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  Conflicting Models of Divine Love


  Divine love is a central component of God’s character, with abundant implications regarding all areas of theology. However, theologians are sharply divided regarding the nature of divine love for the world and the corresponding issues of divine ontology. Considerable semantic and conceptual ambiguity in some treatments of divine love exacerbates the issue.1 How does one adequately address such an integral, complex and pivotal theological concept? The vastness of the topic precludes an exhaustive overview of the various conceptions of love generally or of divine love in particular. Whereas conceptions of divine love vary widely, the primary features of the contemporary debate over divine love may be illuminated by examination of the differences between two prominent and recent, but irreconcilable, models of divine love, the transcendent-voluntarist and immanent-experientialist models, the former being a descendant of classic theism and the latter representing process panentheism.2 These models depict mutually exclusive conceptions of both love and divine ontology, amounting to a fundamental impasse. Furthermore, the current theological landscape manifests significant dissatisfaction with these prominent conceptions of divine love.3


  The sharp conflict and corresponding dissatisfaction regarding competing conceptions of love hinges on answers to five integral questions, which revolve around whether the God-world love relationship is unilateral or bilateral. First, does God choose to fully love only some, or all, or is he essentially related to all such that he necessarily loves all? Second, does God only bestow and/or create value, or might he also appraise, appreciate and receive value? In other words, is divine love only arbitrarily willed, pure beneficence (thematic agape), or may it include desire and/or enjoyment (thematic eros)?4 Third, does God’s love include affection and/or emotionality such that God is concerned for the world, sympathetically or otherwise? Fourth, is divine love unconditional or conditional? Fifth, can God and humans be involved in a reciprocal (albeit asymmetrical) love relationship?5


  In order to address these questions, I undertook a biblical investigation by way of a final-form canonical approach to systematic theology, without presupposing the truth or error of existing models.6 From this research, I have derived a foreconditional-reciprocal model of divine love that addresses the five crucial questions above, explained in the coming chapters. First, however, the theological conflict over the nature of divine love must be understood.


  Classic Conceptions of Divine Love and the Process Polemic


  The dominant conceptions of divine love throughout the ages of Christian theology are grounded in classic theism. Although classic theism is not monolithic, it generally refers to the classical conception of God as necessary and self-sufficient, perfect, simple, timeless, immutable, impassible, omniscient and omnipotent.7 In the twentieth century, this view of God was directly challenged by a rising school of natural theology called process theism, a panentheistic system that represents a form of the increasingly popular, though varied and complex, relational theologies.8 The most prominent form of process theism originated in the writings of Alfred North Whitehead (1861–1947) and was further developed and systematized by Charles Hartshorne (1897–2000).9 Hartshorne’s process theism rejected or redefined each of the previously mentioned divine characteristics of classic theism, positing a conception of divine love directly at odds with the classic tradition. In Hartshorne’s view, classical divine ontology fails to maintain meaningful relationship between God and the world such that God is “not an exalted being, but an empty absurdity, a love which is simply not love.”10 In order to evaluate Hartshorne’s criticism of classic theism and his alternative model (the ­immanent-experientialist model), one must first have a basic understanding of the most influential conceptions of God’s love in historical theology.11


  Augustine (354–430). Augustine systematized perhaps the most influential Christian conception of divine love outside Scripture, influenced indirectly by Plato’s ontology through Neoplatonism.12 However, the Platonic ontology of the ultimate being as perfect and immutably self-­sufficient, coupled with the Platonic conception of love in terms of desire (eros), rendered it impossible for God to love humans, since any desire would require that God be somehow deficient.13 Whereas Augustine affirmed divine perfection, immutability and self-sufficiency, he broke with Plato by upholding the indispensable tenet of Christianity that God loves humans.14 Indeed, for Augustine, “love is God.”15 Regarding this apparent paradox he wrote:


  In what way then does He [God] love us? As objects of use or as objects of enjoyment? If He enjoys us, He must be in need of good from us, and no sane man will say that; for all the good we enjoy is either Himself, or what comes from Himself. . . . He does not enjoy us then, but makes use of us. For if He neither enjoys nor uses us, I am at a loss to discover in what way He can love us.16


  Accordingly, God’s love for the world is not acquisitive, evaluative or passible. God can neither desire nor receive any value or enjoyment from the world, since he lacks nothing (aseity).17 As such, God does not love in the sense of Plato’s eros (desire) or Aristotle’s philia (friendship), but divine love is unilateral beneficence (thematic agape).


  On the other hand, human love toward God is of a different kind than divine love. Whereas divine love is beneficence bestowed downward, proper human love (caritas) is directed upward toward God, its only proper object.18 Moreover, human love is produced by divine action such that God himself determines who will love him.19 In this way, Augustine’s view excludes a freely reciprocal love relationship between God and humans.


  Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274). Aquinas continued along the lines of the Augustinian view of the God-world relationship while adapting it to Aristotelian metaphysics.20 For Aquinas, God is the perfect, self-sufficient and utterly immutable first mover who remains unmoved and passionless and is thus impervious to desire; pure act with no potentiality.21 However, in a decisive break from Aristotle’s conception wherein God cannot love the world, Aquinas posited friendship love (amicitia) between God and humans, in which God is the unilateral benefactor but never the beneficiary.22 As in Augustine’s system, since God lacks nothing, he cannot desire or receive anything for his own benefit.23 God loves, but “in God there are no passions” (impassibility), such that God’s love is a purposive, rational “act of the will,” not an act of the “sensitive appetite.”24 Though God loves universally, he does not love all equally. He wills “all some good; but He does not wish every good to them all,” and so far as “He does not wish this particular good—namely, eternal life—He is said to hate or reprobate them.”25


  Whereas human love is moved or affected by its object, divine love “infuses and creates goodness.”26 Human friendships involve give and take, but God has no reciprocal relations with humankind.27 Accordingly, human love is derivative from divine love, though Aquinas also maintains that humans who love God love him voluntarily and meritoriously in the sense of enjoying him for his own sake.28 God thus loves (caritas) humans in the sense of beneficence.29 Aquinas, then, continues the Augustinian emphasis on caritas as both the divine essence and that which proceeds from God.30


  Martin Luther (1483–1546). In Martin Luther’s view, divine love is similarly unilateral, nonevaluative, unmotivated and wholly gratuitous beneficence, akin to grace. God’s unilaterally determining, irresistible and wholly efficacious will is primary (voluntarism) such that God is entirely self-­sufficient, immutable and impassible; the giver who never receives.31 God’s love is thus nonevaluative bestowal: “Rather than seeking its own good, God’s love flows forth and bestows good. Therefore, sinners are attractive because they are loved; they are not loved because they are attractive.”32 Simply put, “God is nothing else than love,” and his “nature is nothing else but pure beneficence,” as manifest supremely at the cross.33


  For Luther, only divine love (thematic agape) is authentic.34 He vehemently rejected the conception of human love (caritas) from Augustine throughout medieval theology, viewing it as a false synthesis inclusive of egocentric love toward God (thematic eros). On the contrary, since God is the cause of all authentic love, humans cannot truly love except as passive agents of divine love flowing through them, excluding the possibility of freely reciprocal divine-human love.35 Thus, whereas Luther breaks significantly from Augustine and Aquinas regarding the value of human love, Luther’s view of God’s love is generally congruous with both.


