and Richard Swinburne’s attempt at constructing an a 

priori argument for God’s triune nature.  Chapter five synthesizes the findings of the 

previous four chapters to determine the value and limits of pure reason in Trinitarian 

theology as well as its implications for Trinitarian discourse—particularly the 

relationship between the ‘economic’ and ‘immanent’ Trinities.  In all of this, I hope to 

use philosophical triads to shed new light on what only seems to be a static reality.   
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Chapter One: 
A (Very) Brief History of the Doctrine of the Trinity 

 
 
 Before entering into a sustained discourse on specific instances of philosophical 

influences on Trinitarian theology and their resulting implications for understanding 

Christian revelation, it is appropriate to trace the historical formation of the doctrine of 

the Trinity for the sake of both contextualizing the various elements of this study and 

providing a standard of orthodoxy by which to judge various Trinitarian parallels.3   

Recognizing the complexity of the doctrine’s development, this historical account will be 

necessarily limited in scope but will suffice for present purposes.  This short survey will 

be broken into five major epochs: biblical origins, pre-Nicaean formulations, the 

affirmations of Nicaea, and post-Nicaean developments.   

 

a. Trinity’s Scriptural Grounding 

While explicit doctrinal formulations of the Trinity begin with the early Church, 

its roots are first and foremost biblical.  It is debatable, though, whether the themes which 

ground the Trinity extend back to the Old Testament or are strictly present in the New 

Testament.  Scholars who support the former position cite verses such as Genesis 1:26, in 

which God speaks to (or possibly amongst) Himself and refers to Himself in the plural.  

For instance, Bryan Murphy examines several grammatical structures in the first creation 

 
3 For purposes of this paper, the Catholic conceptualization of Trinity—which is to say the Nicaean 
conceptualization—will serve as such a standard of orthodox thought.  I choose this specific standard 
because of its historical prevalence and because it is the tradition with which I am most familiar.  Yet, 
while I acknowledge the important differences which exist amongst Christian denominations (the filioque 
clause perhaps being the most significant), none of these distinctions are so substantial as to create 
confusion within my analysis which requires only a general understanding of the Trinity by which to 
compare philosophical counterparts. 
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narrative that hint at Trinitarian themes.  Specifically, he points to the use of the word 

‘Elohim,’ which is plural but paired with singular verb forms.4   

Contrarily, other experts refute any such attempt to read New Testament 

revelation into the Old Testament, believing the practice to be eisegesis.  One such 

expert, Edmund Fortman writes that “the Old Testament writings about God neither 

express nor imply any idea or belief in a plurality or trinity of persons within one 

Godhead.  Even to see in them suggestions or foreshadowing or ‘veiled signs’ of the 

trinity of persons is to go beyond the words and intent of the sacred writers.”5  On 

account of this debate, and because of the compelling evidence provided by each camp, 

this paper will only attend to Trinitarian themes in the New Testament—simple 

acknowledgement of this debate sufficing. 

While the Old Testament is unable to provide definitive evidence for the Trinity, 

the New Testament is not only helpful in understanding the doctrine’s origins but of the 

utmost importance, for it is only through the self-revelation of God in the person of Jesus 

that the doctrine first arose.  Note that despite its crucial role, “[t]he New Testament 

contains no doctrine of the Trinity.  The ‘three-foldness’ of God is not the subject of 

theological reflection.”6  In other words, the New Testament contains the historical basis 

for the doctrine without any sort of doctrinal explication (as noted above).   

The New Testament, while steering clear of specific technical discussions on the 

matter, underpins the tri-unity of God in two particular ways: first, by establishing the 

 
4 Bryan Murphy, “The Trinity in Creation.” The Master’s Seminary Journal 24, no. 2 (September 2013): 
168. 
5 Edmund Fortman, The Triune God: A Historical Study of the Doctrine of the Trinity (London: Hutchinson 
& Co, 1972), 9.   
6 Donald Juel, “The Trinity and the New Testament.” Theology Today 54, no. 3 (October 1997): 313. 
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divinity of Jesus Christ; second, through triadic themes—especially in the Gospel of John 

and in the letters of Paul.  Regarding Christ’s divine nature, Jesus consistently uses self-

referential language and discusses the Father in such a way that suggests “that there is a 

unique relationship between Jesus and the Father and that Jesus’ sonship transcends other 

sonships.”7  Additionally, as a consequence of Jesus’ role in salvation and his miraculous 

works, it is necessary to ascribe Him some degree of divinity.  As Donald Juel writes: 

The New Testament speaks of God as the Father of the Son, who became flesh, 
spoke with authority, healed the sick, died on a Roman cross as “the King of the 
Jews,” and was vindicated by God on the third day.  While God is still the creator 
of the heavens and the earth, that God is henceforth to be known first and 
foremost in relationship to Jesus and the experiences of the Spirit in Jesus' name.8 
 

Thus, Jesus affirms His sonship and His divinity—in both word and deed—in a way 

which must be reconciled with the sovereignty of the Father and Judaic monotheism.   

Yet, it is not simply the self-disclosure of Christ that reveals the Trinity but also 

the writings of people such as John and Paul.  In fact, it John’ Gospel which comes 

closest to laying out a distinctly Trinitarian theology.9  This is evident in the very 

prologue of the book: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and 

the Word was God.  He was in the beginning with God.  All things came into being 

through him, and without him not one thing came into being.”10  Further, as Fortman 

notes, John most clearly describes the Holy Spirit as a distinct person.  “In the Paraclete 

passages he stresses the personality of the Holy Spirit, His distinction from the Father and 

the Son, and His mission by the Father and the Son.”11  John portrays all three persons—

 
7 Fortman, op. cit., 15. 
8 Juel, op. cit., 321-322. 
9 Although Trinitarian themes are clearly found in the Gospel of John, this is not to say that a precise and 
philosophically articulate theory of the Trinity is to be found.  
10 John 1:1-3  
11 Fortman, op. cit., 30. 
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through both Jesus’ dialogues and his own commentary—as distinct individuals yet 

divine and indelibly interconnected. 

Similar to the Johannine texts, the Pauline letters strongly point to a proto-

Trinitarian theology.  His writings are littered with triadic themes (c.f., Eph. 4:4-6, Gal. 

4:4-6, 1 Cor. 2:7-16).  He also emphasizes the close relationship amongst Father, Son, 

and Spirit in a way similar to the synoptic Gospels.  Perhaps the most obvious way in 

which Paul foreshadows an understanding of the Trinity is through his application of the 

title ‘adonai’ (‘Lord’) to Christ.  “To the Lord Jesus he ascribes attributes and powers 

that are strictly divine.  In the LXX Kyrios is the usual name for Yahweh; in giving this 

name to Jesus, Paul also gives Him attributes and powers of Yahweh, dominion over 

creation, and a right to the adoration of all of creation.”12  By using a name traditionally 

reserved for the Father, Paul raises Christ to the level of divinity and thus equality with 

the Father.   

In short, while not expressly explicated, the Trinity has its origins in Scripture—

particularly through the revelation of Christ as divine (seen in the Gospels and in the 

Pauline tradition).  It was this fundamental Christian principle, however, that gave rise to 

a fuller expression of the Trinity as the early Church Fathers were forced to contend with 

Jesus’ divine nature and the desire to preserve monotheism.  As Juel concedes, “Full-

blown Trinitarian faith is a later, creative interpretation of the biblical witness by the 

church.”13  Accordingly, we turn to the ante-Nicaean Church Fathers.  

 

 

 
12 Fortman, op. cit., 19. 
13 Juel, op. cit., 313. 
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b. Pre-Nicaea Formulations 

The shift in the doctrine of the Trinity from ambiguous biblical prefiguration to a 

debate about relations and energies, procession and generation, essence and mission was 

surprisingly not the result of philosophical musing or biblical scholarship.  Rather, it was 

born of necessity.  As Christianity matured, it faced growing pangs in the form of heresy.  

Just as muscle fibers strengthen after being torn or tree roots deepen against the force of a 

strong wind, the faith experienced growth in the form a more fully realized and articulate 

doctrine of the Trinity.   

Before looking at this particular portion of the doctrine’s development though, it 

is important to have a firm understanding of how exactly the early church saw the Trinity 

and its relationship to faith.  The concerns of the early Church Fathers in the first century 

were primarily Christological and soteriological.  Nevertheless, these concerns led to 

development—albeit unconscious—in their notion of Trinity, which was mainly 

associated with oaths and baptism.14    In the process of affirming the saving power of 

Jesus’ death and resurrection, they affirmed his nature as divine.  As Jürgen Moltmann 

explains, “the starting point for a Christian doctrine of the Trinity must be the biblically 

attested history of salvation: the story of the Father, the Son, and the Spirit.”15  That is, if 

Jesus’ sacrifice is sufficient for the expiation of sins, then He must be fully divine, 

meaning that the Trinity inexorably bound-up with soteriology.  Therefore, “it is 

incorrect, then, to say that ‘by the end of the period of the Apostolic Fathers there was no 

belief in a pre-existent Trinity,’ . . . there is solid evidence of a belief in three pre-existent 

 
14 Fortman, op. cit., 43. 
15 Jürgen Moltmann. “The Unity of the Triune God: Comprehensibility of the Trinity and its  
Foundation in the History of Salvation. St. Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 28, no. 3 (1984): 160.  
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beings, both from their actual words and more especially from the fact that they ascribed 

strict divinity to the Father, Christ, and the Holy Spirit.”16   

Yet, even at the turn of the century, there was still little technical development in 

the doctrine.  As Christos S. Voulgaris writes, “During the second century we do not have 

any sound formulation of the doctrine of the Holy Trinity except occasional statements in 

the baptismal symbols and various inferences in certain church writers: Clement of 

Rome, Justin, Athenagoras, Irenaeus, Tertullian with occasional expressions of 

subordinationism of minor importance.”17  Even so, Trinitarian thought became all the 

more prominent and the foundation for later developments throughout the second 

century.  For instance, Justin Martyr lays the groundwork for procession when he calls 

the Logos the Father’s consciousness and intelligence.18  Likewise, Origen, the 

theologian who contributed most to Trinitarian development in the age of the apologists, 

maintained the eternal generation of the son, used the phrase ‘three hypostases’ in 

reference to the Trinity and clarified that, “these hypostases were not only ‘economically’ 

distinct, but essentially and eternally.”19  There was undoubtedly development in the first 

and second centuries amongst the Fathers and Apologists, but such progress paled in 

comparison to that of the third century when the doctrine of the Trinity entered the 

limelight of doctrinal debate.   

 
16 Fortman, op. cit., 44. 
17 Christos S. Voulgaris, “The Biblical and Patristic Doctrine of the Trinity.” The Greek Orthodox 
Theological Review 37, no. 1-4 (1992): 186-187. 
18 Justin Martyr, “The First Apology” and “The Second Apology” in The First Apology, The Second 
Apology, Dialogue with Trypho, Exhortation to the Greeks, Discourse to the Greeks, The Monarchy or The 
Rule of God, trans. Thomas B. Falls (Washington: Catholic University of America Press, 1965), 57-58; 83-
84; 125-126. 
19 Fortman, op,cit., 60-61. 
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The first major Trinitarian heresy arose in Rome at the end of the third century—

likely originating in Asia: the heresy of Sabellianism, a form of Modalism.  “Modalism 

denied that God simultaneously exists as three distinct Persons—arguing instead that the 

one God sometimes manifests Himself as Father, sometimes as Son, and sometimes as 

Spirit, but never all three at the same time.  Modalists accused Trinitarians of belief in 

multiple gods.”20  Sabellianism was quickly declared a heresy and denounced by several 

Church Fathers including Tertullian, Hippolytus, and Ignatius.  Their first major 

objection lied in Sabellianism’s most fatal flaw: if God lacks multiple persons, evolving 

from form to form instead, then either Christ did not truly die on the cross or the world 

lacked a God for three days.  Additionally, they took issue with the implication that God 

changed as He transitioned from the Father to the Son to the Spirit—a belief that assigns 

the attributes of potentiality and mutability to God.  Moreover, Jesus prayed to the Father, 

an absurd action if there were not another person with whom he was conversing.21   

The rejection of Sabellianism led to an important clarification of God’s nature as 

triune.  Nathan Busenitz writes the following concerning the beliefs that emerged from 

the battle with Sabellianism: 

Early Christians affirmed both the reality that there is only one God. . . while also 
affirming a distinction between the Members of the Trinity each of whom is fully 
God. . . Dynamic Monarchianism considered Jesus Christ to be a mere man, while 
Modalistic Monarchianism emphasized the oneness of the Godhead to such an 
extent that the three were lost in the one.  The church found neither of these views 
acceptable.22  

 
20 Busenitz, Nathan. “Did Constantine invent the Trinity?: the doctrine of the Trinity in the writings of the 
early church fathers.” The Master’s Seminary Journal 24, no. 2 (September 2013): 232. 
21 Ibid., 232-234. 
22 Busenitz, op. cit., 234. 
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Additionally, this debate catalyzed an important clarification in terminology.  The Church 

Fathers “at first used the word ‘person’ for the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. . . But 

Sabellians gave to these words the meaning of a temporary form of God's manifestation 

or revelation, and this forced the Greek fathers to substitute the word ‘person’ with the 

word hypostasis,’ by which they meant the mode of God’s existence.”23  These doctrinal 

affirmations were some of the first instances of solidification of Trinitarian thought.  

Additionally, they paved the way for advancement resulting from one of the Church 

Fathers’ greatest adversary: Arianism.     

