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GOD’S BEST GIFT IS HIMSELF. That is a small sentence that will take the saints all eternity to fully grasp. But big as this small statement is, it is the bold claim Christianity makes. Consider the prayers of Christ and of Paul. Jesus, shortly before his arrest in John’s Gospel, prays to the Father: “I have made known to them your name, and I will continue to make it known, that the love with which you have loved me may be in them, and I in them” (Jn 17:26). Jesus’ great aim, his great desire, is that the Father will give himself in love to the saints just as the Father has always given himself in love to the Son. This is Jesus’ aim in revelation, and considering he prays this just moments before his crucifixion, it is the aim of his redeeming acts. And do not miss Jesus’ desire to indwell the saints. Jesus’ prayer shows that the Trinity’s great gift is the Trinity. Paul’s prayer makes the same point, except that the Holy Spirit joins the stage.

For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, from whom every family in heaven and on earth is named, that according to the riches of his glory he may grant you to be strengthened with power through his Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith—that you, being rooted and grounded in love, may have strength to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fullness of God. (Eph 3:14-19)


This is the language of a bold son who knows his Father will withhold nothing of value. Paul peers into the Father’s treasury as if to ask, “Father, give the church what you value most.” The content of these “riches of his glory” turns out to be the Spirit and the Son. Again, the Trinity’s great gift is the Trinity. The Father gives the Spirit, who binds the saints to Christ in his truth and his love. The result is that the saints are “filled with all the fullness of God.” It is the purpose of Christ’s redemption to procure this fullness, the purpose of the Spirit to impart it, the aim of Scripture to reveal it, and the role of the church to enjoy its reality forever in constant adoration. The purpose of this book is to follow one theologian’s attempt to describe this great gift.

Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758) believed that true grace in the heart of a saint is a communication and participation in divine fullness. This book is a sustained response to the basic question, What does he mean? In particular, how did Edwards navigate the Creator-creature distinction? Further still, how does Edwards’s view of grace as participation in divine fullness relate to his Reformed heritage?

In brief, when Edwards spoke of divine grace, he understood that the fullness that characterizes the Trinity and the incarnate Christ is given, with measure, to the saints. This divine fullness is not vested in created nature. Rather, it is above and discontinuous with created nature. It is “something of God.”1 However, at the same time this communication of divine fullness does not impart the divine essence. Thus, when God gives special grace, God gives himself to the creature, establishing a profound and even infinite union between Creator and creature. Yet, this communication never fuses the creature with the Creator. Rather, for all eternity God and the saints will enjoy a christologically mediated bond in the Spirit, which will increase perpetually but still never violate the Creator-creature distinction. This communication and participation in divine fullness is the end purpose of creation and redemption. Edwards believed that God’s great gift is himself, and that God designed creation to receive this grace and redeemed humanity in order to give this grace.

Edwards’s doctrine of true grace amounts to a species of what the Christian tradition has often called deification or theosis or divinization.2 Deification is a difficult category to define, but in broad terms it refers to a “comprehensive vision for the Christian life that centers on the saint’s participation in the divine nature, through the economic activity of the Son and the Spirit.” Theosis does this in a way that maintains the Creator-creature distinction, so that the human nature is not abrogated but brought to its ultimate goal.3 Many Edwards scholars have presented Edwards’s thought as a form of deification, and this study will validate that claim. However, calling Edwards’s doctrine a form of deification creates possible tension with his Reformed heritage. Deification language has never been common in Reformed circles. The absolute importance of maintaining the Creator-creature distinction led the mainstream Reformed tradition to shy away or repudiate words such as deification and theosis and divinization. Edwards himself abstained from deploying these words, despite the fact that he read and learned from theologians who did use them.

Nevertheless, if Edwards did not deploy the word deification, he did espouse a concept of grace that delivers its substance. Or perhaps better: Edwards’s doctrine of grace achieves the same broad aims as classical accounts of deification, but the result is a particularly Reformed subspecies of deification thought. I say it this way because, as I will argue, Edwards presents his vision of participation in divine fullness in defense of his Reformed heritage and as a development of Reformed categories and insight. It is not a foreign import. Edwards’s allegiance to his tradition did not mean he followed received patterns slavishly. Rather, his allegiance to his tradition moved him to look for ways to articulate its insights more fully. This led him to articulate special grace in a way that emphasized both the Creator-creature distinction and a real participation in fullness between them. For this reason I argue that Edwards’s doctrine of special grace represents a resource for contemporary Reformed theology’s engagement with participation soteriology and deification.


DEIFICATION, PARTICIPATION, AND ONTOLOGY IN CONTEMPORARY THEOLOGY


In order to grasp more fully the significance and context for this project, it is helpful to have some deeper background on the state of current participation scholarship and how Edwards’s doctrine of grace relates to this conversation.

Over the course of the last thirty years, deification—or the functionally synonymous ideas of divinization and theosis—has become something of a “theological desideratum” for contemporary theology.4 In the early twentieth century, it was viewed as primarily an Eastern Orthodox doctrine, and many Westerners viewed it as a Hellenistic aberration.5 That has now changed. Luther scholars are claiming deification for Luther, Calvin scholars are claiming it for Calvin, Wesley scholars for Wesley, and as part of the larger trend, Edwards scholars are claiming it for Edwards.6 This widespread embrace of deification grew, in part, out of the twentieth century’s Russian diaspora. As Russian scholars such as Vladimir Lossky and John Meyendorf and others presented their understandings of deification to the West, Western theologians responded by asking whether this idea is present in their own traditions.7 This has led many Western scholars to use the category of deification to describe their own tradition’s views on salvation.

However the Russian diaspora is not the only twentieth-century source for interest in deification theology. Theologians from both the Roman Catholic tradition and the Reformed tradition began redeploying the concept in their work. Adam Cooper argues that Reginald Garrigou- Lagrange, Karl Rahner, and Henri de Lubac, despite great differences, all espoused versions of deification soteriology.8 Similarly, Thomas Torrance called for a recovery of deification thought long before it was common among Protestants.9 These thinkers differed significantly in their approaches, but they demonstrate that deification was a growing concern for a wider portion of the church than just the Eastern Orthodox tradition. The West was already (re)discovering deification in its own traditions by the middle of the twentieth century.

Contemporary theology also shows a growing interest in ontological participation in God. That is, increasing numbers of theologians are taking up old questions of metaphysics and arguing that Christian tradition must recover a strong view of direct dependence on God for its very being. Radical Orthodoxy insists that a strong view of participatory metaphysics is key to resisting modern secularity and constructing a coherent Christian view of the world.10 Hans Boersma argues for a sacramental ontology that seeks to ground all reality in a teleological framework. This world exists to point beyond itself, and this world is fulfilled in Christ.11 Creation, these thinkers insist, is not disconnected from God. Resisting any hint of pantheistic or process theology, they all aim to demonstrate how it is that this creation relates to, depends on, and finds its ultimate fulfillment in God. The relationship between Creator and creature is a pressing concern.




THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THIS STUDY


What is the significance of these concerns? It may be in vogue to speak of deification and participatory metaphysics, but what does it matter? The answer helps locate the relevance of this book. I take it that all of these interests are ways of reconnecting God and God’s gift. The Christian tradition is a theology of grace. The church has always been concerned with God’s gift. Christianity has always understood that God is generous; he gives many gifts. God gives creation its being. God gives sustenance and preserves creation. God orchestrates his creation in his providence and care. Beyond all these common graces are special graces. God gives justification and reconciliation. God gives sanctification and glorification. God elects, redeems, calls, and preserves his saints. All this is grace. Yet, strange as it may seem, these categories can sometimes sound distant from God himself. Put differently, Christian theology can sometimes speak of ontology or soteriology without speaking about theology proper. The doctrine of God and the doctrines of creation and salvation seem sometimes so distinct as to be disconnected. Theology at its best never allows this, and I take it that underneath the present interest in participatory metaphysics and deification in particular is an instinct to draw together the doctrines of God and salvation. T. F. Torrance makes just this point in his appeal for a rediscovery of theosis (his preferred term):

At this point let me plead for a reconsideration by the Reformed Church of what the Greek fathers called theosis. This is usually unfortunately translated deification, but it has nothing to do with the divinization of man any more than the Incarnation has to do with the humanization of God. Theosis was the term the Fathers used to emphasize the fact that through the Spirit we have to do with God in his utter sublimity, his sheer Godness or holiness; creatures through we are, men on earth, in the Spirit we are made to participate in saving acts that are abruptly and absolutely divine, election, adoption, regeneration or sanctification and we participate in them by grace alone. Theosis describes man’s involvement in such a mighty act of God upon him that he is raised up to find the true centre of his existence not in himself but in Holy God, where he lives and moves and has his being in the uncreated but creative energy of the Holy Spirit. By theosis the Greek fathers wished to express the fact that in the new coming of the Holy Spirit we are up against God in the most absolute sense, God in his ultimate holiness or Godness.12


“We are up against God”: Christian theology is wrestling with what that means for both creation in general, and salvation in particular.