  Anders Nygren (1890–1978). Anders Nygren’s influence as a Christian theologian does not approach the magnitude of Augustine, Aquinas or Luther. Yet Nygren has immensely influenced Christian thinking about divine love via his seminal work, Agape and Eros, which fleshes out Luther’s view of gratuitous love, agape, against eros.36 Nygren posits an absolute dichotomy between eros and agape such that eros is desirous and acquisitive love (vulgar or heavenly), inappropriate to God’s perfect and self-sufficient nature, whereas agape is the highest love, a unilaterally willed and purely altruistic beneficence that properly describes God’s love alone.37 All other types of love (eros, philia, et al.) are not Christian love and should not be conflated or integrated with agape.38 In this view:


  
    	“Eros is acquisitive desire and longing,” while “agape is sacrificial giving.”


    	“Eros is an upward movement, man’s way to God” while “agape is sacrificial giving,” which “comes down . . . God’s way to man.”


    	“Eros is man’s effort,” while “agape is God’s grace.”


    	“Eros is determined by the quality, the beauty and worth, of its object, it is not spontaneous but ‘evoked,’ ‘motivated,’” while “agape is sovereign in relation to its object, and is directed to both ‘the evil and the good’; it is spontaneous, ‘overflowing,’ ‘unmotivated.’”39


  


  Accordingly, God is the only true agent of love (agape), which is spontaneous, unmotivated, indifferent to value, nondesirous and nonemotive, beneficent, gratuitous and sovereign. Humans of themselves are incapable of agape such that love is caused only by God’s sovereign and unconditional predestination.40 Nygren’s emphasis on need love (thematic eros) as opposed to gift love (thematic agape) remains influential.41 However, many have rejected Nygren’s dichotomy. Gary Badcock voices a primary line of criticism: “The Bible itself does not actually make the rigid distinction that Nygren presupposes between Christian love, agape, and other forms of human love.”42


  The Transcendent-Voluntarist Model of Divine Love


  The prominent historical conceptions of divine love above share considerable continuity. Charles Hartshorne’s process theism contends that such perspectives prohibit a dynamic, reciprocal God-world relationship. Carl F. H. Henry (1913–2003), one of the strongest recent exemplars of the historical tradition and a contemporary of Hartshorne (1897–2000), responded directly to process thought in his transcendent-voluntarist model. Although classic theism is not monolithic, Henry’s perspective provides a sophisticated model that speaks to the questions and criticisms of process and other relational theologies.43 In order to understand the transcendent-voluntarist model of divine love, we will first consider Henry’s ontology.


  God and the God-world relationship: The ontological framework. The transcendent-voluntarist model emphasizes the sovereignty of God’s will and the closely related axiomatic conceptions of transcendence and self-sufficiency, necessity, simplicity, timelessness, immutability, impassibility, omnipotence and omniscience. For Henry, God himself “is a sovereign will.”44 God wills his own life and attributes in absolute freedom (voluntarism).45 He thus depends on nothing (aseity) and is affected by nothing (impassibility); he “sustains himself in voluntary self-­determination.” As perfectly self-sufficient, God is simple; his essence, existence and ­attributes are identical.46 Accordingly, God is immune to “increase or decrease” and unsusceptible to “ontological change” (immutability).47 As such, “God is not in time” but not “timeless in such a way as to negate time.”48 Therefore, nothing can affect God or cause him to suffer, being “invulnerable to assault.”49 However, for Henry, divine impassibility does not mean that God is uncaring or “utterly devoid of any feelings.”50 God can feel, but his feelings are purely self-determined.51


  Since God is impassible, God’s relation to the world does not affect him. Rather, God sovereignly determines himself and both the existence and occurrences of the world.52 God is omniscient in that he perfectly knows his all-inclusive, eternal will, independent of creation.53 Similarly, the sovereignty of God assumes his omnipotence such that the divine will is always perfectly efficacious.54 However, in Henry’s view, divine determinism and human freedom are compatible; humans are free in the sense that they act voluntarily, but they cannot act otherwise than they do (compatibilism).55 In all this, God is transcendent, “completely and intrinsically independent” of the world as “voluntary creator” and “preserver,” yet also present, active, and “pervasively immanent in it” by “preserving it” and “working out his sovereign purposes in and through it.”56


  Divine love in relation to the world. In the transcendent-voluntarist model, divine love for the world is sovereignly willed, unconditional, unmotivated, unmerited, freely bestowed beneficence, manifest ultimately in Christ’s self-giving, which exemplifies the infinitude of God’s self-giving love.57 Intratrinitarian love is part of God’s eternal nature.58 In keeping with divine aseity and impassibility, the sovereign will of God is the sole origin of God’s love, which “presupposes the exclusive voluntary initiative of the sovereign divine being whom no external power can manipulate.”59 God’s love for humans, then, is predicated solely on the eternal predestinating divine decree, absent “inner divine necessity” and independent of human action and/or response.60 Accordingly, while God loves all in some ways, only some are elect unto salvation (election love).61


  God’s love is purely volitional, unmotivated by external factors, neither merited nor elicited by humans but totally gratuitous. Human love toward God does not bring him value, since God lacks nothing and therefore cannot desire or receive value. Thus, “the Lover does not seek to satisfy some personal lack or to remedy an inner need, for God has none, but bestows a benefit on the one he gratuitously loves.”62 Divine love is therefore beneficence, “bestowed not upon a worthy object and not for the personal advantage of the Lover but solely for the benefit of the undeserving recipient.”63


  Further, since God acts but cannot be acted on, divine love is impassible. However, God’s love is not devoid of feeling or concern; divine feeling is self-determined.64 Accordingly, Henry clarifies, “whatever Christian theology means by the impassibility of God, it does not mean that God’s love, compassion and mercy are mere figures of speech.”65 Yet, “compassionate response is not induced in God by the distress of creatures, as if they were able to effect a change in the nature of an otherwise uncompassionate being; rather, response is grounded in the living God’s essential nature, that is, in his voluntary disposition.”66


  As sovereignly willed, unmotivated and impassible, God’s love is unconditionally constant. God “maintains eternal fidelity in love” as “the steadfast God, not a vacillating sovereign.”67 Humans cannot affect God’s love for them. Moreover, God’s love does not diminish his righteousness or holiness, or preclude his judgment or wrath. Justification from divine wrath is a “voluntary act of mercy” and “does not flow from the justice of God as an inner necessity of God’s nature.” As such, God’s “righteousness” is “coextensive with his love.”68


  The Process Alternative: The Immanent-Experientialist Model of Divine Love


  The transcendent-voluntarist model is categorically rejected by the ­immanent-experientialist model, which posits that divine love is universal sympathy, the feeling of all others’ feelings. In order to understand this conception one must first understand process ontology, which itself describes love. In Hartshorne’s panentheistic system, God includes the world via essential relationship and yet is more than the world.69 As such, God is neither wholly other than the world nor identical with the world (pantheism). In order to better understand this system, I will first summarize Hartshorne’s process ontology of the world (panpsychism), then his divine ontology (dipolar theism) and the relationship between the two (panentheism), and finally divine love (universal sympathy).


