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Among many other things, this book is a deepening and expansion, from the “top-down,” of the profound insights of the Catholic psychiatrists Conrad Baars and Anna Terruwe. Both of them, by God’s provident grace, came to understand in a profound way the nature of human wholeness, and also the nature of the wounds that afflict so many persons in our contemporary world. They explained how human flourishing in the light of God comes about as a result of affirmation—as a result of the “making-firm” of our goodness as individual persons, as well as of the goodness of our humanity (in all of its dimensions), on the solid ground of love.

Thus they defined two clinical disorders which, in fact, affect every human heart living within this world to some degree, and which reveal, as it were, the very platform in which our healing and transformation occurs. The first is the pain of experiencing a lack of truly affirming love in our own uniqueness as a person, a love which alone can unveil before us our innate goodness as an incomparable child of God. And the second is the pain of experiencing a lack of affirmation of the goodness of our human inclinations and desires, insofar as rightly ordered, such that we come to bury them over and do not allow them to find healthy expression. In this way, in a process called repression, our emotional and psychic (and spiritual) life is wounded, and we experience discord within ourselves due to the unhealthy development of our God-given nature in its orientation towards beauty, goodness, and truth.

In this book I speak much more about these two wounds, and about their healing. In fact, I delve deeply into the beautiful truths that are revealed about reality itself through the conviction of how important the full flowering of our incarnate humanity is, not only for our authentic well-being, but for the very glorification and praise of God. As Saint Irenaeus said: “The glory of God is man fully alive, and the life of man is the vision of God.”

+ + +

The central thread of this book, which will appear throughout with different nuances, is both simple and profound: we have been created, beyond all things, for gratuitous and playful intimacy for its own sake, an intimacy that is a living participation in the intimacy of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. This is our origin and our destiny, which will find its everlasting consummation in the playful intimacy of the new creation. In a sense, the words of this book, illumined by this primal insight, will be ways of immersing mind and heart into the wondrous plan of God for our humanity, living and dancing and playing within it—in all of its immeasurable richness, which no amount of words can ever exhaust.

Saint Augustine’s words prove true here in the highest way: “Show me one who loves, and he knows what I mean.” For the one who loves, no words are necessary; for the one who does not love, no amount of words is enough. Why, then, write or speak words, and why read or listen to them? I think immediately of three reasons: First, because in the shadows and darkness of this life we need continual reminding, for we are prone to lose sight of this central mystery in the midst of multiplicity, to lose sight of this radiant light in the midst of darkness; we need to be continually reminded that we were created for intimacy, created for gratuitous intimacy for our own sake, out of the infinite and abounding generosity of the Trinity, and are called to share in the innermost dance of the Trinity’s own life—directly in our relationship with him and also in our relationships with one another and with the whole creation—already in this life and perfectly forever for all eternity.

Second, because even when our hearts love and desire to love, we find ourselves wounded and hurting, struggling to see love in our lives, to let the “dead” places in us come to life and find full expression. Thus words can help clarify mistaken assumption, to bring out into the open hidden traumas and wounds, and to mediate the healing light of love and truth into the spaces where we need it the most. Third, because words, given and received, can be a simple space of encounter, a space of playfulness in the beauty and goodness of reality, a simple way of living this supreme gift and vocation of each one of us to gratuitous and playful intimacy; words, thus, become bearers of a mystery that surpasses words, a mystery that touches, attracts, and ravishes the heart in silence, and a living space in which this mystery becomes the home, the true and everlasting home, where we can play and rejoice in pure love throughout this life, until the eternal Day dawns, in which will be everlasting gladness in perfect communion and total belonging.
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ישוע

Gen 1:1-2:3. In these first verses of the Bible, we witness the creative activity of God that stands at the origin of the universe. The whole movement of creation is portrayed as a threefold act: 1) separation and naming, 2) unification and harmonization, 3) fruitfulness. The separation occurs as God distinguishes light from darkness, heaven from earth, land from sea, etc., and yet in this separation there is also a unification, a harmony between the two, occurring, as it were, through ceaseless interchange between them. There is a dance between light and darkness, between heaven and earth, and between creatures themselves. And this dance, this respiration of love back and forth, is oriented towards the primal unification, the primal harmony—we could even say the primal intimacy. And this intimacy, this unification, is inherently fruitful, as is evident in what God says to the animals that he creates: “Be fruitful and multiply.”

But this movement reaches its climax, not in the impersonal creation, as beautiful as it is, but in the creation of humanity—of man and woman fashioned “in the image and the likeness of God.” Here the diverse strands of God’s creative activity come together in a breathtakingly beautiful way. We see the same threefold movement: 1) the separation of man and woman, their distinctness in complementarity; 2) their unification in being drawn together in a perennial attraction to become one; 3) the innate fruitfulness that flows, as a gratuitous abundance, from the fullness of this intimacy.

But this is not all. The unity-in-complementarity of man and woman stands, not only at the apex of God’s creative action, but also as the most vivid and transparent outflow of his own divine life into the world, as an incarnation of his own inner being. For if in creation, and above all in human persons, there is a movement of union-in-difference, a respiration of communication, a harmonization in unity, and an expansive fruitfulness, how much more so is there in God himself. This, indeed, is what it means to be made in the image and likeness of God: man and woman are persons, created in and for loving relationship, for intimacy. They are each an “I” oriented towards a “you,” and they long to find rest in the shelter of another’s embrace, receiving their gift, while also giving themselves as a reciprocal gift in response. This “I” and “you” sealed in the “we” of communion, a communion that, gratuitous and beautiful as it is for its own sake, is also inherently fruitful: this is the inner form of human love and in a way of the whole universe, and it is so because it is the inner essence of the very life of God.

For when God creates he does not create as an isolated subject, as an eternal “solitude,” but rather as eternal Intimacy. He creates as three Persons in a ceaseless dialogue of love, as “I” and “You” united in the bond of intimacy that seals and consummates their union. Yes, when God creates humanity, he creates by pronouncing from his own “We,” from the heart of his own divine Family as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, which the intimacy of man, woman, and child is meant to manifest, and into which human love and intimacy is meant to draw the whole of creation, lifted up, transfigured, and made one with the very inner life of the Trinity.

Gen 1:1. The beginning spoken of here is the beginning of the world, the beginning of the visible, material creation. This temporal beginning, the first irradiation of the inner life of the Trinity into the multiplicity of a material-spiritual universe, has its origin in the ultimate Beginning of God: the Beginning-without-beginning.  Yes, the act of creation truly takes its rise from the very abundance of the Trinity’s own interior life. There could, indeed, be no creative act outside of God unless there has eternally been an act of outpouring love and generosity within God. This is the eternal begetting of the beloved Son from the bosom of the Father, and the spiration of the Spirit from the shared intimacy between the Father and the Son. The outpouring of creation is a temporal manifestation, out of the loving choice of the divine freedom, of the inner life of the Trinity. And yet this manifestation is not uncreated as is the Son, as is the Spirit, but rather something wholly contingent, a “might-not-have-been” which, because of God’s goodness, nonetheless has come to be, and which will always be, finding its final fulfillment in being drawn into the very orbit of the Trinity’s life of love and intimacy.

We see all of this clearly in the parallel that Saint John the Evangelist draws in his own Gospel with these first words of Genesis. He too starts: “In the beginning.” And yet he traces this beginning back into its very origin in the Trinity. “In the beginning was the Word [the Son], and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” “All things came to be through him, and without him nothing was made.” All of creation has been brought forth from the fullness of love that circulates eternally between the Father and the Son in the breath of their one Spirit.

