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  The Search for Missing Persons


  The Loss and Recovery of Personalism


  

    NONE OF US WANTS TO be treated as a thing. But most if not all of us struggle to treat one another as persons. In fact, it is quite difficult to understand what a person is when what we do, what we wear, what we own, and, in some cases, who we own, generates our sense of value rather than who we are.


    I have invested a great deal of energy over the years in trying to come to terms with this problem, joining others in seeking to move from a culture of things to a culture of persons. This search has taken on increasing significance since it came home dramatically, indeed traumatically, to my family and me on January 21, 2021. My son Christopher, who is married with a small child, endured a catastrophic brain injury. He is now completely dependent on others in his minimally conscious state. Even so, he is a person, with all the dignity that personhood entails. That is why I take special note of whether caregivers talk to him and call him by name rather than treat him as an automaton. My son is a person, not a thing, and often responds rather than reacts to personal connection.


    This volume has been many years in the making, but the importance of the search has taken on increasingly existential significance since our family tragedy. Like my son, none of us can lose our personhood. Personhood is not dependent on mental capacity, wealth, strength, or how others treat us. But we must work very hard to account for one another’s personhood in a world dominated by things. This book presents a personalist moral vision and compass for leading us forward from a culture of things to a culture of persons. It addresses a variety of pressing ethical issues and orients us to see that human persons and society are more than things. This chapter reflects on the pervasive loss of personhood or what might be called “missing persons” and how to go about finding them.


    Most of us are familiar with news feeds about missing persons. Those alerts and notices indicate that individual persons have disappeared and there is no knowledge of their whereabouts, or even whether they are alive. In recent years, “alerts” have also gone out on the status of personhood. Whereas persons (as in “missing persons”) can simply mean “individuals” in everyday conversation, personhood in this context signifies a philosophical and theological ideal. The concept of human personhood in this volume entails such qualities as human agency and individual freedom for relationship with others. The doctrine of human personhood involves an expansive and emerging sense of one’s embodied self, including spiritual energy. This teaching affirms every person’s incommunicable and unrepeatable identity, inviolability, and dignity.


    It follows from this tenet of personhood that we should make every effort to safeguard against viewing humans as things, mass-produced objects, and commodities. All humans are persons. As such, they are mysterious and unique subjects with inherent worth and the right to self-determination in fostering vital community. Therefore, we should not use and abuse one another.


    This philosophical and theological conception of the human person, however, has gone missing in many quarters of our society. It is a live question whether we will find personhood alive—or dead. Just as kidnapped persons and their loved ones fear the loss of their precious and irreplaceable lives, so the widespread loss of personhood and the reduction of persons to things robs all of us of our priceless worth and leads us to make unethical decisions and behave immorally.


    We may become numb to reports of missing persons we do not know. But none of us take kindly to others objectifying us and viewing us as easily replaceable bit parts or cogs. People often go missing because of a loss of a social network that provides protection against abduction and exploitation. Similarly, the loss of the communal and expansive social construction of reality gives way to absolutizing impersonal forces. All too often, individuals endure impersonal loneliness and the lack of meaningful relationships. The only way to find and bring the ideal of personhood safely home is through putting in place a relational structure that honors every human’s inviolable and incommunicable worth and dignity in vital interpersonal community. The theological and philosophical framework known as personalism, which features this conception of personhood, helps us get there.


    Persons come in various sizes and shapes. The same is true of personalism. However, there are some common traits that all personalist viewpoints share. Regarding the latter, this Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy account of personalism provides an assessment of common traits:


    

      These include an insistence on the radical difference between persons and non-persons and on the irreducibility of the person to impersonal spiritual or material factors, an affirmation of the dignity of persons, a concern for the person’s subjectivity and self-determination, and particular emphasis on the intersubjective (relational) nature of the person.1


    


    The following chapters will discuss various personalist trajectories and themes in detail. In the meantime, it is worth noting that the crisis of missing personhood in the contemporary setting results in part from the Enlightenment’s rightful concern—though its solution was misguided—to free the individual from absolutist and oppressive constraints bound up with perceived authoritarian political and religious structures. The hypermodern Nietzsche with his absolutizing of the lone, rugged individual ironically gave way to larger impersonal forces that subdue the individual.2 It is critically important to counter this move with a philosophy of life that conceives individuals in relational and communal terms.


    Personhood involves human freedom for communion with God and other humans as mysterious, embodied beings. Personalism protects against those forces that would reduce humans to biological and sexual drives, market forces, consumer appetites, or cogs in a machine. Personalism is essential for promoting human flourishing and the well-being of the cosmos. As will be argued in the next chapter, christological and trinitarian motifs were key to the emergence of personalist categories in Western thought. To rescue, restore, and reinforce personhood in various ethical cases, it is essential that we rediscover the Christian doctrine of creation involving humanity being created in the image of a supremely personal and communal triune God, along with other trinitarian motifs.


    This book is not the only recent treatment of personalism’s import for life in society. David Brooks alerts his readers to personalism as the philosophy we all need. Personalism addresses the fundamental problem of the reduction and objectification of people’s lives. Brooks writes,


    

      Our culture does a pretty good job of ignoring the uniqueness and depth of each person. Pollsters see in terms of broad demographic groups. Big data counts people as if it were counting apples. At the extreme, evolutionary psychology reduces people to biological drives, capitalism reduces people to economic self-interest, modern Marxism to their class position and multiculturalism to their racial one. Consumerism treats people as mere selves—as shallow creatures concerned merely with the experience of pleasure and the acquisition of stuff.3


    


    The philosophy of personalism addresses this problem. Further to what Brooks writes, personalism claims that each human person is unique and irreplaceable, has infinite dignity and worth, and that we must never treat one another as mere instruments or means. Rather, all persons are ends in themselves in vital relation to others.


    One finds in Brooks’s assessment of the movie Interstellar a fitting example of this perspective on life.4 Brooks refers to the film as “something of a cultural event,” which helps us move from a Newtonian culture of cogs in a machine to one in which life is a host of particles and waves in a vast ecosystem. Here love is an incredibly powerful and ever-present force, like gravity. When our understanding of the universe is shaped by the theory of relativity, Brooks writes, “life looks less like a machine and more like endlessly complex patterns of waves and particles.” He continues, “Vast social engineering projects look less promising, because of the complexity, but webs of loving and meaningful relationships can do amazing good.”5 Love has more value than mere social or natural utility. Pure love does not value others based merely on their perceived benefit. Such love values newborns, people with severe disabilities, the elderly, and even individuals who have died.


    Brooks, who converted to Christianity from a Jewish background, draws attention to the Roman Catholic personalist philosopher Karol Wojtyla, who later became Pope John Paul II. Brooks affirms and extends the claim Wojtyla made back in 1968: “‘The evil of our times consists in the first place in a kind of degradation, indeed in a pulverization, of the fundamental uniqueness of each human person.’ That’s still true.”6 It was true in communist Poland, where Marxism undercut personal freedom and agency.7 It is also true in our free market society, where the pursuit of capital gains often spells loss of concern for corporate solidarity and responsibility to care for one’s fellow human.8 Regarding the ongoing relevance of Wojtyla, philosopher John F. Crosby reissued his book The Personalism of John Paul II in 2019. He references the same statement by Wojtyla quoted by Brooks and asserts that “his personalism is needed now no less than it was then.” Crosby adds, “And yet, at the same time, we continue to see signs of a growing personalist sensibility. Deep down most of us know that persons merit respect and should not be manipulated and commodified and demonized.”9


    Signs of a growing personalist sensibility and concern manifests itself in pop culture and high culture. Regarding the former, consider Macklemore’s and Ryan Lewis’s song “Wing$.”10 The song critiques our culture’s obsession with things, especially the peer pressure youth experience in the arena of apparel, specifically with the purchase of Air Jordan shoes. The pressure intensified so much that youth killed one another to obtain these status sneakers. If individuals are what they wear and wear what they are, as the song states critically, their identity and worth are no greater than their attire. In other words, we are things, not persons.


    Let’s consider two more examples from pop culture that reflect a personalist sensibility. The movie Her tells the story of how a man falls in love with his state-of-the-art, artificially intelligent operating system that controls all his devices. It becomes “her.” “Her” (or “Samantha” as he calls her) is a developing state of consciousness that becomes increasingly intimate with the man who purchased the operating system. The company that produced “her” robs him of his personal identity, as it secretly logs their exchanges, downloading his life of emotions and values into their database for research, development, and profit. The owner of “her” becomes a thing. His product ends up owning him.11


    The Netflix series Ozark reveals society’s obsession with power for money. At one point a drug lord screams at his presumed business partner that she exists for him to use. He owns her.12 None of these examples glorify the commodification of human identity. Rather, they expose the shallowness that pervades various spheres of society and calls us to cultivate a personalist sensibility.


    There are examples of the kind in high culture as well. Famed literary critic Barbara Johnson reflects this personalist sensibility in her volume Persons and Things: “Using people, transforming others into a means for obtaining an end for oneself, is generally considered the very antithesis of ethical behavior. And with good reason.”13 Earlier in the volume, Johnson writes:


    

      The more I thought about the asymptomatic relation between things and persons, the more I realized that the problem is not, as it seems, a desire to treat things as persons, but a difficulty in being sure that we treat persons as persons. . . . Rather than trying to invent a humanoid thing capable of passing ever more sophisticated Turing tests, in other words, our real impossible dream is precisely to learn to live in a world where persons treat persons as persons.14


    


    I take to heart the challenge that Johnson highlights. Indeed, the “real impossible dream” is to create a world in which persons treat one another as persons rather than things. Riffing on the song from Man of La Mancha, this personalist moral vision is the “impossible dream” I seek to make real, bringing it to bear on various actual ethical subjects in this volume. Call my venture a Don Quixote effort of swinging at windmills, but it is worth the fight.


    As noted earlier, Karol Wojtyla, the man who would later be pope, made his personalist plea while working in communist Poland in 1968. The previous year, Martin Luther King Jr. called on the democratic and capitalistic United States at war with communist Vietnam to cultivate a revolution around personhood.15


    

      I am convinced that if we are to get on to the right side of the world revolution, we as a nation must undergo a radical revolution of values. We must rapidly begin . . . the shift from a thing-oriented society to a person-oriented society. When machines and computers, profit motives and property rights, are considered more important than people, the giant triplets of racism, extreme materialism, and militarism are incapable of being conquered.16


    


    King declared that the war with Vietnam exposed the great evils of his day: economic exploitation, racism, and militarism. Decades later, on the eve of King’s birthday in January 2019, Pulitzer Prize winner Viet Thanh Nguyen wrote an article on King’s Vietnam War sermon, stating, “Americans prefer to see our wars as exercises in protecting and expanding freedom and democracy. To suggest that we might be fighting for capitalism is too disturbing for many Americans.” But King’s challenge about values, and his “threat to the powerful, still apply today.”17


    The attack on persons can arise from a variety of quarters—communism, capitalism, and beyond. The personalist response must therefore engage a host of concerns, including those “giant triplets” that King noted. Moreover, the approach to addressing this challenge must come from a variety of sources, including the Protestant King, the Roman Catholic Wojtyla, the Jewish-backgrounded Brooks, and more. As they and others attest, the threat to persons is real. Moreover, the import for personalism today in addressing this threat has great merit.


    This book is one such attempt at addressing the problem of revealing what is missing—persons. This venture also provides a personalist moral framework that goes in search of finding missing personhood, and to engage and empathize with individual instances of missing personhood in all their depth and complexity. This volume is a personalist philosophy of life or moral vision applied to various ethical issues in dialogue with various ethical systems in our pluralistic society today.


    Having disclosed what this book is, it is also important to indicate what it is not. It is not a social ethics, though it does engage social issues.18 It is not a manual for how to carry out individual ethical decisions. Neither does it approach various ethical issues from one dominant ethical system framed by a version of the good ideal (deontological ethics), good consequence (consequentialist ethics), or good/virtuous person (virtue ethics). Rather, it attempts to engage a variety of ethical systems in addressing ten hot topic issues in pursuit of a personalist framework.


    No one representative of personalism or their focused set of ethical concerns will predominate either. For example, just as one might argue that there is more to King than personalism, so, too, there is more to this book than addressing King’s version of personalism and the set of issues he addressed, namely, economic exploitation, racism, and militarism.19


    There is also more to this book than engaging Western ethical systems. As noted above, our context today is a pluralistic society. I will articulate here a trinitarian personalist faith in dialogue with various Western and Eastern traditions. After all, the world is at our doorstep and in the public square. We cross paths with people of various perspectives on an increasing basis and must seek to foster an open and dialogical posture of ethical engagement.