  The nature of the world: Panpsychism. For Hartshorne, becoming, the continual temporal process of change, is the basic form of reality.70 Everything consists of creative minds (even at the subatomic level), and every mind relates to others as both subject (knower) and object (known) within a social process of events (panpsychism).71 For Hartshorne, to know is to feel, and each mind is thus both feeler (subject) and felt (object) in social relationship.72 Every mind is always in the process of becoming in relationship because each knower (the subject, feeler) is changed by what it knows (the object, that which is felt). Indeed, according to Hartshorne’s panpsychism, to know something is to include that which is known such that what is known is constitutive of the knower (an internal relation), while that which is known is not affected by being known (an external relation).73 The knower (subject) is thus internally related to what is known (part or the whole of the object) and constituted by it, whereas that which is known (object) is externally related to the knower (subject) and unaffected.74


  In this manner, each mind is coinherent with other minds, but often only partially so since each mind (except for God) knows only partially, and only that which is known (the relata) is included in the knower (subject). Within this relationship various minds retain “individual distinctness,” and each possesses some degree of freedom (creativity) even when acted on.75 Thus all reality is an indeterministic and interdependent creative synthesis of partially determined and self-determined minds interacting as both subjects (knower, feeler) and objects (known, felt) in continual, relational process.


  God and the God-world relationship: Dipolar theism and panentheism. In Hartshorne’s ontology of dipolar theism, God is the supreme, all-inclusive mind and therefore the compound individual of the world, not identical or equivalent to the world, but including the world while being more than the world (panentheism). As the supreme mind, God is also subject to the spatio-temporal, indeterministic and interdependent creative synthesis of minds in continual, relational process. God is the universal and supreme subject (knower) and is thereby supremely relative.76 In this way, God is partially dependent and independent, partially determined and self-determined; the eminently moved mover of all and the all-knowing feeler of all feelings. Yet God is also the universal object, known (in part) by every subject.77


  God’s dipolarity (as universal subject and object), or dual transcendence, refers to God’s eminent exemplification of the admirable characteristics of metaphysical contraries.78 These poles are ontologically distinguishable yet ontically inseparable, such that God is, at once, the absolute-relative, ­abstract-concrete, potential-actual, necessary-contingent, universal-particular, supreme compound individual (universal object-subject).79 Just as the subject (knower) includes its object (known), God as the universal subject (concrete and relative) includes the universal object (abstract and absolute).80 For example, God is absolute in that no other can surpass him and his existence is necessary, yet he is supremely relative in that he is all-inclusive and thus continually in process, ever increasing as the world increases, such that the particularities of his existence are contingent.81 God is thus the self-surpassing surpasser of all, the transcendental relativity (surrelativism).82


  Since God is the universal subject who exhaustively and immediately knows all minds experientially (omniscience), he includes the world within himself (panentheism) and thereby feels the feelings of all others (universal sympathy) as supremely relative, growing and changing as the world grows.83 As the universal object, on the other hand, God is known (partially) by every mind (subject).84 In all this, God is essentially related to the world and thereby dependent on it, needing some world to exist.85 This essential panentheistic relationship, however, does not mean that God and the world are identical. The world is inseparable from and included in God, but God is more than the world. Accordingly, God’s relationship to the world might be thought of as analogous to that of a mind and a body or to that of social relativity, though both analogies are imperfect.86


  God, as universal subject (supreme knower and feeler of all feelings), is dependent on the world and partially determined by it.87 At the same time, God also maintains a degree of freedom and self-determination and is himself the most influential of all minds as the universal object.88 In this view, God is not omnipotent but possesses the greatest compossible power.89 Such power, however, is limited to acting by persuasion since all minds retain some degree of freedom (however slight).90 The enacting of God’s “will” is severely limited by the nature of social reality.91 God is thus the most moved mover and the persuasive mover of all, the most important cocreator of the interdependent creative synthesis of social process.


  Divine love in relation to the world. Since God is the universal, all-­inclusive subject, he feels all the feelings of the world and changes accordingly. This essential relation of God to the world is God’s universal sympathy, which is identical to his love.92 Hence, “love is joy in the joy (actual or expected) of another, and sorrow in the sorrow of another.”93 As such, Hartshorne’s system is summed up as “love,” which, “defined as social awareness, taken literally, is God.”94 God’s universal sympathy includes all the joy and suffering of the world according to God’s “infinite sensitivity,” as well as the desire for the well-being of all the minds that make up the indeterministic, relativistic, spatio-temporalistic panpsychism of social reality.95


  Since he necessarily feels the feelings of all others, God always loves all others with perfect adequacy (ethical immutability).96 Nevertheless, as the supremely relative all-inclusive lover, God continually grows and enjoys the ever-increasing value of the world (aesthetic perfectibility).97 Thus, “God is perfect in love, but never-completed” and “ever growing (partly through our efforts) in the joy, the richness of his life.”98 God’s love for others also amounts to self-love since God includes all others. However, since the divine inclusion of all else does not negate the individuality of God or the other minds, divine love is not merely self-love. God is altruistic in desiring the good of all others, yet at the same time all good brings value and enjoyment to God himself; God’s only motive is love.99


  In all this, God as universal subject is the supreme lover of all others, and as universal object he is also the supreme loved one of all others (though not the sole lover or loved one). God’s love is absolute in that it is absolutely relative; it always corresponds perfectly to all minds. Thus, God is the eminently relative all-sympathizer, the self-loving lover of all, dynamically relational, emotional and supremely passible.


  The Extent of the Conflict and Recent Dissatisfaction


  The survey above manifests the irreconcilable difference between the sovereignly willed, unaffected and unenriched, election love of the transcendent-voluntarist model and the all-sympathetic, immanent, affected and enriched, feeling love of the immanent-experientialist model. The crucial points of the conflict may be isolated by way of five integral questions regarding whether the God-world love relationship is unilateral or bilateral. First, does God choose to fully love only some, or love all, or is he essentially related to all such that he necessarily loves all? Second, does God only bestow and/or create value, or might he also appraise, appreciate and receive value? In other words, is divine love only arbitrarily willed, pure beneficence (thematic agape), or may it include desire or enjoyment (thematic eros)? Third, does God’s love include affection and/or emotionality such that God is concerned for the world, sympathetically or otherwise? Fourth, is divine love unconditional or conditional? Fifth, can God and humans be involved in a reciprocal (although asymmetrical) love relationship? These questions are matters of continuing theological debate, as other theologians have increasingly departed from one or both of these models, with many theologians seeking to overcome and/or challenge and transcend some of the binaries posited by these two competing positions.100