 

c. Nicaean Affirmations 

Arianism has its roots in Alexandria, circa 318 C.E.  Its titular proponent was a 

priest named Arius.  Arius’ views based in the commonly held notion that, “God must be 

and is uncreated, unbegotten, unoriginated.  The immediate conclusion is simple but 

devastating: since the Son is begotten by the Father, He is not God but only a creature.”24  

Through this logic, Arianism applied hierarchy to God’s nature.  Jesus was not God, but a 

super-angelic figure, God’s first creation.  Likewise, the Holy Spirit was created by the 

Son.  According to Arius, Jesus’ fidelity caused God to exalt Jesus above the rest of 

creation and to allow Him to partake in divine prerogatives.25  This hierarchical view of 

divinity solved two theological conundrums.  First, by placing Jesus on a lower 

ontological tier than the Father, Arianism protected divine impassibility.  If Jesus was 

God and if Jesus suffered, then God is capable of suffering.  If Jesus is not God, however, 

 
23 Voulgaris, op. cit., 187. 
24 Fortman, op. cit., 63. 
25 M.L. Cozens, A Handbook of Heresies. (London: Sheed & Ward, 1928), 30-32. 
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He is able to suffer without threat to Divine impassibility.  Second, it relieved the tension 

between Jesus’ generation from the Father and the presumed unbegottenness of God.  

Jesus is originate at the cost of His divinity.26   

Yet, the Church Fathers saw several problems with Arius’ teachings.  The most 

dangerous drawback of Arianism was its soteriological implication: if Jesus does not 

share in the Divine Nature, then our salvation is jeopardized; if Jesus was raised to a level 

of equality with the Father, then Jesus’ nature is mutable, allowing for the possibility of 

him to sin.27  Arianism was caught on the horns of a dilemma.  Seeking to quell 

Arianism, the Church Fathers called the great Christological council, the Council of 

Nicaea. 

The council was convoked by Emperor Constantine on behalf of the anti-Arian 

bishops desiring a General Council and was largely led by Athanasius, a great defender 

of the Trinity post-Nicaea.28  Despite the council’s momentousness, little is actually 

known about its proceedings.  “There is no record of the acts of the Council.  Only its 

creed, 20 canons, and a synodal letter condemning Arius are extant.”29  Nevertheless, the 

Council produced several seminal doctrinal developments, making it the Cambrian 

explosion of Trinitarian theology. 

 
26 Catherine LaCugna, God for Us: The Trinity & Christian Life. (Chicago: Harper Collins, 1991), 32-34. 
27 Cozens, op. cit., 32. 
28 Although a small minority of scholars credit Athanasius an the Council of Nicaea with the creation of the 
Athanasian Creed—one of the most seminal creeds in Trinitarian theology—the general consensus is that 
the Creed was a product of the sixth century, as evidenced by its Augustinian influences, its western 
expressions of Christology and Trinitarian theology, and the fact that it was originally written in Latin (as 
opposed to the Greek typically used by Athanasius).  Accordingly, the Athanasian Creed will be treated 
later in this chapter. Ian A. McFarland, The Cambridge Dictionary of Christian Theology, ed. Ian 
McFarland, A.S. David, and Karen Kilby,1st ed., s.v. “Athanasian Creed,” (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2011), 40-41. 
29 Fortman, op. cit., 66. 
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The first important conclusion drawn at Nicaea was a rejection of Arius’ 

teachings, as conveyed through the council’s creed.  “What the creed rejected is clear 

enough.  It was Arius’ doctrine that the Son is not true God but a creature, that He was 

not begotten of the substance of the Father but was made from nothing, that He was not 

eternal but rather that ‘there was a time when He did not exist.’”30  Following this 

dismissal of Arianism came several positive doctrinal statements.  The first and most 

important, was that the Son was, “begotten, not made, was born of the Father’s substance, 

was true God from true God, was consubstantial with the Father.”31  In layman’s terms, 

they established that Jesus was not simply the first of all creatures, but shared His divinity 

with the Farther in every manner of speaking.  Though a similar notion of 

consubstantiality was not applied to the Holy Spirit, the shared divinity of Christ and the 

Father expressed by the council established the theological and philosophical framework 

which undergirds a full-fledged expression of the Trinity.  The second affirmation was a 

terminological distinction needed to clarify the foregoing Christological affirmation.  

“The first need was to find a term which should act as a decisive test of a man’s belief in 

the Godhead of the Son.”32  After much deliberation and debate, they settled on the word 

homoousios (of the same essence) to describe the shared nature of the Father and the Son. 

In short, the Council of Nicaea defended the divinity of Christ against the assaults 

of Arianism in three ways.  First, it rejected the Arian belief that the Son was a creature 

made by the Father.  Second, it affirmed the consubstantial nature of the Son and the 

Father.  Third, it developed the terminology required to maintain such a belief.   

 
30 Fortman, op. cit., 66. 
31 Ibid., 69. 
32 Cozens, op. cit., 33. 
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Nicaea transposed these Biblical affirmations into ontological formulas, and 
gathered the multiplicity of scriptural affirmations, titles, symbols, images, and 
predicates about the Son into a single affirmation that the Son is not made but 
born of the Father, true God from true God, and consubstantial with the Father.  A 
definitive answer was given to the question of Arius.33 
 

Thus, the battleground of Arianism became the germinating grounds for the Trinity. 

 

d. Trinity After Nicaea  

The dynamic development in the doctrine of the Trinity seen at Nicaea did not 

mean that the doctrine had been fully explicated.  Rather, the council produced a number 

of theologians who defended the resolutions of Nicaea and who brought the doctrine into 

fullness.  One such Nicene defender was Athanasius of Alexandria.  Athanasius 

spearheaded a small group dedicated to protecting the still precarious Nicene faith.  His 

main opposition was a large coalition of exiled Arian leaders including Arius, Eusebius 

of Nicomedia, Eunomius, and Basil of Ancyra, who formed an Anti-Nicene party.34  In 

his struggle with the anti-Nicene coalition, Athanasius both expounded Trinitarian 

orthodoxy and developed several additions.  Perhaps the most important of these was his 

insistence that the Holy Spirit is consubstantial with the Father and the Son, an indivisible 

member of the ‘holy Triad.’  Thomas F. Torrance summarizes Athanasius’ Trinity-

begetting pneumatology: 

Athanasius’ argumentation was the soteriological insight that, unless in the Holy 
Spirit we have a divine and not a creaturely relation to God, the substance drops 
out of the Gospel, just as it would if the Son were not of one Being and Agency 
with God the Father.  Everything hinges, then, upon the truth that the Holy Spirit 
has the same oneness in Being with the Son as the Son has with the Father.  Since 
the Son is “of the Being of the Father” and belongs to his being, so the Spirit of 

 
33 Fortman, op. cit., 69. 
34 Ibid., 79. 
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God who is one with the Being of the Son must be, with him, of the Being and 
one with the Being of the Father.35 
 

What the Council of Nicaea did for the consubstantiality of the Son with the Father, 

Athanasius did for the Holy Spirit, which was surely his biggest contribution to 

Trinitarian thought. 

On the heels of Athanasius came another post-Nicene group, the Cappadocians, 

comprised of Basil the Great, Gregory of Nyssa, and Gregory of Nazianzus.  The 

Cappadocians continued the fight against Arius and Eunomius, strongly affirming, as 

Athanasius, the full divinity of the Son and the Holy Spirit.  Yet, unlike Athanasius, they 

found a powerful tool in a new vocabulary.  “Hypostasis, however, was the term the 

Cappadocians preferred, and Basil was one of the first, if not the first, to insist on the 

distinction between ousia and hypostasis in God and to hold that the only acceptable 

formula is mia ousia, treis hypostaseis.”36  In effect, they created a standard Trinitarian 

lexicon.  Among other of the Cappadocian’s achievements was the explicit declaration of 

the Spirit as God, the effective ending of subordinationism, and the stressing of real 

distinction amongst the three hypostases of the Divine Nature.37 

 

e. Constantinople: Beginning and End 

In 381 C.E., the first of these developments, the declaration of the Holy Spirit as 

divine (which, as aforementioned, had its roots in the teachings of Athanasius), was 

upheld as doctrine during the first Council of Constantinople.  The council was called by 

 
35 Thomas F. Torrance. “The doctrine of the Holy Trinity according to St. Athanasius.” Anglican 
Theological Review 71, no. 4 (September 1989): 398.  
36 Fortman, op. cit., 79. 
37 Ibid., 97. 
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Emperor Theodosius I who wished to end the heresies and schisms plaguing the Church. 

38  Constantinople was similar to Nicaea insofar as it recapitulated the doctrine of Christ’s 

consubstantiality with the Father, but it also went further in its application of divinity to 

the Spirit.  The creed which came out of the council reads: “we believe in the Holy 

Ghost, the Lord and Giver-of-Life, who proceedeth from the Father, who with the Father 

and the Son together is worshiped and glorified.”39  For all intents and purposes, the 

creed brought questions about Trinitarian formulations to an end.  “This Nicene concern 

for God’s unity was extended to the Holy Spirit at Constantinople, where the nature of 

God was decided in radically unifying relational terms.  The Conciliar creed, now called 

the Nicene-Constantinopolitan creed, brought the Christian doctrine of God as Trinity to 

its formal completion.”40  In this way, the First Council of Constantinople fixed the 

advances in Trinitarian thinking that had evolved since 325 as formal orthodoxy.   

In a sense, the formulations of Constantinople were both a period and a question 

mark.  To the extent that questions about the divinity of Christ and the Spirit  and their 

relationship to the Father had been settled, Constantinople closed the book on Trinitarian 

debate.  The framework it established, however, set the parameters for future discussion 

and elaboration (as will be seen in the following chapters).  Yet, as interesting as these 

developments are, they are merely tangential in conversations about the formation of the 

doctrine and, as such, will not be discussed here.  The one historical innovation, however, 

that is worth noting is the Athanasian Creed of the sixth century (c.f., footnote 27).  

 
38 Fortman, op. cit., 85. 
39 “First Council of Constantinople,” in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Vol. 14, The Seven  
Ecumenical Councils, ed. Schaff, Philip and Henry Wace, (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, Inc., 
1994), 163. 
40 C.C. Pecknold. “How Augustine used the trinity: functionalism and the development of doctrine.” 
Anglican Theological Review 85, no. 1 (2003): 129. 
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Although of disproportionate popularity, the Athanasian Creed stands alongside the 

Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene Creed as one of the three fundamental creeds.  Because 

the Athanasian Creed is the standard of orthodox thought concerning Trinitarian theology 

and because it is the creed to which contemporary theologians and philosophers refer 

when discussing the Trinity, please permit me to quote it at length (this excerpt is taken 

from the translation done by the Marquess of Bute, the most popular English translation):  

The Catholic Faith is this, that we worship one God in Trinity and Trinity in 
Unity.  Neither confounding the Persons, nor dividing the Substance.  For there is 
one Person of the Father, another of the Son, and another of the Holy Ghost.  But 
the Godhead of the Father, of the Son and of the Holy Ghost is all One, the Glory 
Equal, the Majesty Co-Eternal.  Such as the Father is, such is the Son, and such is 
the Holy Ghost.  The Father Uncreate, the Son Uncreate, and the Holy Ghost 
Uncreate.  The Father Incomprehensible, the Son Incomprehensible, and the Holy 
Ghost Incomprehensible.  The Father Eternal, the Son Eternal, and the Holy 
Ghost Eternal and yet they are not Three Eternals but One Eternal.  As also there 
are not Three Uncreated, nor Three Incomprehensibles, but One Uncreated, and 
One Uncomprehensible.  So likewise the Father is Almighty, the Son Almighty, 
and the Holy Ghost Almighty.  And yet they are not Three Almighties but One 
Almighty.  So the Father is God, the Son is God, and the Holy Ghost is God.  And 
yet they are not Three Gods, but One God.  So likewise the Father is Lord, the 
Son Lord, and the Holy Ghost Lord.  And yet not Three Lords but One Lord.  For, 
like we are compelled by the Christian verity to acknowledge every Person by 
Himself to be God and Lord, so are we forbidden by the Catholic Religion to say, 
there be Three Gods or Three Lords.  The Father is made of none, neither created, 
nor begotten.  The Son is of the Father alone; not made, nor created, but begotten.  
The Holy Ghost is of the Father, and of the Son neither made, nor created, nor 
begotten, but proceeding.  So there is One Father, not Three Fathers; one Son, not 
Three Sons; One Holy Ghost, not Three Holy Ghosts.  And in this Trinity none is 
afore of after Other, None is greater or less than Another, but the whole Three 
Persons are Co-eternal together, and Co-equal.  So that in all things, as is 
aforesaid, the Unity is Trinity, and the Trinity is Unity to be worshipped.41  
 

This creed will serve as a referent, when analyzing the contributions of post-

Constantinople theologians and philosophers. 

 
41 Andre’ Queen, Old Catholic: History, Ministry, Faith & Mission (Lincoln, NE: iUniverse, Inc., 2003), 
46-47. 
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 Before delving into these later Trinitarian models and their philosophical 

counterparts, however, it is proper to note a few things about the early maturation of the 

doctrine of the Trinity.  First, the Trinity did not fall from the sky prepackaged.  Instead, 

it required centuries of reflecting upon the revelations present in the person of Christ.  To 

use an anachronistic term, it might be said that the doctrine evolved.  Second, by no 

means was conceptualizing God as triune uncontroversial or universal.  Indeed, it was 

only through heresy wholly contrary to Trinitarianism that the doctrine was ever 

articulated.  Third, the doctrine arose out of Christological and soteriological concerns 

rather than as a product of the Church Fathers contemplating the Divine Life in se.  These 

elements of the history of the doctrine indicate that the Trinity was not natural to the 

Fathers but was borne from logical necessity—a fact which will be essential in our later 

discussion of Trinity as the fruit of revelation or reason.    
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Chapter Two: 
Augustine’s Trinity and Plotinian Metaphysics 

 
 
 Following the formulaic advancements of Nicaea and Constantinople came one of 

theology’s most influential and seminal books on the topic of the Trinity: Augustine of 

Hippo’s De Trinitate.  The novelty of the work laid mostly in its approach (viz., the 

integrated use of philosophy, Scripture, and human psychology) and its depth, being one 

of the first books to present a prolonged examination of the doctrine of the Trinity.  