Gen 1:2a. “Without form and void” refers to a lack both of nature and of being (to use philosophical terms, a lack of essence and of existence). Form refers to the nature of things, their “what-ness,” the unique essence that makes them what they are as a beautiful manifestation of the creative goodness of God himself. Void refers to the very lack of existence, indicating that there is not only a lack of form, a lack of harmony or structure, but a lack of anything at all. The very image of a kind of amorphous mass with water surrounded by darkness is just an image employed by the biblical author. This indicates not that there has been some “thing” that is just awaiting God’s forming action. Rather, the Church has always understood these words to refer, not to a fashioning action of God, but to a true creation out of nothing, a bringing of being from non-being, of form from formlessness—or rather, a bringing-forth of created being from the very uncreated Being of God, and created forms from the innermost essence of the divine life of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

1:2b. The Spirit of God hovers over the waters, over the formless abyss, showing that the whole creative action of God occurs, not in some “place” far away from him, but in the very bosom of his own mystery, even as he fashions “another,” a created “you” outside of himself, to exist in dialogue with him, and, through the movement of trustful acceptance and loving surrender, to be drawn into the orbit of his own life, their to live forever in a created participation in the life of the Trinity itself.

Darkness is upon the face of the deep, and the Spirit hovers over the waters. This finds a beautiful formulation in Psalm 42:7, which says, “Deep calls to deep in the roar of the waters.” Here the very darkness and abyss of nothingness echoes with the light of God’s love, vibrates with the breath of his Spirit, is cradled within and penetrated by the abyss of his goodness: and thus is creation born. The same is true in our own lives. We are not nothingness. We are not an empty abyss. Rather, created in love and for love, our hearts are already immeasurably full of capacity and desire and longing. And yet this longing is not yet fulfilled. Thus we bear within us, deep in our hearts, abysses that are crying out to God, just as they also echo with the impalpable breath of the Spirit who hovers over the waters—re-creating us anew when he descends upon us in the waters of Baptism!—seeking to communicate to us the living water of God’s love that alone can fulfill the abysmal thirst of our aching hearts.

Gen 1:3. “And God said, ‘Let there be light;’ and there was light.” Here, in the very breath of his Spirit, God speaks; he speaks a word of creative love which brings forth the primordial element of creation: light.  Yes, his word itself is light, this word which is not merely some external utterance, some fading voice echoing and then passing away. Rather, his word endures. For his Word is his own eternally beloved Son, as John writes: “In him was light, and this light was the life of the world.” Yes, and light is also life, as we see even in the nature of material things, which, without the light and warmth of the sun, die away. Word is light and light is life, as the inner radiance of God becomes manifest, distilled into the very nature of creation, into the very laws of a material universe, which are not, after all, “autonomous” structures that just independently run their course apart from God’s knowledge or will. Rather, the opposite is true: while there are so-called “laws of nature,” they are not automatic processes that just have to be the way that they are, but rather the continual manifestation of God’s own loving gaze upon his creation, which sustains it at every moment in existence and upholds it as it continues to manifest his nature as he created it to do. The words of G.K. Chesterton express this ever-sustaining presence of God’s love very beautifully:


All the towering materialism which dominates the modern mind rests ultimately upon one assumption; a false assumption. It is supposed that if a thing goes on repeating itself it is probably dead; a piece of clockwork. People feel that if the universe was personal it would vary; if the sun were alive it would dance. This is a fallacy even in relation to known fact. For the variation in human affairs is generally brought into them, not by life, but by death; by the dying down or breaking off of their strength or desire. A man varies his movements because of some slight element of failure or fatigue. He gets into an omnibus because he is tired of walking; or he walks because he is tired of sitting still. But if his life and joy were so gigantic that he never tired of going to Islington, he might go to Islington as regularly as the Thames goes to Sheerness. The very speed and ecstasy of his life would have the stillness of death. The sun rises every morning. I do not rise every morning; but the variation is due not to my activity, but to my inaction. Now, to put the matter in a popular phrase, it might be true that the sun rises regularly because he never gets tired of rising. His routine might be due, not to a lifelessness, but to a rush of life. The thing I mean can be seen, for instance, in children, when they find some game or joke that they specially enjoy. A child kicks his legs rhythmically through excess, not absence, of life. Because children have abounding vitality, because they are in spirit fierce and free, therefore they want things repeated and unchanged. They always say, “Do it again;” and the grown-up person does it again until he is nearly dead. For grown-up people are not strong enough to exult in monotony. But perhaps God is strong enough to exult in monotony. It is possible that God says every morning, “Do it again” to the sun; and every evening, “Do it again” to the moon. It may not be automatic necessity that makes all daisies alike; it may be that God makes every daisy separately, but has never got tired of making them. It may be that He has the eternal appetite of infancy; for we have sinned and grown old, and our Father is younger than we.​[1]



How beautifully Chesterton’s words reveal that the whole of creation is buoyed up and sustained by the very wonder and playfulness of God, who never tires of delighting in, holding, and playing in his creation, just as he plays at the heart of his divine life as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit!

Gen 1:4-5. God sees that the light is good, and he separates light from darkness, calling one day and the other night. Notice that God is contemplatively beholding his creation. He is not merely active, merely an initiator who acts and works and gives with his eyes closed. Rather, in the very act in which pure initiative would be most fitting, God is moved not by a desire to impose himself, but rather by a contemplative wonder in which, gazing into the face of his beloved Son, and the Son into the face of his Father, they turn out to let this mutual gaze become manifest in creative act. And yet after creation has been born, they contemplate their creation itself, gazing upon it, rejoicing in it, delighting in it. As the book of Proverbs says: “When he fixed the foundations of the earth, then I was beside him as a little child; I was his delight day by day, playing before him all the while, playing over the whole of his earth, and my delight was in the children of men” (Pr 8:29b-31). Again, the activity of God is eternal rest, and the work of God is nothing but the expression of his joyful play.

The act of creation is the primal act of affirmation. God sees what he has made and calls it good. In other words, he affirms its being; he pronounces a pure “yes” to its beauty, its goodness, its truth. He lets it be what it is, not as a mere permission, but as a positive willing with his whole being of the whole being of what he has made, and which he sustains unceasingly with his all-enfolding and all-permeating love. This loving affirmation, indeed, lies at the very heart of all being, since it is also the very nature of the eternal life of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The Persons of the Trinity abide before one another, in the most blessed embrace, in an attitude of ceaseless mutual affirmation, in which they say to one another, “Behold, you are beautiful, my love, behold, you are beautiful!” (Sg 1:15). In this mutual affirmation, they are harnessed toward one another in an eternal ecstasy of love, by which they pour themselves out as a gift into each other in response to the other who pours into them, in a surging movement of love in which acceptance of the other and the gift of oneself are one. And the result of such mutual self-giving? It is intimacy. The inner essence of the life of God is intimacy. And this intimacy is itself the context in which the self-giving of the divine Persons flowers so beautifully and freely, as an already-realized and eternally-sealed reality, even as such intimacy is also the very flower and fruit of this respiration of acceptance and gift.

And this innermost affirmation of each divine Person for the others—the Father for the Son and the Son for the Father, and both for the Spirit and the Spirit for both—becomes manifest also in God’s loving affirmation of the goodness of his creatures, and, as we will soon seen, in the most full way in his affirmation of the unique beauty and dignity of each human person. Here God wills to realize, in the very richness of his relationships with human persons and in the relationships of human persons with one another, the same inner “law of love,” the same spontaneity and playfulness and intimacy, that is the inner essence of his own life as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

Gen 1:6-8. God separates the waters into two, with a firmament between them to divide them. There are, therefore, heavenly waters, and there are earthly waters. And yet these two waters are in a continuous circulation, as we see in the very cycle of precipitation and evaporation. The very physical structure of the world, however, in the continual give and take of moisture between earth and heaven, between the waters of the earth reflecting the sky and the waters of the sky enfolding and clothing the earth, is a symbol of a spiritual reality. For here, too, there is a heavenly water and an earthly water; and yet these two waters are ultimately the same water, just under different forms. The heavenly water is more translucent, utterly bathed in the light of heaven and radiant with glory, and the earthly water is a distillation into a tangible contact with what has first come from heaven.