This book is a partial response to Torrance’s plea. Edwards operated within the Reformed tradition, and precisely from that starting point sought to show how all of creation is right up against God. All things participate in God for being, argues Edwards. But this participation is for purpose. All things participate in God for being so that God can communicate his divine fullness to his elect. This divine fullness is God giving himself, but it is a gift mediated by Christ and appropriate to a created receiver. Throughout his vision, Edwards maintains the Creator-creature distinction and does so precisely so as to show how God in Christ and by the Spirit bridges that chasm. All of this presents Edwards as a resource for Reformed reflection on both creational and soteriological participation.

The project, then, is oriented by the following question and thesis. Given the ecumenical conversation regarding theologies of deification and soteriological participation in general, and given the wide acceptance among Edwards scholars that he taught a strong version of soteriological participation, what is Jonathan Edwards’s particular contribution to this wider conversation? More specifically, how does Jonathan Edwards’s approach to the Creator-creature distinction contribute to a Reformed engagement with participation soteriology?

The argument I will develop in response is that Jonathan Edwards’s particular contribution to ecumenical interest in deification is his doctrine of special grace. This doctrine of special grace is a communication and participation in divine fullness, such that the fullness is simultaneously infinitely above created nature, and yet also not the divine essence. This manner of navigating the Creator-creature distinction achieves much that is associated with theosis, but does so (1) pursuant of Reformed polemical interests and (2) as a sympathetic development of the Reformed tradition of special grace. It therefore represents a resource for contemporary Reformed theology’s engagement with participation soteriology.




IS IT APPROPRIATE TO CALL EDWARDS’S DOCTRINE OF GRACE “DEIFICATION”?

It is important to address the question of whether it is accurate or helpful to characterize Edwards’s doctrine of grace with the term deification or theosis. Indeed, some scholars argue that nearly all Western appropriations of deification are problematic. Both Andrew Louth and Gosta Hallonsten have critiqued Western appropriations of deification from an Eastern Orthodox perspective. Bruce McCormack has critiqued the category of deification from a Reformed perspective.13 The debates center, in large part, on the question of definition. Some scholars have presented a minimal definition for deification. This approach allows many Western theologies to qualify as forms of deification.14 Others adopt a maximalist approach. This tends to restrict deification to the East alone.15 More recently, there is a growing consensus that even if the terms associated with deification are missing, the concept itself is often present in many iterations.16 In other words, there is room for a theologian who is not drawing on Eastern sources, and who does not use the term deification, to nevertheless contribute to the ecumenical conversation around the concept.

But should Edwards’s view of special grace bear the label theosis or deification? I have some hesitancy with the term. Edwards does not use the term, even though he read people who did. Further, the terms deification, theosis, and divinization are often associated with Eastern Orthodox theology. This is still true despite the Western appropriations of the concept. Given this association, there is a risk that in applying the terms to Edwards’s view of grace, one will imply that his thought borrows from the East or at least is eccentric to his Reformed heritage. Edwards was not reading Gregory Palamas, and I argue that his doctrine of grace was deeply rooted in his Reformed heritage. Given all of this I have been slow to label Edwards’s doctrine as deification.17

Yet despite this hesitancy, I believe it helpful to view Edwards’s doctrine of grace as a species of deification for the following reasons. First, deification scholarship, as I mentioned above, has begun to settle on the idea that a concept of deification may be present even if the word is absent and that the concept exists in more than just the Eastern Orthodox tradition. Second, this study is not simply a description of Edwards’s thinking. It is also a contribution toward Reformed engagement with deification and soteriological participation theology. That is, I present Edwards’s thought not just as a historical curiosity but as a resource for constructive theology in the Reformed tradition. If Reformed thought is going to take Torrance’s advice and engage with soteriological participation and deification (or his preferred term, theosis), then Edwards is one thinker to consult. Finally, deification and theosis are simply the words presently used in ecumenical conversation about soteriological participation. Every word has strengths and weaknesses, but in order to communicate one has to use the words available. In the eighteenth century, the term grace meant things that it does not often mean now. Similarly, today deification and theosis mean things that they did not mean then. Given the theological conversation around soteriological participation, the term deification, or theosis, seems the best fit for Edwards’s doctrine of grace.

This study takes the current deification conversations as a challenge to resource Jonathan Edwards’s doctrine of grace.18 It will show a particularly Reformed attempt to achieve many aspects that are often associated with deification, while at the same time maintaining core Reformed commitments. Some of these Reformed commitments will disqualify Edwards’s doctrine of grace from being termed deification by some theologians.19 Many other scholars will view Edwards’s doctrine of grace as a prime example of a Western, Protestant account of deification. The real benefit will be for that portion of the church called Reformed to investigate Edwards’s doctrine of grace and evaluate whether it opens opportunities for contemporary reflections on the nature of God’s gift in salvation.

In 1961 an ecumenical study of the doctrine of grace argued that central to the divide between Roman Catholic and Orthodox theology on the one hand, and the Reformation on the other, was the Reformation’s suspicion of the idea of participation in the life of God. The study appreciated much that is in the Reformation tradition and sought to present the three major branches of Christianity in the best possible light. But in the course of this, it challenged the Reformed churches to consider whether they might embrace the notion of participation as central to the doctrine of grace, just as Torrance did from within the tradition. Today, Reformed traditions are still cool to the notion, but there is reason to think the water is warming. Scholars such as Julie Canlis, Todd Billings, and Carl Mosser have argued that participation, in a particular iteration, is central to John Calvin.20

This study contributes to this move and presents Edwards as embracing the notions of participation while not surrendering the values that have been central to the Reformed project. This is a key element of its value. The current surge of interest in deification and accompanying themes grew, in large part, out of Eastern Palamism’s entrance into Western theological conversations. While this has been helpful in many respects, it has meant that deification-related conversations often proceed in a Palamite-centered universe. That is, the conversations can tend to take their cues from a Palamite gold standard.21 When Western theologians do this, two main problems can arise. First, there is a danger of misunderstanding or diminishing the East’s vision. Few Western scholars will take on the entire Palamite theological vision, so there can be a picking and choosing, which may not do justice to the East’s theology.22 Second, this approach carries dangers for the West’s own theological systems, because it can lead Western theologians to take on categories and concepts that are ill suited to their own tradition and dogmatic systems.23

This study attempts to avoid both dangers by (1) interpreting the current interest in deification and related concepts as a call for each tradition to a renewed investigation of its own theory of grace, and (2) relating Edwards’s theology of grace to these conversations not because his view is so similar to Palamism but because he represents a native Western and Reformed engagement with the themes of interest. Put differently, Western theology needs to explore its own heritage of divine participation without cutting and pasting from the East. There are many Western theologians who might provide rich insights for this pursuit, and this work presents Jonathan Edwards as one example, operating from a Reformed perspective.24




TERMINOLOGY


Terminology requires care. The ecumenical deification conversation, and the related scholarly conversations regarding various approaches to participation thought, use a sometimes confusing array of terms. With respect to this study, I will use deification and theosis synonymously. When I speak of Edwards’s own doctrine of deification, I will often use his own formula: grace (true or special) is a communication and participation in divine fullness. I will unpack this formula in the first chapter. For short, I will sometimes speak of “Edwards’s doctrine of grace.”

This study will also deal with the broader concept of participation theology. Participation theology comes in several forms, and I will delineate those differing forms of participation with distinct terms. I will sometimes describe deification with the term soteriological participation. In distinction from this, I will also speak of ontological participation. In some theologies these two types of participation—the participation that saves and the participation that undergirds being—are continuous. In those theologies there is little need to distinguish them. Edwards, however, made significant distinction between them, and I will show that this allowed him to parse out created nature and divine grace as truly distinct and yet related things. In the same vein, I will sometimes refer to two Greek words: methexis and koinōnia. Although these are sometimes near-synonyms in ancient Greek sources, contemporary participation scholarship uses these two Greek words as labels for two varieties of participation thought. Methexis is sometimes used to describe ontological participation in which the thing shared is being, substance or essence. Koinōnia is sometimes used to describe participation in which the thing shared is relationality, often between persons. I will use the terms in this way in part because they have become something of a convention in participation theology and therefore help map my argument to wider conversations outside Edwards studies. I will explain the methexis-koinōnia distinction in greater detail in chapter one.




POSITION WITHIN EDWARDS STUDIES


This study builds on the work of a great many scholars who have read Edwards deeply. While Edwards scholarship is too big a field to rehearse here, contemporary Edwards scholars can be divided into two broad camps that are relevant to the present work. First, there are scholars who tend to be influenced by the work of Sang Hyun Lee.25 These scholars tend to read Edwards as somehow operating on the edges of the Reformed tradition. Sometimes this means that Edwards valued his Reformed heritage, but that it was not at the center of his project, and other times it means that in certain areas of his philosophy he left his Reformed heritage behind him. These scholars will often view this move as the expression of Edwards’s theological or philosophical genius: his thought was more creative than his tradition could hold. On the other hand, more recently there are a group of scholars who read Edwards as operating within his Reformed heritage, and in such a manner that his thought cannot be understood without close reference to his Reformed theology.26 That is, this group thinks Edwards was a Reformed theologian first, before he was anything else. This group would readily highlight Edwards’s creative development and critique of his Reformed heritage, but they would tend to read him in light his fundamental loyalty to his theological heritage.27

This present work falls in line with the second group. In particular, I am very indebted to the work of Stephen Holmes, Oliver Crisp, John Bombaro, and Kyle Strobel. Within this group, I tend to follow Crisp and Bombaro on Edwards’s approach to creation and created nature, and I tend to follow Strobel on questions pertaining to Edwards’s doctrine of the Trinity and Edwards’s doctrine of salvation. Crisp and Bombaro have shown how Edwards viewed all creation to be immediately dependent on God for its being. This will undergird my account of created nature. On the other hand, Strobel has shown the congruity between Edwards’s doctrine of God as Trinity and his doctrine of grace. This congruity between theology proper and soteriology is the foundation of the doctrine of grace as participation in divine fullness that I will unpack. My work synthesizes the work of these scholars, presenting it in a new way, in order to leverage Edwards’s thought for contemporary Reformed reflection on soteriological participation.