Interestingly, De Trinitate, while staying within creedal bounds, mirrors the work of 

Plotinus, a Hellenistic philosopher living in the third century.  Augustine acknowledges 

in his Confessions that Neoplatonism played an important role in his philosophical 

background and in his conversion,42 yet little is known about Plotinus’ influence on 

Augustine’s Trinitarian theology.  In the context of this study, the similarity between the 

work of these two thinkers raises two questions: (1) to what extent is Plotinus’ 

metaphysical model compatible with Christian Trinitarianism as articulated by 

Augustine, and (2) in what ways, if at all, is Augustine’s Trinitarian theology indebted to 

Plotinus’ philosophy?  In answering these two questions, we will have our first case study 

concerning the possibility of a ‘philosopher’s Trinity.’   

 
 
a. Summary: Augustinian Trinitarianism & Plotinian Metaphysics 

 Before bringing Augustine and Plotinus into dialogue it is necessary to summarize 

the thought of each, beginning with Augustine.  Perhaps the most important thing to note 

 
42 Augustine, The Confessions of Saint Augustine, trans. John K. Ryan (New York: Doubleday, 1960), 
VII.9-21. 
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about Augustine’s Trinitarian theology is his starting point—namely, that of faith and 

revelation.  Apart from God’s self-communication, he argues, knowledge of God’s triune 

nature is inaccessible.  He begins De Trinitate, in fact, with the following caveat:  

The reader of these reflections of mine on the Trinity should bear in mind that my 
pen is on the watch against the sophistries of those who scorn the starting-point of 
faith, and allow themselves to be deceived through an unseasonable and 
misguided love of reason.43   
 

Accordingly, the first two books of De Trinitate concern Christology—which, as has 

been shown, is the basis for Trinitarian thinking—and the Trinity’s scriptural bases.  

Another basic element is Augustine’s defense of the Nicaea-Constantinopolitan 

affirmation that God is three persons but substantially one.  He writes, “The Father is 

light, the Son is light, the Holy Spirit is light; but together they are not three lights but 

one light. . .. So Father and Son and Holy Spirit are one God.”44  This reiteration of the 

Trinitarian formula sets the grounds for his work insofar as it articulates the aim and 

constraints of his investigation.  Finally, Augustine identifies various trinities within the 

human person: “These three then, memory, understanding, and will are not three lives but 

one life, nor three minds but one mind.  So it follows of course that they are not three 

substances but one substance.”45  These psychological analogies comprise most of the 

second half of De Trinitate.   

 On the other hand, Plotinus’ metaphysics posits a single entity (or, more 

accurately, a single principle), the One, as the origin of all of reality “[which] should be 

the most unitary element in Nature. . . which is austerely just itself and of which nothing 

 
43 Augustine, The Trinity 2nd ed., trans. Edmund Hill (New York: New City Press, 1991), I.1.1. 
44 Ibid., VII.2.5. 
45 Ibid., X.4.18. 
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else can be predicated, even being.”46  Plotinus himself goes to such great lengths to 

preserve this perfect unicity and simplicity of the One that he denies it the power of 

intellection and ‘self-presence’.47 

 From the One, Plotinus describes the emanation of two ‘hypostases’—the 

Intellectual-Principle flowing directly from the One and the Soul48 flowing from the 

Intellectual-Principle.  That is, the One overflows with being to produce the Intellectual-

Principle (i.e., pure thought), which, in turn, overflows to produce the Soul, whence all of 

the material universe is derived.  With each succeeding level of being, perfection and 

simplicity are decreased.   

That station towards the One (the fact that something exists in presence of the 
One) establishes Being; that vision directed upon the One establishes the 
Intellectual-Principle; standing towards the One to the end of vision, it is 
simultaneously Intellectual-Principle and Being; and, attaining resemblance in 
virtue of this vision, it repeats the act of the One in pouring forth a vast power.  
This second outflow is an image or representation of the Divine Intellect as the 
Divine Intellect represented its own prior, The One.  This active power sprung 
from essence (from the Intellectual-Principle considered as Being) is Soul.49 
 

Put simply, Plotinus views reality as governed by three hierarchical hypostases—the One, 

Intellect, and Soul—that increase in complexity with each successive level of emanation.   

 

b. Similarities 

 With an initial understanding of Augustine and Plotinus’ work, the project of 

identifying the areas in which these two thinkers converge and diverge may be embarked 

upon.  Perhaps the most obvious of their similarities is the triune nature of their models, 

 
46 Pauliina Remes, Neoplatonism (London: Taylor and Francis, 2014), 37-38. 
47 Plotinus, The Enneads, trans. Stephen Mackenna (New York: Penguin Books, 1991), VI.9.6. 
48 Also, commonly referred to as the ‘World Soul’ and the ‘All-Soul’. 
49 Plotinus, op. cit., V.2.2. 
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yet this similarity is more nuanced than the simple parallel of One, Intellect, and Soul to 

Father, Son and Spirit.  Both triads—Augustine’s Trinity and Plotinus’ hypostases—are 

grounded in ultimate unity and transcendence.  For instance, Augustine, always tethers 

the three persons of the Trinity to God’s simplicity.  He writes, “Whether you take Father 

or Son and the Holy Spirit, each is perfect, and God the Father and the Son and the Holy 

Spirit is perfect, and so they are three, a triad or a trinity rather than triple or three by 

multiplication.”50  Even as he asserts a multiplicity of persons, he continuously reminds 

his reader of the unity of God’s numerical identity.  “He stresses oneness rather than 

Threeness and starts from the one divine essence rather than from the saving deed of God 

in Christ, which he assumes to be known.  This new starting point will be very influential 

in all subsequent Western trinitarian teaching.”51  Augustine’s emphasis of God’s utter 

simplicity maps on well to Plotinus’ the One.  Time and again, Plotinus denies the ability 

to predicate anything of the One, fearing that attribution implies multiplicity and 

complexity: “Once you have uttered ‘The Good’, add no further thought: by any addition, 

and in proportion to that addition, you introduce a deficiency.  Do not even say that it has 

Intellection; you would be dividing it; it would become a duality, Intellect and The 

Good.”52  Thus, each thinker fights to keep the divine simplicity as a foundational 

premise of their work. 

 Nevertheless, this similarity does not prove a causal relationship by itself.  To 

claim that Augustine’s emphasis of God’s unity is evidence of Plotinus’ influence, the 

broader field of patristic Trinitarian theology must be considered.  Historically, there 

 
50 Augustine, The Trinity, VI.2.9. 
51 Fortman, op. cit., 141. 
52 Plotinus, op. cit., III.8.11. 
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have been two approaches to thinking about the Trinity.  The first, often found in the 

Eastern tradition, starts with the three hypostases and works to a single divine substantia; 

the second, associated with the West, begins with substance and then moves to persons.53  

The prevalence of the ‘Eastern’ approach at the time of Augustine suggests that his 

decision to stress unity over persons was, at least in part, inspired by Plotinus.  As 

Thomas Wassmer explains, “Augustine never ceases to stress the Unity of God as the 

transcendent Principle of all order and number and so of being.  This emphasis derives 

from Plotinus because to be anything other than Absolute Unity is to be an ordered whole 

of parts and so in some sense a unity.”54  Therefore, keeping in mind Augustine’s 

relationship with Neoplatonism and the historical popularity of the ‘Eastern’ approach, it 

seems likely that his emphasis of the Trinity’s unity was partially inspired by Plotinus.55  

 Another similarity between the work of Augustine and Plotinus is the 

resemblance of Plotinus’ mechanism of emanation to the kenosis that Augustine 

attributes to the intra-divine life of God.  For Plotinus, the Intellect and the Soul are 

biproducts of the One’s goodness and perfection: the One naturally gives rise to the less-

perfect Intellect which itself emanates a third hypostasis, the Soul.  A hierarchy arises 

through an “order of generation—from the Good, the Intellectual-Principle; from the 

Intellectual-Principle, the Soul.”56  Moreover, this emanation is perpetual, meaning that 

the very existence of the lower hypostases and the universe itself is sustained by the 

 
53 Anthony J. Godzieba, “The Trinitarian Mystery of God: A ‘Theological Theology,’” in Systematic 
Theology: Roman Catholic Perspectives, 2nd ed., edited by Francis Schüssler Fiorenza and John P. Galvin, 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2011), 179. 
54 Thomas A. Wassmer, “The Trinitarian Theology of Augustine and His Debt to Plotinus,” Harvard 
Theological Review, no. 4 (October 1960): 262. 
55 While Augustine was influenced by Neoplatonism generally, we will only examine the specific parallels 
between his work and that of Plotinus, using Plotinus as paradigmatic of Neoplatonism as a whole.  As 
reductionistic as this may be, it proves necessary in a paper of this scope. 
56 Plotinus, op. cit., V.1.8. 
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continual overflowing of the One.  “The One is all things and no one of them; the source 

of all things is not all things; and yet it is all things in a transcendental sense—all things, 

so to speak, having run back to it: or, more correctly, not all as yet are within it, they will 

be.”57  While Augustine, in contrast, goes to great lengths to avoid Monarchianism 

(which holds God to be one and, according to some variations, believes Him to change 

form) and subordinationism (which holds that the Son and Spirit are subordinate to the 

Father), his Trinitarian theology reflects the belief that each of the Divine Hypostases are 

interdependent: for all eternity, the Father gives Himself to the Son and the Son gives 

Himself to the Father and the Holy Spirit proceeds from their mutual self-giving.  

Augustine explains, “Being son is a consequence of being begotten, and being begotten is 

implied by being son.  Just as ‘son’ is referred to ‘father,’ so is ‘begotten’ referred to 

‘begetter,’ as father is to son, so is begetter to begotten.”58  Despite the discrepancy 

concerning degrees of perfection, Augustine and Plotinus both suggest that some form of 

emanation occurs amongst the three primal hypostases.  Note that this similarity, 

however, is not a direct consequence of Neoplatonic influence on Augustine.   

 A third major similarity between Augustine and Plotinus is their proposed paths 

of ascent towards God.  The most famous portion of De Trinitate is Augustine’s 

psychological analogies for the Trinity.  Believing that human beings are made in imago 

Dei, Augustine seeks out analogies from the humanity person by which to better 

understand the Trinity: 

These three then, memory, understanding, and will, are not three lives but one 
life, nor three minds but one mind.  So it follows of course that they are not three 
substances but one substance.  When memory is called life, and mind, and 
substance, it is called so with reference to itself; but when it is called memory it is 

 
57 Plotinus op. cit., V.2.1. 
58 Augustine, The Trinity, V.1.7. 
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called so with reference to another.  I can say the same about understanding and 
will. . .. For this reason these three are one in that they are one life, one mind, one 
being and whatever else they are called together with reference to self, they are 
called it in the singular, not in the plural.59 
 

In and through contemplation of the self, human beings are better able to grasp the intra-

divine life of the Trinity—even if every analogy will ultimately fall short.  We move into 

ourselves and then move upwards towards God.  LaCugna explicates this process further: 

“The journey of the soul is cyclic: The soul loves God and seeks to return to God.  

Moreover, in drawing the soul back to Godself, God bestows on the soul true knowledge 

of itself.  Thus if God is a Trinity, then the soul must resemble that which it images and 

that to which it seeks to return.”60  Augustine’s use of such psychological analogies bears 

a striking resemblance to Plotinus’ theory of the soul’s ascent.  Plotinus likewise believed 

that we could come to know God through abandonment of the material world and 

introspection.   

When the soul begins again to mount, it comes not to something alien but to its 
very self; thus detached, it is in nothing but itself; self-gathered it is no longer in 
the order of being; it is in the Supreme. . . The self thus lifted, we are in the 
likeness of the Supreme: if from that heightened self we pass still higher—image 
to archetype—we have won the Term of all our journeying.61 
 

The further into ourselves we go, the higher we reach towards God, moving from 

hypostasis to hypostasis until we reach the One—a reality so far beyond creation that 

even predicating the word ‘hypostasis’ would be inappropriate.  

 Augustine’s theory of the soul’s ascent and his psychological analysis is likely a 

vestige of Neoplatonism in Augustine’s thinking.  LaCugna recognizes this, writing, 

“[s]econd is Augustine’s theo-psychology of the soul created in the image of the Trinity 

 
59 Augustine, The Trinity, X.4.18. 
60 LaCugna, op. cit., 93. 
61 Plotinus, op. cit., VI.9.11. 
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and longing to return to God; here Augustine displays deep affinity with the neo-Platonic 

philosopher Plotinus (205-270), whose writings he studied through translations by Marius 

Victorinus.”62  Albert Camus in his Christian Metaphysics and Neoplatonism echoes the 

same: “The Plotinian method shows through. . . the moment Saint Augustine incorporates 

this doctrine of the Word Intelligence into his theory of the Trinity.”63  In short, the 

triadic structure of Plotinus’ metaphysical framework, his emphasis of the One’s unity 

and simplicity, his theory of emanation, and his use of psychological analogies and ascent 

of the soul all have counterparts in Augustine’s Trinitarian theology.  While the causal 

relationship between these similar elements may be tenuous, that the basic structure of 

each of their models resemble one another is important to consider when thinking about 

Plotinus’ triad as a philosophical parallel to the Trinity.64  

 

c. Differences and Departures 

As is to be expected, although Plotinus’ metaphysics parallels Augustine’s 

Trinitarian theology on several levels, the two sharply (and, in the case of Augustine, 

intentionally) diverge on others.  The first of these differences—hinted at above—is the 

relationship amongst the three hypostases.  For Plotinus, each entity is clearly ranked in 

accordance with its proximity to the One.  The further a metaphysical entity exists from 

 
62 LaCugna, op. cit., 82. 
63 Albert Camus, Christian Metaphysics and Neoplatonism (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2007), 
125. 
64 One other possible place of Neoplatonic in Augustine’s theology of the Trinity concerns terminology.  
Plotinus popularized terms such as ‘hypostasis’ through his writings—a popularization that reached into the 
philosophical language used to talk about the Trinity.  I will not, however, here discuss this possible 
example of influence—primarily because this language was already popular by the time of Augustine’s 
writing De Trinitate, which makes ascribing his adoption of such language to Plotinus difficult.  Moreover, 
even if Augustine’s use of Neoplatonic terminology can be verified, its influence is too indirect and 
inconsequential to examine at length.  
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the One, the less perfect, simple, and independent it is.  “On the lower level in contact 

with the realm beneath itself, or, rather, generating in turn an offspring which must lie 

beneath.”65  No such hierarchy is to be found in Augustine’s thought—largely on account 

of his preoccupation with heresies such as Arianism which suggest subordination within 

the Trinity.  Camus articulates this difference, stating that “Plotinus actually arranges his 

hypostases in a hierarchy and affirms the distance that separates the One from 

Intelligence.  Saint Augustine, in his account, started from God, not as the source of the 

other two essences, but as the only nature of the Trinity.”66  Every strain of hierarchy—

Neoplatonic or otherwise—is thus incompatible with Christian orthodoxy and Augustine’ 

Trinitarian project.   