What does this signify? It signifies the fact that God has made his goodness and beauty and truth—his infinite love and his very being—present to us not only in a merely “celestial” sphere far from the concreteness of our life within this visible world. Rather, God comes to us in both realms simultaneously, in a ceaseless interchange between them, in which one deepens and intensifies our contact with the other. He comes to us in the depths of prayer, in which the innermost spirit is vigilant in love and longing, reaching out beyond the whole of creation to make contact with the all-surpassing Trinity. He comes to us in the “virgin-point” of our being where we are untouched by the hand of any creature, created to find our true and enduring rest in him alone. And yet in coming to us here, he does not estrange us from the richness of creation, but rather opens us to see, receive, reverence, and love it more deeply from within the very living space of his love. And the same is true in the opposite direction: God comes to us through the values that he has created in this world. He comes to us through the beauty of every creature that he has made, especially through the high values that are intrinsically beautiful, good, and true in themselves, and which awaken in us a gratuitous response of reverence and awe and wonder. And when we respond to God’s presence in his creation in this way—when we surrender to God through the “word” that he speaks at the heart of his creation—our hearts are impelled more deeply towards God himself in the fullness of his ineffable mystery.

This dance between heaven and earth, between God and his creation, is a beautiful manifestation of God’s intentions for human life. Indeed, the human person in a particular way is like a living “horizon” between the visible and invisible worlds, between earth and heaven, between creation and God. Humanity was created, at the very heart of the garden of the world, to dance and play and rejoice in the beauty that God created, and yet not to dance in a merely “horizontal” way, with our eyes fixed only on the earth, but rather to dance with eyes fixed always on God: on God within his creation, radiant with his light and manifesting his beauty, and on God in himself, beyond his creation and yet enfolding it in his love. And indeed, in the true flowering of love and intimacy between God and the human heart, “within” and “beyond” come together as one. For here the all-enfolding embrace of God, through his outpouring gift and our receptivity, becomes the all-permeating presence of his love that fills every pore of our being, throbbing our whole being with delight, and which indeed fills the whole of creation more fully, more richly, than water covers the sea or air fills the atmosphere.

Gen 1:9-10. After separating the waters “vertically,” between heaven and earth, God also separates the waters “horizontally,” creating the oceans and the dry land. In other words, God continues his creative activity of “separation,” of distinguishing and dividing. And yet this act of dividing is not a form of estrangement, of cutting apart and creating distance. Rather, it is but the fashioning of a richness of diverse relationships, of distinct beings that exist in a ceaseless interchange with one another, an interchange that, even if in an impersonal way, reflects the very eternal interchange that is the innermost life of the Trinity itself, in which the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, distinct from one another, abide in a ceaseless dance of mutual self-giving, and in the very movement of this dance, are made utterly one.

Yes, in God distinctness and unity are not opposed, but rather harmonized. For it is indeed a much higher form of unity to have two—or three—together in love, living in one another through the love of their hearts, than to just have one, isolated and alone. This is the form of oneness that is proper to God: not an isolated “I” without any relationship, but rather a Family utterly harmonized in love, mutual affirmation, and attunement, in which “I” and “You” are one in the “We” of total belonging and complete intimacy. Even impersonal, material creation manifests this relational nature of all being, as all creatures exist in interrelationship with all other creatures, as they influence and affect and sustain and move one another without ceasing. But the human person, as we will soon see, lives this relational reality much more fully, much more vividly, for in him or her the light of personal awareness dawns for the first time in visible creation: the human person opens his or her eyes and understands what it means to be an “I” before a “you,” an “I” created for a fully conscious loving relationship with the Love that sustains the world, and with all of the created “you’s” who fill the world, and who touch the receptive heart with their beauty, awakening receptive tenderness and loving surrender.

Gen 1:11-13. Now we have witnessed the first three days of creation: 1) the outpouring of God’s light into the world through the Word of the Son and the breath of the Spirit, and the separation of day and night, light and darkness; 2) the separation of the heavenly waters from the earthly waters, and the creation of the sky and the sea; 3) the separation of the ocean and the land, of water and earth, and also—we now see—the sprouting up of plants upon the face of the earth. With the irruption of plants into the world, bursting forth from the tender bosom of the fruitful soil, we see how the separation of one into two now becomes a multitudinous refraction of the simple light of God into a rich multiplicity of created beings.

Now the white-hot light of God’s own Trinitarian love—in which “I” and “You” are one in perfect intimacy in the “We” of mutual belonging—is refracted through the prism of creation and becomes a multitude of beings. Yes, and this will be even more evident on the next day of creation, when God creates the animals. But this movement out from the center of the prism—from the place of simplicity and unity—and into multiplicity, is ultimately ordained towards being drawn together (without losing its richness), into the richness of unity again. Yes, all the many diverse rays of light—in so many different colors—are meant to return into that place of white-hot, undivided light in the uncreated love of God. And here the unique beauty of each being is not destroyed, not dimmed, not lost, but rather brought to full flowering and fulfillment. And yet this unification, this fulfillment does not happen in the impersonal realm alone, but rather in the lifting up of the whole creation into the hearts and lives of man and woman, in whom the multiplicity returns into duality, and the duality into unity—man and woman united and made one within the very unity of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

Gen 1:14-25. On the fourth day God creates the sun, moon, and stars; on the fifth day he creates the sea creatures and the sky creatures, the fish and the birds; on the sixth day he creates the beasts of the land, and ordains them to multiply and to fill the earth. Here the same pattern is repeated, but enriched with a profound fullness, as the division into two now becomes a very clear and explicit multiplicity. The sun and the moon, this duality of light and darkness, of intense brilliance and tender light (of masculinity and femininity!), is also enfolded in the multiplicity of the stars. One, two, many. Many, two, one. The same theme recurs, as it is, as it were, the essence of reality itself. The same is true in the two kinds of creatures fashioned on the fifth day: sea creatures and sky creatures, such that these two “realms” of sea and sky are now populated with a multitude of living things. And the earth, finally, on the fifth day, is populated with beasts whom God ordains to fill the whole world with the richness of their offspring, with the vibrancy of their life as living creatures.

But then this multiplicity, in the verses immediately following these, is gathered together and “distilled” into the singular relationship of two again (and into the singular relationship of each with God himself). This occurs in the creation of humanity, of man and woman, in the image and likeness of God.

Gen 1:26-27 (1). When it comes to the creation of humanity, male and female, God shifts his manner of creation. No longer does he create simply by a word, by a desire, but rather, he “turns in on himself,” as it were, and speaks forth from the core of his own inner life: “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness...” This indicates that the human person, and the relationship between human persons, bears a likeness to God different from anything else in the entire visible creation. In a singular and all-surpassing way, man—male and female—mirrors, reflects, and is called to participate in the very inner life of the Trinity: in the we of the divine intimacy.

There is a threefold structure in the sentence of verse 27, in which the same theme is repeated and unfolded: “in his own image he created them...in the image of God he created them...male and female he created them...” Here the inner mystery of God is unfolding itself, like a flower blossoming outward to emit its beauty and fragrance, into the existence of man and woman. And what is it, precisely that is being emitted, what is the nature of this participation in God, this likeness to God? It is often said that their likeness to God consists in having dominion over creation. They share in God’s own intelligence in order to guide creation towards its fulfillment, to take it up into their own personal providence, cooperating with the providence of God. While this is true, there is something deeper. Man and woman share in the life of God in the fullest way through one thing alone: through interpersonal love and intimacy, both with one another, and, in the fullest way, with God himself.