  Volitional versus essential love for the world. Does God choose to fully love only some, or does he choose to love all, or is he essentially related to all such that he necessarily loves all? In the transcendent-voluntarist model, divine love is freely and sovereignly willed, unmotivated beneficence. God’s love originates in his voluntary decision to bestow love on all, but is also limited by his decision as to whom he will love unto salvation (election love). The immanent-experiential model, on the other hand, supposes that divine love does not involve election, being descriptive of an ontologically necessary relation such that divine love is universal as sympathetic, indeterministic relationship.101


  From Hartshorne’s standpoint, the determinism of the transcendent-voluntarist model is unacceptable because it denies meaningful creaturely freedom and thus excludes love.102 As Daniel Day Williams states, “a will which allows no effective power to any other cannot be a loving will.”103 From Henry’s perspective, however, the immanent-experientialist model is unacceptable because it posits the necessity of the God-world relationship and makes God’s love for the world the result of nonvolitional relation, in contrast to Henry’s affirmation of God’s free creation of the world ex nihilo.104 Further, necessary love relationship between God and the world indiscriminately universalizes divine love, in contrast to Henry’s exclusivist concept of election love.105


  Positions taken by other theologians regarding this issue show the extent of the ongoing conflict regarding whether God’s love is volitional and/or essential, elective and/or necessary, particular and/or universal. Many theologians agree with the transcendent-voluntarist model that God loves all in some ways (common love), but only those whom God chooses are loved unto salvation (election love).106 On the other hand, Thomas Jay Oord ­believes such a view “sacrifices divine love,” thus voicing the question of many: “How can we say that God is loving if God arbitrarily chooses not to elect some to receive salvation?”107 Oord agrees with the immanent-­experientialist model that God necessarily loves all without distinction according to the essential (love) relation of God’s nature.


  Karl Barth presents an alternative wherein God freely and eternally determines the (derivative) election of all humans in Christ, himself the subject and object of election who provides universal atonement.108 For Barth, God is the one who loves in freedom, and yet there is an “inner necessity of the freedom of God.”109 On some recent readings of Barth’s doctrine of election, his perspective transcends any proposed dichotomy between contingency and necessity such that God’s free and eternal self-determination to be God for us in Jesus Christ is “contingently necessary.”110


  Many other theologians suggest that God loves everyone freely while granting humans freedom to reciprocate that love or not.111 In this view, God did not need this or any world, yet chooses not to exercise the full extent of his power, manifesting “a form of love that lets the creatures have their own existence.”112 In this sense, Vincent Brümmer contends, “the fact that God allows us as persons to retain the ability to turn away from him, excludes any form of universalism which holds that God’s love must triumph in the end and cause all to love him.”113 On the other hand, some theologians continue to defend the universalist position that God’s love will overcome and finally save everyone.114 Underlying the controversy regarding these issues is the supposition of many theologians that “love is by definition free,” directly related to the conflict between determinism and indeterminism.115 Debate continues over whether God’s love for the world is volitional and/or essential and to what extent.


  Disinterested versus evaluative love for the world. Does God only bestow and/or create value, or might he also appraise, appreciate and receive value? In other words, is divine love only arbitrarily willed, pure beneficence (thematic agape), or may it include desire or enjoyment (thematic eros)? In the transcendent-voluntarist model God, as entirely perfect and self-sufficient, is only the benefactor but never the beneficiary. While God is not “indifferent” since he “realizes value in and through the world” in the sense that “he ascribes worth to the created universe,” this involves no “change in God” and thus God derives no pleasure or value from the world.116 Rather, God’s love is wholly gratuitous gift love (thematic agape) to the exclusion of desirous or receiving love (thematic eros); “the love of God is conceived aright” only when “the love of God is discerned in terms of grace.”117


  Conversely, the immanent-experientialist model contends that God feels all feelings (universal sympathy) and thus benefits or suffers along with all joys and sorrows such that the value of his life increases along with the world. Accordingly, the meaning of life is “to serve and glorify God, that is, literally to contribute some value to the divine life which it otherwise would not have.” Accordingly, if God “can receive value from no one, then to speak of serving him is to indulge in equivocation.”118 In Hartshorne’s view, “to love a being yet be absolutely independent of and unaffected by its welfare or suffering seems nonsense.”119 Furthermore, he claims that “the idea that God equally and solely experiences bliss in all his relations is once for all a denial of the religiously essential doctrine that God is displeased by human sin and human misfortune,” and “without such displeasure, the words ‘just’ and ‘loving’ seem mockeries.”120 For Hartshorne, “such a God could not love in a real sense, for to love is to find joy in the joy of others and sorrow in their sorrows,” but the “wholly perfect could neither gain nor lose.”121


  However, Henry contends that his conception of divine love includes judgment and wrath against evil, whereas the immanent-experientialist model rules out true evaluation, since God himself feels all the feelings of others, meaning that he must enjoy the sadism of the sadist and, as such, “God becomes so meshed with historical processes that he internally experiences the quality of evil and is steeped in inner conflict.” Further, the thought of God being enriched or appreciating any external value is ontologically unacceptable: “Involvement of God in temporal processes compromises his divine transcendence and portrays him as becoming progressively enriched in experience with the passing of time. The result of Hartshorne’s panpsychism is loss of the omniscient and immutable God of the Bible.”122 Moreover, Henry contends that process theology “cannot avoid replacing agapē with eros as the nature of divine love.” In the transcendent-voluntarist model God acts in history “out of self-giving love,” whereas in the immanent-­experientialist model God acts “to expedite his own fulfillment.”123


  Akin to the transcendent-voluntarist model, many theologians see God as the giver who creates and bestows value but never receives it. As John Piper explains, “‘God is love’ is this: it belongs to the fullness of God’s nature that he cannot be served but must overflow in service to his creation. The very meaning of God is a being who cannot be enriched but always remains the enricher.”124 In this way, divine love is utterly gratuitous such that, as Millard Erickson puts it, God’s “love for us and for his other creatures is completely disinterested.”125 This view is often associated with the dichotomy between desirous “need love” (thematic eros) and purely altruistic “gift love” (thematic agape).126 Others, however, reject this dichotomy. For example, Thomas Oden states, “to separate eros and agapē or to oppose them or set them absolutely off against each other as alternatives (cf. Nygren, Agapē and Eros) is to view love incompletely and to fail to understand how one dimension may strengthen the other.”127


  Parallel to this, many theologians, such as Brümmer, reject the concept of love as “pure giving without receiving,” contending that such “is not love but mere beneficence” so that God may only be “said to care for us but not about us.”128 Jürgen Moltmann adds that God is capable of receiving value, or “an increase of his riches and his bliss.”129 Likewise, Oden states, “God loves all creatures in the twofold sense that God unapologetically enjoys them for their own sake and desires their answering, enjoying love in response to eternally patient, self-sacrificial love.”130 Thus, whether God only bestows value or might also receive enjoyment from the world remains an issue of considerable disagreement, with implications regarding divine self-sufficiency and the supposed altruism-egoism dichotomy.