The relationship amongst Father, Son, and Holy Spirit differs from the 

relationship amongst the One, Intellect, and Soul in another important way as well.  

Where the One emanates merely as a biproduct of its nature giving no heed to that which 

flows from it, the Trinity is a relationship of love and intentional self-giving.  While the 

love of the Father for the Son and the love of the Son for the Father &c. is inherent to 

God’s nature, it is also a conscious and chosen reality.  “But for Christian theologians, 

creation is not the automatic reflex action that follows the divine contemplation (as it is 

for Plotinus).  Creation is an absolutely free and generous act of the Divine Will. God is 

not compelled by any necessity to create.  The divine productivity is perfectly expressed 

by the Eternal Son.”67  Simply, for Augustine, the intra-divine perichoresis of God 

compares to Plotinus’ three primal metaphysical entities only in the most basic of ways.  

 
65 Plotinus, op. cit., V.1.7. 
66 Camus, op. cit., 125. 
67 Wassmer, op. cit., 263. 
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Plotinus’ primal hypostases are lifeless and self-absorbed; the persons of the Trinity are 

bound together in loving self-giving.   

 A final difference between Plotinus and Augustine concerns Augustine’s 

recognition of the limits of introspection.  As aforementioned, Plotinus believed that the 

human soul could move through the All-Soul and the Intellect to reach the One via 

introspection and asceticism.  This spiritual ascent, which relies solely on the subject’s 

own initiative and will, distinguishes itself from the relationship between the human soul 

and the Trinity posited by Augustine—a relationship reliant on grace.  Augustine writes, 

“there are some people who think that they can purify themselves for contemplating God 

and cleaving to him by their own power and strength of character, which means in fact 

that they are thoroughly defiled by pride.”68  To the extent that a person can grasp the 

nature of God through self-examination, it is the result of grace.  “The fundamental 

difference between neo-Platonic and Christian mysticism is that in the former, the soul 

attains union with the One without any assistance from the One. . . In Christianity, on the 

other hand—and here Augustine breaks with his neo-Platonic roots—union with God is 

not ineluctable but comes about only because of God’s gracious transformation of the 

soul.”69  Therefore, the distinguishing factors between Plotinus’ metaphysics and 

Augustine’s Trinity are primarily relational—God’s relationship with God’s self and the 

human person’s relationship with God. 

 

d. Analysis: Plotinus in Context 

 
68 Augustine, The Trinity, IV.4.20 
69 LaCugna, op. cit., 92. 
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 On face value, Plotinus’ metaphysical model bears semblance to Christian 

Trinitarianism—namely, both maintain the existence of an ontological triad, which 

grounds reality.  The similarity to Augustine’s Trinitarian theology is even greater.  Both 

thinkers stress God’s unicity and simplicity (although, Plotinus does not predicate this 

simplicity to all three hypostases), propose models of generation, and suggest that the 

human mind may ascend towards God by means of introspection.  Yet, these thinkers’ 

theories diverge greatly—most notably in that a loving relationality is fundamental to 

Augustine’s description of the Trinity ad intra and of humanity’s relationship with the 

Trinity but is absent in Plotinus’ model and in that Plotinus submits an ontological 

hierarchy amongst the three hypostases, which amounts to the subordinationism so 

anathema to Augustine and other of the early Church Fathers.     

 One may be tempted to discount the above parallels as nominal and merely 

coincidental.  After all, are not the equality of persons within the Trinity and the loving 

expressions that exist amongst them the defining features of the doctrine?  Not every 

philosophical triad—metaphysical or otherwise—is a rational vestige of the Trinity.  Fair 

enough.  It should be recalled, however, that in his introduction to The Enneads, 

Porphyry indicates that Plotinus had already finished the first twenty-one treatises of the 

collection by the year 263 C.E.—nearly three-quarters of a century before the Council of 

Nicaea and one-and-a-quarter centuries before Constantinople.70  The book on Trinitarian 

hierarchy was far from closed.  Indeed, several ante-Nicaean Fathers subscribed to 

various forms of subordinationism.  In his Against Praxeas, for example, Tertullian 

writes, “Everything that proceeds from something, must be second to that from which it 

 
70 Plotinus, The Enneads, cv. 
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proceeds, but it is not therefore separated. . . For the father is all being, but the Son is a 

tributary of the whole and a portion. . . So also the Father is other than the Son, since He 

is greater than the Son, since it is one that begets.”71  Likewise, Origen refers to Christ as 

a “second God.”72  When reflecting on the various strains of subordinationism present in 

the writings of Church Fathers as Tertullian, Origen, and others, Plotinus’ hierarchical 

triad appears much less noxious.  Indeed, Plotinus’ work does not seem that far afield 

from other ante-Nicaean strands of Trinitarianism when situated in its historical context. 

 Whether Plotinus’ graded triad may be justifiably considered a proto-

Trinitarianism remains debatable, but the similarities it shares with the thought of 

Augustine and other early Church Fathers merits further examination.  Accordingly, the 

implications of Plotinus’ theory on reason’s access to the Trinity will be discussed at 

greater length in chapter five, keeping in mind all the while that a philosophical triad 

need not be a perfect mirror of Christian orthodoxy to have significance for discussion 

about revelation and reason.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
71 Tertullian, Against Praxeas, trans. A. Souter (London: The Macmillan Company, 1920), 45-46. 
72 Origen, Against Celsus, in Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 4, Tertullian, Part Fourth; Minucius Felix; 
Commodian; Origen, Part First and Second, 395-669, trans. Frederick Crombie (New York: Christian 
Literature Publishing Co., 1885), V.xxxix. 
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Chapter Three: 
Rahner and Hegelian Phenomenology 

 

 The second pairing to which we turn is Hegel and Rahner.  Georg Wilhelm 

Friedrich Hegel was an 18th century German idealist whose philosophy was largely a 

reaction against Kant.  Hegel’s social-political philosophy, philosophy of religion, and 

theology are developed throughout his corpus, which is comprised of works such as 

Phenomenology of Spirit, Science of Logic, and Encyclopaedia of Philosophical Sciences.  

A German Jesuit, Karl Rahner was born three-quarters of a century after Hegel’s death.  

Rahner was a particularly prolific writer, his works including Theological Investigations, 

Foundations of Christian Faith, The Trinity, and Hearers of the Word.  While Rahner’s 

work touches on every major element of the Christian faith, he had a particular interest in 

Trinitarian theology, Christology, and ecclesiology.  Through a comparative analysis of 

these two thinkers, it will be shown that Hegel’s phenomenological triad (or Absolute 

Spirit) anticipates the innovations made by Rahner—particularly his emphasis of the 

‘economic’ Trinity over the ‘immanent’ Trinity—even if it fails to exemplify other basic 

tenets of Christian Trinitarianism. 

 

a. Summary: Hegelian Phenomenology and Rahnerian Trinitarianism  

 As with our previous case study, before bringing Hegel and Rahner into dialogue, 

it is proper to give a cursory overview of each thinker’s theology, moving 

chronologically.  In order to grasp Hegel’s philosophy of religion, it is first necessary to 

recognize that it presumes a dialectical and progressive pattern of history which Hegel 

lays out in the beginning of the Phenomenology and in other works.  For Hegel, history is 
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not purely factual.  Rather, real, significant changes in reality occur throughout history.  

History follows a teleological evolution towards the spiritual, the Absolute.  He writes, 

“But the other side of its Becoming, History, is a conscious, self-mediating process—

Spirit emptied out into Time; but this externalization, this kenosis, is equally an 

externalization of itself.”73  Religion mirrors this transformation.  Religious history is 

marked by epochs of intellectual development that mark progression towards, “[t]he goal, 

Absolute Knowing, or Spirit that knows itself as Spirit.”74  More specifically, Hegel 

suggests that humanity’s religious experience is comprised of four successive stages: 

natural religion, religion in the form of art, revealed religion, and Absolute Knowing. 

The first of these epochs of religious belief is natural religion.  At this stage, 

“what is posited is only the Notion of religion; in this the essence is self-consciousness, 

which is conscious of being all truth and contains all reality within that truth.”75  This 

form of religion relies on sense-certainty and might be termed pantheism (or, perhaps 

more accurately, panentheism).  The second stage is an understanding of religion in the 

form of art.  About this stage, Hegel writes, “Through the religion of Art, Spirit has 

advanced from the form of Substance to assume that of Subject, for it produces its [outer] 

shape, thus making explicit in it the act, or the self-consciousness, that merely vanishes in 

the awful Substance, and does not apprehend its own self in its trust.”76  Here, we begin 

to see an integration of subject and object; Spirit begins to adopt the particular.  Religion, 

at this stage, starts to become spiritual.77  

 
73 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A.V. Miller (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1977), 492. 
74 Ibid., 493.  
75 Ibid., 415. 
76 Ibid., 453. 
77 Bernard M. G. Reardon, Hegel’s Philosophy of Religion, ed. John Hick (New York: Harper & Row 
Publishers, Inc., 1977), 51. 
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The progression continues with the development of revealed religion.  With 

Spirit’s complete self-disclosure, inwardness and outwardness of the Divine Being 

become one, essentiality becomes wholly unified, and Substance assumes Subject.  

“Since self-consciousness surrenders itself consciously, it is preserved in its alienation 

and remains the Subject of substance, but since it is likewise self-alienated, it still has the 

consciousness of the substance.”78  At this stage, Hegel begins to play with Trinitarian 

imagery: “It is the pure Notion, pure Thought or being-for-self which is immediately 

being, and consequently being-for-an other, and as this being-for-an other is immediately 

returned into itself and in communion with itself.”79  Revealed religion is a unified and 

properly spiritual religion.   

Because revealed religion is a purely human phenomenon, though, it is incapable 

of making the final leap into the highest form of self-consciousness, which is synthesis or 

idea.  At this stage, God (or the Absolute) becomes thought itself, in which subject and 

object are one.80  Consequently, in and through philosophy, humanity is able to 

participate in absolute knowing, for to possess such knowledge is impossible.  Humanity 

elevates its collective mind to the Absolute as it philosophizes, and subsequently, the 

Absolute subsumes the individual.  Therefore, as history hurtles towards its natural end, 

human consciousness reaches towards its end: an encounter with the Absolute which 

pervades everything but is not constrained by anything.  In brief, to understand Hegel’s 

phenomenological triad, his dialectic and teleological view of history must be kept in 

mind. 

 
78 Hegel, Phenomenology, 453. 
79 Ibid. 
80 Ibid., 487. 
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Because Rahner’s Trinitarian theology relies less heavily on other elements of his 

thought and because, excepting a few innovations, Rahner stays within the bounds of 

basic Catholic orthodoxy, much less need be said by way of summary.  Two things are 

worth noting, however.  First, Rahner remains critical of the psychological theories of the 

Trinity—and their accompanying human correlates—popular since Augustine.  He argues 

that such speculations do not “explain precisely what it [they] are supposed to explain, 

namely, why the Father expresses himself in Word, and with the Logos breathes a Spirit 

which is different from him.”81  Even if this problem is prescinded, Rahner recognizes 

something even more problematic, which is tied to the second noteworthy element of 

Rahner’s Trinitarian theology: his association of the ‘economic’ and ‘immanent’ 

Trinities.  Rahner claims that the ‘economic’ Trinity (i.e., the Trinity as it relates to God’s 

self-expression in the world) and the ‘immanent’ Trinity (i.e., who God is ontologically 

or, you might say, who God is in Himself) are one and the same.  Thus, his concern that 

any psychological theory of the Trinity “neglects the experience of the Trinity in the 

economy of salvation in favor of a seemingly almost gnostic speculation about what goes 

on in the inner life of God.”82  While Rahner does not split from tradition, his rejection of 

Augustinian psychological theories on the basis of collapsing of the ‘economic’ and 

‘immanent’ Trinities prove to be his largest innovations in the realm of Trinitarian 

theology.   

