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‘We know God as three only as we meet God in Christ’. What does this mean for the immanent Trinity?

The economic Trinity is attributed to the work of the Trinity in the history of human salvation, culminating in the life, death and resurrection of Christ. Whereas the immanent Trinity describes the persons of the Godhead a priori, as they exist eternally, independent of their activity in the world prior to creation, redemption and sanctification. The immanent Trinity denotes the ontology of God as three, independent of the soteriological functions of the persons of the Trinity. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Colle, “The triune God”, in The Cambridge Companion to Christian Doctrine, ed. Colin E. Gunton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997),  126, 136. ] 

‘We know God as three only as we meet God in Christ’ presupposes that the immanent Trinity is revealed through the economic Trinity and that the Triune God is uniquely revealed in Christ. Furthermore, it requires that, like Augustine, we attribute to the persons of the eternal Trinity that which we attribute to Christ.[footnoteRef:2]   [2:    Augustine, The Trinity (Christian Classics Ethereal Library: Bringing Christian Classic books to Life), https://ccel.org/ccel/schaff/npnf103/npnf103.iv.i.iii.ix.html (26/04/2021). Book 1, Chapter 9 All are Sometimes Understood in One Person, Paragraph 29. ] 

When viewed in light of a kenotic Christology, the claim that ‘we know God as three only as we meet God in Christ’, entails that the kenosis of Christ (Philippians 2:7) reveals the nature of the immanent Trinity and the eternal kenosis of the persons of the Godhead in their self-giving love for one another and creation.  
This essay will focus on the implications of Christ’s kenosis for the immanent Trinity and propose that the condescension of Christ in the activity of the economic Trinity also participates in the life of the immanent Trinity. However, this will require a modification of kenosis so as to avoid the pitfalls of interpreting kenosis as the “self-de-divinization of God.”[footnoteRef:3] Moreover, a tautological understanding of the immanent and economic Trinity must be avoided in order to preserve the freedom of the Trinity’s decision to redeem humanity. However, this decision can be attributed to the immanent Trinity when we recognise that the omniscience of the Godhead is not bound by time and therefore kenosis can be an eternal act.  [3:  Walter Kasper, The God of Jesus Christ, (Great Britain: T&T Clark International, 2012), 194. ] 

The influence of Greek philosophy upon the Church’s understanding of the immanent Trinity can be detected in the attribution of impassibility and immutability to the Godhead. Both Platonic and Aristotelean conceptions of the divine as pure actuality were borrowed by the Early Church. [footnoteRef:4] Some Church Fathers wanted to extend these attributes to Christ. This thought can be seen in Athanasius’s claim that Christ “Himself was unhurt […] for He is impassable and incorruptible.” [footnoteRef:5] Chalcedonian Christology gave the impetus to assign Christ’s suffering solely to His human nature. [footnoteRef:6] This is echoed in Anselm’s claim:  [4:  Jurgen Moltmann, The Crucified God: The Cross of Christ as the Foundation and Criticism of Christian Theology, (Suffolk: SCM Press Ltd, 1974), 228, 268. ]  [5: Athanasius, On the Incarnation of the Word (Christian Classics Ethereal Library: Bringing Christian Classic books to Life), https://ccel.org/ccel/athanasius/incarnation/incarnation.ii.html (19/02/2021). Chapter 8, Refutation of the Gentiles – continued, Paragraph 54.]  [6:  Jurgen Moltmann, The Crucified God, 228. ] 


When […] we speak of God as enduring any humiliation or infirmity, we do not refer to the majesty of that nature, which cannot suffer; but to the feeble-ness of the human constitution which he assumed. [footnoteRef:7] [7:  Anselm, Proslogium; Monologium; An Appendix In Behalf of the Fool By Gaunilon; And Cur Deus Homo, trans Sidney Norton Deane (Chicago: The Open Court Publishing Company, 1903), 190. ] 



Attributing impassibility and immutability to the immanent and economic Trinity is problematic if one wishes to remain congruent with the biblical tradition, for example Genesis 6:6 speaks of God’s regret and troubled heart. Furthermore, precluding the immanent Trinity from suffering requires us to divorce God’s eternal nature from God’s activity in time. This would place an epistemic gulf between God eternal and God ‘for us’ and we would be left with a negative theology which consigns the immanent Trinity to mystery.  To accept that God is incapable of suffering and change is also to accept that God is incapable of love. A benevolent God must be receptive to the suffering of humans, such empathy requires knowledge of a world in flux. Moltmann makes it clear that: 

 God who is incapable of suffering is a being who cannot be involved. Suffering and injustice do not affect him […] He cannot weep, for he has no tears. But the one who cannot suffer cannot love either. So he is a loveless being. [footnoteRef:8] [8:  Jurgen Moltmann, The Crucified God, 222. ] 