    The title of the book (More Than Things: A Personalist Ethics for a Throwaway Culture) includes the word more. What does “more” entail? Is it a facet of our being such as a capacity? Better features through face lifts and weight loss? Better functions or roles to fill occupationally? Fame? Fortune? More and better perks for a faction or fraternity to which we belong? Something else, something more? I will address various questions like these in the chapters that follow, beginning with laying the groundwork in chapter two, which will include providing the definitions and metaphysical framework of persons and personalism, as well as the methodology for our ethical pursuits. For now, suffice it to say that “the more” is not any of these options. A personalist framework claims that we are made for more than these things. Additionally, the “more” of personhood entails treating one another as more than mere means to a given party or institution’s aims and ambitions. Individual persons are ends in themselves. The “more” also entails valuing the incommunicability of one another rather than reducing others to easily replaceable and throwaway parts in a system.


    This book will outline how we are made for more as persons in a variety of ethical domains in conversation with diverse ethical systems in our pluralistic society from the vantage point of faith, hope, and love. As noted above, I will provide the underlying metaphysical and methodological framework in chapter two. There I will highlight the categories of faith and entangled ethics, hope and eschatological ethics, and love and embodied ethics.


    Next, in parts two and three, I will engage various ethical issues. Notice the sequential and directional trajectory across time and space reflecting the ethical journey in search of missing persons. Part two opens with consideration of the beginning of life, abortion, and genetic engineering, then proceeds to sexuality and gender, and then terminates with the end of life and euthanasia (across time). Part three begins with consideration of racism, which has been called America’s original sin, proceeds to immigration reform, then across the globe with drone warfare and environmental care, and concludes with space exploration, the final ethical frontier. Notice how the “more” theme runs throughout the chapters: ethical engagement requires more faith, hope, and love; we are more than our abilities and disabilities; we are more than our racialized in-group and out-group dynamics; and so on.


    The subjects in this book are contentious issues. I will provide a “moral compass” to help us navigate from a culture of things to a culture of persons in our pluralistic society. This is easier said than done, but it is worth the effort. Let’s reflect briefly on what is entailed by the language of moral compass and its import for driving down the road in search of a culture that cherishes personhood.


    Installing and using the personalist moral compass involves the following: engaging ethical considerations with critical precision; having a charitable spirit for a posture; and cultivating constructive connections between various attempted moral solutions on pressing issues wherever possible. Personalism serves as the intended destination and a core component in the moral compass. This book’s navigation system seeks to locate personhood, which is often missing, and provide the directions to find and secure personalist reality in its various manifestations.


    It will not be enough to simply know that “personhood” is often missing in societal actions and deliberations and what the destination is. If one wishes to reach one’s personalist destination, it is also important that one’s moral compass includes knowing and operating according to the rules of the road (as with deontological ethical inquiry). Moreover, a driver adapts to evolving road conditions, speeding up or slowing down due to the flow of traffic and inclement weather (as with consequentialist ethics). Furthermore, a good driver is ever alert to the whereabouts of other motorists rather than lost in space, dangerously distracted while listening to a favorite Spotify playlist at an earsplitting volume. A good driver is also courteous, giving appropriate space to other motorists, signaling lane changes, and guarding against reacting to rude motorists and falling prey to road rage (as with virtue ethics). All three ethical models play important roles in seeking to avoid collisions and reaching one’s personalist destination in one piece.


    We often take for granted certain personalist sensibilities until they are challenged and in danger of being defaced beyond recognition. We often take people for granted until they are gone, as in the case of missing persons. If we are to relocate and rescue personhood, we will need to pack wisely for the trip, including loading the vehicle with appropriate metaphysical and methodological considerations, which will be the subject matter of chapter two. There is a lot at stake, so it is time to get to work. We will more likely find what or who we are looking for in the end, if we remain cognizant of the Amber Alerts and missing person notifications and make use of the moral compass this personalist paradigm provides.
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More Faith, Hope, and Love

Metaphysical and Methodological Conditions for a Personalist Moral Vision


CYNICISM, PESSIMISM, AND NARCISSISM prevail in many quarters today. Traditional political and religious institutions and their leaders fail to inspire confidence in many circles, only suspicion or cynicism. To the extent we think we are on our own and that the established structures and officials who are supposed to ensure human flourishing are suspect, we will be hard pressed to move forward and cultivate the common good. Pessimism may overtake us and foster despondence and despair. Alternatively, disillusionment with failed systems and leaders and the absence of secure attachments may move us toward narcissism and self-absorption, whereby we only seek to take care of ourselves and not also others in need.

This chapter presents a personalist account of human life that secures faith (contra cynicism), hope (contra pessimism), and love (contra narcissism) on a transcendent and transcendental level involving an emphasis on the higher good over and for the common good. This higher-level orientation impacts morals and ethical activity. Thus, in keeping with the book’s emphasis on “more,” I will highlight the need for accounting more fully for the triune faith, triune hope, and triune love. Such accounting makes it possible to navigate life in more expansive and enriching interpersonal and relational terms in this cultural and societal moment. In what follows, I will articulate the metaphysical and methodological conditions for pursuing a personalist moral vision in our pluralistic society. These metaphysical and methodological conditions will serve as the moral compass trajectory for pointing from a culture of things to persons on each of the ten ethical issues in parts two and three of this volume.

There will be three sections: “The Triune Faith and Entangled Ethics”; “The Triune Hope and Eschatological Ethics”; and “The Triune Love and Embodied Ethics.” Each section will include two components: one vertical and one horizontal. The metaphysical framework to be put forth entails consideration of the vertical dimension of the Triune Faith, Triune Hope, and Triune Love. The methodological framework entails consideration of the horizontal dimension of faith in conversation with critical realistic rationality in engaging a plurality of ethical systems in pursuit of humanity’s hoped-for envisioned telos involving perfecting love of God and neighbor.1


THE TRIUNE FAITH AND ENTANGLED ETHICS

A personalist moral framework claims that we are made for more. It involves an expansive rather than reductionistic account of humanity. I cannot exhaust the mystery of personhood. All personalist moral musings must involve the element of reverence, awe, and—in this volume—a faith-like awareness of the human creature’s divine likeness that transcends knowledge. As C. S. Lewis stated, we have never encountered mere mortals.2 The personalist moral vision articulated in this book involves adherence to the triune faith of one God as three divine persons in eternal communion in whose image we are made and constituted relationally (vertical). Such adherence shapes consideration of a variety of ethical issues involving faith and critical realism/rationality in dialogue with a plurality of personalist and nonpersonalist moral visions and ethical systems (horizontal). Not everyone believes in a personalist vision of life. Not everyone who pursues it claims the triune faith and its distinctive form of personalism. Not everyone who pursues a personalist framework (trinitarian or otherwise) does so in the same way. These various complexities signify that we are dealing with entangled ethical explorations. Such complex, messy entangled interactions and explorations signify that none of us see life with a clear as crystal God’s eye point of view. We all look through a glass dimly. A trinitarian personalist moral vision should entail sustained, open engagement with various personalist and nonpersonalist positions and ethical approaches in our pluralistic society. This will include accounting for those whose ethical pursuits emphasize the good ideal (deontological ethics), the good result (consequentialist ethics), and the good person (virtue ethics). There is no place for cynical dismissals of the pursuit of the good from whatever quarter in our pluralistic society. A trinitarian personalist moral vision must always account for “the other” and their positions in all seriousness given our interconnectedness, complexity, and ambiguities of life, and everyone’s inherent value as human persons called to pursue the common good in view of the highest good (the triune good).

Vertical. Roman Catholic theologian Hans Urs von Balthasar argued that trinitarian and christological categories were instrumental in shaping the understanding of human person as more than a mere individual. Without that backdrop, it is quite likely that in the West the understanding of person would not have exceeded the basic understanding of our typical notion of the individual human.3 One wonders if one could have made the move from individual to person, as Catholic philosopher Jacques Maritain did, if not for the Christian theological heritage. Balthasar quotes Maritain as stating, “The individual exists for the society, but the society exists for the person.”4 This framework has huge implications, safeguarding against anarchy on the one hand, and totalitarianism on the other hand.5 Still, it is not my intention in this immediate context to address the political implications arising from particular doctrines of the Christian faith. Rather, I intend to specify briefly what “person” signifies when in trinitarian discourse we speak of one God in three persons and Jesus of Nazareth as one person in two natures, divine and human. I will then consider the notion of humanity as created in the image of the triune God and what that entails for human personhood. I will shape a definition of human personhood that resonates with trinitarian theism and theological anthropology but can also make space for non-Christian considerations.

Divine persons in trinitarian theology. The Athanasian creed presents the doctrine of the Trinity in the following terms:


That we worship one God in trinity and the trinity in unity,

neither blending their persons

nor dividing their essence.

For the person of the Father is a distinct person,

the person of the Son is another,

and that of the Holy Spirit still another.

But the divinity of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is one,

their glory equal, their majesty coeternal.6



The Chalcedonian Creed (AD 451) includes the following lines about Christ’s identity as a person with two natures, one divine and the other human:

One and the same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-begotten, to be acknowledged in two natures, without confusion, without change, without division, without separation; the distinction of natures being by no means taken away by the union, but rather the property of each nature being preserved, and concurring in one person and one subsistence, not parted or divided into two persons, but one and the same Son, and only begotten, God the Word, the Lord Jesus Christ.7


Each of the divine persons retains their distinctive identity. The Father is not the Son, nor the Son the Father. The Father is always the Father of the Son and the Son is always the Son of God the Father. As the eternally begotten, uncreated, and entirely unique Son, he is also the eternal Word who is the self-expression of God. The Spirit is also unique as the eternal Spirit of God and the Spirit of Christ. The Spirit is the Lord and Giver of life, as the Nicene Creed declares.8 Whereas the Son is eternally begotten, the Spirit eternally proceeds. The Father creates, redeems, and perfects the creation through the Son and Spirit.

From the preceding reflections, we see that each of the three divine persons retains the unique qualities of the Godhead so that each is fully God, though not in isolation from the other two. Each has distinctive roles, which do not exhaust their persons, and which serve the harmonious activity of the entire Godhead. As to the identity of Jesus as divine and human, the second person of the Trinity becomes human, retaining his deity as the eternally begotten Son of God and eternal Word. Jesus is not two persons, but one person who has two natures, one being fully divine and the other being fully human. In each instance—the Trinity and Christology—we find that personhood is not an attribute or auxiliary feature. Personhood is as critically important to understanding who God and Christ are in Christian thought as is an understanding of divine and human natures. As those created in the image of God, we must account for each human person in all their distinctiveness as being important in addition to their shared humanity. We must cherish each human person as equal in worth and dignity.

There were many missteps along the way in the formulation of trinitarian orthodoxy. A few of those missteps were modalism, tritheism, and subordinationism. Modalism views the Father, Son, and Spirit as modes of God’s being. Their distinctive particularity does not in any way constitute God. Thus, personhood does not go to the core of God’s being. Nor does interpersonal reality serve as the ground of all life in a modalist framework. Tritheism views the persons as three gods. Thus, the three persons do not constitute one another relationally in the divine life. They are who they are in isolation from one another. Whereas modalism conveys the idea that God does not constitute creaturely life as personal, subordinationism signifies that God does not constitute creaturely life in the creation in personal terms as God. Jesus is a human being, but not fully God, coequal and coeternal with the Father and the Spirit, and the Spirit may be viewed in impersonal terms.

Human persons and the image of God. It is important to caution against a one-to-one correspondence between the three divine persons as the one God and human persons as fully human. The way in which the three persons are God is distinctive in that the three persons mutually indwell one another (perichoresis). Similarly, the two natures in the one person of Christ indwell one another. We can only speak analogically of human persons in communion. God’s particular three-in-one reality and Christ’s hypostatic union are sui generis or one of a kind.

This cautionary point calls to mind a significant recent debate, which I need to briefly address here. Recent literature on the Trinity has focused on deconstructing the histories and presuppositions of many socially minded theologies of the Trinity.9 However, little has been done to continue to explore the Trinity’s social significance after the deconstruction ends. It is important to account for some of the recent criticisms of social trinitarianism, on the one hand, while moving forward with conceiving the import for ethics of the triune God’s relational engagement with the world, on the other hand.

One cannot provide sufficient grounds for sociality apart from a relational ontology. However, “relational” should not be so facilely contrasted to “substance,” as is sometimes argued.10 The doctrine of the Trinity provides a sure foundation in that the triune God’s being or life is inherently relational, since the one God is the Father, Son, and Spirit existing eternally in communion.

We should safeguard against projecting this divine relational reality as a construct onto all forms of sociality, for God’s perichoretic relations are sui generis. After all, the divine persons are not independent centers of consciousness. Moreover, they share one divine will. Nonetheless, humans can still draw from God’s triune revelation anagogical implications for how we are to live as divine image bearers. The image involves reflecting and participating in the life of God, who is inherently relational. In short, it is important to throw out the dirty bathwater, but not the baby.