 

 

 
81 Karl Rahner, Foundations of Christian Faith: An Introduction to the Idea of Christianity, trans. William 
V. Dych (New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 1978), 135. 
82 Ibid., 135. 
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b. Similarities 

 Outside of the triune nature of each model, Hegel and Rahner’s theories share two 

major similarities.  The first is the relationship of the Trinity to history.  As 

aforementioned, Hegel adopts a teleological view of history, which lends itself to a type 

of process theology.  The triune nature of Hegel’s dialectic unfolds through history.  “If, 

in the first reality, Spirit in general is in the form of consciousness, and in the second, in 

that of self-consciousness, in the third it is in the form of the unity of both.  It has the 

shape of being-in-and-for-itself; and when it is thus conceived as it is in and for itself, 

this is the Revealed Religion.”83  This claim is far different than the suggestion that the 

Trinity is merely revealed through history; rather, the Absolute Spirit depends on the 

progression of history for its very self-realization: 

Hegel’s aim is to show how through the course of history the Trinity revealed 
itself in the sense that insight into the Trinity is a product of history as a product 
of spirit.  Hegel is not merely saying that the Trinitarian categories can be used to 
organize history.  He is saying that in history the Trinity becomes self-conscious 
as spirit and without this process the individualistic viewpoint that he is 
attempting to overcome is left intact.  At very least, the Trinity provides the model 
for thinking beyond the particularity of specific peoples as temporal stages in a 
historical process to seeing them as ‘moments’ of a conceptual whole.  He insists 
that, insofar as reason itself is Trinitarian and reason governs history, the Trinity 
governs history.  And it is because the Trinity is in the process of discovering 
itself at work in history that its different aspects appear differently at different 
times.84  

 
History is essential to Hegel’s triadic dialectic, then, as it is within history that this 

dialectic becomes.85 

 
83 Hegel, Phenomenology, 416. 
84 “‘The Ruling Categories of the World’: The Trinity in Hegel’s Philosophy of History and The Rise and 
Fall of Peoples,” in A Companion to Hegel, ed. Stephen Houlgate, and Michael Baur, (John Wiley & Sons 
incorporated, 2011), 323. 
85 One interpretation of this mind-world relationship—grounded in Hegel’s concept of the ‘I’ is that God 
comes to knowledge of Himself through humanity’s self-consciousness.  C.f. Paolo Diego Bubbio, “Hegel, 
the Trinity, and the ‘I’,” International Journal for Philosophy of Religion 76, no. 2 (2014): 136. 
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On the hand, while Rahner’s theology refuses to admit even a hint of modalism or 

process theology, his conception of the Trinity remains intimately related to the human 

(historical) experience of salvation.  As he reiterates several times over, “The ‘economic’ 

Trinity is the ‘immanent’ Trinity and the ‘immanent’ Trinity is the ‘economic’ Trinity.”86  

In this way, human knowledge of God’s triune nature is a product of God’s self-

revelation in history.  In even more straightforward terms, Rahner writes, “No Christian 

can seriously deny that there is an understanding of the doctrine of the Trinity in terms of 

the economy of salvation, that there is an experience of the history of salvation and 

revelation of a threefold kind.  The history of revelation and salvation brings us up 

against the ineffable mystery of the unencompassable, unoriginated god who is called 

Father, who does not live and remain in a metaphysical remoteness.”87  God’s self-

communication to humanity through history occurs in three ways corresponding to His 

three ways of subsisting, yet God’s triune nature stands wholly independent of the 

unfolding of history.  Although, Hegel and Rahner differ as to the impact that history has 

on the Trinity itself, both concur that history is integral in any conceptualization of it.  At 

the risk of belaboring this point, it is crucial to note that for Rahner, God’s Trinitarian 

nature may be (and is) ‘actualized’ apart from externalization in the world, a sharp 

distinction from Hegel. 

A second parallel to Rahner’s Trinity that Hegel’s phenomenological triad possess 

is his mechanism of kenosis.  As Spirit develops, in Hegel’s view, it also multiplies.  That 

is, Spirit’s self-awareness becomes so self-reflexive as to generate an image of itself.  

 
86 Karl Rahner, The Trinity, trans. J. Donceel, (London: Bloomsbury Publishing Place, 2001), 22. 
87 Karl Rahner, Theological Investigations, vol. 18, God and Revelation, trans. Edward Quinn, (New York: 
The Crossroad Publishing Company, 1983), 114. 
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“The externalization [or kenosis] of substance, its growth into self-consciousness, 

expresses the transition into the opposite, the unconscious transition of necessity; in other 

words, that substance is in itself self-consciousness. . . For actuality of self-

consciousness, and the in-itself as substance, are its two moments through whose 

reciprocal externalization, each becoming the other, Spirit comes into existence as their 

unity.”88  The analogues in Trinitarian theology are clear: the Father expresses Himself as 

creative consciousness in the Son (the Logos), the Son reciprocates the Father’s love, and 

the biproduct is the generation of the Holy Spirit.  Or, in the words of Rahner, “This 

‘Father,’ then, has an (only) Son.  The Son is ‘begotten’ by him, that is, not made ‘out of 

nothing.’  He is through the communication, deriving from the Father's essence (hence 

not through a decision, or through outside necessity. . .), of the Father's own divine and 

total essence, of his ‘substance,’ of his ‘nature.’  Thus he is ‘consubstantial’ with the 

Father, since the Father communicates everything to him (except his ‘Fatherhood’).”89  

For both Rahner and Hegel, the Trinity is dynamic, relational, and self-begetting; both 

“see the need for the self as such to come to itself through an other arising internally from 

the subject.”90  Therefore, for every way in which his triad departs from the Christian 

Trinity, Hegel does put forth a model of self-giving—comparable to Rahner’s kenosis—

which improves upon Plotinus’ theory of triadic generation by preserving equality 

amongst the three persons.91 

 
88 Hegel, Phenomenology, 457. 
89 Rahner, The Trinity, 61. 
90 Dale M. Schlitt, German Idealism’s Trinitarian Legacy (Albany: SUNY Press, 2016), 140. 
91 When talking about the Christian Trinity explicitly, Hegel’s conception of divine Kenosis is even closer 
to Christian orthodoxy—as can be seen in his lectures on the philosophy of religion: “The result is that one 
only knows in general that God is; but otherwise this supreme being is inwardly empty and dead. It is not to 
be grasped as a living God, as concrete content; it is not to be grasped as spirit.  If ‘spirit’ is not an empty 
word, then God must [be grasped] under this characteristic, just as in the church theology of former times 
God was called ‘triune.’  This is the key by which the nature of spirit is explicated. God is thus grasped as 
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c. Differences and Departures 

 Despite these basic similarities, Rahner and Hegel’s theories are incongruent in 

places.  Perhaps the most important difference is Rahner’s preservation of real distinction 

amongst the persons of the Trinity:  

If we admit that every divine person might assume a hypostatic union with a 
created reality, then the fact of the incarnation of the Logos ‘reveals’ properly 
nothing about the Logos himself, that is, about his own relative specific features 
within the divinity.  For in this event the incarnation means for us practically only 
the experience that God in general is a person, something which we already knew.  
It does not mean that in the Trinity there is a very special differentiation of 
persons. . . The rejected thesis is false.  Should it be true, and not merely 
mentioned at the fringe of theological thinking, but really presented in earnest, it 
would create havoc with theology. There would no longer be any connection 
between ‘mission’ and the intra-trinitarian life. . . That which God is for us would 
tell us absolutely nothing about that which he is in himself, as triune. . . we can 
only establish the opposite thesis. . . In this way we stay more faithfully than the 
rejected opinion within the framework of that which has truly been revealed.  We 
develop a theology which neither explicitly nor (more dangerously) implicitly 
considers a pretended possibility never mentioned in revelation; we cling to the 
truth that the Logos is really as he appears in revelation, that he is the one who 
reveals to us (not merely one of those who might have revealed to us) the triune 
God, on account of the personal being which belongs exclusively to him, the 
Father's Logos.92  

 
Rahner recognizes that the Trinity is not an abstraction but the real relationship amongst 

three distinct individuals.  Indeed, to misascribe missions or fail to recognize true 

distinction is to miss the point (and incomprehensibility) of the Trinity.   

 Conversely, Hegel, although he posits a triad of three separate forces, sees these 

forces as virtually indistinct.  He writes,  

That the simple character of law is infinity means, according to what we have 
found, (a) that it is self-identical, but is also in itself different; or tis is the 

 
what he is for himself within himself; God [the Father] makes himself an object for himself (the Son); then, 
in this object, God remains the undivided essence within this differentiation of himself within himself, and 
in this differentiation of himself loves himself, i.e., remains identical with himself—this is God as Spirit.” 
Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion, 1: Introduction and the Concept 
of Religion, trans. Peter C. Hodgson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1963), 126. 
92 Rahner, The Trinity, 28-30. 
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selfsame which repels itself from itself or sunders itself into two.  What was 
called simple Force duplicates itself and through tis infinity is law.  (b) What is 
thus dirempted, which constitutes the parts thought of as in the law, exhibits itself 
as a stable existence. . . (c) through the Notion of inner difference, these unlike 
and indifferent moments, space and time, etc. are a difference which is no 
difference, or only a difference of what is self-same, and its essence is unity.  As 
positive and negative they stimulate each other into activity.93  
 

In Hegel’s account, Force duplicates itself as if a carbon copy.  He views the Trinity as a 

dance of indifferentiable energies lacking meaningful individuality.  What best account 

for Rahner’s ability to preserve distinction amongst the Trinity and Hegel’s lack thereof 

is their view of the Trinity as situated in history.94  Hegel holds that the Trinity is a 

product of historical development, becoming self-actualized through the progression of 

human history, but this view does not require that each person of the Trinity act within 

history in a particular way.  Rahner, however, by collapsing the ‘economic’ and 

‘immanent’ Trinities (at least epistemologically), ties each person of the Trinity to a 

specific role in salvation history.  The First Person of the Trinity cannot fulfill the role of 

the Second Person nor can the Third Person fulfill the roles of either the First or Second 

Persons.  Rahner maintains that each person is ontologically distinct, but also that their 

distinction is bound up with human history.  Thus, while he protects the multiplicity of 

the Trinity, Hegel does not include a means by which to attribute genuine individuality to 

each member of his triad, thereby losing—at least in part—the brilliance of 

Trinitarianism.     

 
93 Hegel, Phenomenology, 99. 
94 In his comparative study of Hegel and Rahner, Winfried Corduan suggests that these thinkers share the 
same paradigm in understanding intra-Trinitarian distinction.  Even if this is true in terms of questions of 
generation (i.e., ontologically), it misses the significance of Rahner folding the ‘immanent’ Trinity into the 
‘economic’ Trinity.  For Rahner, the epistemological concern is greater than any attempt to abstractly 
explain the “active self-realization” of subject in the referent.  Winfried Corduan, “Hegel in Rahner: A 
Study in Philosophical Hermeneutics.” Harvard Theological Review 71, no. 3–4 (July 1978): 297. 
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 The second major departure between Hegel and Rahner relies on the question of 

real distinction.   For Rahner, the Trinity is a movement of love (perichoresis) amongst 

distinct persons rather than the self-actualization of an abstract ontological being.   

The divine self-communication possesses two basic modalities: self-
communication as truth and as love. . . [T]he statement implies that this self-
communication, insofar as it occurs as ‘truth,’ happens in history; and that insofar 
as it happens as love, it opens this history in transcendence towards the absolute 
future.  This is not evident at once.  History as concrete, in which the 
irrevocability of the divine self-communication is made apparent, and 
transcendence towards the absolute future, are opposites, and as such they keep 
the one divine self-communication separated in their modalities.  But this historic 
manifestation as truth can be perceived only in the horizon of transcendence 
towards God's absolute future; this absolute future is irrevocably promised as love 
by the fact that this promise is established in concrete history (of the ‘absolute 
bringer of salvation’).”95  
 

The self-expression of Rahner’s Trinity does not occur in a vacuum.  Love deals in 

realties not abstractions.  Insofar as a kenotic relationships exist amongst the distinct 

persons of the Trinity and insofar as the Trinity is self-expressed (rather than self-

actualized) in human history, the intra-Trinitarian life is one of love. 

 In contrast, Hegel’s Trinitarian kenosis is an amorphous dynamic of 

consciousness.  One hypostasis replicates itself in an act of self-knowledge and universal 

self-consciousness then arises as Spirit.  “It is the pure Notion, pure Thought or being-

for-self which is immediately being, and consequently being-for-another, and as this 

being-for-another is immediately returned into itself and in communion with itself; it is, 

therefore, that which is truly and alone revealed.”96  As exemplified by Hegel’s use of 

impersonal descriptors (e.g., ‘Force,’ ‘Principle,’ ‘Matter,’ ‘Notion,’ and ‘Spirit’97), the 

 
95 Rahner, The Trinity, 98.  Within this quotation, Rahner’s historio-centricism, which he shares in part with 
Hegel, can be seen. 
96 Hegel, Phenomenology, 459. 
97 Ibid., 81, 437, 81, 432, and 459—respectively.  
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development of his Trinitarian Spirit is a historical inevitability and an objective reality.  

Because there is no definitive distinction amongst the persons—by attribute, mission, or 

even order of generation—intra-Trinitarian kenosis is necessarily a process absent of love 

or personal relationship.  Perhaps appropriately, this leads Hegel to use the psychological 

theories and analogies denounced by Rahner (c.f., §b): “I distinguish myself from myself, 

and in doing so I am directly aware that what is distinguished from myself is not different 

[from me].  I, the selfsame being, repel myself from myself; but what is posited as 

distinct from me, or as unlike me, is immediately, in being so distinguished, not a 

distinction for me.”98  Therefore, in short, Hegel differs from orthodox Trinitarianism as 

expressed in the work of Rahner in the way he engages Trinity’s relationship to history 

(even if he emphasizes history an equal amount), his lack of meaningful distinction 

amongst persons, and his description of kenosis and generation (viz., self-actualization as 

the inevitable product of time as opposed to a loving self-giving). 