OVERVIEW OF THE ARGUMENT AND APPROACH


I will therefore aim to present Edwards’s theology of grace, with particular attention to how Edwards navigated the Creator-creature distinction, with a view to showing its relevance to Reformed development of participation soteriology. Edwards argues that special grace is a communication and participation in divine fullness. This divine fullness, the central gift of divine grace, is not embedded within created nature, and neither is it the divine essence. This Creator-creature distinction is key to Edwards’s overall vision of soteriological participation, and it is key to how this vision contributed to Reformed interests. By placing divine fullness infinitely above created nature, Edwards aimed to close the door on an Arminian or synergistic account of grace. Divine fullness differs in kind from created nature, not only in degree. On the other hand, Edwards could not risk fusing Creator and creature by affirming a union of essence between the two. This had been argued by various enthusiast groups before him. Therefore, Edwards developed a theory of divine fullness that distinguished both from created nature and the divine essence. Yet, while maintaining a strong distinction between Creator and creature, Edwards always made this distinction with a view to bridging it in a relational union of profound intimacy. It is this navigation of the Creator-creature distinction and relation that is so interesting and useful for developing a Reformed account of soteriological participation.

I will demonstrate these themes through a close reading of Edwards’s primary sources and also a critical engagement with contemporary theosis and participation theology. Chapters one and four are primarily explorations of key texts for Edwards’s doctrine of special grace. These chapters serve to demonstrate that Edwards is operating in a Reformed framework, while making creative modifications to that framework. Chapter one shows Edwards’s Reformed polemical uses for special grace, and chapter four shows how Edwards synchronized key Reformed doctrines in his development of special grace. These two chapters form a sort of inclusio for chapters two and three. These middle chapters focus more on contemporary challenges or problems or objections to soteriological participation, and show how Edwards’s thought provides resources for dealing with these difficulties. All the chapters are united as an exploration of the Creator-creature distinction in Edwards’s doctrine of grace. This overall approach allows the study to be simultaneously grounded in exegesis in Edwards’s corpus and constructively engaged with contemporary theosis and participation scholarship, and to support the overall aim of presenting Edwards’s thought as a resource for Reformed reflection.

Chapter one will provide a broad overview of Edwards’s doctrine of special grace, with particular focus on clarifying the category of divine fullness, as well as the meaning of the notions of communication, participation, and communion. Edwards states that divine fullness is both infinitely above created nature and also not the divine essence. I will argue that the divine fullness is the Holy Spirit, poured out in uncreated love to the saint, in a way that provides relational koinōnia without impinging on created quiddity. This participation is a relational koinōnia-participation, as distinct from a methexis-participation focused on establishing ontology. I will then show how Edwards deployed this doctrine of special grace in polemical resistance against both Arminianism on the one hand and enthusiasm on the other. I will develop this argument by an exegetical approach to several key texts in Edwards’s corpus. I begin with an exposition of a sermon in which he develops the category of “divine fullness” and relates it to the Creator-creature distinction. This sermon is a helpful starting point because it is a public presentation rather than a private reflection, plus it is a single work that addresses the key aspects of his doctrine of grace and relates it to the Creator-creature distinction. One would have to synthesize a great many of Edwards’s works in order to piece together the thought that Edwards presents in one place in this sermon. Therefore, I begin with this sermon and then validate and expand it in light of other material in Edwards’s corpus.

Chapter two will then take up the question, In what way can divine fullness be infinitely above created nature? I will explore this question in context of contemporary challenges from theosis and participation scholarship. This will require delving into Edwards’s theology of created ontology. I will argue that Edwards does employ a notion of what I will call “common participation.” This is a participation that grounds all created ontology in God for being. It is therefore a form of methexis-participation. However, while this participation theology undergirds all created nature, it does not account for special grace or divine fullness. There is another form of participation at work in Edwards that accounts for special grace and divine fullness. It is a relational koinōnia-participation that unites the creature and the Creator in intimacy, without touching their respective quiddities. This distinguishes Edwards from participation theologies that ground soteriology in ontological participation.

Chapter three then explores the other side of the same Creator-creature distinction. If Edwards distinguished between created nature and divine fullness (chap. two), then how did he distinguish divine fullness from the divine essence? Again I will situate this question in light of contemporary theosis and participation scholarship. I will argue that throughout Edwards’s thought, beginning in his doctrine of the Trinity, right through his Christology and pneumatology, and finally in his soteriology, Edwards consistently distinguishes a relational union in divine fullness from an ontological union in the divine essence. I will then submit this fullness-essence distinction to the critique leveled by Reformed theologians toward the Palamite distinction between energies and essence. If Edwards is going to be useful as a resource for Reformed exploration of soteriological participation, then his categories must withstand challenges from within the Reformed tradition. His fullness-essence distinction is at least verbally similar to the Palamite energies-essence distinction, and thus I will explore whether his distinction succumbs to the Reformed critiques leveled against Palamism.

Chapter four then turns from the question of distinction, to the question of relation. I will have shown how divine fullness and grace is distinct from created nature (chap. two), but now in chapter four I will need to explore how they relate to each other. Edwards’s theology of divine grace is always aimed at showing the relation of intimacy between Creator and creature; it does not stop at distinction. I will argue that Edwards posited a teleological relationship between created nature and divine grace. That is, God created the universe in order for it to participate in the divine fullness, through the reception and return of that divine fullness in intelligent creatures. I will show this through an exposition of Edwards’s The End for Which God Created the World. My exposition and interpretation will differ from one of the most influential interpreters of Edwards’s thought.

This will demonstrate that I follow (broadly) in the line of Holmes, Crisp, Strobel, and Bombaro, all of whom emphasize Edwards as a Reformed theologian. This is over against the school of thought begun by Sang Hyun Lee and continued by Anri Morimoto, Gerald McDermott, Michael McClymond, and others. The Lee school emphasizes an alleged dispositional account of ontology within Edwards, which would place him on the fringes of Reformed orthodoxy. In presenting Edwards as operating within the Reformed tradition, I do not intend to imply that Edwards slavishly followed a precisely traditional line of thought. Rather, I will show in chapter four that Edwards creatively developed and modified his inherited doctrine of special grace, but did so primarily by synchronizing the Reformed doctrines of the Trinity, special grace, and creational teleology. This was a creative development of Reformed thought, but a fundamentally sympathetic one.

All of this will combine to present Edwards’s doctrine of grace as participation in divine fullness as a robust account of soteriological participation. In this it deserves a seat at the table of ecumenical reflection on these matters, but not simply because his thought vaguely echoes Eastern Orthodox thought. Rather, Edwards developed his thinking in creative and sympathetic modification of his own Reformed heritage, with a view to reinforcing traditional polemical frontiers, while at the same time achieving a vision for intimacy between Creator and creature that encapsulates the whole of the Christian life and reaches out into eternity future. This is a bold vision for the Christian life, and one that pressed the Creator-creature distinction and relation. We turn now to explore it in greater detail.
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    ON THE EVENING OF JULY 12, 1739, a young man walked alone and wrestled with God. He was a religious man; he knew his Puritan theology, and his soul writhed within him, at least in part, because he hated its core doctrine. God’s sovereignty was central to the system that formed his tradition, and it precluded any easy means of escape. He had sought to make himself sincere in religious devotion. He had strived to pray and fast well. He had rehearsed the doctrines of grace and tried to persuade himself, perhaps even God, that he renounced any hint of merit in his efforts. Yet, in the early weeks of July he came to see that all his religion was nothing more than “self-worship.”1 This carried a terminal diagnosis. If his best efforts could not turn his heart to God, then there could be no cure, and he stood on the brink of eternal damnation. He was learning a lesson he had not known previously, “that there could be no way prescribed whereby a natural man could, of his own strength, obtain that which is supernatural and utterly above the utmost stretch of nature to obtain by its own strength or out of the reach of the highest angel to give.”2 The natural could not touch the supernatural. The path from below was blocked. But what of the path from above?