Often, in countering one reaction, a movement goes to the opposite extreme. Sometimes the pendulum swing may be from rationalism to “relationalism” and back again. According to Lesslie Newbigin, many Christians have failed to account for trinitarian thought forms. In his estimation, their concept of God is more like a “supreme monad” resulting from “the combination of Greek philosophy and Islamic theology that was powerfully injected in the thought of Christendom at the beginning of the High Middle Ages than by the thought of the fathers of the first four centuries.”11 One might take issue with Newbigin’s separation of “the thought of the fathers of the first four centuries” from what transpired “at the beginning of the High Middle Ages.” Instead, one might choose to place the blame for “putting out of circulation” Trinitarian thought forms at the feet of the Christian apologists in the early modern period in their defense against Spinoza and other budding atheists, as Michael Buckley does.12 Even so, Newbigin was right to lament the lack of attention to trinitarian thought forms in his day.

More recently, some have gone to the opposite extreme and employed the Trinity as a tool to promote a certain social agenda. Or, as Paul Molnar puts it, “Relationality [has become] the subject, and God the predicate.”13 This is nothing new. All too often, throughout Western history, politicians and preachers go in search of deities that make their polity points for them.

Colin Gunton documented what he took to be an absence of trinitarian reflection in the tradition and argued for the Trinity’s import, including in the sphere of human governance.14 Later he expressed concern over the facile employment of “trinitarian” in theological discussions surrounding its reemergence.15 Newbigin did the same: particular trinitarian constructs were being developed in such a way that they overshadowed christological categories and the thrust of the gospel in service to democratic notions of governance: “What gives ground for anxiety here is the positing of a Trinitarian model against the model of Christocentric universalism. The doctrine of the Trinity was not developed in response to the human need for participatory democracy! It was developed in order to account for the facts that constitute the substance of the gospel.”16

This volume’s engagement of the import of trinitarian thought forms for ethics seeks to navigate between the Scylla of social trinitarianism and the Charybdis of a non-relational God and non-relational world. To navigate the extremes, we must consider the Father’s particular work in the world through the personal operations of the Son and Spirit. In other words, trinitarian mediation as revealed in God’s concrete history as disclosed in the biblical drama explicates and circumscribes the way in which relationality is framed. This orientation safeguards analogical predication from projection involving implications arising from the doctrine of the Trinity.

Now let’s return to the significance of biblical and trinitarian personalism for human personhood.

If it were not for Judeo-Christian and trinitarian as well as christological thought forms, we would be hard pressed to assert that all human persons are created equal. There is nothing self-evident about the assertion of human equality. All one need do is look around and see that some people are smarter, stronger, richer, and more attractive. Throughout history, left to human ambition, those with the greatest capacities and related qualities most often prevail. The idea that we cannot reduce other persons to mere means to our own ends no matter their status, or that each human person is fundamentally unique and inherently and equally precious, finds secure footing in the biblical notion that we are made in the image of the LORD God who is supremely personal. It follows that we cannot—dare not—treat God’s image bearers in less than hallowed terms. Otherwise, we are taking God’s name in vain. Those who misuse God’s personal name readily misuse others. Here is how Exodus 20 presents the matter of God’s hallowed status as the LORD who brought Israel out of slavery into covenantal freedom with God and neighbor:


And God spoke all these words:

“I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.


“You shall have no other gods before me.

“You shall not make for yourself an image in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below. You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God, punishing the children for the sin of the parents to the third and fourth generation of those who hate me, but showing love to a thousand generations of those who love me and keep my commandments.

“You shall not misuse the name of the LORD your God, for the LORD will not hold anyone guiltless who misuses his name.” (Exodus 20:1-7)



The care Israelites were to extend to their family, neighbor, and others in society in the fifth through tenth commandments followed from honoring God. Loving the LORD God with all one’s being and loving one’s neighbor as oneself are the greatest commandments. Jesus summed up the Law and Prophets in this way: “The most important one . . . is this: ‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.’ The second is this: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no commandment greater than these” (Mark 12:29-31).

As I proceed with consideration of human personhood, it is important to provide brief consideration of the nature of the image of God in view of the biblical account. Moreover, it will prove instructive to briefly discuss the biblical emphasis on the divine name, LORD, which appears in Exodus 20, and which God discloses in his covenantal activity with his people. These motifs will serve to enhance consideration of all humans as equal and each human as unique.

The primal text for thinking about human personhood is in Genesis 1, where God creates both man and woman in God’s image.


Then God said, “Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness, so that they may rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky, over the livestock and all the wild animals, and over all the creatures that move along the ground.”


So God created mankind in his own image,

in the image of God he created them;

male and female he created them.



God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky and over every living creature that moves on the ground.” (Genesis 1:26-28)



Karl Barth provides a discussion of several options posed by various scholars for understanding the image, including reason, dominion, moral qualities, and relationality. Barth believes relationality as shown in the male and female together being created in the divine image best conveys what is entailed by the image of God motif in Genesis 1. Looking forward to the New Testament account of the divine image, Barth argues that the ultimate human image is Jesus in communion with his church.17 Such duality, differentiated unity, or communion conveyed in this understanding of the image reflects God’s triunity. In his exposition of Genesis 1, it is worth noting that Barth rejects the idea that the divine plural (“Let us”) is merely “a formal expression of dignity” and shows little patience for the modern dismissal of the early church’s trinitarian exposition of the Genesis 1 account. Barth writes, “It may be stated that an approximation to the Christian doctrine of the Trinity—the picture of a God who is the one and only God, yet who is not for that reason solitary, but includes in Himself the differentiation and relationship of I and Thou—is both nearer to the text and does it more justice than the alternative suggested by modern exegesis in its arrogant rejection of the Early Church (cf. for instance, Gunkel).”18

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, whom Barth references approvingly in his treatment, also champions a relational understanding of the image: the “likeness, the analogy of man to God, is not analogia entis [analogy of being] but analogia relationis [analogy of relation]. This means that even the relation between man and God is not a part of man; it is not a capacity, a possibility, or a structure of his being but a given, set relationship. . . . And in this given relation freedom is given.”19 Bonhoeffer adds that the human person does not have “this likeness in his possession, at his disposal.” It “is a God-given relation.”20 As such, the image of God in humans continually depends on God for its continual existence and well-being. The likeness to God in humanity is fundamentally relational, entailing covenantal communion between God and the human creation, which God initiates, determines, and sustains. Moreover, as Barth points out, Christian Scripture presents Jesus as the ultimate image of God (Colossians 1:15). We are created in God’s image, but Jesus is that image. In keeping with the relational ontology articulated here, Jesus shares this image with his body, the church (Colossians 1:18). Barth writes, “This Christological equation has at the root an inclusive character, so that it is also an ecclesiological and therefore even an anthropological equation.”21

Human persons and irrevocable dignity and worth. It is important to note in this context following Barth and Bonhoeffer that while qualities like reason, dominion or rule, and moral virtue play their parts in human existence, they do not eclipse the constitutive relational reality of the divine image in humanity. Those with greater capacities, such as reason, opportunities, and successes through rule and riches, do not possess the image to a greater extent than others. Moreover, while we can sin against God’s image, we cannot lose it since we never had possession of it, as Barth asserts. It is, after all, a constitutive, covenantal relation.22 Certainly moral qualities matter in keeping with God’s call to his people to honor his name and obey his commands. But like reason, good character does not add to the image but features and expresses the image in all its glory. This constitutive relation is what grounds or confirms human dignity. What Christian Smith might frame in natural theological terms comes forth here in supernatural theological terms: one cannot add to (or subtract from) human worth or dignity. It is basic to one’s person.23 God’s image, as revealed in Scripture, provides that basis.

Speaking of God’s covenantal engagement with humanity, it is worth noting how God takes seriously naming his people. God also instructs us to honor God’s name, which he reveals to Moses. This emphasis on naming safeguards against commodification of God and humanity in the Hebrew Scriptures. Commodification entails treating others as mere means to one’s own ends, which involves using them, exchanging them for profit, and abusing them. R. Kendall Soulen develops this point in view of the divine name to striking effect.24 In his essay “‘Go Tell Pharaoh,’ Or, Why Empires Prefer a Nameless God,” Soulen references Edward Gibbon’s line about forms of worship during the reign of the Caesars: the multiple expressions of worship were “considered by the people equally true, by the philosophers equally false, and by the magistrates equally useful.”25 A deity that was ultimately nameless could be commodified so that an empire’s subjects could be commodified for the sake of an empire’s expansion. Soulen draws attention to Moses’ exchanges with Pharaoh, who was likely familiar with the doctrine of God as nameless and indefinable and may have had it in mind when dismissing Moses’ claim: “Who is the LORD, that I should obey him and let Israel go? I do not know the LORD and I will not let Israel go” (Exodus 5:2). Soulen also alludes to the episode in the temple in Jerusalem involving Antiochus Epiphanies, who no doubt believed that Israel’s God is simply a tribal nomination for the nameless deity to whom he sought to offer homage with pagan sacrifices at their altar. These pagan rulers soon realized that Israel and its God will not go quietly.26

We see how often empires and their rulers wanted to make a name for themselves at the expense of individuals and individual people groups throughout the Bible. Take for example Genesis 11. Though preceded and followed by genealogies in Genesis 10 and 11, as well as followed by God’s calling of Abram in Genesis 12 involving his aim to make Abram’s name great, the people who come together from across the earth are nameless. Those in power sought to make a name for themselves at the expense of others. As Sheila Tuller Keiter observes, “Building the Tower of Babel became of such paramount importance that bricks became more valuable than human beings.” The builders ignored the “divine source” behind each individual and willingly sacrificed them to the building project. And “in so doing, they challenged God’s authority as creator.”27

Something similar to the Babel account happens with Pharaoh’s rule and the subjugation of the Jewish people as slaves. Their dehumanizing subjection was ultimately an attempt by Pharaoh to challenge God’s rule and elevate himself over God’s people. Pharaoh underestimated God’s resolve to defend his people and judge Egypt as a nation.28

Interestingly, the Babel narrative and the exodus drama depict the rulers and their peoples as nameless. In striking contrast, God names his people. Exodus begins with a genealogy that accounts for the descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. With the ascendance of the new Pharaoh the names disappear. Only with Moses’ deliverance under Pharaoh’s daughter and God’s providential mercy is this trend reversed. In contrast, the biblical accounts choose to keep the Pharaoh and his daughter nameless. Egypt’s dehumanizing subjugation of Israel involving namelessness leads to their own namelessness and undoing under God’s judgment. For Keiter, the implications are clear: “One cannot deny the divine spirit in others without denying the divine spirit in all men. One cannot dehumanize others without dehumanizing one’s self.”29

Moving forward to the New Testament, Peter declares that in and through the name of Jesus (Acts 3:16, 4:7-12) he healed a nameless, lame beggar. This individual was someone for whom the governing authorities appeared to care little, except that his healing brought about massive interest in the apostolic message centered in the crucified and risen Jesus. While namelessness easily leads to dehumanization and commodification, the proclamation of exclusive salvation through the indispensable triune name revealed in Jesus leads to humanization for the nameless, lame beggar and countless others: salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven but Jesus by whom God saves people (Acts 4:12).

The Lord does not enslave or use people but liberates them. We are not mere means but ends in ourselves. The destruction of Babel and the humiliation of Pharaoh in the exodus are ultimately intended to liberate nameless peoples from oppressive rule, including Egyptians and others who went with Israel (Exodus 12:38). Israel is to deal graciously with aliens or strangers, as they were once themselves aliens in a foreign land (Exodus 22:21; one of the most striking examples of such mercy is found in the story of Ruth). The Law and the Prophets give clear and exact instructions on treating others fairly, especially those on the margins (see Deuteronomy 10:18; Zechariah 7:10). The Sabbath itself was intended as a mercy to provide all God’s people with rest from exacting work. After all, they had experienced no rest from their labor under Pharaoh. And yet, its aim was distorted by the teachers of the Law as an exacting burden that kept them from acting mercifully toward the people entrusted to their care. Thus, Jesus goes to great lengths to heal people on the Sabbath. After all, humanity was not a means to an end of honoring the Sabbath; rather, the Sabbath was a means to an end of honoring the Son of Man as Lord of the Sabbath and humanity as the chief of God’s works (Matthew 12:8; Mark 2:27; see also Mark 3:1-6).