Indeed, it is precisely this personalizing movement, this movement of unification in intimacy, that conditions, enfolds, and lifts up the “domination” by which creation is placed into the care of man and woman. This is not, after all, a forceful domination by which human persons bend creation to their own goals. Rather, it is a kind of “priesthood,” a kind of lifting-up of creation closer to the life of God, closer to the life of intimacy lived by the Trinity, as well as a kind of incarnation of the inner mystery of the Trinity into the creation, such that the whole world begins to unseal its deepest beauty and meaning precisely in the light cast from the Trinity, through the intimacy of man and woman, and into the universe.

But it is true that the universe already bears this seal, this seal of Trinitarian love, and thus can only find its true liberation and fulfillment in being lifted up—in the intimacy of man and woman with one another and with God—into communion with the divine life. This is the great gift and task entrusted to humanity, and yet the task is utterly enfolded in and sustained unceasingly by the gift; indeed, the true fulfillment of this noble task cannot be something that man and woman “accomplish” through their own efforts, but rather flowers simply by their welcoming the gift that always precedes and enfolds and permeates them, and which draws them into an intimacy that, while inherently fruitful for the whole of creation, is also above all simply good and beautiful in and of itself. Intimacy, after all, is the inner meaning of all things, and what alone gives meaning to everything else. It alone brings fulfillment to the longings of the human heart, for it is precisely for intimacy that God created us. Therefore, it cannot become a means to something else, but is the supreme gift in which the heart is invited to simply dance, play, rejoice, and rest.

Gen 1:26-27 (2). From the heart of the inner life of the Trinity, God creates a diversity of creatures that manifest in some way his own nature. But even here we see again, as we have seen before, that creation is not just a multitude, a scattered multiplicity, but a duality. And this duality is not a division or a separation, but the meeting-place of a deeper unity. Yes, there is an inner duality to the very structure of creation, a duality that is drawn together into oneness. This duality, further, bears the contours of masculinity and femininity, of a primal “complementarity” of two elements, two dimensions of reality, which are in a perpetual dance with one another, a dance oriented towards their drawing together and becoming one: they become one in a unity that gives birth to many, but which also, simultaneously, draws many together into one, lifting them up into the single convergence point in which oneness enfolds and cradles the unique distinctness of every being within the oneness of love, within the single and indivisible life of the Trinity.

Of course, though this is true analogically in the impersonal creation, this true unity, this true “pouring out” to touch many and this “lifting up” of many to become one again, occurs fully only in the personal realm of man and woman, created in the image and likeness of God. But even in the impersonal realm, this complementarity of the masculine dimension and the feminine dimension is present. This is because all that exists in the universe can only exist because it first existed in God; and thus, even if it is not fully personal, even the natural creation manifests something about the life of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, who live eternally precisely this dance of “I” and “you” made one in the “we” of intimacy. We see this in the complementarity of light and darkness, of heaven and earth, of sun and moon, of land and sea. Light is the masculine element, pouring out and penetrating and illumining, while darkness is the feminine element, mysterious and enveloping and receptive. Heaven is the masculine, giving forth from above to fructify and impregnate, and the earth is the feminine, receiving and bearing and nourishing, to bring forth in response to the gift that she first received.

We could go on and on in “reading” this breathtakingly beautiful mystery inscribed into the nature of the whole creation, but such a mystery finds its full expression only in the personal realm, where this natural complementarity becomes a fully explicit and conscious relationship of love between man and woman, and, indeed, according to God’s original intentions, a participation of both man and woman together in the inner life of the Trinity. The true dance of love between masculine and feminine was meant to be a dance upwards, as man and woman spiral together into ever greater unity with one another in the only place where persons (and the whole creation) can truly become one: in the innermost embrace of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

Gen 1:26-27 (3). “In the image and the likeness of God.” In the patristic tradition of the Church, a distinction has been drawn between these two elements: image and likeness. The image refers to the fundamental identity of man and woman as persons, as subjects (“I’s”) who have the capacity for thought and willing and conscious feeling, and who, in and through this, are capable of entering into loving relationship, both with God and with one another. On the other hand, the likeness refers precisely to the way in which man and woman, through living their personhood to the full as God intended it, are conformed to God in their very existence, in their very way-of-being.

We could say, therefore, that the “image” refers to the foundational identity of each person as a child of God, as a person seen, known, desired, and loved for his or her own sake. And this identity has indeed been given by God from the very first moment of creation, from the very first moment of the conception of each one of us. And it is not something that can be taken away from us, or that can be destroyed or lessened in any way. This is because it is the very foundational truth of God’s abiding and sustaining love for us, which cradles, upholds, and permeates us at every moment. And yet this foundational identity is oriented precisely to find its full flowering in the living of loving relationship, in the experience of total and everlasting intimacy, first of all with the Trinity himself, and, in him, with other created persons. This is the “likeness” to God that, through sin, is lost, but which, in the gift of Redemption wrought in Jesus Christ, is restored to us. In the reconciling embrace of Christ, my identity is cradled anew in the arms of healing Mercy and cherishing Love, and thus comes to full flower in the experience of the intimacy for which I was created.

Gen 1:26-27 (4). In the creation of man and woman, and in their relationship, we see a movement from one, to two, to three, and back into one again. (This will become much clearer in the second creation account below.) This movement is indeed present in a real way in the structure of impersonal creation as a whole, but it finds its full distillation and flowering in the personal love and communion of man and woman—in their identity and intimacy flowering within the embrace of the Trinity. Through living the intimacy for which they were created, man and woman allow God to, as it were, “gather together” the whole of creation and to unify it again within his embrace, his embrace mediated through man and woman, even as it lifts man and woman up into itself. All becomes one, thus, within the dance of love between man and woman, within the dance of love between God and humanity, within the dance of love of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

And this oneness, this drawing of all together into the convergence-point of unity, is not a dissolving of distinction, not an annihilation of the difference between “I” and “you.” Rather, “I” and “you” are not destroyed in their uniqueness, in the unrepeatable and incomparable beauty and personal mystery, but rather are fulfilled in the full flowering of intimacy. This is how precisely these two deepest longings of the human heart are fulfilled: to know my true identity as beloved, and to experience total and everlasting intimacy. Here these two desires flow together as one within a single experience of love, within the embrace of enduring intimacy in which persons become united in mutual belonging through reciprocal self-giving.

Gen 1:26-27 (5). This “priesthood” of man and woman, this gathering together of creation to carry it to God, and this bringing close of God’s presence to the whole creation, reaches its fulfillment in the new Man and Woman, Jesus and Mary. For in Christ the “whole fullness of deity dwells bodily” (Col 2:9), as God pours himself out into our world in and through the Heart of his incarnate Son. The triangle of the Trinity is, as it were, balanced on a point in the humanity of Jesus, irradiating forth in and through him into creation. And yet this outpouring gift does not pour into nothingness, but rather meets the receptive openness of the woman, of Mary, who gathers together in herself the entire creation, made anew a bridal space of acceptance for his gift and a gift of total reciprocal surrender.

In the mutual self-giving of man and woman, of Jesus and Mary, the true nature of love is brought to its fulfillment. Here all of the lines converge in one place. We see with radiant clarity the coming-together of the three dynamic manifestations of a single Mystery—this Reality that Saint Paul in the Letter to the Ephesians calls the “great Mystery.” “This is a great mystery, and I mean in reference to Christ and the Church” (Eph 5:32). These three manifestations are: 1) the inner life of the Trinity itself, in the eternal dance of love and intimacy between Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; 2) the outpouring of this inner life into God’s relationship with creation, who stands before him as daughter and bride; 3) in the complementarity and rich relationship between man and woman, which is a kind of “distillation” of these two other realizations of the Mystery into a singular relationship between two persons, drawing together in the love of God.