    

      Then, as I was walking in a dark thick grove, “unspeakable glory” seemed to open to the view and apprehension of my soul. . . . It was a new inward apprehension or view that I had of God, such as I never had before. . . . I stood still and wondered and admired! I knew that I had never had seen before anything comparable to it for excellency and beauty: it was widely different from all the conceptions that ever I had had of God, or things divine. . . . And my soul “rejoiced with joy unspeakable” to see such a God, such a glorious divine being; and I was inwardly pleased and satisfied, that he should be God over all forever and ever. . . . Thus God, I trust, brought me to a hearty disposition to exalt him and set him on the throne, and . . . to aim at his honor and glory as King of the universe.3


    


    David Brainerd’s conversion was dramatic, but it was not unique. Puritans and those under their influence had long experienced something like it, and the years just before and just after Brainerd’s conversion were particularly filled with episodes that followed the familiar pattern. What was needed, however, was a theological explanation of it.


    By the time Brainerd experienced his new “apprehension . . . of God,” Jonathan Edwards was already deeply engaged in providing just such a theological explanation. He knew the experience firsthand, and he followed his Puritan forbearers in venturing a theologized theory of how the Spirit of God affects this work.4 Edwards’s approach was creative and innovative, and particularly so in how he framed the Creator-creature distinction.


    The question of how God, as Creator, and humanity, as creature, related to each other was always just underneath the surface of eighteenth-century theological debate. Edwards’s Reformed heritage meant that he needed to avoid the Scylla of Arminianism, on the one hand, and the Charybdis of radical enthusiasm on the other.5 Both of these views were popular, and both represented a theory of the Creator-creature distinction that threatened Edwards’s orthodoxy.


    Arminianism addressed the Creator-creature distinction and relation by allowing greater autonomy to the creature. The creature’s natural endowments allow, at least in principle, for a reaching out and an embrace of its end. Arminianism was always diverse, but even considered in its broad range it tended toward optimism about the creature’s natural capacity to embrace what God asked. Though Brainerd would not have owned the term Arminian during his spiritual struggle, the natural effort to grasp one’s supernatural end was his intuitive approach to religion.6 Ostensibly this established a degree of distance between God and the creature, because there was scope for the creature to act on its own. Yet on the other hand, by giving the creature autonomy, in whatever degree, Arminianism attributed to creatures (at least) one attribute that the Reformed tradition reserved for the Creator, for only God could be truly autonomous. Thus the Reformed tradition could view the Arminian effort to validate the creature’s natural autonomy as a thinly veiled attempt at a false self-deification, inevitably resulting in what Brainerd called self-worship.


    At the same time the various radical enthusiast groups envisioned the creature’s direct union with God. These groups had waxed and waned for the previous century, and they often grew out of the Puritan mainstream. In their most radical forms they spoke of being “Godded with God,” so that the creature came to partake of the divine essence.7 If Arminianism ostensibly respected the distinction between creature and Creator, then the radical enthusiasts ostensibly achieved an intimacy between them. Yet, once again, and with a certain irony, the assertion of essential union with God served to undermine the notion of monotheism and collapsed the supernatural into the natural. Thus the Reformed tradition could view the enthusiast effort to achieve intimacy between Creator and creature as a profound failure that resulted in the naturalization of God.


    Edwards’s doctrine of special grace aimed to reject both alternatives and provide a Reformed, if innovative, approach to the Creator-creature distinction. Just months before Brainerd’s conversion, Edwards presented his doctrine of special grace as “a communication or a participation of God’s fullness or of his own good.”8 The central gift of grace is the divine fullness, and Edwards uses this category to navigate his polemical Scylla and Charybdis. The one who has this grace has “something above created nature. . . . [It is] something of God. . . . The creature that has true grace and holiness in his heart has something infinitely above himself in him.”9 Divine grace is profoundly (infinitely!) discontinuous with created nature. This is aimed to undermine Arminian optimism about nature. It is intended to persuade people like David Brainerd that their natural efforts will never bring about supernatural ends.10 Yet does this avoid Scylla only to fall into Charybdis? What of the danger of radical enthusiasm? Once again, Edwards’s category of divine fullness charts his course. Divine grace “is not a communication of God’s essence, but it is a communication of that which the Scripture calls God’s fullness.”11 Here Edwards steers clear of essential union. When Brainerd or anyone else receives true grace, they gain something that is entirely foreign to their nature, something of God, and yet at the same time not the divine essence.


    The present study is an exploration of this doctrine of grace. More specifically, it is an exploration of Edwards’s doctrine of grace as a communication and participation in the divine fullness, with particular focus on the Creator-creature distinction and relation, and in contribution to contemporary scholarly discussions around soteriological participation theology. Edwards scholars regularly note the strong themes of divine participation within his thought, and it is increasingly common for Edwards scholars to use the term theosis to describe these ideas. These themes of divine participation, or theosis or deification or divinization, are sometimes presented as creating a tension with Edwards’s Reformed heritage. Michael McClymond and Gerald McDermott begin their chapter exploring these themes in Edwards by stating, “Scholars have long recognized that certain elements in Edwards’s theology were in tension with traditional Calvinism.” McClymond and McDermott then note at least apparent affinities between Edwards’s participation thought and that of Eastern Orthodoxy.12 The implication is that Edwards’s participation thought is eccentric to his Reformed heritage.


    This may reflect a larger hesitancy among some in the Reformed tradition to the whole notion of soteriological participation, and especially the category of theosis or deification.13 Other voices have critiqued the Reformation tradition for not embracing a form of soteriological participation, and some within the Reformed tradition have argued that it finds a more comfortable home within a Reformed, monergistic framework than it does elsewhere.14 All of this creates a context for this present study and this particular chapter. Within the wider debates concerning the Reformed tradition and soteriological participation, there are the underlying questions: To what extent may the Reformed tradition embrace soteriological participation? One may target the question more pointedly at Jonathan Edwards: To what extent is Edwards’s doctrine of grace as a participation in divine fullness a departure or a development of his Reformed heritage? If his doctrine of grace is a sympathetic development of the Reformed heritage, then what resources may it provide contemporary constructive efforts toward a Reformed doctrine of soteriological participation? I will take up this last question in chapters two and three. But before I suggest ways that Edwards’s doctrine of grace may provide resources for Reformed constructive work in soteriological participation, I must answer the prior questions.


    This present chapter has two primary aims. First, this chapter will provide an overview of Edwards’s doctrine of grace as participation in divine fullness, with particular focus on how Edwards navigated the Creator-creature distinction. Second, this chapter will argue that this is a sympathetic development of his Reformed heritage. I will argue this on the basis that his doctrine of grace was aimed to protect Reformed orthodoxy against Arminianism on the one hand and radical enthusiasm on the other. It was not aimed at denying or repudiating Reformed interests.


    I now turn to the primary focus of this first chapter: an overview of Edwards’s doctrine of grace as participation in divine fullness and its polemical use in a defense against Arminianism and radical enthusiasm. I will explore the doctrine and its polemical use by expositing a sermon titled “True Grace Is Divine.” This will provide the basic vocabulary and grammar of Edwards’s doctrine of special grace. I will then clarify its central categories by reference to his wider corpus. With this in place I will show the polemical purpose this doctrine served, which will suggest that Edwards’s doctrine of grace and participation was a servant of Reformed interests, not an opponent.


    

      EXPOSITION OF “TRUE GRACE IS DIVINE”


      Why begin with this sermon? Edwards published and wrote about his view of grace in many works and many sermons, and often at greater length and detail than this one sermon provides. There are four reasons for investigating this sermon at the outset. First, “True Grace Is Divine” provides a concise statement of Edwards’s doctrine of grace as participation in divinity, and more specifically divine fullness. Edwards speaks of participation in divine fullness in many contexts, but that voluminous body of work makes distilling a systematic and concise statement difficult. In this one sermon Edwards provides a summary of his view, which can then provide a systematic lens for grasping how the doctrine of grace functions throughout the rest of his writings. Second, in this sermon Edwards outlines a view of the category of divine fullness that contrasts it from both created nature and the divine essence. That is, he addresses the Creator-creature distinction in a targeted manner, and in a way that relates divine fullness to both created nature and the divine essence within the same argument. Edwards makes a similar contrast in other works, but here it is his particular focus. Given that it is also a particular interest of the present study, it seems a legitimate starting point. Third, the sermon shows the polemical edge of his approach to grace and participation. Last, Edwards’s sermons and notes toward the end of his life indicate that his view expressed in this sermon remained constant through the rest of his life.15


      Jonathan Edwards preached “True Grace Is Divine” in December 1738: a year of great preaching and growing notoriety. It had been four years since God’s “surprising work” broke into the town of Northampton, and Edwards’s account of the revival had been published in London one year before. Yet in spite of his growing fame, his congregation’s spiritual life languished. The revival had ended abruptly and spectacularly with the suicide of Joseph Hawley Sr. in June 1735, and Edwards had become embroiled in a bitter ecclesiastical dispute regarding the alleged Arminianism of a local pastor named Robert Breck. The years following the revival were a time of disappointment and struggle for the pastor Jonathan Edwards.