 

c. Analysis: Hegel’s Limits and Merits 

 At first glance, Hegel’s triadic Spirit seems only to be a philosophical shell of the 

Christian Trinity.  It neither retains specificity amongst persons nor preserves the 

perichoretic love which defines the relationship amongst Father, Son, and Spirit.  Further 

still, Hegel’s model is dependent on the progression of history, flying in the face of the 

Trinity’s eternality.  Yet, the Hegelian model is compatible with Rahnerian 

Trinitarianism in ways more nuanced ways than Plotinus’ similarities to Augustine.  Most 

notably, Hegel manages to construct a system of equality and generation amongst his 

 
98 Hegel, Phenomenology, 102. 
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Trinity.  “The Thing is a One, reflected into itself; it is for itself, but it is also for an 

other; and, moreover, it is and other on its own account, just because it is for an other.”99  

Where Plotinus, our first case study, could not jeopardize the ontological status of the 

One by introducing equality within his hypostases and could not risk predicating 

intellection of the One by making its generation of the second and third hypostases a 

conscious act, Hegel reconciles the sovereignty and status of Absolute Spirit with its 

triunity.  Hegel, by suggesting that Spirit’s three modes of self-actualization are so strong 

as to create three hypostases of the same Spirit, closely mirrors the coequality of persons 

in the Trinity.   

 Additionally, by embedding Spirit in human history, Hegel anticipates Rahner’s 

move to collapse the ‘immanent’ Trinity into the ‘economic’ Trinity, a trend picked-up 

by later theologians such as LaCugna.  In so doing, Hegel hits upon the deep-seated 

connection between the intra-Trinitarian life and salvation history.  Even if the 

connection is not drawn out in the context of faith and even if Hegel’s Trinity is 

misguidedly dependent on a dialectical view of history, the seeds of understanding the 

Trinity as a God ‘for us’ are present in his thought.   

 One important question, however, must be asked: can Hegel’s Absolute Spirit 

truly be considered a philosophical parallel to the Christian Trinity because of its context 

in a Christian world?  That is, did Hegel simply translate the Trinity into philosophical 

language, and would he have ever been able to construct his triad if he lacked the Trinity 

as a template?  Perhaps Hegel was inspired by the Trinity in the articulation of his 

Absolute Spirit, but I do not believe that it can be said that his system relies upon 

 
99 Hegel, Phenomenology, 74. 
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Christian revelation.  Hegel’s work—and to a certain extent, Rahner’s as well—is a 

response to Kant’s transcendental idealism. 100  His response entails the crafting of a 

system of ultimate reality relying only on pure thought processes.101  It is unlikely, then, 

that Hegel, even if he did use the Christian Trinity to orient his work, would presume 

anything from Christian revelation.  Accordingly, it remains perfectly legitimate to use 

Hegel as an interlocuter when analyzing philosophical triads.   

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
100 Corduan, op. cit., 285. 
101 Robert Stern, Robert, “Hegel’s Idealism,” in The Cambridge Companion to Hegel and Nineteenth-
Century Philosophy, ed. F.C. Beisser, 135-173, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008)138-140. 
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Chapter Four:  
Contemporary Philosophy in Trinitarian Theology 

 
 Unlike our previous two case studies, this chapter provides a brief survey of 

contemporary uses of philosophy in Trinitarian theology.  Although most of the below 

thinkers do not proffer a purely philosophical model of the Trinity (that is, apart from any 

presupposition of Christian revelation), each application demonstrates a way in which to 

interpret the Trinity from a philosophical perspective.  The first pairing this chapter will 

examine is Brian Leftow’s adaptation of D. C. William’s tropical theory.  The second is 

A. P. Martinich’s use of relative identity theory as articulated by Peter Geach.  The final 

example is Richard Swinburne’s attempt at producing an a priori argument for God’s 

Trinitarian nature. 

 

a. Tropical Theory: Williams and Leftlow 
 
 Our first contemporary philosophical theory of the Trinity is tropical theory, 

which speculates the existence of tropes, a metaphysical property that can be instantiated 

in only a single entity.102  Tropical theory was invented by D. C. Williams in his 1953 

articles “On the Elements of Being: I & II.”  In his own words, a trope is “the occurrence 

of an essence. . . a particular entity either abstract or consisting of one or more concreta in 

combination with an abstractum.”103  The greenness of a leaf on a tree, for example, is 

one trope, while the greenness of the leaf right beside it is another trope—no matter how 

 
102 Earl Conee and Theodore Sider, Riddles of Existence: A Guided Tour of Metaphysics (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2014), 173. 
103 Donald C. Williams, “On the Elements of Being: I,” The Review of Metaphysics 7, no. 1 (1953): 7. 
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similar the shades of green are.  According to Williams, tropes are combined in sets and 

sums, general classifications of similar (i.e., nearly identical) tropes.104 

 William’s iteration of tropical theory does away with the notion of predication.  

Properties are not abstract characteristics which inhere in particulars, but a subject (or, in 

technical language, the ‘concurrence sum’) “includes a trope which is a member of the 

similarity set.”105  Solomon thus does not participate in the form of wisdom but 

instantiates a wisdom trope which resembles other tropes so as to be classified in the 

same set.  A concretum or particular, then, is the integrated amalgamation of a number of 

concurrent tropes.  “Tropes include both the primitive qualia and the primitive relations . 

. . but of course not including, those thorough totalities which are by definition not 

abstract but 'concrete'.  Two tropes which are together in the sense that they occupy or 

pervade the same plime we call 'concurrent', and say that they are 'embraced in' or 'inhere 

in' and in a certain good sense are 'qualities of', or 'inherent qualities of', the concretum 

which is the total occupant of the plime.”106  In short, particulars are comprised of 

properties instantiated only in that particular but which resemble other such instantiations 

to the point of being classified in the same ‘set.’ 

 Brian Leftow attempts to apply this concept of tropes to Trinitarian theology by 

suggesting that each person of the Trinity bears the same deity-trope.  He begins by 

recapitulating William’s tropical theory without citing him directly: 

A trope is an individualized case of an attribute.  Abel and Cain were both human.  
So they had the same nature, humanity.  But if their natures are tropes, there is 
also a sense in which each also had his own nature, and Cain’s humanity was not 
identical with Abel’s: Abel’s perished with Abel, but Cain’s did not.  For though 

 
104 Williams, “On the Elements of Being: I,” 9. 
105 Ibid., 11.  How far we have found ourselves from the Neoplatonists! 
106 Donald C. Williams, “Universals and Existents,” Australasian Journal of Philosophy 64, no. 1 (1986): 
4. 
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the two had the same nature, they had distinct tropes of that nature.  If there are 
tropes, bearers individuate them: Cain’s humanity is distinct from Abel’s just 
because it is Cain’s, not Abel’s.107  

 
Like Williams, Leftow believes that tropes—no matter how alike they may be—are 

distinct and instantiated in only a single particular.  In the case of the Trinity, however, 

there is no distinction amongst the deity-trope shared by each Divine Person.  The Father, 

the Son, and the Holy Spirit all instantiate the same trope but individuate it in three 

manifestations.  He writes, “while Father and Son instance the divine nature (deity), they 

have but one trope of deity between them, which is God’s.  While Cain’s humanity = 

Abel’s humanity, the Father’s deity = the Son’s deity = God’s deity.  But bearers 

individuate tropes.  If the Father’s deity is God’s, this is because the Father in some way 

just is God. . . And God’s deity, and so God, is repeated in the Son.”108  Thus, the Trinity 

is a three-fold instantiation of a single deity-trope.109 

 After employing tropes in relation to the divine persons, Leftow moves beyond 

standard tropical theory by introducing the notion of ‘modes.’  He recognizes the need to 

preserve a more dynamic relation amongst the three Persons than what simple 

participation in the same trope affords them.  Accordingly, he posits that each person 

corresponds to a specific mental stream and series of events.  “Perhaps the triune Persons 

are event-based persons founded on a generating substance, God.  Perhaps they are to 

God as the Socrates are to Body. . . [T]he Trinity arises because God lives His life in 

three discrete streams of events at once.  I now add that these are streams of mental 

 
107 Brian Leftow, “Modes without Modalism,” in Persons: Human and Divine, ed. Dean Zimmerman and 
Peter van Inwagen, 357-376, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 358. 
108 Leftow, op. cit., 358. 
109 Whether this is any less paradoxical than traditional formulations of the doctrine of the Trinity is up for 
debate. 
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events, and each such stream is the life of a Locke-person.”110  A helpful, if confusing, 

example of this theory is time travel.  If a man could time travel, he could return to one of 

his earlier temporal parts and, say, play a game of pick-up basketball with him.  Both 

temporal iterations of the man would be complete persons, yet they would share the same 

trope.  In the same way, God—being outside of time—interacts with the world in three 

modes or ‘streams,’ all of which exist simultaneously.   

 By incorporating the idea of modes into tropical theory, Leftow believes that he 

allows room for the generation of the Second and Third Persons of the Trinity: “God 

never exists save in the Persons, as Body might never exist save in the Socrates.  There is 

just one God who generates and lives as the three Persons, by generating and living in 

three distinct mental streams.  This is compatible with the traditional claim that God the 

Father generates the Son and the Spirit: God might generate the other two by generating 

the Father or in having the mind of the Father.”111  Because each mental stream is distinct 

yet concurrently existent with the others, Leftow believes that he escapes the trap of 

modalism..   

 It may be difficult for some to imagine predicating anything of God or, in the 

context of tropical theory, to suggest that a trope inheres within Him, but when the deity-

trope is interpreted simply as the divine essence, Leftow’s theory becomes much more 

palatable and compatible with orthodoxy.  Nevertheless, the value of  applying tropical 

theory to the Trinity may be disputed.  Tropes accomplish little by way of proving that 

God is triune (let alone showing that such a conclusion may be reached through a priori 

reasoning), yet it presents one way of articulating the ostensibly paradoxical nature of the 

 
110 Leftow, op. cit., 373. 
111 Ibid., 374. 
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Trinity and, in so doing, demystifies the Trinity—even if its conclusions are limited and 

occasionally problematic themselves. 

 
 
b. Relative Identity Theory: Geach and Martinich 
 
 The second contemporary Trinitarian theory worth discussing is A. P. Martinich’s 

use of Peter Geach’s idea of relative identity.  Geach’s formulation of relative identity 

theory suggests that objects do not possess absolute identity (the relation that an object 

bears in relation to itself, apart from a referent in any other object) but merely relative 

identity which is dependent on the qualities predicated of them.  As Geach writes bluntly, 

“the doctrine of an individual’s having self-identity, and distinctiveness from others, 

logically prior to having any characteristics is anyhow absurd; apart from its 

characteristics and individual is nothing, and the talk of bare particulars, which still oddly 

survives is manifest nonsense.”112  Identity and our expression of identity in language is 

grounded in the predicates used relative to any given object.   

 In a somewhat trite example, Geach talks of counting the number of words in a 

book.  There are any number of ways by which to count a word.  Take ‘theism,’ for 

instance.  As Geach notes, ‘theism’ may be counted by virtue of its dictionary entry, 

taking ‘theism’ meaning belief in God and ‘theism’ meaning an addiction to tea as two 

separate words, although equiform.  Likewise, though not equiform, ‘theism,’ ‘theisms,’ 

and ‘theism’s’—all denoting the word’s first dictionary entry—will count as a single 

word also.  Yet, a word may be counted with respect to the arrangement of its consonants 

and vowels so that ‘theism’ (dictionary entry one) and ‘theism’ (dictionary entry two) are 

 
112 Peter T. Geach, “Ontological Relativity and Relative Identity,” in Logic and Ontology, ed. Milton K. 
Munitz, 287-302, (New York: New York University Press, 1973), 289-290. 
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taken to be the same word, as they are equiform.113  Again, in Geach’s own words, 

“When one says ‘x is identical with y,’ this, I hold, is an incomplete expression; it is short 

for ‘x is the same A as y’ where ‘A’ represents some count noun understood from the 

context of utterance—or else, it is just a vague expression of a half-formed thought.”114  

Thus, in our daily speech, we may treat an object’s identity as absolute, but in reality, we 

are confusing a single predicate—often implicitly understood—with its absolute identity.   

 In an attempt to apply relative identity theory (viz., as it applies to numerical 

identity) to the Trinity, Martinich writes: 

The identity predicates ‘is,’ ‘is the same as,’ and ‘is identical with’ are incomplete 
in the same way.  Nothing is identical with something absolutely, but only in a 
certain respect.  Nothing is merely self-identical; there is no bare self-identity.  
Everything is the same such-and-such or so-and-so as something, and if it is not a 
such-and-such or so-and-so, it fails to be the same such-and-such or so-and-so.  I 
am the same man as myself, but I am not the same house as myself.  What 
Aristotle and some of his followers call numerical identity is a fiction.  In short, 
identity is not absolute but relative.115 
 

By adopting the notion that an object receives its identity only in respect to a predicate, 

Martinich hopes to rationalize the seeming contradiction in the basic premises of 

Trinitarian theology: 

1. There is only one God 

2. The Father is God 

3. The Son is God 

4. The Father is not the Son 

5. The Holy Spirit is God 

6. The Holy Spirit is not the Father 

 
113 Peter T. Geach, “Identity,’ The Review of Metaphysics 21, no. 1 (1967): 10. 
114 Ibid., 3. 
115 A. P. Martinich, “Identity and Trinity,” The Journal of Religion 58, no. 2 (April 1978): 175. 
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7. The Holy Spirit is not the Son116 

Although, on their face, premises 1 through 4 appear incompatible, Martinich claims that 

they fail to specify the exact respect in which the Father and Son are the same and the 

ways in which They are dissimilar.  Premise 4 and ~4 “are incomplete and thus do not 

necessarily contradict each other.”117 

 Consequently, Martinich posits premise 8 and 8`: 

 8. The Father is not the same person as the Son 

 8`. The Father is the same God as the Son.118 

By relativizing the predicate implicit in premise one and by adding premises 8 and 8`, the 

set is internally consistent.119  Therefore, Martinich believes to have demonstrated that 

the Father and Son are identical with respect to their divine essence but distinct with 

respect to their person. 