  Impassible versus primarily passive love. Does God’s love include affection and/or emotionality such that God is concerned for the world, sympathetically or otherwise? The transcendent-voluntarist model affirms the impassibility of God, yet posits that God does have self-determined feelings. The immanent-experientialist model, in contrast, views God as utterly passible as the universal subject and feeler of all feelings, such that love is identical with his all-encompassing sympathy. Accordingly, Hartshorne harshly criticizes impassibilists: “Using the word ‘love,’ they emptied it of its most essential kernel, the element of sympathy, of the feeling of others’ feelings. It became mere beneficence, totally unmoved (to use their own word) by the sufferings or joys of the creatures. . . . A heartless benefit machine is less than a friend.”131 In his view, impassibility rules out the genuine love of God: “Since love involves dependence upon the welfare of the beloved, and in so far is a passion, God, being passionless, wholly active, is necessarily exempt from it.”132


  In contrast, Henry argues that a suffering, passible God would amount to a deficient, needy deity. In his view, “process theologians err twice over when they league evangelical theism with an immovable and uncompassionate Absolute and when they depict biblical writers as champions of a changing God who in some respects depends upon the universe.” For Henry, “God conceived primarily as our ‘fellow sufferer’ is not the immutable God of the Bible. All talk of the final liberation of man . . . must end in a question mark if God himself is a struggling, suffering deity.”133


  This impasse continues to spark considerable debate. On the one hand, process ontology has been heavily criticized, and many theologians continue to favor divine impassibility, variously defined.134 Some maintain an unqualified view of impassibility, denying “that God experiences inner emotional changes of state” either “freely from within or by being acted upon from without.”135 On the other hand, Rob Lister affirms a qualified impassibility wherein “God is both invulnerable to involuntarily precipitated emotional vicissitude and supremely passionate about his creatures.”136 A number of other impassibilists similarly affirm that God may have emotional states, but “His feelings are not the result of actions imposed upon Him by others,” since “God cannot be acted upon by anything outside of Himself.”137 D. A. Carson also affirms that God is impassible, yet he discourages “attempts to strip God’s love of affective content and make it no more than willed commitment to the other’s good,” claiming that an emotionless God is “profoundly unbiblical and should be repudiated.” Yet, “a God who is terribly vulnerable to the pain caused by our rebellion is scarcely a God who is in control or a God who so perfect he does not, strictly speaking, need us.”138


  Donald Bloesch goes a step further, stating, “The classical idea of perfection as all-sufficiency and completeness had indubitably penetrated Christian thinking and prevented the church through the ages from giving due justice to the biblical idea of God sharing the pain and suffering of his people.” Although opposing process theology, he states that “the modern process conception of God who shares our suffering is probably closer to the Biblical view than the Hellenistic conception of a God who is wholly self-contained, who is removed from temporality and exempt from vulnerability.”139 Similarly, Wayne Grudem states, “the idea that God has no passions or emotions at all clearly conflicts with much of the rest of Scripture, and for that reason I have not affirmed God’s impassibility,” for “the opposite is true”: God “certainly does feel emotions.”140 In contrast, Karl Barth’s view is particularly interesting, affirming divine constancy while eluding the typical framing of impassibility versus passibility.141 He states that the God of the Bible “can feel, and be affected. He is not impassible,” yet “He cannot be moved from outside by an extraneous power” but “is moved and stirred” by “His own free power.”142


  Moltmann, however, unequivocally affirms passible divine love, as he claims that a God incapable of suffering “is poorer than any human” and “a loveless being.”143 Similarly, Williams states, “Impassibility makes love meaningless.”144 Passible love, however, need not exclude volition. As Oord puts it, both intention and feeling are “always present in an expression of love.”145 As many theologians move toward divine passibility, Kevin Vanhoozer comments, “it is becoming increasingly difficult for classical theists to defend the intelligibility of the love of God as an apathetic and unilateral benevolence.”146 Yet there are increasing signs that “impassibilism seems to have begun a miniature resurgence.”147 Thus the conflict over the issue of the passibility or impassibility of divine love continues.


  Volitionally unconditional versus essentially unconditional love. Bound up with the questions above is the issue of whether and in what sense divine love is unconditional or conditional, ungrounded or grounded, or something else. For both the immanent-experientialist and transcendent-­voluntarist models, divine love is unconditional and cannot be forfeited, yet in very different ways. In the immanent-experientialist model, God’s love is ontologically necessary. Divine love cannot be conditional or subject to forfeiture because God is essentially related to and dependent on the world, and this sympathetic “dependence is mutuality, is love.” Hartshorne thus criticizes the view that “the only really pure—or, at least, the highest—love is that which springs from no ‘need’ of the beloved, that which ‘overflows’ from a purely self-sufficient being who derives nothing from any other.”148 In the transcendent-voluntarist model, conversely, God’s love is that from a purely self-sufficient being, dependent only on his free sovereign will, and thus God “maintains eternal fidelity in love.”149 Whereas on Hartshorne’s view, God needs to love some world, Henry contends that God does not need to love any world, but he does so voluntarily and unconditionally.


  Many other recent theologians also view God’s love as unconditional. For example, Michael Horton contends that “God’s love is unconditioned by anything in the creature.”150 Likewise, Leon Morris explains that God’s love is both “unconditional” and “spontaneous and unmotivated.”151 Accordingly, God “will never cease to love” his people since the “constancy of his love depends on what he is rather than on what they are.”152 In Oord’s essential kenosis theology, God’s love is likewise “unconditional,” such that “God loves us no matter what we do.”153 However, “God loves necessarily” and “cannot not love” humans because “unconditional love refers to God’s eternal nature as necessarily including love for creatures,” that is, “God’s essential nature includes love for the world.”154 From a different perspective, T. F. Torrance believes that God’s “self-originating Love” is the ground of his “unconditional love toward” all humankind, such that God “can no more cease loving, or cease to love us, than he can cease to be God or go back on the incarnation and death of his only Son.” Yet, while “the love of God remains unchangeably what it was and is and ever will be,” humans “may [inexplicably] reject the love of God.”155


  Others contend that divine love includes conditions, as apparent in the biblical accounts of the divine-human relationship. For example, D. A. Carson refers to “God’s conditional, covenantal love.” Indeed, the Scriptures “tell us that Christians remain in the love of God and of Jesus by obedience,” and it is therefore “possible for Christians not to keep themselves in the love of God.”156 Is God’s love, then, unconditional as many theologians affirm (although in vastly different manners) and, if so, in what sense(s)?