      Yet it was also a time of profound preaching. Was he motivated by the spiritual decline after revival, or had he matured in his theological reflections such that he was ready to display some of his most profound thinking? In any regard, he set about preaching two sermon series that would come to be remembered as some of his best. The first is now known as “Charity and Its Fruits,” preached between April and October 1738.16 It is an exposition of 1 Corinthians 13, and it argues that charity, or love, is the essence of all saving virtue, and that without it there can be no salvation. The second sermon series occurred in early 1739, titled “The History of the Work of Redemption.”17 This was Edwards’s attempt to situate his Northampton parish within the macro movements and purposes of God in history. Both series aimed at a pastoral provocation: Edwards wanted to rouse his sleeping congregation to their earlier zeal. But he also had a theological agenda, one that touches a central concern throughout his career. His theological concern in both series is to answer the question, What is the distinguishing center of God’s work? There are many ways of framing saving virtue, but what is its center? The answer: charity. There are many ways of telling the story of history, but what is the true center? The answer: God’s work of redemption.


      It is this theological aim that seems to drive “True Grace Is Divine.” Edwards preached this sermon in between the two great series, and like in them both, Edwards is exploring the question, What is the distinguishing center of, in this case, saving grace? His answer, strikingly, is, grace is participation in divine fullness.


      Edwards followed standard Puritan preaching tradition, and therefore his sermons follow a threefold division: exposition, doctrine, and application. His text is 1 John 4:12—“No man hath seen God at any time. If we love one another, God dwelleth in us, and his love is perfected in us” (KJV). Edwards begins by pointing out a key concern of 1 John: distinguishing the true center of God’s work. “The special design of this chapter, seems to be to give some distinguishing marks, whereby the true Spirit may be distinguished from false spirits.” Edwards exegetes the verse and points out that love (the sum of Christian grace) is a principle in the heart that allows (1) a saint to see God, (2) mutual indwelling between God and the saint, and (3) love to reach the effect God intends. Edwards then settles down to his doctrine statement: “True grace in the hearts of the saints, is something divine.”18


      The doctrine is provocative. It is provocative in part because it is abrupt. The biblical text says nothing about either grace or divinity and entirely focuses on love, yet Edwards’s doctrine introduces both grace and divinity and leaves love aside.19 But it is mainly provocative because of the claim itself. What does it mean that grace is divine? Edwards anticipates this question and launches into a discussion of four different possible references for the adjective divine.


      First, divine may describe any work of God. Creation, humanity, and so on can all be called divine in the sense that they are works of God. Here the idea is that the adjective divine describes the origin, or perhaps better, the originator of the thing under discussion. In this way common grace may be termed divine, but this is not the way in which special grace is divine.20


      Second, Edwards continues, the term divine can refer to something that reflects or typifies God in some manner. Here Edwards refers to creation and humanity again, to the sun and the stars, and to the human mind. Edwards is showing his interest in typology: all these things are designed to display some aspect of God and his glory. Where the first reference of the word divine pointed to the origin, this use of the term divine refers to the deeper typological meaning of a thing. An item may not be divine in itself, ontologically considered (see the next reference for divine), but it may point to God. But again, this is not the way in which special grace is divine.21


      Third, the term divine can designate the divine essence. Thus, when one says, “God is divine,” one means to refer to the fact that God’s essence is divine. Importantly, Edward denies that grace is divine in this way. Grace is not divine in the way in which God himself is divine. This is important because it represents one of the ways that Edwards protects the Creator-creature distinction. This is always a concern when discussing divine participation—whether the Eastern theosis version or similar themes in Western iteration. Christianity’s monotheism means that creatures must remain creatures, and one of the hallmarks of orthodox treatments of divine participation is to establish this critical boundary. This is Edwards’s concern here: “Nor is it in this sense, that grace in the hearts of the saints is a divine thing. To be divine, then, is to be divine in an infinitely higher sense than any creature can be. For the creature can’t partake of the divine essence, or any part of the divine essence: for the essence of God is not divisible nor communicable.”22


      I come now to the last possible meaning for divinity, and this is the meaning that applies to grace. Edwards writes, “Things are said to be divine, as they are a supernatural communication of something of that good which God himself possesses, and ’tis in this sense that grace is something divine. It is not a communication of God’s essence, but it is a communication of that which the Scripture calls God’s fullness.”23 Edwards is charting a narrow course and using very technical language to do it. He wants to say several things at the same time. He clearly wants to say that grace is divine in a way that is not true of all God’s other gifts (creation, life, food, etc.).24 But he also wants to guard the creature-Creator distinction. The divine essence is divine in a way that grace is not. He accomplishes both aims by employing the terms supernatural and fullness. The category “supernatural” allows him to affirm that grace is divine above “natural” gifts. The category “fullness” allows him to speak of something other than the divine essence, but nevertheless still of God in a very real way. Edwards defines fullness as the good that characterizes a particular thing. He derives this definition from a study of the term fullness in Scripture and concludes that fullness is “the good anyone possesses, either good of excellency, or beauty, or wealth, or happiness.”25


      With these distinctions in place, he can move to bold and positive statement regarding grace: “Grace is a communication or a participation of God’s own fullness or of his good, a partaking of his riches, his own treasure, a partaking in some sort of his own bounty and happiness.”26 Edwards avoids ambiguity here: grace is divine participation. Yet again the subtleties are important. Clearly the words communication and participation are central, but I will leave analysis of these categories aside for the moment. At this point, it is the less obviously technical words that need comment and in particular, the term own and Edwards’s use of the possessive his. Notice how the small word own comes up three times in one sentence. Grace, Edwards labors to say, is not merely a participation in some good but in someone’s good. It is not merely a participation in some sort of fullness but in a fullness that properly belongs to a person, namely, God. It is God’s own fullness that is the object of communication and participation. I will explore Edwards’s notion of fullness in short order, but for now it is important to see how closely Edwards joins this category to God himself. To share in the divine fullness is to share in direct proximity to God.


      At this point Edwards has asserted the main aspects of his argument and now turns to two further sections that clarify what he means. He clarifies first by considering creatureliness and then by considering divinity. I continue to follow Edwards’s argument very closely here because he introduces distinctions that are important throughout the rest of this book.


      Edwards argues three ways a creature may have an attribute. There are some attributes that are part of the creature’s nature or essence. These are those things without which the creature ceases to be what it is. There are other things that are not part of the creature’s essence but may be added to an individual creature by some sort of natural development. A person’s rationality is of the essence of being human, but discretion is a development from essential rationality. Rationality illustrates the first way a creature may have an attribute (part of its essence), and discretion illustrates the second. The key thought in this second way of gaining an attribute is that it is a natural development of something latent in the essence. Discretion is a development of rationality, which is essential to being human. Edwards characterizes both as natural and not supernatural.27


      The third way a creature may gain an attribute, however, fits into neither of these two options. “There is another kind of things in some creatures, that do neither belong to their nature and essence, nor the result of those things that are: and these things are called supernatural or divine.” These are two important assertions for Edwards’s doctrine of grace and divine participation. The first assertion is that a creature may gain an attribute (let us designate it “attribute X”) without it being already resident in principle in the creature’s essence. This opens the door to the implied idea that a creature may gain attribute X, which is foreign to its nature or essence, without attribute X undermining the creature’s fundamental ontology. That is, the creature remains the same sort of creature, but with the addition of something entirely new. Edwards has not stated this as such, but it is the strong implication of this thinking. However, if this first assertion opens a door, the second assertion closes a door. The second assertion is that attribute X, which is not resident in principle within the nature or essence of the creature, is also not something that the creature may acquire by exercising the resources latent in it. That is, while attribute X is compatible with creaturely ontology, so that it is possible for the creature to have attribute X, it remains outside the reach of the creature to acquire it, at least on its own. What then is an example of attribute X? The answer is “true grace or holiness.”28


      What is Edwards’s aim in this line of argument? His aim is twofold. First, he wants to lay the groundwork for a notion of immediacy and differentiation between Creator and creature. Is it possible to bridge the Creator-creature ontological chasm? Can a creature receive an attribute that is discontinuous with its own essential ontology? If so, does the creature cease to be a creature? Edwards is preparing the reader (or listener) to accept the possibility of immediate closeness between God and creature, without undermining their differentiation. His second aim is to ensure that this immediacy between God and creature runs from God and toward the creature. This is important because it protects gratuity. Grace cannot be taken or achieved. This is not merely because the creature cannot earn it—that is not Edwards’s point—it is because the creature lacks the ontological capability to achieve it in any manner. Instead, the direction of travel must run the other way: God must give it, and the creature must receive it. “[True grace or holiness is] something entirely of a different kind from any thing that is human or angelical and something entirely above both. For ’tis something immediately from God and of God, a participation of that fullness that is in God and so is something supernatural and divine.”29 Note both the immediate communication from God and the fact that the creature remains creature. Humans or angels who receive grace are still humans and angels, yet they receive something that is essentially different from their own ontology. The Creator-creature distinction is protected, but the chasm is also bridged in a particular grammar of gratuity.


      Now Edwards focuses in on this gratuitous bridge. If Edwards’s concern in the previous paragraphs has been to distinguish grace from anything in creaturely ontology, he now turns to show how grace is intimately related to God himself. Grace is divine and supernatural, argues Edwards, in at least two ways.