For God to love and be loved, God must be capable of suffering. God’s love for a suffering world causes Him to suffer. However, if love entails suffering then the persons of the Trinity - who co-exist in love - must also have been capable of suffering as the immanent Trinity, prior to creation. Moltmann provides a useful analysis of this possibility when he claims that the active suffering of the Trinity is founded upon voluntarily being open to sharing the suffering of the “otherness of the other.”[footnoteRef:9] This sharing can be applied to the persons of the immanent Trinity who participate in one another through perichoresis. [footnoteRef:10]  [9:  Jurgen Moltmann, The Crucified God, 230. ]  [10:  David T Williams, “Kenosis and the Nature of the Persons in the Trinity”, Koers Vol.69, No.4, (2004):633. ] 

For humanity to know the immanent Trinity, requires the Trinity to become active in human history through self-revelation. The self-revelation of the immanent Trinity would not be possible without the kenosis of Christ; the Word descended to humanity so that the world might recognise Him. [footnoteRef:11] If Christ did not humble himself, His glory would have overwhelmed the earth and His self-revelation would have annihilated free-will. Kenotic Christology is best understood as a choice of divine self-limitation through which the Son of God takes the form of a slave, rather than kenosis being conceived as a loss of divine essence.[footnoteRef:12] To interpret kenosis as de-divinization would fail in our attempt to identify suffering with God’s essence and would leave us with an archetypal form of human suffering in the person of Jesus.  [11:  David T Williams, “Kenosis and the Nature of the Persons in the Trinity”, 634. ]  [12:  Walter Kasper, The God of Jesus Christ, 189. ] 

A kenotic Christology rightly resists the delineation of Christ’s experiences along His two natures and instead locates the suffering of Christ in both His divinity and humanity. To preserve Christ’s divinity from suffering would promote a Docetic or Nestorian Christology where the suffering of Christ is only apparent or restricted to His human nature.[footnoteRef:13] Such Christologies would have unwanted soteriological implications and risk turning the passion into a purely anthropological event. For redemption to be efficacious it must be achieved by God cancelling negation within Himself. [footnoteRef:14] [13:  Jurgen Moltmann, The Crucified God, 227. ]  [14:  Walter Kasper, The God of Jesus Christ, 192. ] 

One danger of kenotic Christology is to solely locate the potential of the immanent Trinity’s ability to suffer in the Christ-event. The potential for suffering within the immanent Trinity would have necessarily been antecedent to the Incarnation; the divine economy is predicated upon God’s desire to redeem a fallen world and therefore the immanent Trinity would be required to suffer prior to the Incarnation as a result of human disobedience. [footnoteRef:15] However, the love of the immanent Trinity is manifest fully in the self-abasement of the Son - the completion of God’s love for humanity. What is unique to Christ’s suffering on the cross is His ability to assume the suffering of the world and expand the suffering of the Godhead from empathy to shared ontology with humanity. God suffers as a human, not merely in sympathy with humanity. The Incarnation brings the agony of humanity into the life of the Godhead so that it might be redeemed. [footnoteRef:16] [15:  Jurgen Moltmann, The Crucified God, 271. ]  [16:  Jurgen Moltmann, The Crucified God, 277. ] 

For Moltmann, the cross is more than the ultimate revelation of God, it is an act of God. There is nothing of God beyond the cross, nothing hidden and undisclosed by the economic Trinity and left veiled in the mystery of the immanent Trinity: “this is God, and God is like this. God is not greater than he is in this humiliation.” [footnoteRef:17] This proposition has serious implications for the immanent Trinity, if the humiliation of God in the Christ-event is God’s eternal nature then we must accept that God has been eternally humiliated. To recognise God in Christ’s humiliation is to “recognize the cross, inextricable suffering, death and hopeless rejection in God.”[footnoteRef:18] [17:  Jurgen Moltmann, The Crucified God, 205. ]  [18:  Jurgen Moltmann, The Crucified God, 277. ] 

One possible solution to this is to recognise that for the immanent Trinity time is not linear and therefore Christ’s humiliation is an eternal feature of God as three. The cross would no longer be framed as an event of expiation; the Trinity desired to enter into the human condition and share in our suffering from eternity.  The Incarnation and the cross become the manifestation of a suffering God.  Suffering is a prerequisite for a Trinitarian God because love entails suffering. 
When the Trinity is understood as a reciprocal relationship between the three persons of the Trinity, kenosis makes the self-suffering of the immanent Trinity possible. [footnoteRef:19] God revealed in Christ’s death is revealed as a God of self-emptying. God must be from eternity “self-communicating love” […] “between lover and beloved who are both one in love”. [footnoteRef:20] A Trinity construed as a community of love requires self-differentiation and self-limitation which entails kenosis. [footnoteRef:21] [19:  David T Williams, “Kenosis and the Nature of the Persons in the Trinity”, 636.]  [20:  Walter Kasper, The God of Jesus Christ, 195. ]  [21:  Walter Kasper, The God of Jesus Christ, 196.] 

The kenosis of the Incarnate-Christ moves the immanent Trinity’s passibility from empathy to shared experience with humanity. One could frame the suffering of the immanent Trinity – prior to activity in the Incarnation – as a sympathy for the suffering of humanity. Through Christ’s self-emptying of His divine privileges, He suffers with humanity bodily and mentally. He is the victim of human violence and rejection. Becoming like a servant God-Incarnate can be despised by the finite and impotent. The Father and Spirit suffer through their communion with the Son because the divine nature is shared equally amongst them and is fully present in Christ.[footnoteRef:22] If kenosis did not affect the Father and Spirit, redemption would be a purely Christological event and require a fissure in the reciprocity of the Godhead.  [22:  David T Williams, “Kenosis and the Nature of the Persons in the Trinity”, 634.] 