 Beyond exhibiting the practical merit of Geach’s theory of relative identity, what 

does Martinich’s jettisoning of absolute identity in Trinitarian theology prove?  For one, 

it puts forward a possible mechanism for understanding the Trinity in terms consistent 

 
116 Martinich, op. cit., 170. 
117 Ibid., 175. 
118 Ibid. 
119 Below is the proof demonstrating the validity of the set (ibid., 176-177): 

1. ($x)[Gx & (y)(Gy®y =G x)] 
2. Gƒ 
3. Gs 
4. ƒ ¹P s 
a. [Ga & (y))Gy ® y =G a)]  1, existential instantiation 
b. (y)(Gy ® y =G a)   a, simplification 
g. (Gƒ ® ƒ =G a)   b, universal instantiation 
d. ƒ =G a    2, g, modus ponens 
e. (Gs ® s =G a)   b, universal instantiation 
ζ. s =G a    3, e, modus ponens 
h. a =G s    ζ, symmetry 
q. ƒ =G s    d, h, transitivity 
k. (ƒ =G s & ƒ ¹P s)   4, q, conjunction 
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with logical reasoning.  Additionally, it provides a new vocabulary with which to 

conceptualize and articulate orthodox theology, avoiding what some may consider to be 

antiquated metaphysical terminology.  It remains to be seen, however, whether applying 

relative identity theory to Trinitarian theology frees the Trinity from being construed as 

pure mystery, or whether this logical perspective yet requires a basis in Christian 

revelation, a question which will be addressed in the following chapter.120 

c. Functional Monotheism: Swinburne 
 
 The final contemporary approach to Trinitarian theory is Richard Swinburne’s 

functional monotheism, a form of social Trinitarianism.  Swinburne takes a different tack 

than Leftow and Martinich, for rather than using philosophy in explaining the Trinity, he 

takes a purely rationalistic approach by seeking to prove that knowledge of God as triune 

is a priori.  “The data which suggest that there is a God suggest that the most probable 

kind of God is such that inevitably he becomes tripersonal.  It is for this reason that the 

doctrine of the Trinity is not a more complicated hypothesis than the hypothesis of a sole 

divine individual; the simplest sort of God to whom arguments lead inevitably 

 
120 Another notable attempt at applying relative identity theory is Einar Bøhn’s use of the work of Geach’s 
counterpart, Gottlob Frege, who argued that numerical proprieties must be understood in relation to sortal 
concepts.  Bøhn writes, “The implication is that numerical properties are relational properties.  Having a 
certain numerical property (cardinality) depends on how it has been divided up, or conceptualized to begin 
with.  Conceptualizing some portion of reality as two arms, two legs, one head, and a torso, it has the 
numerical property six holding true of it, but conceptualizing the same portion of reality as a body, it has 
the numerical property one holding true of it. Independently of being conceptualized it has no particular 
numerical property holding true of it at all. . . This solves the Paradox of the Cardinals because it is not true 
that God is one in number and that God is not one in number, simpliciter.  Rather, what is true is that God 
is one in number relative to one way of conceptualizing that portion of reality that He is, but not one in 
number relative to another way of conceptualizing it.  We thus get the logical form: One(x,y) & not-
One(x,z), which is not a contradiction (where ‘x’ here ranges over portions of reality and ‘y’ and ‘z’ ranges 
over concepts).”  While novel in its own right, Bøhn’s theory resembles Martinich’s closely enough that it 
need not be discussed at length.  Einar Bøhn, “The Logic of the Trinity,” Sophia 50, no. 3 (2011): 366-367. 
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tripersonalizes, to coin a word.”121  Swinburne’s ambitious argument begins with two 

assumed premises: (1) that God exists and (2) that God is supremely good.122 

 Inferring from premise two that God is perfectly loving, Swinburne suggests that 

“love must share and love must co-operate in sharing.”123  In the same way that a 

husband and wife are compelled in love to give and to sacrifice for one another and to 

participate in the sharing of the same love in the marital act and child rearing, God is 

compelled by His very nature to give and share in giving love.  Swinburne explains: 

The love of a first divine individual G1 would be manifested first in bringing 
about another divine individual G2 with whom to share his life, and the love of G1 
or G2 would be manifested in bringing about another divine individual G3 with 
whom G1 and G2 co-operatively could share their lives.  G2 and G3 would then 
(i.e. for every period of time which had a beginning) co-operate in allowing G1 to 
continue in being, for, but for their action, there would be no G1.  But their action 
would be an inevitable action, an act of essence; the power not to keep G1 in 
being would be only compatibilist power, not absolute power.124  

 
God’s nature, then, necessitates that He share His infinite love with another individual 

with an equally infinite capacity to receive and reciprocate love.  Then, the relationship 

between these two divine individuals necessitates the mutual and cooperative sharing of 

their love with yet a third divine individual.125  The product of God’s love, accordingly, is 

His Trinitarian nature—the generation of two other divine individuals. 

 Rather than treating God’s love as merely an explanation for the Trinity, 

Swinburne takes it as an overriding reason for God’s triunity.  A supremely loving and 

good God must express His nature in the form of a Trinity.  “The reason why it was an 

 
121 Richard Swinburne, The Christian God, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, Incorporated, 1994), 191. 
122 Ibid., 134-135.  Swinburne also enumerates other divine attributes—omniscience, perfect freedom, 
omnipotence, incorporeal, etcetera—which inform his argument only indirectly.   
123 Ibid., 178. 
124 Ibid.  
125 Ibid., 177. 
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overall good that the first divine individual should bring about the second was that 

otherwise there would be none with whom to share totally; and the reason why it was an 

overall good that the first and second divine individuals should bring about a third was 

that otherwise there would be no one with whom to co-operate in sharing totally.”126  

Simply, if God is all good, He is necessarily all loving; if God is all loving, He is 

necessarily Trinitarian. 

 Why, though, does God limited to three divine individuals?  Would not an infinite 

love demand expression through the generation of an infinite number of individuals?  In 

addressing this concern, Swinburne claims that there is a qualitative difference between 

the forms of loving expression as seen in the relationship of G1 and G2 and the 

relationship of G1 and G2 to G3.   

There is a qualitative difference between sharing and co-operating in sharing, and 
hence overriding reason for divine acts of both kinds; but. . . no similar qualitative 
difference between co-operating with one in sharing and co-operating with two.  
So one divine individual (or two or three such together) could not create a fourth 
as an act of essence. But no divine individual could create another divine 
individual as act of will. For any being created by an act of will might 
(metaphysically) not have existed, and so could not be divine. I conclude 
(tentatively) that necessarily if there is at least one divine individual, and if it is 
logically possible that there be more than one divine individual, then there are 
three and only three divine individuals.127  

 
Thus, Swinburne concludes that a Trinitarian God may be proven a priori, while a God 

of any greater number of divine individuals is baseless speculation. 

 Recognizing that the idea of presenting knowledge of God as Trinitarian as a 

priori is anathema to the thinking of many theologians throughout history, Swinburne 

tempers his claim by arguing that divine revelation is not necessary to reach a conclusion 

 
126 Swinburne, op. cit., 179. 
127 Ibid., 179-180. 
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about God’s triunity but that it provides helpful confirmation.  “What I have presented as 

a priori a marginally more probable account of the divine nature than any other, becomes 

enormously more probable if backed up by revelation.”128  Swinburne thus claims to have 

presented a rationalistic approach to the question of Trinity, yet it is an approach that is 

best supplemented with revelation. 

 Swinburne’s success in creating an a priori argument for the Trinity has been 

debated.  One of his fiercest critics is Dale Tuggy.  Tuggy critiques Swinburne’s social 

Trinitarianism argument that there is no sufficient reason to believe that God’s love 

necessitates His self-giving to other divine individuals.  “In the context he characterizes a 

hypothetical lone god as being ‘bad’ and possibly also ‘selfish’.  Ungenerous?  

Ungenerous to whom?  To himself?  It’s hard to see why he’d have any obligation to 

himself to bring about peer-love.  Again, it’s hard to imagine a lone god being selfish.  

Whose interest would he be unresponsive to, his own?  Arguably, one can’t have 

obligations towards any merely possible, non-actual being?”129  This critique is simple 

but penetrating.  Even if it is reasonable to imagine that a perfect love would prompt self-

begetting for the sake of sharing and cooperation, it is far too bold to make the claim that 

such a love is a sufficient reason for God’s nature to be triune.  We will return to the 

essence of Tuggy’s critique in the next chapter.  With this summary of Leftow, 

Martinich, and Swinburne’s contemporary approaches to Trinitarian theology, we can 

now begin to synthesize and analyze our findings thus far.  

 
 

 
128 Swinburne, op. cit. 191. 
129 Dale Tuggy, “On the Possibility of a Single Perfect Person,” in Christian Philosophy of Religion: Essays 
in Honor of Stephen T. Davis, ed. C. P. Ruloff, 128-148, (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 2015), 140. 
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Chapter Five: 
Reason and Revelation Revisited  

 
 
 With this survey of philosophical parallels to the Trinity and various means of 

employing philosophy in contemporary Trinitarian theology complete, the question may 

know be asked: what is the proper role of reason in thinking about the Trinity?  When 

discussing just how far reason can enter into the mystery of the Trinity by its own steam, 

there are three general camps into which a person may fall.  For the sake of ease and 

clarity, I term them the ‘rationalist’ approach, the ‘semi-rationalist’ approach, and the 

‘anti-rationalist-approach.  These camps are not always clearly demarcated, and the 

approaches they encompass may differ wildly.  The first, the ‘rationalist’ camp, asserts 

that just as the existence of God may be ascertained through logical deduction, so too 

may His Trinitarian nature.  Swinburne’s functional monotheism is one of the best 

examples of this approach.  The second, ‘semi-rationalism,’ suggests that reason can 

construct a caricature of the Trinity apart from revelation—a model of the ilk of Plotinus’ 

metaphysics—but that a fully orthodox conception of the Trinity is inaccessible; reason 

may produce a shadow of the Trinity, but It will always be partially shrouded in mystery 

without the insights of revelation (and perhaps even then).  The third camp, ‘anti-

rationalism’ is the belief that any knowledge of the Trinity must be grounded in 

revelation—that except for perhaps offering a consistent grammar with which to discuss 

the Trinity, reason is anathema to orthodox Trinitarian theology.130  This chapter will 

 
130 The term ‘mysterianism’ is often used to describe approaches of this final sort.  This term, however, is 
too broad and carries too many connotations to be helpful in this study.  The terms I have chosen to 
represent these camps, admittedly, also carry several connotations beyond their use and meaning in the 
context of this paper.  Accordingly, I ask the reader to keep the definitions provided above in mind 
throughout this chapter. 
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examine which of these camps is most compatible with the findings from our case studies 

as well as some of their implications. 

 

a. Anti-rationalism 

 Although enumerated last on the list above, ‘anti-rationalism’ is the first camp we 

will examine, for even a cursory analysis of this approach shows it to be incompatible 

with the previous case studies.  The essence of ‘anti-rationalism’ is encapsulated well in 

Tertullian’s famous question, “what relation is there between Athens and Jerusalem?  

What communion hath the Academy with the Church?”131  Philosophy has little to offer 

revealed religion, and it most certainly cannot produce any sort of rational counterpart to 

the Trinity.  No matter this position’s merit, no thinker thus far cited holds such a 

position.  Furthermore, each of our case studies contradicts the notion that philosophical 

reasoning is impotent in discussions about the Trinity.  An anti-rationalist may argue that 

Hegel’s phenomenological triad is a philosophical perversion of the Christian doctrine 

and that such a warped idea could never have been conceived without inspiration from 

revelation.  The same, however, cannot be said of Plotinus nor of Swinburne.  There is no 

evidence to suggest that Plotinus constructed his three hypostases based on the Christian 

Trinity.  Likewise, Swinburne’s attempt at an a priori argument for the Trinity (whether 

it succeeds or not is beside the point) precisely explicates the rationale that could 

undergird a purely rationalistic approach to the Trinity without a referent in the Christian 

tradition.  Therefore, by a lack of any modern support for the ‘anti-rationalist’ approach 

 
131 Theophilus Tertullian, “Presciption against the Hereticks,” in Prescription against Hereticks: And the 
Apologeticks of St. Theophilus, Bishop of Antioch to Autolycus against the Malicious Calumniators of the 
Christian Religion, trans. Joseph Betty (Oxford: Theatre, 1722), vii. 
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(that is, any serious support) and the several counterexamples of philosophical parallels 

to the Trinity, this camp may be discounted and need not be discussed at length.  

 

b. Rationalism  

 The camp at the opposite end of the spectrum is rationalism.  Is it possible to 

create a purely philosophical model of the Trinity that is in accord with Christian 

orthodoxy without relying on revelation?  Or, was Augustine write when he suggested 

that those who “scorn the starting-point off faith. . . allow themselves to be deceived 

through an unseasonable and misguided love of reason?”132  To answer this question, the 

above case studies ought to be examined.  As established above, Plotinus—for all the 

ways in which he gets the Trinity right—fails to conclude that the Trinitarian relations are 

fundamentally intentional and loving and that there is ontological equality amongst each 

of the persons (if not generative equality).  On the other hand, Hegel improves upon 

Plotinus by providing for the coequality of each hypostasis, but his inability to make 

Absolute Spirit metaphysically independent from a teleological and dialectical 

understanding of history and to draw out meaningful distinctions amongst persons causes 

his model to fall short also.   

 What about Swinburne’s functional monotheistic account of the Trinity?  At first 

glance, it appears that he constructs an a priori argument for the Trinity independent of 

the presuppositions of faith.  While there is no doubt that Swinburne presents a forceful 

argument for God as Trinitarian, his system does not meet the standards of a priori 

reasoning in conceptualizing the ‘philosopher’s god.’  Again, I point to Tuggy’s critique 

 
132 C.f. Footnote 43. 
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that it is “hard to see why [God would] have any obligation to himself to bring about 

peer-love.”133  Even if God’s nature did require Him to share His love, His very being, 

why could such an obligation not be met in the creation of humanity?  Humans are 

certainly loved by God, and they certainly participate in sharing His love through co-

creation (or, at least they were meant to): “God blessed them, and God said to them, ‘Be 

fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it.’”134  As helpful as Swinburne’s 

model is in showing why God is Trinitarian from a Christian standpoint, there seems to 

be no compelling reason for God’s triunity.  In other words, Swinburne’s theory does not 

meet the demands of the principle of sufficient reason and, therefore, by Occam’s razor, 

his multiplication of metaphysical entities is unwarranted.   