      The first way grace is divine and supernatural is that it is immediately from God. The key concept here is immediacy. Immediacy is an important concept in Edwards’s thought, and here he explains what he means: “not by the intervention of natural causes.” God gives many lesser gifts by enhancing natural causes and natural processes. This is how he acts in common grace, but it is not the case with special grace. True grace is his immediate action on the creature. Just in case there was doubt whether grace may rely on any other processes besides God, Edwards adds that grace is “according to his arbitrary pleasure.”30


      But grace is divine by virtue of an even more close relationship to God. Not only is grace immediately from God, it is a participation of God. Here Edwards struggles for the right words. He speaks of grace being produced immediately by God, but then abandons production words and prefers communication language: “’Tis not only divine because of the way it is produced, but also from the nature of the thing produced, in that it is rather a communication than a production. ’Tis a participation of God, for where grace dwells, there God dwells.”31


      The shift in language from production to communication is significant, because it personalizes Edwards’s view of grace. If grace is divine simply because it is produced immediately by God, then grace may well be a something—an impersonal product. The doctrine of creation traditionally speaks of God creating ex nihilo, which means that God created something that was not God, and did so immediately, because there was nothing else to use beside himself. Thus, had the sermon ended with the idea that grace is divine by its immediate production, one might conclude that this is nothing other than a sort of created grace.32 Yet Edwards has already committed himself to say more than this alone. He has already said that some things are called divine simply because they are created by God—for example, creation itself—and that this is not the way grace is divine. So when Edwards turns from the origin of grace to the nature of grace itself, production language does not sit well. The gift given is not simply a product but rather a new sort of relatedness, and Edwards chooses words that can support personal relation between ontologically diverse beings: communication and participation. Both words can mean different things in different contexts and philosophical systems, but they have the capacity to indicate a relational union in which difference is maintained but intimacy achieved.33 Note how Edwards’s thought ends. Grace is a participation of God, because grace indicates God’s dwelling in the saint and the saint’s dwelling in God. Gracious participation, then, is a union between persons.34 This explains why Edwards’s rhetoric at this point in the sermon begins to soar in the way his theology of grace stretches the Creator-creature boundary without breaking it:


      

        [Grace or holiness] is super human or super angelical. It is something above all created nature. ’Tis natural to none but God. ’Tis something higher than the whole universe, yea higher than heaven itself. It is both super[-terrestr]ial and supercelestial, being something divine, something of God who is infinitely above both heaven and earth.


        The creature that has true grace and holiness in his heart has something infinitely above himself in him. He is gloriously honored and dignified by it, for he dwells in God, and God in him.35


      


      There is nothing timid about this doctrine. It is a bold statement of intimacy between God and creature. The two are united in a bond of union in which the creature gains what is not its own. The reason Edwards can state this so strongly is that he has set careful boundaries to protect the Creator-creature distinction, and yet he has also established categories that facilitate the bridging of that distinction.


      It is helpful to summarize the contours of Edwards’s thought in several assertions before focusing more narrowly on two decisive categories: fullness and participation. Edwards’s doctrine of grace follows these contours:


      

        	

          1. Special or true grace is a communication and participation in divine fullness.


        


        	

          2. Divine fullness is not latent within created nature’s ontology.


        


        	

          3. Created nature has no native capacity to acquire divine fullness.


        


        	

          4. Divine fullness is something of God’s own good and something of God himself.


        


        	

          5. Divine fullness is not the divine essence.


        


        	

          6. Divine fullness is given immediately to the creature by God.


        


        	

          7. Special or true grace, or the communication and participation in divine fullness, achieves mutual indwelling between God and creature.


        


      


      These assertions will provide a succinct point of reference as I continue exploring Edwards’s doctrine. However, I now must turn to Edwards’s wider corpus to answer two critical questions. First, Edwards’s concept of the divine fullness remains murky: What, more specifically, does he mean by it? Second, Edwards relies on the notions of communication and participation a great deal: What, more specifically, does he mean by them?


    


    

    

      DIVINE FULLNESS IN WIDER FRAME



      Edwards’s concept of divine fullness functions like a great road junction, or perhaps better as a great roundabout where multiple roads conjoin with one another. The roundabout provides entrance to each road and in that sense is each road, or at least is an extension of each road. Yet the roundabout also functions to unite each road with all the other roads. That is a bit of how Edwards uses the category of divine fullness. It may be equated with several other categories, yet it also unites each of these categories to the others. In this way divine fullness fulfills the job of a technical category within a theory. Theories are designed to provide a simple explanation for the complex data under consideration. That is what divine fullness does in Edwards’s thought. Edwards does not provide a systematic exploration of the notion of divine fullness. That is, it is rarely the object of study or analysis. When it is the object of study, it is generally a rehearsal of the biblical uses of the term as a way of justifying Edwards’s use in a particular context. But even here he explores divine fullness only on the way to something else.


      However, one can explore the richness of this roundabout category by following the argument of Edwards’s Treatise on Grace.36 As the title suggests, Treatise unpacks the doctrine of grace, and does so in ways that corroborate the line of thinking discussed above in “True Grace Is Divine.” In the course of the argument Edwards arrives at the notion of divine fullness and, in so doing, fills out the picture of the concept in far greater detail. I will provide a brief sketch of the argument in order to demonstrate the richness of this roundabout category.


      Treatise on Grace is divided into three chapters, and each chapter penetrates more deeply into the nature of divine grace. Chapter one is primarily concerned to show that special grace is not resident within created nature. It is a larger elaboration of the point that has already been made from the exposition of “True Grace Is Divine” above. Chapter two turns to a deeper consideration of what grace is in itself. Edwards recognizes that there are many virtues and characteristics that are often called graces. However, Edwards argues that this can be misleading. It is not so much that there are many graces or many sorts of grace that differ from each other in a fundamental way. Rather, argues Edwards, all grace resolves to one single virtue: love. The remainder of the chapter is a compelling argument that underscores and confirms this thesis.


      For our purposes I note that Edwards’s argument in the Treatise brings a question and also suggests a solution to it. “True Grace Is Divine” resolves grace to a participation in divine fullness. Is Edwards contradicting himself when he reduces grace to love in the Treatise? Recall that “True Grace Is Divine” is based off 1 John 4:12, which itself is entirely about love. I noted with interest how Edwards’s exposition section of the sermon deals with the category of love, but then that category fades to the background in the doctrine section. There the category of divine fullness takes over. This suggests a strong relation between divine love and divine fullness, and we will discover that divine love is one of the roads that leads in and out of the roundabout of divine fullness.


      With grace firmly grounded on divine love, chapter three then asks the question, “How does saving grace partake of the nature of that Spirit?”37 Edwards keeps the conclusion of chapter two in clear view—grace is summarily love. The question in chapter three is, How does grace relate to the Holy Spirit, given that both can be identified with love? This is where the argument becomes precise and very important for every aspect of Edwards’s notion of special grace. Edwards begins by uniting the Holy Spirit and divine love. That is, he argues that the Bible sees a particular connection between the Spirit and love. Just as the eternal Son may be called the Logos, so the Spirit may be designated as Agapē.38 Then Edwards gets more specific and places the entire discussion in the context of his trinitarianism. The Holy Spirit is not only divine love, but more specifically the love, delight, happiness that binds together the Father and the Son ad intra.


      

        God’s love is primarily to himself, and his infinite delight is in himself, in the Father and the Son loving and delighting in each other. We often read of the Father loving the Son, and being well-pleased in the Son, and of the Son loving the Father. In the infinite love and delight that is between these two persons consists the infinite happiness of God. . . . The Holy Spirit proceeds from, or is breathed forth from, the Father and the Son in some way or other infinitely above all our conceptions, as the divine essence entirely flows out and is breathed forth in infinitely pure love and sweet delight from the Father and the Son.39


      


      At this point Edwards’s discussion has moved from grace, a soteriological category, to the heights of trinitarian theology proper, for his assertion that the Spirit is divine love shared between the Father and the Son refers to their relations ad intra. Yet from this height, he turns back toward soteriology and argues that this divine love between the Father and the Son, which issues forth as a third person, coessential with the Father and the Son, is also the gift given to the creature in grace. Speaking of the Spirit as the bond of love between the Father and the Son, Edwards writes, “[It is this] person that is poured forth into the hearts of angels and saints.”40 This is the crucial piece of the puzzle, and although Edwards has not introduced the category of divine fullness, it is this notion that the Holy Spirit, as bond of love between the Father and the Son, is the love given in divine grace that allows us to see the various roads approaching each other in the roundabout. As we draw nearer to the metaphorical junction, Edwards points out that the Spirit, who is love, is also both the holiness of God and the happiness of God. These are not separate realities but the same reality viewed from differing angles.41


      With that in place, I arrive at the roundabout itself. Note the introduction of the term fullness:


      

        From what has been said, it follows that the Holy Spirit is the sum of all good. ’Tis the fullness of God. The holiness and happiness of the Godhead consists in it; and in the communion or partaking of it consists all the true loveliness and happiness of the creature. All the grace and comfort that persons have here, and all their holiness and happiness hereafter, consists in the love of the Spirit.42


      


      This passage in itself falls short of the category of divine fullness as a roundabout where various categories join together. Taken on its own, this one reference to divine fullness could just be a description of the Holy Spirit rather than a technical category that it clearly is in “True Grace Is Divine.” However, Edwards does employ fullness in a technical way in the Treatise, and in a way that functions to unite various other categories together. Consider the following. First, Edwards dubs the Spirit as God’s fullness, and then he defines fullness in reference to the Scriptures, before uniting trinitarian processions, grace to the saints, and christological mediation all around the category of fullness.