  Unilateral versus reciprocal love. Can God and humans be involved in a reciprocal (albeit unequal) love relationship? On the transcendent-­voluntarist model, God is the sole giver, who sovereignly wills love toward humans as pure beneficence (thematic agape) and loves some unto salvation (election love).157 In the immanent-experientialist model, however, love describes the essential God-world relation such that divine love is universal, undifferentiated and necessarily reciprocal. Hartshorne thus rejects Henry’s exclusivist election love: “God is held to love all, not just a few; always; not just at times; in all their being, not with neglect of this or that aspect.” For Hartshorne, Henry’s conception amounts to “metaphysical snobbery toward relativity, dependence, or passivity.”158


  From Henry’s standpoint, a mutable being is unworthy of worship, much less worshipful love. Further, Henry contends that “God’s absoluteness” is not “incompatible with his real relationship to others.” However, “Christian theism disallows intrinsically necessary divine relationships to man and the world, and insists on God’s essential independence,” in opposition to process theology’s position of an indiscriminately universal and “mutual relationship,” which “obscures God’s causal efficacy in relation to the universe.”159


  Many theologians agree with the view that God’s love is akin to unilateral beneficence based on God’s sovereign election. For instance, Leon Morris asserts that human love toward God is the work of divine election.160 In contrast, a number of scholars believe the God-world love relationship involves give and take, whereas a “‘one-way’ relationship, a giving without receiving,” is “strangely inadequate.”161 For Thomas Oden, “God’s love for humanity, like all love, is reciprocal. God prizes the world, and values especially human creatures, who have the freedom and imagination to respond to God and to share with God consciousness and compassion.”162 In this view, God seeks freely reciprocal love from humans.163 Brümmer adds, “love must by its very nature be a relationship of free mutual give and take, other­wise it cannot be love at all.”164 In E. Ray Clendenen’s view, on the other hand, “‘divine love’ that ‘respects human freedom, even to the extent of allowing humanity to be utterly irrational and perverse—that is, to reject the love that has created, sustained, and redeemed it’ is a love without arms and legs, that is, not divine at all.”165 From a far different perspective, Oord views give-and-take love relationship as necessary, since “all existence is essentially related and reciprocal.”166


  The conflict regarding the reciprocality of the divine-human love relationship extends to whether God’s love is universal, particular or both. As seen above, many theologians contend that God loves all but loves only some unto salvation. For example, J. I. Packer believes that particular love reaches only those whom God has sovereignly elected, while universal love corresponds to God’s common grace. Thus God “loves all in some ways,” and he loves “some in all ways.”167 However, other theologians suggest that God’s love “is universal rather than selective”; God loves “all without discrimination. None is excluded.”168 Some theologians add further nuance, agreeing that God’s love does not reach all equally but disagreeing with the view that this is the result of God’s unilateral decision. Thus, Thomas Oden states, “All things are loved by God, but all things are not loved in the same way by God, since there are degrees of capacity, receptivity, and willingness among varied creatures to receive God’s love.”169


  In this regard, determinists generally contend that God is just in only loving some unto salvation (election love), since all are sinners and rightly deserve punishment. In their view, that God is gracious to some who are undeserving is a quality that should be praised rather than questioned.170 However, Stephen T. Davis objects with a striking analogy: “Suppose I discover that my two sons are both equally guilty of some wrong—say they both trampled some of my wife’s beloved roses in our backyard. And suppose I say to one of them: ‘You are guilty and your punishment is that you will be confined to your room.’ And suppose I say to the other one: ‘You are equally guilty, but as a gift of love, I’m going to let you go without punishment.’ Surely it is obvious on the face of it that I have been unfair.”171 Thus there remains considerable disagreement as to whether God’s love relationship with the world is unilateral or reciprocal and universal and/or particular.


  Conclusion


  The transcendent-voluntarist and immanent-experientialist models thus represent mutually exclusive conceptions of divine love that conflict in fundamental ways. Other theologians have increasingly called into question tenets of both models, evidencing an increasing level of dissatisfaction with regard to each. Significant conflict continues over the nature of divine love, especially regarding whether God’s love for the world is volitional or essential, evaluative or nonevaluative, passible or impassible, conditional or unconditional, and unilateral or reciprocal. The following chapters seek to address the conflict by way of a canonical approach to systematic theology, explained in chapter two.


  2


  Toward Addressing the Conflict


  A Canonical Approach


  The transcendent-voluntarist and immanent-experientialist models of divine love depict mutually exclusive conceptions of love and divine ontology, amounting to a fundamental impasse.1 These and other conceptions of love tend to move from divine ontology to love, the latter being constrained and shaped by the former.2 The approach explained in this chapter, however, inverts the prevalent order by first investigating the canonical depiction of divine love, while temporarily bracketing out (epoché), as much as possible, ontological presuppositions.3 This final-form canonical approach to systematic theology affords epistemological primacy to the canon as a whole (tota Scriptura), which provides the content for a model of divine love that seeks internal coherence and rigorous correspondence to Scripture, and might illuminate the (implicit) biblical theo-ontology underlying the God-world relationship.


  The Final-Form Canonical Approach to Systematic Theology


  As the name suggests, the final-form canonical approach accepts the biblical canon as the divinely revealed, inspired and preserved basis of Christian doctrine.4 The selection of Scripture is admittedly a presupposition, the justification of which is beyond the scope of this work.5 Notably, however, postmodern epistemology has overcome the strictures of logical positivism. As Kevin Vanhoozer puts it: “Instead of making robust claims to absolute knowledge, even natural scientists now view their theories as interpretations.”6 As such, every system requires the selection of a starting point. This is not to say that all choices are equally adequate or valuable, but rather that it is not necessary to provide a defense of one’s epistemological starting point a priori. Therefore, as Fernando Canale states: “If the meaning of the ultimate framework for intelligibility rests on human choice, why not choose divine revelation as available in Scripture?”7


  This approach to the text as canon includes three notable commitments regarding the nature of Scripture: (1) a high view of the revelation-­inspiration of the canon, (2) the dual authorship (divine and human) of the canonical text, and (3) grammatical-historical procedures of exegesis. Although readers need not subscribe to these commitments in order to follow along with my treatment of divine love, a basic explanation of these commitments may assist the reader in understanding my conclusions.


  First, I am committed to a high view of the revelation and inspiration of the biblical canon as infallible, meaning that the canon is fully trustworthy and unfailingly accurate in all that it affirms. Accordingly, I believe that divine revelation was accurately inscripturated in the canon via divine inspiration (2 Tim 3:16; 2 Pet 1:20-21) in such a way that the words written by the human authors are the word of God (compare 1 Thess 2:13).8 In the words of Vanhoozer, the “canon” is “Christ’s Spirit-borne commissioned testimony to himself.”9


  Second, on this view, the canon is a text with dual authorship (divine and human) that is rendered harmonious (neither monolithic nor self-­contradictory) via divine revelation and inspiration.10 There is, then, a “properly theological unity implicit in the idea that God is the ultimate communicative agent speaking in Scripture,” the “divine author” of the canon.11 My reading of the canon as a unified and internally congruent corpus is undergirded by this view of the Holy Spirit’s superintendence of the writing process, including the trustworthy conveyance of the history and worldview that is presented in specific texts and in the canonical text as a whole.12 As Vanhoozer puts it, “we must read the Bible canonically, as one book. Each part has meaning in light of the whole (and in light of its center, Jesus Christ).”13 Accordingly, the canonical text is the most trustworthy source of theological data such that claims that are properly derived from the canon about God’s relationship to the world (and ontological claims implied thereby) are taken as theologically significant.14 One who does not subscribe to this view may nevertheless appreciate the canonical reading laid out here by allowing something like a new literary-criticism approach to the final-form canon as a unified literary work15 and/or entertaining the possibility of a final-form canon that was redacted in a way that the community perceived to be sufficiently internally congruent.16 The implementation of this canonical approach regarding divine love might then serve as an informative case study.