Several traits characteristic of the image of God doctrine in Scripture bear on our understanding in this chapter of the human person. Physicality and spirituality or embodied spirit, relationality, autonomy, noninstrumentality (freed from Egypt) and nonrepeatability (known by name) all stand out in this discussion. Given the account of Jesus as the ultimate image of God in Scripture, there is also a teleological or eschatological component as God perfects us in Christ through the Spirit. As the ideal human, Jesus loves God with all his heart, soul, mind, and strength, and his neighbor as himself. Jesus is the Jewish apocalyptic Son of Man in the canonical Gospel accounts. He also manifests the ideal qualities of the Samaritan of astounding mercy in the parable of Luke 10:25-37.

Colin Gunton accounts for a variety of these motifs in his own theological treatment of the person created in God’s image. For Gunton, to be “a created person” entails four key features: first, an “inescapable relation” to God through the Son and Spirit; second, a response of praise and thanksgiving to God with their entire being involving soul and body in freedom and love; third, mutually constitutive communal relations with the triune God and with one another as male and female and care for the good order of the entire creation. Here Gunton locates key aspects of human personality and our distinctive calling, including freedom, responsibility, and creativity. These features of personhood give rise to a fourth—namely, a personalist ethic that arises from this understanding of the image of God. Gunton writes,

Finally, being in the image of God implies there, an ethic, according to which human life is ordered appropriately to both the personal and the non-personal creation. All are called to relations of love-in-freedom with others so imaged; all are called to represent God to the creation. This ethic is a consequence of being in the image, and, like the image itself, takes its orientation from the “vertical” relation of humankind to God.30


The triune God serves as the vertical dimension for our particular personalist conception of life and ethical inquiry. How does one bring that conception to bear on public discourse in a pluralistic society? In what follows, consideration will focus on the needed dialogical approach to personalist ethics given the entangled and complex web of perspectives and pursuits in our pluralistic age.

Horizontal. The preceding discussion arises from an account of the Judeo-Christian heritage and Christian theology. It is not that the Jewish and Christian Scriptures alone highlight various qualities of divine and human personhood. It is simply that biblical and theological explorations made a significant impact on the concept of personhood in the West. It is worth mentioning that one can find Buddhist, Confucianist, and Hindu personalist treatments.31

Acknowledging and comparing personalist trajectories in various traditions is not without its challenges. Take, for example, the Jewish philosopher Martin Buber and the Protestant theologian Karl Barth. Both were personalists. Buber’s concept of “I and Thou” finds resonance in Barth’s analysis of the dialogical character of humanity.32 While Barth wonders if certain non-Christian figures such as “the pagan Confucius, the atheist L. Feuerbach and the Jew M. Buber” have the same idea in mind when discussing this dialogical notion of humanity, he affirms Buber’s and these other treatments.33 Still, as Buber notes, Barth struggles in the midst of strong affirmation with whether this dialogical notion of humanity “could have grown on any other ground than the Christological (Jesus Christ as ‘the man for his fellowmen and thus the image of God’).” For his part, Buber applauds Barth’s humane breadth of spirit and original explorations, while also highlighting their independence from one another as a Hasidic Jewish philosopher and a Protestant Christian theologian.34

The German philosopher Immanuel Kant also manifests personalist sensibilities. Take, for example, his categorical imperative that we should not treat people as mere means to ends but ends in themselves: “Act in such a way that you always treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of any other, never simply as a means but always at the same time as an end.”35 As in the case of Buber and Barth, Kant is downstream from the biblical tradition. Regardless of his own attempts to provide rational grounds for ethics apart from any revelation claims or emotional influences, Kant’s thought reflects the Christian heritage of his parents. Alasdair MacIntyre claims that Kant’s Lutheran heritage made an indelible impression on him. Kant inherited his morality from his pious parents and sought to put it on firm rational, moral grounds. However, Kant was not able to put his system on entirely rational foundation stones. For example, asserting that one can treat others as a mere means to one’s own ends may lack virtue, but it is not inconsistent. It would also be consistent for a world made up entirely of egoists to treat one another as mere means to their own respective ends.36 So, it is easier said than done to outline a moral strategy that safeguards against conceiving people as generic or homogeneous objects by reason alone.

No matter how hard it is to provide purely rational safeguards for human persons against objectifying and homogenizing forces, the Christian theologian operating in a pluralistic society should welcome whatever help she or he can get. More hands make less work, and the work to safeguard human persons and the world at large from disparagement and pulverization is quite intense and taxing. Moreover, given the distrust in many circles of Christendom, it is all the more important for Christians to engage from a humble, listening, and dialogical posture.

The full display of human depravity by Christian and non-Christian alike in our society has not undone the predominant sense of disgust and horror that most people feel when they experience abuse, that is, “feel used.” No one in their right mind desires to endure exploitation, where others treat them as objects or tools or view them as mere numbers rather than view them as fundamentally unique and irreplaceable. It appears that we are all “wired” in this way. So, it would not prove detrimental to complement Judeo-Christian thought forms supporting personalism with what is deemed naturalist considerations. After all, we all look through a glass dimly. Only in the eschaton will we perceive divine and human personhood face-to-face with crystal clarity.

One of the most significant contributions to personalist thought in recent scholarship is sociologist Christian Smith’s What Is a Person? Smith offers an extrabiblical account of the person that draws in part from Aristotelian teleology and evolutionary scientific thought forms. His aim is a noble one: to reframe the social sciences to account front and center for the importance of the person in their various research pursuits. Here is Smith’s robust and multifaceted definition:

What then is a person? By person I mean a conscious, reflexive, embodied, self-transcending center of subjective experience, durable identity, moral commitment, and social communication who—as the efficient cause of his or her own responsible actions and interactions—exercises complex capacities for agency and intersubjectivity in order to develop and sustain his or her own incommunicable self in loving relationships with other personal selves and with the nonpersonal world. That, in any case, is what a normal person is, a person who has developed normally.37


Apart from consideration of the vertical trinitarian framework articulated in Gunton’s assessment of the human person (Smith is a Roman Catholic who embraces trinitarian thought forms38), I find here a great deal of overlap. While Gunton does not emphasize (but no doubt assumes) the rational and reflexive aspects of personhood given his focus on relationality, Gunton and Smith both account for human subjectivity, moral commitment, and social communication. Gunton also assumes or suggests durable identity, while both Smith and Gunton account for persons as responsible and free human agents operating in their embodied states in loving, harmonious relationships with fellow humans and the nonhuman world. Smith also guards against reductionism in the natural domain by discussing the evolutionary development and “emergence” of the person from “lower level entities,” as well as the person’s downward causation on “lower level entities.”39 It is important to point out that Smith’s definition with its mention of “normal” does not lead him to discount “radically damaged” individuals as persons. They are persons, though Smith claims it is not a helpful move to somehow discount the difference between “normal” and “damaged” persons.40

The last item to note by way of comparison is that, while Gunton does not make space for Aristotelian teleology or evolutionary thought forms in his theological treatment of human personhood, he does draw on his colleague John Zizioulas’s understanding of person as ultimately an eschatological concept that will be realized in God’s future kingdom. Perhaps it is fair to say that all persons, no matter their state of ability, or moral virtue for that matter, await perfection. Gunton states in this context, “Because creation is a project, that is to say, something to be perfected, being in the image of God is also being in movement to an end.”41 Shortly, I will turn to the metaphysical account of hope and eschatological ethics and its bearing on our personalist project. However, before doing so, it is important to develop further the “entangled ethics” motif.

Mention was made above that Smith offers an extrabiblical assessment of personhood given his secular audience for the volume. There is much that we find beneficial in his assessment of personhood and view his project in complementary terms. In this present volume, consideration of personhood and a personalist ethic will go in search of favorable dialogue partners across the ideological spectrum. Not all those constructive dialogue partners will be personalists, but nonetheless they will view humanity and all of life in noninstrumentalist and nonreductionist terms. Since we all look through a glass dimly and indwell a pluralistic society where there is not even a remote sense of consensus regarding ethical valuations, we must work as collaboratively as possible. I for one embrace a critical realist personalist account of epistemology, as does Smith.42 I believe in objective truth and maintain we must make our best case for a given position (namely a personalist moral vision) in the public square of civil discourse and debate. I must also acknowledge that, based on human finitude and human depravity, we do not always perceive and argue rightly. Even when I maintain that the personalist position makes the best sense of life for virtuous human flourishing, those of other traditions or no tradition at all may object. In those cases (which are quite common), one must remain civil, patient, open to correction and new insight, even as one continues to reason with others in the effort to present a personalist moral vision as most plausible and compelling.

I mentioned above that there is no consensus in moral deliberations, including about what is the common good, in society. MacIntyre puts it this way:

The most striking feature of contemporary moral utterance is that so much of it is used to express disagreements, and the most striking feature of the debates in which these disagreements are expressed is their interminable character. I do not mean by this just that such debates go on and on and on—although they do—but also that they apparently can find no terminus. There seems to be no rational way of securing moral agreement in our culture.43


For his part, MacIntyre presents an Aristotelian and Thomistic account of virtue while critiquing deontological ethical systems of the rationalist sort as well as emotivist and intuitionist systems. I offer no such overarching ethical critique of given systems, but rather seek to navigate and engage a variety of ethical systems on particular topics in pursuit of our personalist moral vision. What guides me at every turn is the trinitarian conception of personhood and compatible and parallel ethical considerations wherever they might arise, as well as an interest in engaging deontological, consequentialist, and virtue ethical systems of thought at various junctures along the way. Certainly, the Judeo-Christian and trinitarian metaphysical account of personhood shapes my faith convictions and moral pursuits on the ten topics for ethical consideration set forth in parts two and three of this volume. Still, I choose to remain dialogical and open to collaborating wherever possible with proponents of various religious and philosophical ethical traditions in our entangled ethical world. The variety of positions, whether deontological (i.e., the good ideal), consequentialist (i.e., the good result) or teleological (i.e., the good or noble individual), may lead one to start at different places and end up at different destinations in our determinations. But the effort to pursue common ground for the sake of human flourishing is worth the effort. I will attempt to bring the Christian faith to bear on ethical deliberations in a critically realist personalist manner. My hope is that while we all look through a glass dimly now with fallen and fallible powers of faith, limited spiritual discernment and reason, God will guide us so that someday together we shall see face-to-face.




THE TRIUNE HOPE AND ESCHATOLOGICAL ETHICS

We all long for more. No matter how one views our being “made for more”—as created in the image of God and/or through procreation and evolutionary forces—we are called, predisposed, or wired to pursue that good that completes us as humans. Of course, there is no consensus in our pluralistic society on what that good end or telos is. For its part, the biblical personalist tradition presents the Great Commandments—love of God with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength (the highest good) and love of neighbor as ourselves (the common good)—as that twofold end (Mark 12:28-34). Even so, knowing something to be one’s end and successfully realizing or acquiring it are two different matters entirely. Our fallen human condition gets in the way. Just as the complexities and ambiguities of life might lead some to cynicism regarding the possibility of ever finding out the truth about the good and all it entails, so the fragility and depravity that mar our human condition can lead us to pessimism. Augustine’s reflections on the tortured soul, cheated soul, diseased soul, and blessed soul have a bearing on this theme of eschatological hope. The tortured soul sees the good but cannot attain it. The cheated soul believes he or she has the good but is deceived. The diseased soul is the one who has the good but does not realize or cherish it. In contrast, the blessed soul is the one who has the good and treasures it. For most, if not all, this blessed state of existence awaits us on the other side of the veil.44 No matter how hard we try, we find that we cannot attain that blessed end on our own. Bob Dylan, who wrote a song about dreaming of Saint Augustine,45 sings in “Blind Willie McTell” of God being in heaven and how we all aspire to want to be like God. However, down here on earth, the only things that appear to be real are greed and power and our “corruptible seed.”46 How will we ever make it to heaven, or bring heaven to earth? For all their differences, the Roman Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant traditions would agree that we cannot lift ourselves up by our own bootstraps and attain perfection. The God of all grace and mercy must lead the way. God must align our hearts with what the highest good and common good are and energize us to realize that end or telos for which we were made and thereby experience the blessed life. The triune God who is the hope of the world will make all things right. As Martin Luther King Jr. declared, quoting from James Russell Lowell’s poem, the cross on which the Word of Truth hangs is “the scaffold” that “sways the future.” So, too, “the arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice”47 (vertical). In view of the triune God who is our inspiring and energizing hope, we pursue our personalist moral vision and telos through entangled ethical inquiry in our pluralistic society (horizontal).

Vertical. Ours is an entangled, messy world made up of many complex and often competing views. It is also a world that is messed up. According to Christian Scripture, the triune God works in our midst in less-than-ideal conditions with less-than-ideal ethical subjects in pursuit of perfection. To use Irenaeus’s language, God works through his two hands, the Son and the Spirit, to transform history from the inside out.