      

        Hence we learn that God’s fullness does consist in the Holy Spirit. By “fullness,” as the term is used in Scripture, as may easily be seen by looking over the texts that mention it, is intended the good that anyone possesses. Now the good that God possesses does most immediately consist in his joy and complacence that he has in himself. It does objectively, indeed, consist in the Father and the Son; but it doth most immediately consist in the complacence in these elements. Nevertheless the fullness of God consists in the holiness and happiness of the Deity. Hence persons, by being made partakers of the Holy Spirit, or having it dwelling in them, are said to be “partakers of the fullness of God,” or Christ. Christ’s fullness as mediator consists in his having the Spirit given him “not by measure” (John 3:34); and so it is that he is said to have “the fullness of the Godhead,” is said “to dwell in him bodily” (Colossians 2:9); and so we, by receiving the Holy Spirit from Christ and being made partakers of his Spirit, are said to receive “of his fullness, and grace for grace” [Jn 1:16]. And because this Spirit, which is the fullness of God, consists in the love of God and Christ; therefore we, by knowing the love of Christ, are said “to be filled with all the fullness of God.” (Ephesians 3:19)43


      


      I venture this long quotation because it (1) provides a technical definition of fullness in the abstract: “the good that anyone possesses”; (2) provides a technical definition of the fullness of God in the concrete: “his joy and complacence that he has in himself”; (3) attributes this same concrete fullness as the gift given in soteriological participation, or grace: “persons, by being made partakers of the Holy Spirit, or having it dwelling in them, are said to be ‘partakers of the fullness of God’”; and finally (4) indicates that the category of divine fullness relates to other areas of Edwards’s theology, especially Christology: “Christ’s fullness as mediator consists in his having the Spirit given him ‘not by measure.’” This passage gives us a tour around the roundabout. Divine fullness, the central gift of special grace, is the Holy Spirit, which in turn is the love between the Father and the Son ad intra, poured out ad extra, through christological mediation, to the saints. All of this content is nested in the little category, fullness.


      This account of Edwards’s notion of divine fullness needs to withstand an objection. Edwards appears to give a different definition in The End for Which God Created the World. I will address this now before proceeding further.


      Edwards’s The End for Which God Created the World is a masterpiece of material distilled from his entire intellectual career, and the category of divine fullness is central to its entire thesis.44 Throughout the dissertation Edwards argues that the end of creation is God’s glory (traditional Reformed line), but that this glory is achieved in the communication (or “emanation”) of divine fullness.45 I will explore this idea in chapter four. Yet for now the important thing is Edwards’s definition of divine fullness. Does he equate it with the Holy Spirit as he does in Treatise on Grace? Not precisely. Here, God’s fullness consists in three things: God’s knowledge, his holiness, and his happiness. Yet these can reduce to two: holiness and happiness are both particularly grounded in the divine will because both are expressions of love. Thus, God’s fullness consists in God’s knowledge or understanding, and God’s love or will. This fullness is communicable: the communication of God’s knowledge is designated “truth,” and the communication of God’s love is designated “grace.”46 Does this then indicate a contradictory view of divine fullness? Did Edwards change his mind over time on this question? Taken within the context of Edwards’s trinitarian theology, there is no reason to conclude this.


      Edwards’s trinitarian theology allows one to see Edwards’s two definitions of divine fullness as being fundamentally continuous. Edwards’s trinitarianism is the animating center of his thinking, and I will not venture a full exposition here.47 Rather, I will simply point out how it provides a larger context for understanding divine fullness. When Edwards speaks of God’s knowledge and God’s love, or God’s understanding and God’s will, he is referring to trinitarian persons. Edwards understood God’s knowledge to refer to God’s Son, and God’s will or love to refer to God’s Spirit. This is clear earlier in Treatise on Grace when Edwards speaks of the Son as the Logos and the Spirit as Agapē.48 Discourse on the Trinity details how the inner-trinitarian processions function. The Father, as the fountainhead of the Godhead, considers himself in self-reflection.49 This mental self-idea is the Father’s understanding, and because it is a perfect consideration of himself, it issues forth in a second person of the Trinity, the Logos or Son. The Father and the Son then (with no temporal implication) unite in a bond of delight and love as they contemplate each other. This delight and love is pure act, and thereby issues forth in a third person, the Holy Spirit.50


      With this in mind we can return to Edwards’s two definitions of divine fullness and reconcile them. In End of Creation, Edwards describes divine fullness as, functionally, the Son and the Spirit together. In Treatise on Grace, he restricts divine fullness to the Spirit alone. However, the difference between these two is simply one of elaboration and abbreviation. The Spirit’s procession ad intra between the Father and the Son, and the Spirit’s communication ad extra to the saints, are both mediated by the Son. That is, within the Trinity ad intra, the Spirit only proceeds by virtue of the Father’s contemplation of the Son, and therefore the Spirit is logically dependent on the Son. The Spirit “proceeds from the Father mediately by the Son, viz. by the Father’s beholding himself in the Son.”51 Given this fact, there can be no divine fullness without God’s knowledge, because God’s will is dependent on it. A similar dynamic happens in the gracious communication of the divine fullness. The communication of the Spirit to the saint (special grace) is always mediated by Christ, who is the divine knowledge incarnate.52 Thus, sometimes Edwards can identify the divine fullness with the Spirit alone, and other times he can identify the divine fullness with the Spirit and the Son. He is not contradicting himself. Rather, when he mentions the divine fullness as the Spirit, Christ (the divine understanding) is always implied. The gift of grace is the Spirit, mediated by Christ, such that the divine will is shared through the divine understanding. There is one gift, with two aspects.53


      Kyle Strobel has recently provided further clarity on this question through what he calls God’s “communicative natures.”54 Strobel points out that within Edwards’s doctrine of the Trinity, God’s understanding (the Son) and God’s will or love (the Spirit) are perichoretically shared between the three persons of the Godhead, such that the Son is the Father’s and the Spirit’s understanding, and the Spirit is the Father’s and the Son’s will or love. This means that within the Godhead, God’s natures of understanding and will are shared between the three persons, and Strobel argues that this sets the stage for a similar dynamic in the economy. That is, in a way that echoes perichoresis within the Trinity, God shares his natures of understanding and will (the Son and the Spirit) to the saint. Importantly, God shares the nature of his Spirit (divine love) in a manner that binds the saint to Christ (God’s self-understanding), in a way that echoes the trinitarian processions and perichoretic communion.


      What Strobel terms God’s “communicable natures” is a helpful way of describing the internal dynamic within the divine fullness. Strobel’s account of the communicable natures is strengthened if one categorizes it under the larger category of the divine fullness. This is the case, first, because it is what Edwards does (as is most obvious in End of Creation), and second, because the category of divine fullness points out that the gift of grace is one gift. If one speaks only in terms of God’s two communicable natures, then it might sound as if there are two gifts or two graces. In fact, there is one gift, with two aspects: the Spirit uniting the saint to Christ, or, the divine love binding the saint to God’s self-understanding. Grace is the divine fullness, which, if opened up, includes two aspects, which map to Strobel’s communicable natures. This explains why Strobel’s account and mine are mutually informative and complementary, and it also explains why Edwards can move between speaking of God’s nature communicated and God’s fullness communicated with such ease.


      All this means that when Edwards describes divine fullness as consisting in the Holy Spirit or divine love, Christ is always implied. Because Christ is implied, divine knowledge is also in play. Thus the definition of divine fullness in Treatise is not materially different from the definition in End of Creation. In this study I will tend to use the shorthand version.55 However, the importance of christological mediation must not be forgotten.


      This section functions as a short ride around the roundabout of Edwards’s notion of divine fullness. Roundabouts are important for organizing traffic patterns, and familiarity with them is important for anyone wanting to navigate effectively. The same is true in Edwards’s doctrine of grace as participation in divine fullness. Divine fullness is central. It touches every other category in Edwards’s system of grace, and it regulates how they interact. Just as a roundabout may be considered on its own, yet still is joined to the various roads entering it and exiting it, and yet further is each of those roads in a very real way, so divine fullness operates. Divine fullness touches or relates directly to the doctrine of the Trinity (especially the Holy Spirit), Christology, soteriology, and many other areas of doctrine, and often functions to relate them to each other. But divine fullness not only relates to various other categories; it is also simply the extension, or even the synonym for many of them. The divine fullness, given in grace, is the Holy Spirit; it is divine love; it is the gift of salvation; it is that which unites the human and divine natures in Christ; it is the bond between the saint and Christ. It is the ad extra expression of the love between the Father and the Son ad intra. Changing the image, it is a theoretical category, describing a wide array of theological notions. This complexity, nested in a single category, will be important throughout the remainder of this study.