  Third, I have used grammatical-historical procedures of exegesis, only the conclusions of which are represented in this manuscript.17 This means, among other things, that I take the claims made in the text (carefully interpreted exegetically) to be accurate and historical.18 This approach does not look “behind” the text to a reconstructed precanonical history but focuses on the text’s own claims as they are given in the final-form canon.19 Taking the canon as accurately representing its own history, this approach considers relevant extant historical materials (e.g., other ancient literature, artifacts) while reserving priority for the canonical text.20 Here again, one who questions whether the canon accurately depicts history might suspend judgment and ask what kind of claims (historical and otherwise) the text itself presents and to what theological views those claims lead. Regardless of presuppositions regarding the nature of the text, each reader can ask along with me regarding divine love: (1) what is the theology depicted in (rather than behind) the text and (2) what does all of the canonical data depict when taken together as a cohesive literary document in its final form?


  Canonical correspondence and coherence. Two criteria of adequacy pertain to this canonical approach: correspondence to the canon and internal coherence.21 Canonical coherence seeks a system with internal consistency and lucidity. This approach subscribes to the canon’s own claims to internal coherence and thus entails a sympathetic reading of the canon, seeking the congruity of diverse texts without injury to individual texts and expecting internal consistency (but not simplistic identicality) without dismissing or overlooking areas of perceived or apparent tension.22 As such, the canon may be approached as a unified composition while recognizing the diversity stemming from human authorship and various historical contexts.23 Yet some have suggested that, for the sake of legitimate, critical study, any presupposition of the truthfulness of the text should be tabled.24 However, why not first look for coherence and consistency in the text without uncritically assuming it? As Daniel J. Treier explains, the considerable diversity and polyphony of the canon does not necessarily amount to a disharmonious cacaphony of voices; even where “the same vocabulary” and intertextual allusions are used “in markedly different ways” (e.g., Rom 4 and Jas 2 of Gen 15:6), “if each addresses different questions, it is plausible that their voices are complementary rather than contradictory.”25 Accordingly, as I. Howard Marshall notes, where tensions arise there might be an “underlying unity,” despite a “different level of perception.”26 Faithful attention to the diversity in Scripture itself points the interpreter back to the text to seek understanding that progressively expands in depth and breadth.


  The historical rationale for approaching the canonical text as mutually consistent and complementary, despite its varied authorship and historical contexts, stems from the view that canonical texts were written from within the stream of canon that preceded them such that successive human authors consciously intended faithfulness to preceding canonical writings, by which their preconceptions were shaped and corrected (e.g., Is 8:20).27 As Anthony Thiselton comments, “Intertextual resonances form part of the hermeneutic of the biblical traditions themselves.”28 The theological rationale for such an approach affirms the canonical claim that Scripture is divinely revealed and inspired and is, as such, a unified (though not monolithic) document; it is not merely the words of humans but the word of God (compare 2 Tim 3:16; 1 Thess 2:13), itself containing numerous examples of something like a canonical approach.29 Vanhoozer thus refers to the “Bible as a unified canonical whole,” which should “ultimately count as a divine communicative work” that comprises “the entire length and breadth of the canon.”30


  This canonical approach, then, focuses on textual and intertextual interpretation of the canon as a unified, literary document in accordance with the analogy of Scripture (analogia Scripturae), seeking the maximum achievable correspondence to the intention in the text, which must be discernible, demonstrable and defensible.31 The intention in the text is the effect of authorial (divine and human) intent. While the text inscripturates authorial intention to some degree, only the effect of that intention (the text) remains an object of investigation.32 The interpreter’s task is to identify the intent that remains discernible in the text and thereby interpret the meaning in the text, insofar as possible. As differentiated from reader-response theories, then, Christopher Seitz explains that a canonical reading “shares a concern for the objective reality of the text and for its intentional direction and ruled character.”33 Accordingly, this approach adopts a hermeneutical (critical) realist perspective that determinate meaning in the text exists prior to interpretation,34 “while recognizing that the interpreter brings his/her own horizon to the text such that explicating the meaning in the text is an imperfect, complex, and continual process” requiring an ongoing hermeneutical spiral.35 The text as canon thus provides the objective control to which interpretation should conform.


  Accordingly, this canonical approach includes exegesis as a crucial starting point but transcends exegetical limitations, looking beyond (but never overlooking) individual texts toward the theological interpretation of the entire canon.36 This approach likewise transcends biblical theology insofar as that discipline refers to the compilation and summary of particular books or themes. Going beyond an outline of biblical data, the canonical approach asks theological questions of the canon, seeking text-based and text-controlled answers, with careful attention to avoid extracanonical presuppositions. The canonical approach thus includes the exegesis and compilation of biblical data but applies them to the quest for the inner logic of the text(s) in relation to the entire canon, without dismissing the complexity of the texts.37


  Hermeneutical and phenomenological exegesis. This process is further clarified by Fernando Canale’s distinction between hermeneutical and phenomenological exegesis.38 Hermeneutical exegesis refers to the philological and historical dimensions of the exegetical method, while phenomenological exegesis refers to interpretation that goes beyond a particular pericope in seeking the canonical horizon that impacts the meaning of the text(s).39 As such, phenomenological exegesis uses exegetically derived canonical data in order to uncover the ontology implicit in the canon and, in so doing, address the conflict between the interpreter’s metaphysical framework and that which is constitutive of the internal logic of the canon by continually subjecting the interpreter’s horizon to the canonical horizon.40 As Vanhoozer explains, “Doctrine is largely a matter of exegesis, of providing ‘analyses of the logic of the scriptural discourse.’”41 Whereas the questions and tools of philosophical analysis may be used, the “data” and “answers” of philosophical systems are not afforded epistemological weight but always subjected to the canon.42 Accordingly, this approach brackets out (epoché), as far as possible, the interpreter’s (known) preconceptions in favor of the (identifiable) preconceptions required by the text in its pericope as well as the text as canon, thereby seeking to allow the canon to provide its own metaphysical framework.43 As Canale states, “In this phase of data interpretation, exegetes and theologians cancel out all previously inherited theories that could prove to be hindrances to the understanding of Scripture.”44