These three forms of the single Mystery, interlacing together in a single dance of love, were meant to remain always united, but—as we will see—they were fractured through human sin. Thus God sent his Son into the world in order to rescue his wayward and estranged bride, and to give anew the true beauty of masculinity and femininity, and to unveil anew the inner heart of the Trinity, welcoming us into it with tenderness and love. Yes, here in Christ—Incarnate, Crucified, and Risen—God and humanity are reconciled and drawn back into deep and lasting intimacy; here man and woman rediscover in one another their authentic beauty, and, through the healing and transfiguring power of grace, are able to experience true intimacy through mutual self-donation once again; here the inner life of the Trinity itself is most radiantly manifest, and takes the whole of creation up into itself, such that it is cradled in the innermost embrace of the Father and the Son, vibrating through and through with the breath of the Holy Spirit whom they share.

Gen 1:31-2:3. At the climax of the work of creation, we witness again the contemplative gaze of God, his affirming love, in which he looks upon all that he has made, and sees that it is “very good” (or very beautiful). And this gaze of love, gratitude, and wonder, which lies at the origin and the foundation of all love, is also the inner form of true and abiding intimacy. It is the foundation of rest, of play, of happiness, and of rejoicing. Thus God, gazing upon his creation which reflects his own beauty and intimacy as Trinity, does not merely desire to work, to act, to create, as if it were necessary to change the gift that has so beautifully flowed from his creative desire. Rather, he simply enfolds and holds this creation in the rest that is fullest activity, and in the playfulness that is the perfect work. In other words, he “sabbaths,” in gratitude and love, sheltering the creation in his heart as he lets his radiance pour forth ceaselessly into the creation that has received the very impress of this heart in its tender and affirming love. “Behold, it is all very good!”

We see here, indeed, in the seventh day of creation, in the rest of God, the true holiness of love. For the text says that God hallowed the seventh day, because on it he had finished his work, because on it he rested and rejoiced, in the gratuitous joy of love, beyond any secondary or limited goals. Yes, true love bears this inner form of gratuity, of sheer “for-its-own-sake-ness” that delights the heart and brings it rest. Thus there is a profound and abiding connection between rest and worship, between intimacy and adoration, between playfulness and prayerfulness. For true worship is the supreme rest, in which the human person surrenders totally, in childlike trust and desire, into the welcoming embrace of God, heart surging with gratitude and love for him who is ineffable Beauty and Goodness and Truth, echoing back to him what he has first said to his creation: “Behold, you are beautiful!” True adoration is, not a fostering of a supposedly reverent “distance” between God and his creatures, but rather the living of a reverence that is simultaneously a holding-back and a drawing-near, the sacred fascination of the heart wounded by the beauty of the All-Beautiful One, and bowing down before his all-surpassing goodness even as it is lifted up in order to enter into the ravishing embrace of his own divine life. After all, God’s greatness and glory, his magnificence and beauty, is not some quantity of “something,” but is rather nothing else but the very love and communion of the Persons of the Trinity in their life of mutual affirmation, self-surrender, and abiding intimacy. To draw near to God, to become like him, therefore, is simply to live the same life that he lives: this playful wonder and reverent awe that draws the human heart into the ceaseless respiration of love ever passing between the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and uniting them as one in the most breathtaking and beautiful intimacy.
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Gen 2:4-25. The second creation account begins in almost the opposite direction of the first. Rather than creating the whole of the creation as a home for humanity, and then creating man and woman as the apex of this whole process, God creates Adam first, before any of the plants or animals have been created, and then makes a garden for the man to live in. In this second account, God also creates the man first, and only after allowing the man to experience his innate solitude oriented towards intimacy, does he bring forth the woman from the man and entrust her to him, and him to her. But despite these external differences, the internal spiritual and theological truth is exactly the same: the human person stands at the center of God’s creative activity, and the whole creation has been fashioned as a home for man and woman, as a living space in which they live in intimacy with God and with one another, and which, in turn, they are to draw up into themselves and to carry into the very home of the divine life.

Another difference between the first account and the second is that the first is more objective, or rather more “cosmological,” and the second is more subjective, as it shows the delicate work of God in creating man and woman in much more detail than the first, and also allows us to enter in some way into their primal experience of existence flowing as a gift of God’s gratuitous love. Saint John Paul II indeed based his entire Theology of the Body on the original experiences of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, speaking about how these experiences give a profound insight into the inner form of all reality and of human existence, and also how they have been fractured through sin but are healed and restored through Christ. He speaks of three experiences. These three original experiences are: 1) original solitude, 2) original nakedness, and 3) original unity. (We  could complement these terms, which are quite accurate, with others that bring in different nuances: interiority, vulnerability, and intimacy.) These experiences were felt by Adam and Eve according to God’s original intentions in the state of “original innocence,” but sin fractured them, such that they became permeated by the pain of isolation, shame, and estrangement. Nonetheless, these experiences are still present at the foundation of our own lives, at the origin of our own experience as persons—not only a a particular moment of time (i.e. in childhood) but in a way at the foundation of all experience—still crying out for their fulfillment. Finally, these experiences have been healed, re-ordered, and transfigured in the Paschal Mystery, and will reach their final consummation at the end of time, when Christ comes again to inaugurate the new creation.

These experiences correspond with the very mystery spoken of concerning Genesis 1:26-27 about being created “in the image and likeness of God,” that is, being a person oriented towards intimacy. Solitude, in the terms of Genesis, does not refer just to being “alone,” that is, to not having a companion. This is clearly part of the text, as in verse 18 God says, “It is not good for the man to be alone; I will make a helper fit for him.” But this innate experience of solitude goes much deeper than simply not having an earthly companion like oneself. Rather, solitude in a way unveils before our gaze the whole depth of what it means to be a person—to be a subject, an “I”—with a rich interiority of thought, feeling, and imagination within oneself, opened out before reality in wonder and awe and desire. Animals do not experience solitude, since they cannot turn in on themselves and reflect on their desires, and since they cannot, indeed, experience beauty and the ravishing attraction that it awakens, the way in which it wounds the heart to draw near, to surrender itself, to enter into intimacy with another in mutual self-donation and shared belonging. This is proper to the person alone.

Indeed, it is precisely this solitude-oriented-towards-intimacy that defines us in the deepest sense as the image and likeness of God. And to define personhood this way itself, spontaneously, draws together these three original experiences as one: solitude, nakedness, and unity. The experience of our interiority, inner recollection in the authentic truth of our being created for intimacy, opens us out to seek living contact with another, and this contact occurs through vulnerability, through a mutual “unveiling,” a sharing of self that is symbolized and expressed through the reality of nakedness (both physical and spiritual); and when two persons encounter one another, when two solitudes are unveiled in the vulnerability of self-giving, then they are drawn into intimacy, such that, in a real and mysterious way, they come to live in one another. This movement of self-giving and mutual indwelling in intimacy is the highest expression of our being created in the image of God, and the fulfillment of the capacities and longings of our hearts. This is because it reflects, and truly participates in, the inner life of the Trinity, in which the Persons of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit abide unceasingly in the vulnerability of mutual acceptance and self-giving, sealed and consummated eternally in perfect intimacy.