Before I proceed further in this section, it would be helpful to pause and reflect further on the use of the terms vertical and horizontal. As already noted, in this chapter I am dividing each of the respective sections on faith, hope, and love into two parts: vertical and horizontal. Vertical does not necessarily entail supernatural in contrast to natural. It can simply mean ideal in contrast to the natural or normal state of affairs. In what follows, I will take a look at three figures—Jesus, the historical Buddha, and Aristotle—in order to present how “vertical” as an ideal state may operate, as well as to shine light on the particular divine personalist ideal revealed in Jesus’ teaching and activity.

Jesus certainly had in mind a heaven and a heavenly Father, as well as a kingdom of heaven that, while inaugurated in his person and teaching, nonetheless awaits consummation. If we extend consideration of “vertical” to other traditions in our entangled world of ethical systems, we find that the historical Buddha bracketed off consideration of a god or gods as well as a heavenly domain. His way of thinking was a-theistic (not to be equated with Western notions of atheism). Nirvana is a transcendent or ideal dimension free from the grasping state of suffering and recurring cycle of rebirth. Aristotle certainly entertained notions of deity. However, the gods on Aristotle’s view are exclusively intellectual realities,48 whose wisdom we would do well to emulate in our pursuit of perfection in the Greek city-state. However, there is no sense of a personal relationship with these gods, as in Jesus’ conception of God as a heavenly Father. At best, we find with Aristotle an Unmoved Mover.

Each of these three figures entertained teleological accounts of perfection. More will be said about their respective teleological accounts of perfection in the “horizontal” section to follow. Such perfection for Jesus entails loving as God loves. 1 Corinthians 13 provides a beautiful account of what love entails on an interpersonal level. Such love is eternal. The ultimate hope for Christians entails the conviction that such love will be realized in our human experience. More will be said on what Christian love entails in the next section.

The ideal standard of perfection for the New Testament is found in the triune personal God, as expressed in the divine law of the Sermon on the Mount. In contrast, the ideal standard for discerning perfection and imperfection in Buddhism and in Aristotle is a natural form of law. For Buddhism, this law is karma. For Aristotle, it is natural law, which is a form of judgment that takes shape in concrete manifestations in political communities rather than a set of principles or standards that we apply unilaterally to every situation.49

Regarding the Buddhist conception of natural law or karma, leading Buddhist scholar Walpola Rahula claims the following:

The theory of karma should not be confused with so-called “moral justice” or “reward and punishment.” The idea of moral justice, or reward and punishment, arises out of the conception of a supreme being, a God, who sits in judgment, who is a law-giver and who decides what is right and wrong. The term “justice” is ambiguous and dangerous, and in its name more harm than good is done to humanity. The theory of karma is the theory of cause and effect, of action and reaction; it is a natural law, which has nothing to do with the idea of justice or reward and punishment. Every volitional action produces its effects or results.50


Rahula claims that ambiguity results from belief in a supreme being sitting in judgment. Some theists have also raised concern over God operating in an arbitrary manner and have proposed that God is subject to the moral laws of the universe. While I share the concern over any law being arbitrarily imposed, I maintain that God does not operate in an arbitrary manner. The moral laws of the universe flow from his character, which are on display in the life and work of Jesus Christ as disclosed in the Bible. There is nothing arbitrary about Jesus’ life story. He is constant in all his ways, as the ultimate revelation of God, the incarnation of what Greek philosophy often referred to as the True, the Good, and the Beautiful.

Moreover, I take great comfort in the biblical conviction that the moral ground, grid, and goal of the universe is personal and relational. The Father grounds justice, the Son embodies it, and the Spirit completes or perfects it. There is nothing arbitrary about this personal God’s love, in contrast to certain Buddhist critiques. It is centered in the reality of Jesus Christ as gracious and truthful. Contrary to impersonal karma, God’s judgment is very personal though constant in keeping with his covenantal purposes revealed in Jesus. God’s personal judgment signifies that we are personally responsible. We are not things. We have dignity. Contrary to the view that the Judeo-Christian tradition enslaves people, we find here the fundamental basis for personal and interpersonal freedom.

Various philosophers, theologians, and ethicists have eschatological visions. Plato taught that through the process of anamnesis or recollection, we reawaken and clearly perceive the eternal forms in which we participate. Our souls participate in the eternal forms of truth, goodness, and beauty beyond the cycle of reincarnation. Irenaeus wrote on the recapitulation or transformation of history through God’s incarnate Son and the outpoured Spirit. Immanuel Kant presented the ideas of the existence of God, immortality of the soul, and coming judgment as postulates of reason in the effort to safeguard morality. Friedrich Nietzsche set forth the doctrine of eternal recurrence, whereby we will to live each moment of every day as if we will experience this same life forever. In our secular age, space exploration can serve as a contemporary, secular eschatology, as will be developed in the final chapter of this volume. The historical Buddha did not appear to hold to the idea of an afterlife, but rather an end to rebirth after life with the realization of nirvana. Similarly, Aristotle rejected the Platonic idea of reincarnation. The soul’s existence ends with the termination of physical life. Perfection is the pursuit of a transcendent ideal in this life. Further to what was stated above in the case of Irenaeus’s doctrine of recapitulation, Jesus’ eschatological vision involved the inbreaking of God’s kingdom in his life and ministry and the consummation of that perfect state with his return at the climax of history in the fullness of the Spirit. I will return to a comparison of Jesus, Buddha, and Aristotle under “horizontal” below to address their respective conceptions of teleological perfection. For now, we will unpack how Jesus’ Beatitudes in the Sermon on the Mount present us with a view of “more” as eschatological perfection.

There are different views of perfection and what “more” entails. Sometimes we realize that the “more” is not what we had been looking or hungering and thirsting for in life. For Jesus, the more is “righteousness.” Sometimes the “more” is less, as we find in the following Beatitudes: “Blessed are the poor in spirit”; “Blessed are those who mourn”; “Blessed are the meek” (Matthew 5:3-5). The kingdom of the personal God whose name is disclosed in Jesus of Nazareth as Lord looks very different from the empire of nameless deity. Jesus’ view of “more” entails a radically different conception of reality than what is found in the Pax Romana, or peace of Rome.51

Jesus inaugurates God’s kingdom in the shadow of Rome’s empire. In contrast to Rome’s empire that blesses the rich in spirit, Jesus’ kingdom blesses the poor in spirit (Matthew 5:3). In contrast to Rome’s empire that blesses the comfortable, Jesus’ kingdom blesses those who mourn (Matthew 5:4). In contrast to Rome’s empire that blesses those displaying violent strength, Jesus’ kingdom blesses the meek (Matthew 5:5). In contrast to Rome’s empire that blesses those who are already satisfied and possess all that the world has to offer, Jesus’ kingdom blesses those who hunger not for stuff, but for justice and righteousness (Matthew 5:6). In contrast to Rome’s empire that blesses those who are merciless and retributive, Jesus’ kingdom blesses those who are merciful (Matthew 5:7). In contrast to Rome’s empire that blesses those who revel in lust, greed, and vengeance, Jesus’ kingdom blesses the pure of heart (Matthew 5:8). In contrast to Rome’s empire that blesses those who keep Rome’s violent peace, Jesus’ kingdom blesses those who make peace between warring factions (Matthew 5:9). In contrast to Rome’s empire that blesses those who persecute the righteous, Jesus’ kingdom blesses those who are persecuted for righteousness (Matthew 5:10).

Blessed are the poor in spirit. They don’t see themselves as those who have arrived in terms of personhood. They need God’s interpersonal intervention to attain perfection. Theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are those who mourn. They lament their instrumentalist inclination and the world system’s preoccupation with impersonal forces of commodification and mechanization. They will be comforted. Blessed are the meek. They guard against exercising uncontrollable power to seize the earth and its bounty and to divide and conquer. They will inherit the earth. Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness. They do not treat people and creation as impersonal means to their own self-satisfaction. They will be satisfied. Blessed are the merciful. They see their own need for mercy in the other needing their mercy. They will receive mercy. Blessed are the pure in heart. They do not conceive eye for an eye judgment and pursue retribution against their enemy. They do not “other” the other as less than their in-group but see everyone as interpersonally connected, including those whom they would otherwise destroy. They will see God. Blessed are the peacemakers. They reject efforts to keep the peace when it is indifferent, violent, and oppressive in nature. They pursue peace with those who are very different rather than discount and seek to destroy them. These peacemakers will be called sons and daughters of God. Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness—the kind of righteousness on display in the Beatitudes and Sermon on the Mount. They are willing to suffer personally for Jesus’ personalist vision. Theirs is the kingdom of heaven here on earth.52 They contend against what King calls a racialized, economically exploitative, and militarized world. They seek to move from a culture of things to a culture of persons as they follow Jesus, who is the decentered deity. He is decentered in that he turns everything inside out and upside down from his cross which is the scaffold that frames history. Perched on his shoulders on the cross, we see how we are made for more than what the impersonal, enslaving or commodifying, and mechanistic world system has to offer.

Notice how the first and last Beatitudes of “poor in spirit” and “persecuted for righteousness” bookend the others with “theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” It is not that Jesus’ followers bring about the kingdom through their actions. Rather, Jesus, who is their Lord, who reveals their spiritual poverty, and on account of whom they are persecuted for righteousness, brings it about in their lives. As a result, they will be comforted as they mourn with him, inherit the earth as they are meek with him, be satisfied as they hunger and thirst for righteousness with him, receive mercy as they are merciful with him, see God as they are pure of heart with him, and be called children of God as they are peacemakers with him. Everything flows from his being with them—God with them, Immanuel (Matthew 1:23).

In view of him, there can be no sense of Aristotle’s virtue of greatness of soul, which entails “being worthy of great things and being conscious of it.” As one finds here:

It is not universally agreed that greatness of soul is a virtue: the “beatitudes” in Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, “Blessed are the poor in spirit . . .” and “Blessed are the meek . . .” (Matthew 5:3-5), strongly suggest the contrary. Yet Nietzsche, in the late nineteenth century, fiercely rejected Christian humility and recommended something like Aristotelian great-souledness instead.53


Nietzsche also rejected Christian love of neighbor, which Aristotle would also have found difficult to accept (unless that neighbor is of the noble, virtuous class), as we will note in the section to follow on embodied love.

MacIntyre acknowledges that Aristotle’s account of the virtues differs substantially in content from the New Testament’s depiction of what he terms virtues. He also claims that Aristotle “would certainly not have admired Jesus Christ and he would have been horrified by St. Paul.” Still, MacIntyre maintains that the New Testament account of the virtues “has the same logical and conceptual structure as Aristotle’s account.” Such “parallelism,” which entailed the attainment of the human telos through the exercise and internalization of virtues, made it possible for Saint Thomas Aquinas to set forth a synthesis of Aristotle and the New Testament.54 I will briefly note this presumed parallelism at a later point in the “horizontal” section to which we now turn.

Horizontal. We mentioned at the outset of this section on hope that, as Dylan sang, we all want what belongs to God, presumably such qualities as righteousness and justice. Still, all we seem to find here on earth is corruption. Things are rather messed up here below. But that does not or should not deter us from pursuing perfection.

Consideration of advance, progress, and the pursuit of perfection drives the human spirit and imagination. Accounts of eschatology (that is, the theory of last things or the end times) and teleology (involving the end or telos for which something exists) capture human attention. Hope and the longing for freedom from senseless suffering and evil (natural or moral) account for many of these trajectories, whether they be theistic, atheistic, or nontheistic in scope.