 Thus, as close as historical-philosophical triadic models have been to proposing a 

perfect analogue to the revealed Trinity and as helpful as the philosophical work of 

Swinburne, Martinich, Leftow, and others is in making sense of what has been revealed 

and in applying a coherent grammar to it, it seems improbable that reason alone could 

produce a working model of orthodox Trinitarian theology.  (This should surprise us 

little; after all, the Christian tradition has always held that the Trinity is a mystery beyond 

comprehension).  Consequently, the rationalistic approach is also unviable. 

 

c. Semi-rationalism 

 By virtue of being the last man standing, semi-rationalism appears to be the most 

probable approach to considering the relationship between reason and revelation in the 

context of the Trinity.  This by itself, however, is of little worth.  It does us little good to 

 
133 C.f. Footnote 129. 
134 Gen. 1:28. 
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know that the answer lies in the median between rationalism and anti-rationalism.  

Rather, another question must be asked: what are the limits of reason in Trinitarian 

theology?  Just how close can philosophy get to the Trinity?  Our case studies prove to be 

invaluable in answering this question—in determining both that which is accessible and 

inaccessible to reason. 

 The first thing that our case studies teach is that reason is able to establish the 

basic tenet of Trinitarianism: God’s three-in-oneness.  Working from a non-Christian 

standpoint, both Plotinus and Hegel (and every philosophical triad in between) put forth a 

theory of divinity that is triune.  And although Plotinus suggests an ontological hierarchy 

rather than a consubstantial triunity, a coequal Trinity is not wholly incompatible with his 

theory.  After all, Plotinus fears to predicate anything of the One.  Why then, is there a 

need to predicate numerical identity of it?  As Ratzinger writes, “[God] is one, but as the 

exceeding great, entirely Other, he himself transcends the bounds of singular and plural; 

he lies beyond them.”135  That God would be so ontologically different than the created 

order as to transcend numerical identity is perfectly compatible with the traditional 

philosopher’s god and with the work of thinkers like Plotinus.  Additionally, Leftow’s 

use of tropes and Martinich’s use of relative identity provide possible rationalistic 

explanations as to how this can be.  Therefore, regardless of whether it is perfectly 

actualized in a philosophical system, reason has the capacity to conceptualize a God that 

reconciles unicity and plurality.  

 The second element of Christian Trinitarianism attainable by reason alone is the 

dynamic (i.e., kenotic) nature of the intra-Divine Life.  The philosopher’s god is often 

 
135 Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, Introduction to Christianity, trans. J. R. Foster and Michael J. Miller (San 
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2004), 125. 
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reached through contemplation of creation.  If there is creation, there must be a creator.  

If there is movement, there must be a prime mover.  οὐδὲν ἕξ οὐδενός.136  Thus, there is 

inherently a generative aspect to God’s nature.  If God generates ad extra and if He is a 

Trinity, then why should He not generate ad intra?  Once more, this internal dynamism is 

reflected in Plotinus and Hegel.  For Plotinus, the One reflexively generates All-Soul and 

Intellect; for Hegel, Spirit self-actualizes through reciprocal externalization.  Therefore, 

as in the work of Plotinus and Hegel, philosophy need only apply the principle it accepts 

of God in the context of His relationship to the world (viz., His creative self-expression, 

intentional or not) to the context of His interior life in order to reach a kenotic Trinity.   

 Though reason can construct an approximation of the Christian Trinity, the 

shortcomings present in our case studies prove to be the same limitations present in the 

entire project of developing a philosopher’s Trinity.  First and foremost, reason has no 

way of ensuring meaningful distinction amongst persons.  As Geach’s relative identity 

theory teaches, an object maintains identity only in respect to something else.  Without 

God’s self-disclosure through revelation or unfettered access to the intra-Divine Life, the 

Trinitarian persons remain black boxes.  Order of generation helps little here, since 

hypothetically any person may be placed in any position in the generative order.  Indeed, 

neither Hegel nor Swinburne put forth any mechanism for distinguishing persons.137  Yet, 

the uninterchangeability of persons is an indispensable part of Christian Trinitarianism.  

The Father is always the Father.  The Son is always the Son.  The Spirit is always the 

 
136 “Ex nihilo nihil fit” or “nothing comes from nothing.” 
137 This question is inapplicable to Plotinus, since as his theory stands, each hypostasis is substantively 
different. 
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Spirit.138  And each of these persons possesses a unique mission that is never delegated to 

the others: Creator, Redeemer, Sanctifier.   

Further still, not only are the divine persons indeterminate in a purely 

philosophical model, there is no guarantee of limiting their number to three.  Plotinus’ 

use of three hypostases is arbitrary.  Hegel’s is based on his notion of dialectic, which is 

an unconvincing constraint.  Neither tropical theory nor relative identity theory 

necessitate only a Trinity.  Swinburne is closest to proving the sufficient reason for 

sticking to three hypostases when he argues that there is no categorical difference 

between the love shared amongst three and four people.139  The question may be asked of 

Swinburne, however, why quality of love is the basis for determining the number of 

persons rather than, say, the degree of love.  That is, why would the type of love (e.g., 

loving an individual as an individual or sharing love for an individual with another) be 

the criterion as opposed to the quantity of love (i.e., being able to share your love with 

even more divine persons)?  In any case, reason appears impotent to provide a 

meaningful and static distinction amongst the divine persons, if it can even guarantee a 

strict Trinity.   

 Reason is also unable to posit love as the impetus for Trinitarian kenosis.  While 

less essential to orthodox Trinitarianism—at least formally—that the perichoretic self-

giving of the Trinity is an intentional expression of love is vital in understanding the 

generative mechanism of kenosis and the character of the relationship amongst persons.  

Yet, Plotinus views the generation of the two lower hypostases as automatic and 

 
138 This is why continued use of the names ‘Father,’ ‘Son,’ and ‘Holy Spirit,’ is important—no matter how 
offensive they are to modern sensibilities.  These names denote a permeant relationship and personhood 
that defies conceptions of an isolated and ambiguous God. 
139 Swinburne, op. cit., 179-180. 
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unintentional.  Being simply overflows from the One, the consequence of which is the 

All-Soul, Intellect, and the world.  Hegel fares little better.  For him, the three Forces of 

Spirit are the natural biproduct of Spirit’s externalization in history.  Swinburne thinks 

himself to have shown the necessity of love in the Trinitarian relations, but his argument 

is tenuous.  Just because a God is supremely good does not mean that He must be 

supremely loving, and the mere fact that a creator God exists certainly does not imply it.  

Plotinus, Hegel, and many other theistic models posit an impersonal God.  As Rahner 

writes, “relations are as absolutely real as other determinations; and an ‘apologetics’ of 

the ‘immanent’ Trinity should not start from the false assumption that a lifeless self-

identity without any mediation is the most perfect way of being of the absolute 

existent.”140  Therefore, even if philosophy can provide for a Trinity that is functionally 

similar to the Christian Trinity, it misses the heart of the Christian God.  

 In short, reason is capable of creating a ‘philosopher’s Trinity’ that is three 

persons who are substantially one and internally kenotic.  It also has the potential to 

provide useful language in Trinitarian discourse and to propose possible explanatory 

mechanisms, as exemplified in the above examples of contemporary Trinitarian theory.  

As the semi-rationalistic approach suggests, however, reason is unfit to grasp certain 

tenets of Christian Trinitarianism—most notably, real distinction amongst persons of the 

Trinity and the love which spurs on God’s kenotic self-giving.  

 

 

 

 
140 Rahner, The Trinity, 103. 
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d. Implications for Trinitarian Discourse 

 Beyond just clarifying the merits and limitations of philosophy in Trinitarian 

theology, the semi-rationalistic approach contains important implications for how we 

think about the Trinity—particularly the role of the ‘economic’ and ‘immanent’ Trinities.  

Practically speaking, the philosopher’s Trinity, insofar as one exists, necessarily 

investigates the ‘immanent’ Trinity, for the ‘economic’ Trinity is based in revelation.  

Thus, if reason alone is to consider the Trinity, it must think about God only ad intra.  

Yet, philosophy (and, by extension, the ‘immanent’ Trinity by itself) paints an 

incomplete picture of the Trinity—as detailed in the above discussion.  A dilemma 

ensues: either the Trinity must be thought about partially (that is, when the ‘immanent’ 

Trinity is contemplated alone) or in relationship to the ‘economic’ Trinity.  Although, if 

the ‘immanent’ Trinity must always be bound to the ‘economic’ Trinity, the risk is run of 

creating an anthropocentric view of God.  If God’s nature is only accessible, cogent, and 

able to be discussed in the context of His involvement in human history, then speech 

about God becomes constrained to history and the human experience.  Some theologians 

are not bothered by this.141  To others—myself included—it is disconcerting to reduce 

theology to the subdisciplines of history and anthropology.  God’s very being is not 

dependent on the humanity’s need for redemption. 

 Nevertheless, there is a way to reconcile the importance of the ‘immanent’ Trinity 

while also conceding the need to inform the ‘immanent’ Trinity with the revelation which 

comes from the ‘economic.’  An optic shift must occur.  Rather than giving one ‘Trinity’ 

precedence over the other or collapsing the two, the specific form of priority reserved by 

 
141 C.f. LaCugna, God for Us.  
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each ought to be clarified.  The ‘immanent’ Trinity should be considered to take 

ontological priority, while the ‘economic’ Trinity ought to take epistemic priority.  

Rahner is right to propose that meaningful distinction amongst persons relies on divine 

missions and, by extension, the ‘economic’ Trinity.142  By granting Rahner the idea that 

distinction is the product of the divine economy, then the need for revelation is preserved 

without thoroughly binding God to human history.  In other words, divine mission is the 

temporal expression of the ontological person; economic mission is the access point to 

immanent persons.   

To clarify, even if we must begin with the divine economy (i.e., revelation) 

epistemologically, not all discussion of the Divine Life need be anthropocentric.  Even if 

our starting point is the economy of salvation, not all knowledge of the Trinity must be 

tethered exclusively to human salvation history.  The ‘economic’ and ‘immanent’ 

Trinities need not be collapsed.  Rather, non-anthropocentric conversation about God in 

se can still be had.  After all, a person, event, or other source may provide information 

necessary in the understanding another area of knowledge without having to serve as a 

constant referent.  A student may rely on his textbook as he learns the Greek alphabet, 

vocabulary, and grammar, but once he has sufficiently mastered its content, he may read 

Thucydides, Plato, and the Gospel of John without having to constantly refer back to his 

textbook.  Study of hydrogen and nitrogen on earth may give an astronomer the 

knowledge necessary to study the sun, but eventually she may observe and understand the 

sun apart from referencing the periodic table.  Similarly, the ‘economic’ Trinity provides 

humanity with knowledge of God—knowledge of persons and missions and love—

 
142 Rahner, The Trinity, 101-103 
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essential in understanding God in God’s self but afterwards does not need to be the only 

perspective from which we discuss God in se.  In this way, the ‘economic’ Trinity 

presents us with an understanding of God otherwise inaccessible to us, and it is this 

understanding of God rather than the ‘economic’ Trinity itself which grounds our thought 

about the ‘immanent’ Trinity.  Revelation presents us with fodder for philosophy 
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Conclusion: 
From Jerusalem to Athens 

 
 
 For the Christian faithful, the inability of reason to construct a perfect parallel to 

the Trinity on its own steam should come as little surprise.  From Augustine to Rahner, 

theologians have affirmed that at its bottom, Trinity is pure mystery.  Even if rationality 

is the divine spark within us, beyond our most basic conceptions of it, the Trinity is too 

transcendent, too ineffable, to be encompassed by human thought.  This does not mean, 

however, that philosophical attempts at explaining the Trinity are utterly fruitless.  Quite 

the contrary.  Purely rationalistic approaches to the Trinity help to demarcate that which 

is knowable and that which is mystery.  They reveal the boundaries of knowledge.  And, 

most importantly, they breed profound appreciation and respect for that which has been 

revealed—that which is beyond the grasp of human reason but which God, in His 

graciousness, has disclosed to us.   

 In this paper, I have walked through the value and deficiencies of Plotinus’ 

metaphysical hypostases relative to Augustine, Hegel’s Absolute Spirit relative to 

Rahner, and several contemporary Trinitarian theories.  Through all of this, I have shown 

that reason may have the capacity to construct philosophical systems with the semblance 

of Trinitarianism (and why would it not?  If we are made in the image of God, then in 

some way, our reason would be imprinted with a Trinitarian mark) but lacks the ability to 

completely rationalize the Trinity.  Reason can reach a kenotic triad but not a dynamic 

series of loving relationships amongst distinct and unexchangeable persons.  Reason does 

teach us something else, however.  Insofar as reason only grapples with the ‘immanent’ 

Trinity, it teaches us that that ‘economic’ Trinity must always be the starting point for 
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Christian Trinitarian discourse—not because ‘God’ is only a cogent concept when 

contextualized anthropocentrically but because it supplies us with the grammar necessary 

to speak of God in God’s self.  In this way, the philosopher’s Trinity is like A Picture 

Emphasizing Stillness: it resembles reality but is stuck in a static vacuum.  The Christian 

Trinity, on the other hand, is dynamic and active in history, vivifying all who 

contemplate It.  And though not bound to us, it is the Christian Trinity that is God with 

us.  
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