Gen 2:7. The Lord God breathes into the dust of the earth the breath of his own mouth, the breath of life, and thus man becomes a living soul. This verse is foundational for our understanding of personhood, and for what it means to be a human being. In biblical and Semitic terminology, we are already given the full richness of what will later be formulated as the union of body and spirit in the single person of each human being. The body comes from “below,” as it were, from the dust of the earth, composed of matter gathered together by the creative activity of God—“knit together in my mother’s womb,” as Psalm 139:13 beautifully says! And yet this matter is held together and vivified, not just by some magnetic force of matter itself, but by something that transcends matter, something that comes directly from the mouth of God as a sharing in his own eternal breath: spirit. The word spirit is actually a direct transliteration of the word breath, which in Hebrew is ruah and in Latin is spiritus. It is precisely the breath of Almighty God, his loving exhalation, that transforms mere matter into a living person, into a living soul (nepesh).

Of course, in a certain sense, every living thing that God has created has a “soul,” that is, a life-breath, as Psalm 104:29-30 says: “When you take away their spirit, they die and return to their dust. When you send forth your Spirit, they are created; and you renew the face of the earth.” But it is just as clear that the situation of man is unique and far-surpassing. He bears the breath of God in a way different from anything else in the whole of creation, for in him the Spirit of God is present in a singular way, dawning in the full experience of personal consciousness, open to knowing, feeling, willing, and loving. Yes, in this verse there is a kind of “distillation” of God’s cosmic work of creation into the special beauty of a single being; for in the beginning God’s own Spirit (ruah!) hovered over the waters, and through this Spirit he spoke his Word to bring the world into being. And now he speaks again, speaks with the very breath of his mouth, with the primal “kiss” of his love, breathing into the face of the man the breath of life and making him a living soul. Thus man stands at the meeting-place between the Spirit of God and the material world, between the ineffable mystery of the Trinitarian life in its ceaseless respiration of love and the universe in all of its multiplicity. He bears the tension of these two realities in himself, and is invited to unify them within the richness and harmony of his own existence.

Gen 2:8-17. After breathing into dust the breath of life and creating man as a union of body and spirit, of matter and form unified in a single person, God creates a “garden in the east,” and there he places (yanach) the man whom he has formed. The word for “put” or “placed” in this verse could easily be translated as “reposed” or “settled.” In other words, God places man in the garden not to give him a burdensome task, but rather to let him rest in it as in a sheltered space, in a living home of restfulness and repose and childlike play. This is the primal paradise (paradeisos means garden) in which humanity was meant to rejoice and dance and play within the all-enfolding dimension of God’s gift, within the shelter of his enduring love. Within this garden man was meant to abide with God, in the intimacy of love, as his beloved child, his “image and likeness,” as an earthly son is the image and likeness of the father who begot him. And within this all-enfolding and all-permeating intimacy with God, Adam was also granted to receive and reverence everything that God had made, the full beauty of creation shining with God’s light, and to lift it up into his heart in his playfulness and joy in the presence of the One who loved him. This is symbolized, first, in the way that God caused numerous trees, “pleasant to the sight and good for food,” to spring up out of the ground, and also the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. It is also clear in the utter abundance of flowing water that pours out from the Garden of Eden in every direction.

We see that God freely pours out his very self as a gift to the creature whom he has made, and offers also, within this all-enfolding gift of himself, the gift of all that he has made. See the abundant generosity of our God, who gives himself to his created children with the same fullness and intensity and totality as he eternally pours himself out to his only-begotten Son within the inner life of the Trinity! And Adam is invited only to receive this gift, to rest in it, to play in it, with gratitude and awe and wonder. And by being touched by this very gift, his own reciprocal gift, his own loving surrender, is spontaneously unsealed, so that his life may flow back freely into the welcoming embrace of the One who has first given himself to him.

This reciprocal surrender, this loving consent of Adam to the gift of God and to abiding intimacy with him, is the symbolism of the tree of life. The tree of life is the tree of intimacy and lasting communion, the tree of complete and total belonging, the tree of filial intimacy within the orbit of the Father’s eternal love, an intimacy, indeed, that occurs within the heart of the Son and the breath of the Spirit. It is participation in the very inner life of the Trinity! And yet there is also another tree, the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, which represents the other possibility: grasping for autonomy and freedom apart from the shelter of God’s love and his gift. This is the tree of disobedience, possessiveness, and pleasure-seeking outside of the radiance of God’s goodness and the joy of dependence upon him, the tree by which man seeks his identity apart from the only place in which it can be sheltered and come to full flower: in deep and abiding intimacy with the Trinity.

Gen 2:15-17 (1). There are four themes in these verses which have a particular significance: 1) to till and to keep; 2) you may freely eat; 3) you shall not eat; 4) in the day that you eat of it, you shall die. In the desire of God for Adam “to till and to keep” the garden (better words would be to “cultivate” and to “care”), there is very rich symbolism, since these terms are the same as those used later in the Bible to refer to the activity of the priest in the temple sanctuary. In other words, Adam is being given a priestly role within the creation, the creation which is like a cosmic temple radiant with God’s glory, and of which the Garden of Eden is the inner sanctuary. In fact, the very temple that, many years after the events of the Garden of Eden, is built in Jerusalem, was designed as a kind of microcosm of the whole universe, decorated with stars, celestial bodies, trees, and bodies of water, etc. So if the temple was designed to be a microcosm of the universe, then the universe was designed to be a macrocosm of the temple—to be one living space of ceaseless prayer, praise, and intimacy. This has been the clear and constant teaching of the chosen people for centuries. Yes, the universe is not just a “cosmos,” but a temple, a sanctuary, a place of worship and prayer and adoration, by which God’s light shines forth, and which returns, through the priestly love of man, into the receptive embrace of God once again.

And yet this priestly activity is above all a filial activity. It is a childlike playfulness, a grateful reception of gift, a wonder-filled awe that takes up the beauty of created things into the embrace of the human heart, and holds them before God. It is a spousal receptivity that welcomes the gift of God himself, his all-enfolding and all-permeating love, and lets it irradiate forth into the creation as its guiding principle, as the inner form that gives meaning and direction to all things, unsealing within them their deepest beauty. It is a sharing in the parenthood of God, in his maternal fatherhood, in his tender care for all that he has made. Yes, the true work of man is his play, and his true activity is rest. In the Garden of Eden before sin, man was a child, and even in maturity remained a child. As long as he remained enfolded within the embrace of God’s love, then man remained child, remained at rest and joyful in the lightheartedness and carefree playfulness of love. His very responsibility was but a response to a prior gift, and itself a gift; his very tasks within creation were enfolded within play, and an expression of play.

This is clear, again, in the very nature of the Sabbath, which is God’s day of rest that becomes the inner sign of his covenant with his people. The Sabbath is the sign that they are invited to play and worship and rejoice, beyond any of the burdensome tasks that would distract them. And every time God renews his covenant with his people, he invites them to take a prolonged period of leisure and rest and worship, as only in this way—in the heart’s surging prayer beyond all things and yet within all things, at the heart of the joy of gratuity, of sheer “for-its-own-sake-ness”—can the human person find fulfillment and happiness, for it is here alone that intimacy flowers.

Gen 2:15-17 (2). “You may freely eat of any of the trees of the garden.” These words manifest the law of existence, which is the gratuity of God’s love which gives everything totally and without reserve. Yes, when God creates, he is not a miser who holds back, nor a distant taskmaster who imposes burdens and obligations on his creature. Rather, he is the most tender Father, who pours out his entire being, his life and love, and indeed the goodness of all created things, without reservation or holding back, into the receptive heart of his beloved child. He gives and entrusts the fullness of beauty, goodness, and truth as a gift to man: the beauty, goodness, and truth that are his own inner life as Trinity, and that of creation itself, which is a manifestation of his goodness as an abundant outflow of the super-abundance of his own divine life.