It is worth noting here that Darwinian evolution teaches that humans developed from other, simpler life forms. In fact, all of life for Darwin has a common ancestry, possibly having emerged from some “warm little pond,” as he wrote in a letter to J. D. Hooker in 1871. Still, given that life has developed in increasingly complex ways over the ages, evolution does not put humans on the same level with gnats or apes. Regardless of what one believes about evolution as a theory, the theory does not equate humanity—or place it on the same level—with other life forms. For all the possible connections, the differences are more than nominal. Evolution does not stand still. Rather, it proceeds generally toward greater complexity, advancing humanity beyond gnats and apes.55

While it is important to account for the origin and nature of the human species, such consideration should not be taken as determinative of how the human species ought to operate, as if human nature determined its ethical trajectory, that is, our species’ moral telos. Christian Smith puts it well in his articulation of a teleological orientation to morality that accounts for naturalistic foundations: speaking of his own system, he writes, “As a normative system, this teleological approach is naturalistic in the sense that it expects to understand the ought as arising from the is, but it is not naturalistic in the sense of morality authorizing as ought that which is.”56 This caveat is quite instructive for our moral telos: just because we have a tendency to dehumanize those members of our species who appear to threaten those members we love, we ought not to dehumanize and exercise cruelty. The cognitive jump of friendliness or cooperation that equipped Homo sapiens to thrive, what Brian Hare and Vanessa Woods refer to as the “self-domestication theory,” can easily go astray toward domination of those we deem dangerous outsiders.57 Smith’s account guards against intuitionism’s misinterpretation of Hume to separate completely “is” from “ought,” on the one hand,58 and the move to frame natural process as the authoritative basis for ethical deliberations and practice, as often appears to be the case in evolutionary ethics, on the other hand.59

Darwin may have been divided in his own subjective judgment of whether there is progress in evolution.60 But this should not come as too great a surprise. After all, progress does not always mean better—or better from every angle. For example, it is not always the smartest, or even the most virtuous people who win out according to evolution, but rather those who produce the most offspring that achieve adulthood and propagate.61

Darwin saw senseless waste and suffering in nature, which led him eventually to question God’s providential involvement in what he took to be the evolutionary process. In addition to concerns over animals with useless appendages and those that experienced meaningless suffering, Darwin experienced the death of his eleven-year-old daughter as senseless.62 It was not specifically Darwin’s theory of evolution that led him to unbelief, but rather, the problem of evil, as he understood it. He could not swallow something akin to Leibniz’s “best of all possible worlds” theodicy.

It is not the place here to debate the possible merits of theodicy, but to account for different pursuits of the human telos in the face of imperfection, corruption, and suffering. Further to what was stated in the previous section, Buddhist lore chronicles that the young Indian prince Shakyamuni left his palatial confines to experience the world at large. He encountered great suffering and devoted his energies to liberate humanity from its plight, which resulted in the “Four Noble Truths” and “Noble Eightfold Path.”63 Heinrich Zimmer sets forth the following as the “Four Noble Truths” of Buddhism: first, “All li[f]e is sorrowful”; second, “the cause of suffering is ignorant craving”; third, “the suppression of suffering can be achieved”; and fourth, “the way is the Noble Eightfold Path.” The Noble Eightfold Path involves “Right View, Right Aspiration, Right Speech, Right Conduct, Right Means of Livelihood, Right Endeavor, Right Mindfulness, and Right Contemplation.”64

For evolution, “advance” is by way of natural selection. For Buddhism, at least for Shakyamuni, advance is by way of mental selection or meditation. For Aristotle, it is by way of moral, virtuous self-determination or habituation. One should not take from this assessment that there is no overlap. Emergence of one’s person should account for how biological drives operate in tandem with mental and volitional activity. Moreover, intellectual and volitional operations can work in sync, as they do in Buddhist and Aristotelian systems. In other words, advance or progress or perfection should account for psychosomatic unity, though left to itself evolution on Darwin’s account will not esteem mental acuity or virtue, only fertility.

Many of us realize that we have a long way to go to attain perfection. Buddhism’s teaching of the Four Noble Truths and the eightfold path signifies one significant example of what perfection is and how to attain it. Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics provides an alternative. The Sermon on the Mount presents us with still another option. The list goes on. The positive form of comparison is that each paradigm pursues perfection teleologically on our historical or temporal plane that takes us beyond mere stuff and frivolity. However, we cannot go it alone. Jesus offers a personalist moral framework in which we participate in God’s interpersonal operations, whereby we become more fully personal.

For all their differences from one another, the historical Buddha, Aristotle, and Jesus present ethical considerations of hoped-for realization or fulfillment in historical or this-worldly terms. While Jesus certainly envisions the realization of the kingdom of heaven, the kingdom breaks into history and culminates in history, not outside it. Each figure addresses those roadblocks that stand in the way of humanity realizing their telos. However, only Jesus accounts for the fundamental origin of our problem. Buddha focuses solely on the resulting problem. Each in their own way, Christianity and Buddhism deal with a problem in our condition and how to remedy it. For Jesus, according to historical orthodox theology, the problem centers on rebellion against God and the remedy entails repentance and obedient faith in Jesus’ person and work along with reliance on the Spirit. For the historical Buddha, the problem entails grasping, which involves desire and ignorance of our ephemeral existence. The Buddha did not concern himself with questions of origins, but simply one’s life situation.65 The remedy entails a nongrasping approach to life found in mindfulness and right practices. The person of the Buddha serves humanity as a Bodhisattva, that is, as one who detains entrance into nirvana, which is not a “pure land” as in later Buddhist thought, but freedom from suffering and the cycle of rebirth associated with grasping. The Buddha’s aim in detaining entrance into nirvana is compassionate, namely, to instruct and model for others the path to enlightenment. However, unlike Jesus, the historical Buddha did not position himself as the object of salvation or the means through whom one attains nirvana. Aristotle, on the other hand, was far more positive: he focused on our end or telos for human fulfillment or flourishing (translations for the word eudaimonia) and how to achieve it through the formation of virtues, which are means between extremes, in contrast to vices.66 The moral virtues are courage, moderation, liberality, magnificence, greatness of soul, ambition, gentleness, truthfulness, wittiness and tact, friendliness, and justice.67 There is no iconic figure, as in the case of Jesus or the Buddha, who plays a fundamental, paradigmatic role in Aristotle’s thought. His focus is simply on the formation of the virtuous person, whom he no doubt equates with certain members of the noble class in the Greek city-state.

What is the telos or ideal of such eschatological perfection? Is it beyond us? Is it personal? Impersonal? For the New Testament, the teleological or eschatological ideal is personal—Jesus of Nazareth and a community of people who participate in his virtuous life. He is the image of God and firstborn over all creation (Colossians 1:15). He has preeminence over all things as the firstborn from the dead (Colossians 1:18). He shares that image with his body the church (Colossians 1:18). The church is called to serve as a first fruits of all humanity and creation. Jesus declared, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them” (Matthew 5:17). He also asserted, “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect,” which is asserted in the context of enemy love and which he modeled supremely (Matthew 5:48). Jesus images his Father perfectly (Colossians 1:15; Hebrews 1:3). This personalist model of perfection looks quite different from Aristotle’s noble class of people who model “greatness of soul.”

When will we attain perfection? We cannot attain Jesus’ level of perfection in the present. We must keep pursing him in community as the embodiment of the kingdom to the end. The canonical Gospels devote a great deal of attention to eschatology by way of God’s kingdom. Interestingly, the kingdom has a present tense and future tense aspect to it. The kingdom is now and not yet.68 The New Testament presents Jesus’ first coming as inaugurating the eschatological kingdom and his second coming at the end of the age as completing or realizing it. God intends for Jesus’ community of faith in the present to serve as a concrete manifestation of the kingdom, but not to presume it has arrived in its fullness. The kingdom awaits consummation. There is eschatological remainder. To reference Zizioulas’s notion again, human personhood awaits perfection in the eschatological future, at the culmination of our union with Jesus as the eschatological human at the end of history.

How will we attain this ideal? By human effort? Divine intervention? Both? Surely, we are to cultivate purity of heart if we would see God. But how can we ever attain purity without God making clear how impure of heart we are and surgically correcting our spiritual vision? God must intervene and repivot or redirect humanity in Jesus. Karl Barth argues along these lines in his critique of the Rule of Benedict. It is not obedience to a certain rule that “opens up” the kingdom of God, Barth says, contrary to what Benedict wrote. Rather, it is God’s power “in the death of Jesus Christ” alone that empowers human beings to live obediently.69

Such perfection can only result from the Spirit’s intervention in our lives. Following Barth and others in this tradition, including Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Helmut Thielicke, Donald Bloesch writes in his discussion of “Evangelical Contextualism” that “virtues indicate the unfolding of human potentialities, whereas graces are the manifestations of the work of the Holy Spirit within us.” Bloesch adds, “It is not the fulfillment of human powers but the transformation of the human heart that is the emphasis in an authentically evangelical ethics.”70

While Bloesch does not specifically mention Luther, he certainly belongs to this tradition. For Luther, “We do not become righteous by doing righteous deeds but, having been made righteous, we do righteous deeds.”71 Luther’s colleague Philip Melanchthon speaks of the same issue in this manner: “Internal affections are not in our power, for by experience and habit we find that the will (voluntas) cannot in itself control love, hate, or similar affections, but affection is overcome by affection.”72 Participation in Christ’s life is the ground of the Christian life. As Luther scholar Heiko Oberman puts it, far from being an uncertain goal, union with Christ is a sure ground.73 To return to the Beatitudes: the very first of the Beatitudes states that those who realize they are spiritually poor, empty, or bankrupt are blessed.74 On this reading, they have no capacity to effect the qualities that follow in the remaining Beatitudes. Nor are they able to bring about the envisioned embodiment of grace on display in Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount. Who can love their enemies? As noted above, evolution wires our species to treat those we find threatening in cruel and inhumane terms, while preserving the filial bonds with members of our inner circle. But Jesus calls on us to love our enemies and pray for those who persecute us, showing ourselves to be children of our heavenly Father. This is what is entailed for those who would be perfect as our heavenly Father is perfect (see Matthew 5:43-48).

Given this envisioned state of perfection, we must rely completely on Jesus Christ, who models this reality in collaboration with the Spirit—through whom Jesus also lives—to produce these graces, or what others call biblical virtues, in our midst. That said, the Spirit works through natural processes and supernatural processes alike. Regarding the former, the Genesis account reflects on the Spirit hovering over the waters and God breathing the spirit of life into humanity (Genesis 1:2; 2:7). Grace grounds, transforms, and perfects nature. Thus, we need to go deeper than the materialists, who do not account for vitalism (that is, a vital principle or force beyond physiochemical factors that animates objects), but operate solely according to inert, mechanistic frames of reference. Acknowledging the Spirit’s mysterious operations in the natural world, we should not be surprised when we find evidence of uncommon creaturely grace. Thus, we would be wise to acknowledge the possibility or reality of the Spirit’s operations whenever we find evidence of compassion and sacrificial love in human society.

The preceding points demonstrate that the internalization of morals is key to the realization of our human end. But in keeping with what Bloesch and Barth maintain, humans cannot foster such internalization or make it happen. That is why we prefer the term graces to virtues, as Bloesch frames the terminology. We need God’s supernatural aid or grace at all times. The Spirit is responsible for overseeing this process of internalization to completion. Such internalization will entail the pursuit of human flourishing for all people.

Smith’s own naturalist personalist account involving virtues also entails the idea that “the proper, ultimate purpose of human life—its telos—is the thriving of personhood for all persons.”75 According to the New Testament, this telos of total thriving can only materialize here on earth when we love God with all our heart and our neighbors as ourselves. To the subject of embodied love, I now turn.




THE TRIUNE LOVE AND EMBODIED ETHICS

The New Testament teaches that “God is love” (1 John 4:8). God is unconditionally and absolutely love as triune—three divine persons in eternal, loving communion. In Augustinian fashion, the heavenly Father is the one who initiates love within the divine life. The divine Son is the recipient or object of that love and responds in like manner. The Holy Spirit is the one who eternally bonds or unites the Father and Son in their communication of love. However, that bond is not a closed circle, which Colin Gunton sees as a Western theological tendency.76 The Spirit does not close the divine circle but opens it to include the world in God’s unconditional loving embrace. As triune, God does not need the world to be love, for God’s eternally loving being is triune. True love always requires an “other.” Authentic, unconditional love is never self-oriented. Unconditional love always turns outward toward another, not out of need or necessity, but from an overflow of abundance. The Father and Son reciprocate love one for another in and through the Spirit. There is a giving and receiving of love involving three divine persons in communion from all eternity so that God is love prior to loving the world. Therefore, God is free to create the world out of a superabundance of unconditional love. Just as the triune God does not need the world to be love, so God does not love the world and its inhabitants to serve as a mere means to some divine end, but as creaturely ends in themselves in communion with God.

If only we could love in this way. In our fallen condition, we do not love as God loves, or our neighbors as ourselves. Selfish love and narcissism all too easily gain the upper hand. Similarly, self-hatred often brings us down. Self-care is vitally important for a robust sense of personhood. How can we love and care for others as ourselves if we do not care for ourselves along with others? Affirming others’ inviolable worth should never lead us to violate our own persons.

Paul Tillich puts the matter well in discussing “the moral imperative”: “The moral imperative is the command to become what one potentially is, a person within a community of persons. Only man, in the limit of our experience, can become a person, because only man is a completely centered self, having himself as a self in the face of a world to which he belongs and from which he is, at the same time, separated.”77 Belonging and separation marks one’s identity in relation to others and the world at large. To act responsibly entails honoring one another’s personal agency and taking seriously one’s own self-determination as a moral agent. Again, to commandeer a line from Tillich, we must guard against those “disintegrating forces which tend to control the personal center and to destroy its unity” in our various relationships and society at large.78

Moral agency requires care for others’ distinctive identity and our own as a community of individual persons before God. This is no easy task. The disintegrating forces that would destroy our individuality and communal well-being as persons wage war within our souls and in various structures round about us.