Rahner’s claim that the economic Trinity is the immanent Trinity wishes to reaffirm human experience of God.[footnoteRef:23] If we are to take Rahner’s axiom seriously one must see the cross as the self-disclosure of God as three, not superfluous to God’s nature but essential to the life of the immanent Trinity. Thus, we can agree with Moltmann that:  [23:  Karl Rahner, Foundations of Christian Faith: An Introduction to the Idea of Christianity, (USA: The Crossroad Publishing Company,1998), 136-137. ] 


“The cross stands at the heart of the trinitarian being of God; it divides and conjoins the persons in their relationships to each other.” [footnoteRef:24] [24:  Jurgen Moltmann, The Crucified God, 207. ] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]The differentiation contained within the immanent Trinity is known in the economic Trinity. Without the persons of the Trinity, the godforsakenness of God would not be possible (Matthew 27:46). 
The self-emptying of Christ makes Him vulnerable to death on a cross – through His mortification the persons of the Trinity also experience the affliction of the passion. The persons of the Trinity suffer through their communion with the Son and therefore there is a differentiation in the suffering of the Godhead: “[t]he Son suffers and dies on the cross. The Father suffers with him, but not in the same way.” [footnoteRef:25] This differentiation means that we can speak of the suffering Father and Spirit without claiming that the Father (patripassianism) and Spirit were crucified. It is this internal differentiation which makes it possible for the being of God to suffer reciprocally.  [25:  Jurgen Moltmann, The Crucified God, 203. ] 

Rahner’s rule can incorporate a kenotic Christology with a minor modification. By making use of the claim that the immanent Trinity is the economic Trinity one would need to qualify this proposition so as to avoid a tautological reading. The extent to which the economic Trinity is identical with the immanent Trinity is in the economic Trinity’s correspondence with the eternal Trinity’s decision to redeem through self-limitation.  One risks undermining God’s freedom to act if we claim that God’s action is God’s nature retroactively, instead God’s nature precedes God’s activity. Barth’s claim that the economic Trinity is a free decision of the immanent Trinity to act must be maintained if the kenosis of Christ is to be a genuine self-emptying. [footnoteRef:26] However, the choice of self-abasement reflects the eternal nature of the immanent Trinity. A kenotic understanding of the Trinity would need to resist the Barthian notion that nothing would be lacking in God if He had not revealed himself – this would not be a kenotic God. [footnoteRef:27]  [26:  Paul D. Molnar, “The Function of the Immanent Trinity in the Theology of Karl Barth: Implications for Today”, Scottish Journal of Theology Vol. 42, No.3, (1989): 380-381. ]  [27:  Bacon, ““Thinking” The Trinity As Resource for Feminist Theology Today”, Cross Currents Vol. 62, No.4, (2012): 452. ] 

Feminist theologians have identified problems with both the economic and immanent Trinity. Mary Daly’s objection that if “God is male then the male is God” is a damming indictment of the economy of salvation whereby the Logos takes on a male human form.[footnoteRef:28] The immanent Trinity is a patriarchal obstacle when conceived as an objective and remote deity, external to creation. [footnoteRef:29] This conceptualisation of God encourages hierarchy in the created order and in human relationships.  However, the kenosis of Christ is an act of subversion which inverts male privilege, obviating the ontological hierarchy by the self-degradation of God-Incarnate. [footnoteRef:30] A kenotic Christology is necessary to formulate an anti-patriarchal Christology which recognises the maleness of Christ.  [28:  Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father: Towards a Philosophy of Women’s Liberation, (London: Women’s Press, 1986), 19. ]  [29:  Bacon, Hannah, ““Thinking” The Trinity As Resource for Feminist Theology Today?”, 446-447. ]  [30:  Coakley, Powers and Submissions: Spirituality, Philosophy and Gender (City: Blackwell Publishers, 2002), 25. ] 


The kenosis of Christ makes knowledge of the immanent Trinity possible and reveals God as three in the reciprocal suffering of the Godhead. The cross is the “beginning of the trinitarian history of God.” [footnoteRef:31] The economy of salvation is made possible through the self-abasement of the Son in communion with the Father and Spirit. The choice of Christ to undergo kenosis reflects the eternal decision of the immanent Trinity to make itself known to humanity.  The kenosis of God is necessary for the transformation of human nature in the Incarnate-Logos through which “[e]ven Auschwitz is taken up into the grief of the Father, the surrender of the Son and the power of the Spirit”. [footnoteRef:32] The immanent Trinity is the kenotic procession of the Father, Son and Spirit in their self-emptying generation which overflows in creation and redemption.  [31:  Jurgen Moltmann, The Crucified God, 278. ]  [32:  Jurgen Moltmann, The Crucified God, 278. ] 
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