    


    

    

      COMMUNICATION, PARTICIPATION, AND COMMUNION IN WIDER FRAME



      Edwards’s definition of true grace falls into two basic halves: it is a communication and participation in divine fullness. We have gained some clarity on divine fullness, but we need now to explore what Edwards means by saying that grace is a communication and participation in divine fullness. What does he mean by the categories of communication and participation, and how do they affect his vision of saving grace? Together with the related category of communion, these concepts permeate Edwards’s discussions of special grace, and given that they can mean different things in different philosophical and theological traditions, one needs to clarify their meaning within Edwards in order to understand his vision of special grace. The present discussion will be preliminary and limited in scope. My aim at the moment is merely to give an initial analysis of how these concepts are used in the context of Edwards’s discussion of special grace and the Creator-creature distinction.


      The definitions of these terms are not difficult. The three terms share a semantic range, so they can become almost synonyms. Their meanings converge around the idea of sharing something between parties. Yet around this convergence each term has the capacity to emphasize ideas that the other two generally do not. Communication can hold several meanings but has the capacity to emphasize the act of giving, so that “to communicate” is to give something that is to be shared between parties. Similarly, participation can hold several meanings but has the capacity to emphasize the act of receiving the thing shared. Communion, again, can mean several things but has the ability to emphasize the mutual act of sharing between parties.


      Robert Caldwell confirms that these emphases reflect Edwards’s typical usage. Discussing their function with Edwards’s trinitarianism, he writes:


      

        Thus we have a triad of concepts that are used to describe the relationality of the immanent Trinity. The term “communion” (or fellowship, the terms are virtually synonymous in Edwards’s writings) describes the common good that the Father and the Son partake of in their eternal love for each other. . . . “Communication” references the active transfer of divine riches from one member to another. “Participation” by contrast is the reception of good that is communicated from another and the common enjoyment of good with another.56


      


      These definitions are helpful because they show the three concepts to be three distinct roles in the same dynamic, and I will refer to these dynamics and roles throughout the study.57 However, they do not exhaust the question: What, more specifically, does Jonathan Edwards mean when he says that grace is a communication and participation in divine fullness?


      Aid in answering this question comes from contemporary participation scholarship’s work on distinguishing different types of participation thought.58 Recent scholarship justifies distinguishing at least two broad approaches to the concept. Julie Canlis, in her recent study of John Calvin, argues that Western Christian theology produced (at least) two lineages of participation thought. The first grew out of Christian engagement with Platonism and is propounded today by movements such as Radical Orthodoxy.59 The primary concern in this lineage is with how created reality gains quiddity, substantiality, and being.60 That is: How does creation derive being from “eternal realities”?61 However, Canlis argues that Christian theology also gave rise to a more relational tradition of participation thinking. Here, the concern is with “intimacy and differentiation, not consubstantiality”; that is, the focus in this type of participation is not on quiddity per se but rather on union between parties, such that their distinction remains.62 In Christian context, it often refers to a relational sharing between distinct persons, based on the Trinity. Canlis locates Irenaeus and Calvin in this camp. W. Ross Hastings follows Canlis and refers to the first variety of participation with the term methexis, and the second, more relational iteration with the term koinōnia.63 Both methexis and koinōnia may be translated into English as “participation,” but they can serve the current discussion as labels for the two iterations of participation thought.64


      This dissection of participation thought allows for analysis of Edwards’s meaning of communication, participation, and communion, within the context of special grace, as a species of koinōnia. I will demonstrate it as a species of koinōnia by highlighting several items I observed in “True Grace Is Divine” and Treatise on Grace, and then relate these observations to George Hunsinger’s description of koinōnia participation. With this in place I will note an important question that will require deeper exploration in chapters two and three.


      “True Grace Is Divine” and Treatise on Grace provide several clues indicating that Edwards’s idea of participation, within the context of special grace, is not aimed at ontological participation that undergirds quiddity, but rather a relational participation that achieves unity while protecting personal differentiation. Recall the seven contours of Edwards’s doctrine of special grace identified earlier.


      

        	

          1. Special or true grace is a communication and participation in divine fullness.


        


        	

          2. Divine fullness is not latent within created nature’s ontology.


        


        	

          3. Created nature has no native capacity to acquire divine fullness.


        


        	

          4. Divine fullness is something of God’s own good and something of God himself.


        


        	

          5. Divine fullness is not the divine essence.


        


        	

          6. Divine fullness is given immediately to the creature by God.


        


        	

          7. Special or true grace, or the communication and participation in divine fullness, achieves mutual indwelling between God and creature.


        


      


      The first three points above indicate that whatever Edwards means by participation, at least in the context of special grace, he does not mean a participation by which a thing gains its quiddity. Participation can often signify a sharing in an ontological fundamental such as essence or substance. This is what I called methexis above. Indeed, I should point out that even in “True Grace Is Divine” Edwards can describe God as partaking of the divine essence.65 He is quick to deny that special grace is this sort of participation but illustrates that the concept of participation, within Edwards’s thought as beyond it, can carry heavy ontological weight. However, when Edwards describes special grace and participating in divine fullness, he clearly denies that this participation is the sort that gives the creature quiddity. Point two above makes that clear: divine fullness is not latent within the created nature’s ontology. That is, a creature can be a fully ontologically stable creature without any partaking in the divine fullness. Point three stresses this by saying that even if the creature developed all the endowments implied in its essence, the creature could still never acquire divine fullness. Both sides of the creature’s ontology are out of bounds: participation in divine fullness does not ground the creature’s quiddity, and it is out of reach of the creature’s ontological capacity to achieve it on its own. Point five above puts participation in divine fullness even further from fundamental ontology by denying that it is the divine essence. Participation in divine fullness does not ground the creature’s fundamental ontology, and it does not ground the deity’s fundamental ontology either. Edwards is laboring to place this sort of participation in another field of discourse besides quiddity.


      This denial that participation in divine fullness establishes quiddity also provides an important positive clue in uncovering what sort of participation Edwards intends. Whatever this participation means, it will necessarily preserve ontological differentiation. If participation in divine fullness does not impinge on creaturely quiddity or the essence of God, then it will follow that the creature’s quiddity and God’s quiddity remain intact in this participation. If the creature is an ontologically real creature before partaking in the divine fullness, and if by participating in the divine fullness the creature does not share in the divine essence, then one would expect that in participation in divine fullness the creature remains a creature of the same ontological species. If that is the case, then the creature remains creature, and God remains God. They remain distinct and differentiated.


      All of this suggests a large ontological barrier between God and the creature, but that would be misleading. Point six above bridges this chasm in a bold statement of intimacy. Divine fullness is given immediately by God. Immediacy here means that grace is given “not by the intervention of natural causes.”66 That is, in this type of participation, there is no third entity. It is not the creature plus some supercreature or intermediary between God and the creature. The divine and the natural relate without mediation other than God himself. This brings up many questions, but it serves to heighten the closeness, the intimacy, between God and the creature without melding them or betraying differentiation. This point is confirmed and pressed further by point seven. The participation in divine fullness culminates in mutual indwelling between God and the creature. This is profound intimacy while preserving differentiation. It is the culmination of Edwards’s theory of special grace.


      This pattern of participation thought in Edwards fits with what Hunsinger calls the “Chalcedonian pattern” of koinōnia relations. Hunsinger writes:


      

        Formally and paradigmatically, a koinonia-relation is a relation of mutual indwelling between two terms (e.g. between Christ and the church). Term a dwells in term b, even as b dwells in a, with the result that they coexist in a unity-in-distinction. In such a relation neither a nor b loses its identity, but rather the distinctive identity of each is sustained, fulfilled and enhanced. The two terms are thus related without separation or division (unity) and without confusion or change (distinction).67


      


      Edwards’s description of participation in divine fullness follows this description closely. The culmination of special grace is mutual indwelling. God and the creature represent the two terms, and each dwells within the other. Yet this mutual indwelling is not such that God and creature stop being distinctly God and distinctly creature. In Treatise on Grace Edwards describes this dynamic in unmistakably relational, even social terms: “To have communion or fellowship with another, is to partake with them of their good in their fullness, in union and society with them.”68 This language follows his Reformed forebearer John Owen quite closely. Owen defined communion as “the mutual communication of such good things as wherein the persons holding that communion are delighted, bottomed upon some union between them.”69 In both Edwards and Owen, the notion of union is personal, social, and relational, which in turn emphasizes the differentiation that remains. When Edwards speaks of special grace as a communication and participation in divine fullness, he is describing a species of koinōnia, marked by “unity-in-distinction.”


      This fact is confirmed further when one recalls the particular direction of travel that operates in Edwards’s doctrine of grace. The divine fullness is communicated, or given, immediately by God. It is not achieved by the creature but received by the creature. Once this fullness is given (communicated) and received (partaken of), God and the creature share (communion) in mutual indwelling. Hunsinger points out that this sort of dynamic, or grammar, as he calls it, is typical of koinōnia relations.


      

        Very often (though not always) in Christian soteriology a third formal element is also involved. This element may be called the principle of asymmetry. The asymmetrical ordering principle obtains in those cases where a is logically prior and b logically subsequent, so that a can be defined without reference to b, but b cannot be defined without reference to a. . . . I have described this formal or grammatical paradigm, involving an asymmetrical unity-in-distinction, as “the Chalcedonian pattern.”70
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