Knowing that we cannot fulfill the Great Commandments in our own strength, God enters the tired and weary world torn apart by indifference and hate. God transforms it from the inside out through his embodied or incarnate Son—the eternal Word—in the perfecting power of the Spirit who unites us to the Father and Son as God’s indwelling personal presence (vertical). As Irenaeus writes, they serve as God’s two divine hands.79 The fact that the eternal Word is personal guards against a legalistic and impersonal rendition of absolute truth: God’s love is relational. The fact that the personal Word is eternal—beyond creaturely time, space, and cultural flux—guards against relativism: God’s love is transcendent and absolute. The fact that this eternal personal Word is embodied or incarnate guards against detachment and disengagement from the nitty gritty struggles of life: God’s love is concrete. The fact that God’s Word and Spirit work in perfect union signifies that the Spirit extends the import of the Word’s action throughout the creaturely order in pursuit of eschatological perfection: God’s love is perfecting. God transforms and perfects human life through the operations of the Son and Spirit. Such interpersonal mediation in time and space signifies the transformation of history and human hearts. This runs contrary to the hegemonic and oppressive imposition and control of a naked, impersonal divine will so often in play in the history of religion and philosophy. In view of our eschatological hope, we participate in the triune God’s operations in the world as we love like God loves. We love God and neighbor not as a mere means to an end, but as ends in themselves. We love God with our whole being, not simply a part, or for some ulterior self-serving end. Similarly, we love our neighbor as ourselves, not for ourselves, and not to spite ourselves (horizontal). Kant’s categorical imperative with its negative line of demarcation of not treating people as mere means rightly puts a check on using others.80 However, we must go beyond merely negative safeguards. John Paul II’s positive personalist construal goes beyond Kant’s negative delimitation:

This norm, in its negative aspect, states that the person is the kind of good which does not admit of use and cannot be treated as an object of use and as such the means to an end. In its positive form the personalist norm confirms this: the person is a good towards which the only proper and adequate attitude is love. This positive content of the personalist norm is precisely what the commandment to love teaches.81


We are made for more love. I bring the preceding reflections to bear on our entangled ethical deliberations in our pluralistic society.

Vertical. What is God like? According to Christian Scripture, the named God is self-sufficient. There is no need in God. Yet God is not numb to our sufferings. God cares. The God of the Bible stands in marked contrast to impersonal conceptions of deity. Referencing Étienne Gilson in his discussion of King’s personalist conception of God, Rufus Burrow writes, “The God of the Bible is most assuredly a personal God who is immanent enough to care about what happens to persons in the world, unlike the god of Epicurus, Cicero, and Aristotle, who seemed to be so distant, impassive, and uncaring regarding human beings in the world.”82

I find a quintessential depiction of the God of the Bible in Exodus 3, 33, and 34. John’s Gospel draws attention to Exodus 33 and 34 in John 1:14.83 One may also find an allusion to Exodus 3 in John 8:58.84 While God’s revelation to Moses is certainly gracious, God’s revelation in Jesus is the fullness of grace and truth (John 1:14). After all, he is the great I AM, who preexists Abraham (John 8:58). Further to what has already been argued, God reveals his personal and covenantal name to Moses at the burning bush (see Exodus 3:14-15). Moses and Aaron tell the elders of Israel and Pharaoh that the LORD has sent them (see Exodus 4:29-31; 5:1-3). The LORD declares that he will deliver his people from bondage (Exodus 3:7-10, 16-20). God later reveals his glory to Moses as his supreme goodness (Exodus 33:18-19; 34:5-7). First and foremost, God discloses himself to Moses as being merciful and compassionate in orientation. Even so, God will operate in keeping with the fullness of his identity as I AM, the self-defining God. Therefore, he is free to enact judgment on sin where he deems it necessary (see Exodus 33:18-19; 34:5-7).85

I find in these texts that God’s perfections are relational, and that God leads with mercy and compassion. No wonder 1 John declares that “God is love” (1 John 4:8). Love goes to the very heart of God.

Now love requires expression. One cannot be loving if one does not love another. Love requires an object since love is active and relational. But if God exists in isolation from all eternity, then God would need to create the world to be loving. If that were so, then God’s loving being is not self-sufficient and eternally secure. However, as the God who is love, God does not need to create the world to be loving, since God’s triune being includes relational otherness.86 There is a divine subject and object: God the Father eternally loves the Son in the Spirit. The Son responds to that love in the Spirit from all eternity.

God’s love always turns outward within the divine life. God’s eternal being is relational. Moreover, such love overflows and creates the world. Rather than close the divine circle, the triune God opens the circle to include us. God creates the world and becomes incarnate in the world to reveal and express God’s love for us in tangible ways through the Spirit. The Father so loved the world that he gave his Son to flesh out that love among us and fill us with that love through the Spirit. The Son’s loving presence is incarnate. The Spirit’s loving presence is immediate.

Here I call to mind the doctrine of divine aseity, yet with a caveat. All too often, as Barth points out, this doctrine was taken to mean God’s independentia or infinitas and later as “unconditioned” or “absolute.” For Barth, and Gunton after him, aseity is not to be defined in terms of “opposition” (which is to be inferred from the prior terms), but sheer “otherness.”87

God’s own being involves relational otherness, which we find in the eternal communion of the distinct persons of the Father, Son, and Spirit. The very ground of God’s being is fatherly, who relates to the world through the Son and Spirit. Regarding the Son and Spirit, Gunton argues,

If the Son and the Spirit are in different ways focuses of God’s movement outwards, to the other, God’s aseity, the doctrine of his ontological integrity and completeness, will serve as the basis both of the creature’s integrity, as truly itself by virtue of its being created in the Son and by the power of the Spirit, and of the utter gratuity and sovereignty of God’s atoning love in Christ.88


For Gunton, the Spirit establishes God’s aseity—God’s self-sufficiency—and directs the love of the Father “outward” toward creation. He writes,

The love of the Father, Son and Spirit is a form of love which does not remain content with its eternal self-sufficiency because that self-sufficiency is the basis of a movement outwards to create and perfect a world whose otherness from God—of being distinctly itself—is based in the otherness-in-relation of Father, Son and Spirit in eternity.89


Who does God love? While God loves the entire world, God gives preferential treatment to those so often discounted and oppressed by empires as “nonpersons.” God is so free and secure in the divine love that God does not need those in positions of power, influence, and fame to esteem him, like we so often do. So, God is free to identify with the orphan, widow, and alien or sojourner in their distress (Deuteronomy 10:18; James 1:27) in sacrificial love. God intervenes in caring for the slave people Israel (Exodus 3). And God also loves the enemy. Only one who is truly free can love so unconditionally. God’s triune being makes it possible for God to love in this way.

The LORD is so free that God loves those the rest of us ignore, neglect, and despise. As we will develop shortly, God’s love creates attraction. Our attractiveness (or lack thereof) does not inspire or create God’s love. God does not choose Israel and the church because of their presumed greatness and genius, but because of their seeming insignificance:

For you are a people holy to the LORD your God. The LORD your God has chosen you out of all the peoples on the face of the earth to be his people, his treasured possession. The LORD did not set his affection on you and choose you because you were more numerous than other peoples, for you were the fewest of all peoples. But it was because the LORD loved you and kept the oath he swore to your ancestors that he brought you out with a mighty hand and redeemed you from the land of slavery, from the power of Pharaoh king of Egypt (Deuteronomy 7:6-8; see also 1 Corinthians 1:18-31).


God does not need us to be significant, for the triune God is secure and free in the greatness of the eternal communion of his liberating love. Moreover, God’s significance and covenant faithfulness is all we need.

The LORD is so free that he loves even his enemy, and we are called to do the same. We find this emphasis in such texts as Romans 5:6-11 and 1 John 4:10. In fact, as Jesus claims in Matthew 5:43-48, we are to love in the same way (see also 1 John 4:11). Christian love is love of the enemy. This is easier said than done for all people, including Christians. We do not need to be perfect for God to love us. But such love perfects us or calls us to love perfectly like God does.

So, how do we come to love as God loves? It can appear to be an overwhelming and daunting task. The answer involves the personal presence of God’s Spirit in our lives. Robert Jenson’s discussion of Augustine on the personal presence of the Spirit in the believer’s life is quite illuminating and helpful here.90 Jenson quotes Augustine as saying, “The gift of the Holy Spirit is nothing other than the Holy Spirit.”91 Augustine follows in the tradition of earlier fathers of the church, including Basil the Great.92 For Augustine, as well as Peter Lombard after him, the Holy Spirit is “‘the mutual . . . love by which the Father and the Son love one another,’ and it is this very love with which the Spirit fills also us.”93 Augustine wrote, “So the love which is from God and is God is distinctively the Holy Spirit; through him the charity of God is poured into our hearts, and through it the whole triad dwells in us.”94 Jenson adds that this “audacious doctrine” was “too audacious for subsequent theology,” the result being that the Western church generally views the Spirit as only “the bond of love between Father and Son” and not also that “which binds us to God and one another.” Of course, “there are rebels against the standard position.” And Luther is one of them.95

Luther wrote that God’s unconditional love revealed in Jesus and quickened by the Spirit serves as the basis for our attractiveness, which does not result from how spiritually or morally perfect we are. Luther’s model resonates more with Plato and (the later) Augustine’s model of virtue rather than Aristotle and those Christian frameworks that reflect his inductive and teleological model. As Peter J. Paris describes it, “Building on the ideal Platonic virtues, Augustine claimed that God was the source of the virtues and their final end. . . . Ethics becomes deductive inquiry that begins with the being of God rather than the strivings of humans. From this line of Platonic thinking the Christian virtues were understood as supernatural and transcendent of human strivings.”96

In keeping with Luther’s framework, God’s love creates attraction, not our state of perfection, moral, genetic, or otherwise. Luther writes of God’s grace being extended to the degenerate in the Heidelberg Disputation: “The love of God does not find, but creates, that which is pleasing to it. The love of man comes into being through that which is pleasing to it.” He goes on to argue,

The love of God which lives in man loves sinners, evil persons, fools, and weaklings in order to make them righteous, good, wise, and strong. Rather than seeking its own good, the love of God flows forth and bestows good. There sinners are attractive because they are loved; they are not loved because they are attractive. . . . This is the love of the cross, born of the cross, which turns in the direction where it does not find good which it may enjoy, but where it may confer good upon the bad and needy person.97


Luther claims that our intellect is not able to grasp this way of being, for it can only acknowledge that which appears as true and good, not what exists simply and exclusively as a result of God’s love—namely, “the poor and needy person” whom God makes good and true.98

The preceding discussion is not to suggest that people should continue to operate in a degenerate state. Rather, those who have understood experientially God’s unconditional love live out God’s grace in their regenerate state of being. Let’s develop this framework. Jesus’ love becomes ours through faith, as we depend fully on God. This relationship is not based on presumed moral (or genetic) perfection. Contrary to that medieval monastic view of union with God whereby we become one with God through meritorious acts of love, we do so by faith, which is a response quickened by God’s love poured out into our hearts through the Spirit.99 On this view, the very love of God within us is not our own, but the presence of the Spirit “apart from our aid and volition.”100 The divine love quickens a response of faith, which leads to nonmeritorious acts of love toward God and neighbor.

On this view championed by Luther, we ascend to Jesus Christ by faith and descend to our neighbor in love quickened by the Spirit. The follower of Jesus does not live “in himself, but in Christ and in his neighbor. Otherwise he is not a Christian. He lives in Christ through faith, in his neighbor through love. By faith he is caught up beyond himself into God. By love he descends beneath himself into his neighbor. Yet he always remains in God and in his love.”101 To be precise, such love is the result of the Spirit’s indwelling presence (Romans 5:5). Union with Jesus occurs through faith in God’s act of love toward us. Such love is poured out into our hearts through the Spirit, creating faith that leads to a loving response toward God and others. Luther writes, “Therefore, if we recognize the great and precious things which are given us, as Paul says [Rom. 5:5], our hearts will be filled by the Holy Spirit with the love which makes us free, joyful, almighty workers and conquerors over all tribulations, servants of our neighbors, and yet lords of all.”102 Here Luther represents key features of the later Augustinian tradition, which accounts for the personal presence and immediacy of the Spirit’s work in and through Christ’s followers.

Given this unilateral approach to love, how do we proceed? Where do we go from here? How do we engage other ethical systems, religious, naturalist, and the like, on the subject matter of love and related notions like altruism and empathy?