Yes, and the response of Adam is simply wondering gratitude and childlike receptivity, simply the joyful act of acceptance which is the primal obedience, and the poverty of loving surrender by which he relaxes into the embrace of the One who loves him and holds him in the virginal intimacy of love, and whose love indeed cradles and permeates the entire universe. All that is necessary is that Adam abides with his heart open in trust and receptivity, in love and surrender, welcoming the ravishing beauty of the gift given to him each day, and letting his heart surge back in response. In other words, Adam is simply invited to share, freely and with all of his heart, in God’s own primal act of affirmation. He is simply to say, with his heart wide open to God and to the whole of creation: “It is very good!” We will see this same awe, this same wondering gratitude, this same playful affirmation in response to the ravishing touch of beauty, goodness, and truth, in the first words of Adam when he beholds the woman before him, given to him as a gift from the Father and entrusted into his care and into the orbit of his love. For it is here, in the intimacy of human persons, that the divine life of God is most radiantly and fully manifest in creation, and here that all the diverse strands of created beauty are gathered together, united, and drawn into a living, personal participation in the everlasting intimacy of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, in whom man and woman are cradled, sharing as they are in the endless dance of divine love.

Gen 2:15-17 (3). “You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.” What is this? Is there a prohibition placed upon God’s gifts? He gives everything—everything but one thing? Is this an arbitrary test imposed by God in order to hold his creature in subjection to himself, or a limit imposed upon man’s freedom, upon his relationship with what is truly beautiful and good? No, in fact the tree of the knowledge of good and evil symbolizes none of these things. It symbolizes rather the possibility for man to turn away from the attitude of trustful receptivity and reciprocal surrender and instead to grasp for his existence apart from God, outside of the shelter of his love and the orbit of his intimate embrace. It symbolizes the prideful pursuit of power, pleasure-seeking, and possessiveness. It symbolizes the desire for a disordered autonomy and independence, for the ability to say “mine” apart from the “You” of God, for the enjoyment of subjective gratification apart from the authentic inner beauty and truth of reality bearing the imprint of God’s creative love. It symbolizes the desire to no longer be a child, but rather to be “adult” and in control of one’s own life apart from the tender care of God. Yes, the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil is the “fruit of adulthood,” whereas the fruit of the tree of life is the “fruit of childhood.” And yet in the latter alone is found true maturity—the maturity which is but the flowering of the spirit of play, of wonder, of awe, of prayerful gratitude and loving surrender.

Gen 2:15-17 (4). “In the day that you eat of it, you shall die.” What is this death of which God speaks when he warns Adam against eating of the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil? Is it the termination of mortal existence in physical death, in the separation of body and spirit, where the body returns to dust and the spirit passes into the next life? Or is it the total annihilation of existence, in which the human being ceases to be at all once the short span of life is past? Or is it rather a spiritual state that ensues after severance from God, a loss of the fullness of divine life and intimacy with the Trinity? It is primarily the last of these—the loss of the experience of deep intimacy with God—though this spiritual state also affects the body and initiates into the world the cycle of death that brings a conclusion to every human life.

Indeed, for the Jewish people, the ending of mortal life was, in a certain sense, the ending of life itself, since, for a large majority of their tradition, they did not have a clear concept or conviction of an enduring life after death. With the dissolution of the body, they thought, perhaps the soul too passed away, or maybe continued on in a kind of shadowy half-existence in the underworld. Only with the coming of Christ does the full hope of eternal life dawn, the conviction that the spirit lives on in God, and that physical death itself becomes a passageway into the welcoming embrace of the Trinity. This view of death is by no means the spontaneous experience of the fallen human heart, but rather the radiant fruit of the awesome gift of Redemption. And indeed, this gift of Redemption gives the promise and hope, not only of a spiritual existence after death, but of the re-joining, the reconciliation and harmonization, of body and spirit once again. This will occur at the end of time, when Christ comes again to inaugurate the new creation, to heal all the wounds of sin and the restore the whole creation to the fullness of beauty and goodness that God intended for it in the beginning. Yes, here the very reign of suffering and death and sin will pass away, and all will be permeated by the very light and love of God, made fully transparent, in eternal consummation, to the intimacy of the Trinity’s own life as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

Gen 2:18-20. In the experience of Adam’s solitude, we see unveiled before our eyes the inner heart of human existence. Yes, God has created duality and richness within creation, he has created complementarity; but in the primal experience of each one of us, there is a deeper singularity, in which our hearts stretch out beyond creation, beyond even the “horizontal” movement of love between man and woman, to find our origin and consummation in God alone. This is the original “solitude” of the human person, whose whole being stretches beyond the created order to make a virginal contact with God himself in the fullness of his mystery, unmediated by any creature. Here Adam lives a mystery that surpasses masculinity and femininity, surpasses the distinction between the genders (even while he always remains a gendered person), in a direct and unmediated contact with the Trinity itself. Indeed, precisely here, in the virginal contact of Adam’s innermost being with God, he lives a mystery in which all mysteries converge: he lives the love in which trusting acceptance and reciprocal gift become one, in which reception and donation are united, in which filial and spousal love converge in intimacy with the Father and the Son in the bond of their one Spirit.

We see this in the very image of “respiration” by which Adam is created through the exhalation of the breath of God, through the “primal kiss” in which God impresses his lips upon creation and breathes into it the breath of his own life. Adam bears in himself the breath of God, and this breath, the primal act of receptivity inhaled in the kiss of creation, seeks to be exhaled back to God anew in trusting surrender. And this reception and donation flowers in the intimacy of a mutual kiss of tender belonging, by which Adam is, and knows himself to be, God’s beloved—both son and spouse—and lets himself be swept up into the fullness of intimacy with God, into the inner respiration of the Trinity’s life, which has now been exhaled into him and is the foundation of his own being as a person.

Thus this place of “solitude,” of aloneness, would be more accurately termed Adam’s constitutive relationship with God, this relationship with God that lies at the very foundation of his existence. When he is alone, gathered together in himself, Adam finds that his whole being stretches out to God, in order to open out to receive God, to receive the gift of his own existence flowing from the loving generosity of God, and to let himself flow back to God in response. This is the virginal mystery, the mystery in which the Trinity’s love becomes incarnate in masculinity and femininity in an indivisible way, as each person is, in this sacred space, simply child and spouse, receptive before the love of the heavenly Father and the Bridegroom Christ.

And yet this innate virginal mystery in which masculinity and femininity converge—while also finding their fulfillment and being in no way discarded or destroyed—opens man and woman out to discover one another in their perennial complementarity. This “vertical” movement of innate solitude before God, in other words, also makes possible the “horizontal” movement towards the human other, and indeed towards the whole of creation. This primal “inhalation” of God’s own breath at the core of their virginal being also leads to an “exhalation” in their loving relationship with each other. And their “inhalation” of love in their relationship with each other impels their hearts anew to “exhale” themselves into the direct embrace of God, in whose love alone their own relationship is cradled and secure, and in whose embrace alone they can find the true and enduring rest for which they were created.

Gen 2:21-25 (1). After presenting the animals to the man, all of which do not prove to be a helper fit for him, since they are non-persons and cannot enter into a living intimacy with the man, God puts the man to sleep. While Adam is in a deep sleep, God takes a rib from his side (the Hebrew text literally says, “God took out his side”), and fashions this into a woman. And then, when the man awakes, God presents the woman to him, and he exclaims with amazement as he beholds her. The symbolism of this is tremendously rich. The woman is like the man and yet unlike him, a source of both fascination and of attraction, of reverence and of desire, because she is born from his very flesh, from his very heart, and oriented to return into the intimacy of his embrace, just as he is oriented to give himself to her. The woman is, as it were, already “one flesh” with him from the beginning, in the perennial complementarity fashioned by God himself, and this one flesh union of God’s design is renewed, sealed, and deepened in the embrace of love by which they become one flesh again.