  Despite the intent to overcome them, however, preconceptions will remain. As Gerhard Maier puts it, “Every hermeneutic will be grounded in certain metaphysical convictions,” but “which presuppositions” and “assumptions” are “justified” and “legitimate”?45 Consequently, the hermeneutical spiral is never complete, ever moving toward a more adequately canonical metaphysical framework while correcting the interpreter’s horizon. While looking at the text hermeneutically to ascertain the textual intent (both divine and human), the canonical approach also uncovers the ontological suppositions that provide the framework for the text’s communication. Phenomenological exegesis thus complements hermeneutical exegesis by way of reciprocal interdependence; the former keeps the canonical horizon in view while the latter’s focus on individual verses and pericopes contributes to and corrects the interpreter’s metaphysical framework in an ongoing spiral that does not subvert the multivalency of the text(s).46 These complementary categories of exegesis address the two hermeneutical circles (the text and the interpreter, and the canonical parts and whole) from the standpoint of the epistemological primacy of the final-form canon for systematic theology.47


  Overall, this final-form canonical approach uses the canon as the source of answers to theological questions, toward the articulation of a coherent system that corresponds to the text as nearly as achievable while continually subjecting the interpreter’s horizon to that of the canon in a hermeneutical spiral. Any extracted theological model is by no means the final word but remains secondary to the canonical text, which further corrects the system by way of ongoing canonical investigation. Therefore, the model of divine love sought in this study intentionally avoids prior commitment to ontological systems, in search of rigorous correspondence to the text as canon.48 This is accomplished by first ascertaining the canonical description of divine love and thereafter asking what must God be like, inverting the prevalent order of presupposing ontology, then reasoning to divine characteristics.49


  Method of investigation and presentation. This canonical approach was implemented in my investigation by first conducting an inductive reading of the entire canon, which analyzed any texts and/or passages that might address the systematic questions raised by the conflict of interpretations (see chapter one). The data extracted from this investigation were analyzed and grouped in an ongoing spiral that included both narrowing and expansion of the data in accordance with the findings. Although the canonical data were investigated inductively, this book lays out the material deductively by grouping the pertinent content under five aspects of divine love that were garnered from the canon and responsive to the systematic questions (see chapters four through eight).50 Since the large amount of canonical data precludes an exhaustive presentation of its analysis, the thematic presentation in the following chapters consists of but a survey of the research conducted.


  This book does not attempt to produce an exhaustive conception of divine love but is limited to outlining a canonical and systematic model of divine love in the God-world relationship, open to revision based on the implications of ongoing investigation. Thus, rather than addressing the entire concept of love, or even of divine love, this book focuses on divine love in the context of the God-world relationship. As such, intratrinitarian love is addressed only to the extent that it sheds light on the nature of God’s love in relationship to the world.


  Regarding the treatment of biblical material pertaining to the incarnate Christ’s love, a decision is required. Should such passages be used as evidence regarding the nature of divine love? This study operates on the view that Christ was (and is) fully divine and became fully human without divesting himself of divinity.51 According to the canon, Christ came to reveal God and proclaimed in no uncertain terms: “He who has seen Me has seen the Father” (Jn 14:9; compare Jn 1:14; 2 Cor 4:4; Col 2:9; Heb 1:2-3; 1 Jn 4:9).52 I therefore take seriously the manifestation of divinity set forth in the person and work of Christ. Yet how can this be done without collapsing the divine nature into the merely human?


  The relevance of examples of Christ’s love depends on the manner in which one believes Christ’s life corresponds to and/or reveals the divine life. There are many proposals in this regard that may fall within acceptable limits of orthodoxy, and it is beyond the scope of this work to directly address these ongoing debates.53 For the purposes of this study, one need not commit to any particular means of adjudicating these issues/questions beyond recognition of the minimal claim that the single person of Christ was fully divine and fully human, allowing one to affirm at least the possible relevance of the life of Jesus for the conception of God’s love proper. Without delving into the myriad interpretive issues and disagreements regarding the application of properties to Christ’s divine and/or human natures, then, this study operates on the hypothesis that the testimony regarding the person of Christ sheds light on the nature of God’s love (without presupposing the precise manner in which it does so).54


  In this regard, one might entertain a modified view of communicatio idiomatum such that, absent compelling canonical reasons otherwise, the data regarding the incarnate Christ’s love correspond not only to his humanity but also his divinity.55 Significantly, this does not entail that the experiences of God in Christ be understood as identical to those of ordinary humans. To ascribe the experiences of Jesus univocally to God would require the conclusion that God becomes hungry, thirsty, tired and so on. On this working approach, however, if one allows the possibility that divinity might condescend in the person of Christ to assume the capacity to feel (among other things) hunger, thirst, fatigue and so on, then one might have no difficulty taking seriously the view that Christ manifests not merely human love but also divine love, albeit as it operates within the unique situation of the incarnation.56 However, the provisional nature of such an approach must be emphasized.


  On the approach of this study, then, no attempt is made to distinguish which dispositions and/or actions correspond to Christ’s divinity and/or humanity; all are (tentatively) taken to properly refer to Christ’s person as the supreme revelation of God to humans.57 Such an approach yields at least two important results. First, this approach takes seriously the claims of Christ that he reveals the Father (e.g., Jn 14:9) and thus takes the canonical data regarding the incarnate Christ as informing the conception of divine love (compare Rom 8:35, 39) while recognizing that the particular forms and manifestations of love by Jesus were limited and shaped by Christ’s humanity and historical situation. In the words of Kathryn Tanner, the “love of the Father for us is manifest in what the Son does, in much the same way a ray of light displays the character of its source.”58 Second, this approach recognizes the considerable correspondence between the characteristics of Christ’s love and that exhibited by Yahweh in the Old Testament and ascribed to Theos in the New Testament, which reinforces the notion that Christ incarnate manifests divine love.59 For example, depictions of divine compassion in the Old Testament and New Testament are strikingly similar to that manifested by Christ in the Gospels (compare Lk 1:58).60 Thus Leon Morris contends that “Christ’s action is God’s action. Christ’s love is God’s love.”61 Alan Torrance adds: “There can be no dichotomy between the divine and human agape in Christ.”62


  Notably, however, the findings of this study do not hinge on the admissibility of the depictions of Christ’s love; the five aspects of God’s love are evident apart from the data pertaining to Christ incarnate. Yet the striking correspondence between the depictions of Christ’s love and other depictions of God’s love throughout Scripture appears to reinforce both the foreconditional­-reciprocal model of divine love and the move to take the testimony regarding the person of Christ as illuminating the nature of divine love.63 As T. F. Torrance proclaims, the Gospels “speak powerfully of the Love of God in its concrete embodiment and manifestation in the self-giving love and compassion of Jesus” such that in Jesus “there is disclosed the very nature of the Love of our Father in heaven for all his children.”64


  Although a brief excursus such as this cannot do justice to the complexity of the issues involved, I trust that this brief treatment of my working approach provides an understandable rationale (if not agreeable to all) for the manner in which I treat passages pertaining to Christ’s incarnation. In order to orient the reader for the more detailed explanation of the aspects of divine love in the coming chapters, I now turn to a brief overview of the foreconditional-­reciprocal model of divine love as volitional, evaluative, emotional, foreconditional and ideally reciprocal.
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