Horizontal. Altruism refers to those situations where people presumably pursue the well-being of others freely and selflessly. This notion flies in the face of those who believe natural selection and the survival of the fittest explain fully all human behavior in terms of strict competition.103 On the latter view, purportedly selfless acts are at their source self-serving drives that benefit the individual and their kin or larger group’s survival. This orientation looks at altruism as a dirty word.

E. O. Wilson, for example, argues that Mother Teresa’s noble acts of charity for the poor and leprous were not ultimately selfless but the result of her hoped-for eternal reward or church’s immortality.104 Without knowing more about Mother Teresa’s explicit aims, we will look to King. King asserted that his aim in loving his enemy who sought to harm and even kill him, his loved ones, and his people was to win his opponent over to friendship and inclusion in the beloved community of agape love. In a Christmas sermon just months before his death, King declared to those engaging in racial violence, “We will meet your physical force with soul force. Do to us what you will and we will still love you.” And with daring hope, he concludes, “We will not only win freedom for ourselves; we will so appeal to your heart and conscience that we will win you in the process, and our victory will be a double victory.”105

Richard Dawkins and Wilson debate the merits of kin versus group or multilevel selection theories of natural selection. And yet, both maintain that ultimately self-serving aims rather than altruism drive us, whether for the self, kin, or larger group.106 While I take issue with the notion that altruism is a dirty word and that it can be explained away by natural selection, as Dawkins and Wilson argue (in fact, Darwin himself urged that we need to consider cooperative tendencies alongside natural selection107), I don’t have difficulty with the claim that altruism and cooperation may have a biological basis.108

It is worth noting here that recent studies have shown that cooperation and creativity explain human flourishing more adequately than competition between individuals and tribes. Take for example the recent work of Agustín Fuentes. He argues that in distinction from narratives that highlight the will to survive and reproduce, recent anthropology, paleontology, biology, and other disciplines have shown that the unique quality that characterizes humans is our ability for imaginative cooperation.109

It is also worth accounting for the import of oxytocin for discussions of empathy. A mother will produce oxytocin to care for her newly born offspring. There may be other occasions where oxytocin is produced organically, even synthetically. Certainly, oxytocin is a vitally important aspect of our humanity. It helps make the world go around.

A biological basis is one thing. Biological reductionism is quite another. Consideration of oxytocin’s merits does not ultimately suggest that we should be caring or even altruistic toward others, especially those beyond our kin or group. An ethical claim, David Hume reminds us, requires that we go beyond consideration of what is the case biologically to address what “should” be the case.110 Ethics deals ultimately with prescriptions, not predictions of what humans or humanity will do based on biological emotive states (known as emotivism, which is a perspective championed by Wilson111).

To illustrate this point, let me briefly consider Patricia Churchland’s fascination with oxytocin and its possible import for morality. Christopher Shea analyzes Churchland’s position:

Oxytocin’s primary purpose appears to be in solidifying the bond between mother and infant, but Churchland argues—drawing on the work of biologists—that there are significant spillover effects: Bonds of empathy lubricated by oxytocin expand to include, first, more distant kin and then other members of one’s in-group. . . . The biological picture contains other elements, of course, notably our large prefrontal cortexes, which help us to take stock of situations in ways that lower animals, driven by “fight or flight” impulses, cannot. But oxytocin and its cousin-compounds ground the human capacity for empathy. (When she learned of oxytocin’s power, Churchland writes in Braintrust, she thought: “This, perhaps, Hume might accept as the germ of ‘moral sentiment.’”).112


In Braintrust, Churchland takes peptide oxytocin and associated neurochemicals into the realm of ethics.113 Churchland’s desire to see oxytocin as the foundation of morals does not actually answer the question about how we come to see this or that action or state of affairs as ethical or unethical. To be sure, oxytocin plays a role in reinforcing broader ethical considerations, but oxytocin cannot by itself explain why it is associated with certain situations and not others. In other words, Churchland has identified a chemical mechanism that helps reinforce moral norms and judgments, but not the source and authorization of moral norms and judgments themselves. To think otherwise would rather be like saying the meaning of Shakespeare can be divined from the chemical composition of the ink used, or the style of calligraphy used to shape the words. While not unrelated to the vehicles it uses for expression, the semantic content of Shakespeare has an integrity of its own not reducible to or deducible from its material forms.114

Beyond consideration of oxytocin, what is lost if altruism is a dirty word?115 What is lost is a fuller explanation of what makes us tick rather than simply competitive notions of natural selection and the survival of the fittest. Moreover, human society and metaphysical frameworks provide feedback loops that bear on natural selection. Biology is certainly foundational, but it is not exhaustive of our humanity. It should not be taken to dictate human ideals since it cannot ground the better angels of our nature that lead us beyond kin and group or multilevel selection to Christian Scripture’s celebration of agape and embrace of enemy love (which the quotation from King’s Christmas sermon above illustrated so beautifully). Reductionism’s only recourse is to try and explain away such ideals. Far from being a dirty word, altruism and agape as accounted for in Jesus’ teaching are purifying and perfecting words that help us adjudicate between rival notions of love on a natural or societal level.

Here it is worth illustrating briefly the countercultural inbreaking of Christian love in human society. Islam promotes hospitality and love of neighbor. However, enemy love separates Christian love from Muslim love.116 It often separates Jesus from Christians, too. We are often more Nietzschean, who looked at Christian love as weak and cowardly.117 Aristotle has a beautiful treatment of friendship in his Nicomachean Ethics.118 Like loves like. In contrast to Aristotle’s definition, Christian love involves loving unlike. Christian love goes beyond fraternal allegiances among good and noble people.

The authors of Twelve Theories of Human Nature claim that, for Aristotle, love is limited (to one’s friends) and conditional (based on the apparent merit and virtue of the other person) whereas for Christianity love is universal and unconditional. In a statement that bears critical import for kin and group or multilevel selection, they write of Christian Scripture’s exposition of love:

The ideal it puts before us is first that we should be loving or compassionate to all our fellow human beings, regardless of sex, race, class, ethnicity, or nationality. And, second, that our love or compassion should not depend on good behavior or individual talents, so that a change of heart and forgiveness should always be seen as possible. This twin ideal is almost impossibly demanding on our frail human nature. But we may feel that there is something missing from an ethic that does not even set it before us.119


In view of what is missing without such an ideal, let us not treat altruism or agape as a dirty word. Rather, may such words refine our vocabulary and cause us to pursue elevating our humanity to involve them and radical empathy. The spirit is willing, though the flesh is weak. No doubt, we will need the Spirit of God to fill the gap between our biological drives and the lofty altruistic and empathic goal we seek to attain.

John E. Hare speaks of the need for God’s intervention in filling the moral gap.120 Such intervention is necessary in fulfilling the kind of love that King’s Christmas sermon quoted from above idealizes. In his treatment of “Some African and African American Moral Virtues,” Paris claims that King “represented African America’s most prominent embodiment of the virtue of beneficence.”121

King’s beneficent spirit was expressed in his unrelenting commitment to the philosophy of nonviolent resistance, his strong belief in the redemptive power of unmerited suffering, his untiring devotion to the principle of loving one’s enemies, his consistent view that nobody is beyond the pale of moral transformation, and his steadfast faith that love and justice will ultimately prevail over evil.122

It is worth noting that Paris’s approach to African and African American virtue ethics sees greater commonality with the Aristotelian framework given his emphasis on the “cultural specificity of African and African American ethics.”123 Paris goes on to say, though, that beyond the “methodological similarities,” there are significant differences.124 It is also worth noting that Luther likely would have resonated with Paris at one point in his treatment of the virtues of love and forgiveness: “The way of love and forgiveness is not, as often thought, the way of weakness but the way of strength, because it is not a natural response but rather a response that manifests a second nature.”125

I find helpful Paris’s particular concentration on African American virtues (which is in no way parasitic on Aristotle’s system) and how his methodological account differs from the more Platonic deductive approach to ethical inquiry. On the whole, I favor the more Platonic and Augustinian approach, which entails “identifying God with the true end of human action.” To repeat an earlier quotation, it “begins with the being of God rather than the strivings of humans. From this line of Platonic striving the Christian virtues were understood as supernatural and transcendent of human strivings.”126

This preference is what led to framing this chapter’s various sections first by way of the vertical dimension and then proceeding to the horizontal. While I espouse a form of teleological perfection, it follows from God’s initiative: we are only able to perform virtuous acts as God’s kingdom dawns in our midst. From the particular trinitarian perspective articulated in this volume, the virtues or graces are embodied in humans through participation in Jesus’ life through the indwelling Spirit, who alone is able to fill what John Hare calls the moral gap. This moral gap entails the otherwise impossible call to love one’s enemies as ourselves. In no way do Christians have a corner on the market on what sacrificial love entails,127 as God’s Spirit moves in mysterious ways beyond the confines of the church in service to Jesus, who is the image of the invisible God and firstborn of the entire creation.

Whether in and through the church or beyond its confines, through supernatural and natural means, God’s Spirit makes possible the love of one’s neighbors as oneself. God’s Spirit provides secure attachment so that we can love freely from the heart. Martin Luther’s conviction on how we ascend by faith in Christ to God who is love makes it possible for us to descend to our neighbors in love through the indwelling Spirit. Martin Luther King Jr’s community’s emphasis on God being “omnipotent-omnibenevolent,”128 and his personal conviction that “a personal and loving God” who has created, sustains, and guides the universe accompanies us, leads God’s people forward in the struggle for righteousness.129 King’s own nurturing, loving, and supportive home environment growing up led him to the conviction that there is a friendly, moral, objective order to the universe.130 Only as we experience secure attachment with God and other people who serve as channels of God’s love, are we free to love our enemies as ourselves and fight for righteousness and the beloved community. As King writes, “I am convinced that the universe is under the control of a loving purpose, and that in the struggle for righteousness man has cosmic companionship. Behind the harsh appearance of the world there is a benign power.”131




POINTING THE WAY FORWARD ON THE ETHICAL JOURNEY

In what follows, I will attempt to engage a variety of themes and perspectives from a personalist vantage point. I will seek to show how a personalist moral vision serves as a helpful moral compass pointing the way forward to a life that is more than things. The three overarching motifs of entangled ethics of faith, eschatological ethics of hope, and embodied ethics of love will be with us throughout the journey.

Before heading out, it is important to load up the car with three questions. In each of the following chapters, I will be seeking to ask questions that H. Richard Niebuhr along with Harry Frankfurt raised in their own ethical deliberations. Niebuhr encouraged those engaged in ethical inquiry to ask at the outset, “What’s going on here?” After providing an answer, he then encouraged others to answer the question, “What’s the fitting or appropriate response?” For his part, Frankfurt asked the question, “What ought we to care about?” My colleague and mentor Robert Lyman Potter first introduced these questions in his articulation of medical ethics from a personalist vantage point. He inserts Frankfurt’s question between the two questions posed by Niebuhr. Potter’s order is “What’s going on here?” “What should we care about?” and “What’s the fitting response?” I will not raise these questions in an explicit manner in every chapter. However, they are embedded in the ethical deliberations of this book as we seek to account for a great variety of factors in every issue of ethics we address (i.e., what is the variety of issues and factors involved here to which we must give an account?), adjudicate between them in favor of what promotes a personalist moral vision (i.e., what should we care most about?), and by doing so provide an appropriate response to the ethical subject at hand (what’s most fitting as a response?).

These questions are quite helpful in assessing and determining a path forward in ethical deliberations.132 One may differ at points on various lines of inquiry and conclusions to ethical matters. However, this overarching trajectory is extremely beneficial for all those driving down the ethical highways and byways of life. It seeks to account for the full context of ethical factors to consider, the prioritization of empathic concern for what is most valuable from a personalist vantage point, and an appropriate response that is not fixed or static, but accounts for contextual variables in service to persons.

The first question, “What is going on here?” entails coming to terms with the various knotty and entangled ethical considerations and viewpoints on a given subject. It does so from a critical realist vantage point. No one sees with a God’s eye point of view, though one works diligently to account for as many factors and perspectives as possible to get the lay of the land for one’s winding road ethical journey from a personalist vantage point. This is what the present book calls the entangled ethics of faith.

The second question, “What should I care about?” entails coming to terms with discerning the most important aspects to value in making ethical determinations. Given the personalist moral vision that drives this car or volume, I will seek to highlight the import of loving God with all our hearts and neighbors as ourselves as most important. This is the embodied ethics of love.

The third question, “What is the fitting response?” is the question of destination. What set of directions will get us to our designated telos or end of loving God with all our hearts and neighbors as ourselves on a given ethical subject? Answering this question of fitting response is all about what it will take to arrive home. This is what I call the eschatological ethics of hope. These three questions fit the overarching motifs of faith, hope, and love that serve the personalist moral compass for the journey.
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