It is quite beautiful to see that, in the very way in which God creates the woman, he symbolizes for the man, and in his very flesh, God’s own way of creative love and self-giving. In other words, the woman does not come merely from “outside” of man as something totally foreign to him, as a mere “other,” but the otherness that is a continual source of amazement and attraction occurs within a primal sameness that allows them to encounter within the bond of a single love and within the mystery of a single humanity. For God himself, the whole act of creation, indeed, is best understood not as a mere “work” outside of himself, a merely masculine activity, but as a kind of maternal “birth-giving,” in that his very heart is harnessed in pouring out his life and love into the created universe. So too, for Adam from the very beginning, the woman is first born, born from the side of man, and only in being born from him through affirming and sheltering love, can she be fully free and secure to give birth herself, to bring forth, from within her, a new human life conceived, sheltered, and brought forth by the gift of God himself.

Gen 2:21-25 (2). This movement from one into two and back into one is evident even in the very bodies of man and woman. In the development of the infant in the womb, the body begins with an identical structure, whether the baby is a boy or a girl. But at about seven weeks, due to the male chromosome, the growth of the body, and in particular of the reproductive organs, diverges, and the body of the girl and the body of the boy follow opposite directions. What began as one becomes two, and yet this two-ness is meant precisely to become one again, for it is precisely the genital organs of man and woman that incarnate and distill, with a particular vividness, the nature of their mutual self-donation and their becoming one. The growth of the boy’s organs follows a movement of gathering together and stretching out to give, while that of the girl follows a movement of drawing in and opening out to receive. This very physiological development speaks a deep word about masculinity and femininity themselves, even if their full richness surpasses the merely physical expression, rooted as they are in the very order of the universe as a whole, and ultimately in the inner life of the Trinity—in the eternal complementarity and the abundantly fruitful intimacy of the Father and the Son in the Holy Spirit.

Yes, for masculinity was designed by God to manifest his own love in a particular way distinct from femininity, and yet in relation to it, and femininity towards masculinity; both genders “unseal” in one another capacities for love and intimacy that are latent and yet seek full expression. The “gathering together and stretching out to give” of masculinity is not a mere giving, a mere movement out, but rather flows from, remains enfolded within, and simply expresses a prior and abiding receptivity. The man’s exteriority, his ecstasy of love, in order to be authentic and truly loving, must correspond with an even deeper interiority, a dwelling-within himself from which his gift springs, and into which he welcomes the other. Yes, his gift must be a receptive-donation, a donation which is an even deeper reception. Thus he stretches out, he gives himself, not to dominate or violate (as we will see in the words of Genesis 3:16), but rather to embrace, to shelter, to hold and protect within his love.

The woman, on the other hand, in her “drawing in and opening out to receive,” is not mere receptivity, mere passivity; rather, her very interiority is also a form of exteriority, her very reception is also a donation (a donative-reception). Her interior recollection is also a form of ecstasy in self-donation, as in welcoming the one who approaches her and pulling back the veil of her heart and body to receive his gift, she is simultaneously giving herself in response as a gift to him. And this mutual self-donation of man and woman—in which the movement is essentially the same for both, though expressed with different nuances—flowers in the becoming-one of the two. They are united in a deep and total intimacy, in a mutual belonging in which they live in another another, sharing life and being and consciousness such that “I” and “you” join together, while remaining distinct, in the “we” of communion. And this oneness of love has the capacity to generate a third, so that from two-become-one there is a movement by which two-becomes-three and yet the three-are-one in the intimacy of a single family. Here, clearly, we have a beautiful image, within the heart of the human family—within the heart of the intimacy of man, woman, and child—of the very life and love of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

To summarize: this movement from one to two—as we see in fetal development—is ordained towards the two becoming one again. Thus we see here the exact same inner movement as we saw in the first account of creation: God separates, not in order to divide, but in order to unite. He creates distinction in order to unify, to make possible an even deeper unity, a unity founded on love and flowering in love, a unity that is an embrace of persons in mutual self-giving, and which thus reflects and shares in his own Trinitarian life. Yes, and this unity is also expansively fruitful, such that two becomes three (or more), and indeed spreads out into a multitude. The fruitfulness of man and woman—bodily in children but also spiritually in many other ways—touches the whole of creation with the breath of personal love and intimacy itself, and thus sanctifies creation. And yet this movement from one to two, from two to three, from three to a multitude, flows back from a multitude to two, and from two to one—into the participation of the whole creation, in its rich multiplicity gathered together at the “convergence point” of personal love and intimacy, into the innermost intimacy of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Thus the union of man and woman in their life of love lifts up creation and acts as a unifying force that draws it closer into intimacy with God, just as it also communicates God’s presence and love into the whole of visible creation.

Gen 2:21-25 (3). In these verses we not only see that the complementarity of man and woman, and the unique depth of intimacy that flowers between them, was willed and fashioned by God himself, but we also see that he is present throughout as the One who gives them to one another and who safeguards their union. Man and woman can only receive one another truly when they receive one another from the hands and the heart of God. They can only welcome one another when they do so with deep reverence—deep reverence for the unique beauty and incomparable dignity of the other person in the sight of God. Yes, true love is permeated by the awareness that the other person belongs to God, that they take their origin from him and remain always enfolded in his love. They are above all his child, his precious and beloved one. And only from him, from the inner virginal place of their intimacy with him, surpassing the whole of creation and even of human relationships, are they also given and entrusted as a gift to me. And so I receive them with a tender reverence that listens deeply to God in them, and to them in God, so as to discern their authentic good and to cherish and foster and magnify their holiness in his sight.

This recognition that the other belongs to God before they belong to me is expressed beautifully in the phrase from the Song of Songs (which also appears in the book of Tobit), in which the Bridegroom calls his Bride, “My sister, my bride” (Sg 4:9). In other words, she is his sister before she is his bride. He loves her with a chaste love, a love of reverent restraint, of simple beholding and protecting, caring for her as a daughter of the heavenly Father, before, in this very space of their common childhood before God, he also welcomes her and takes her to himself as bride, becoming united to her in God’s love and by his express sanction. And it is precisely this mutual beholding of one another in the sight of God and enfolded within his love—the man of the woman and the woman of the man—that allows them to be “naked and without shame.” The very love of God is their clothing, reverently veiling them even as it unveils them before one another in the ravishing depth of their beauty and in their call to intimacy through mutual self-giving and reciprocal acceptance.

Gen 2:25. Adam and Eve are naked and unashamed. This means that their self-disclosure is unaffected by any fear of being used or irreverenced or abused; rather, their nakedness is utterly bathed in reverent awe and in the security of mutual affirmation. And this is a mutual affirmation that is possible, and that flowers freely, within the very affirmation of God himself, who has given them to one another, and who protects, safeguards, and wills their intimacy in his sight. And this nakedness is true both of their bodies and of their spirits—of their whole person, unified and indivisible in the harmony and integrity of love. The very nakedness of the bodies of Adam and Eve is but the transparent expression of the vulnerability of their hearts, of their orientation towards one another, towards intimacy with each other through mutual self-giving. Since no rupture has yet occurred between body and spirit, between person and existence, between the human heart and God or between man and woman, this nakedness of the body cannot in any way be separated from the very gift of the person, and thus goes down to the very core of their being, and to the heights of their spirit, incarnate and “distilled” and manifest in the very complementarity of their bodies. Yes, their mutual nakedness is not in any way separated from the entrustment of each into the care of the other, nor from their reverent acceptance and tender affirmation by which each says to the other, “I receive you as a gift from God entrusted into my care, and I will love and care for you forever as the inestimable gift that you are.” In this regard, John Paul II wrote:


Genesis affirms at the very beginning that man is in the image and likeness of God. This means that a special fullness of being resides in man. As the Council teaches us, man is the only creature on earth whom God willed for itself (Gaudium et spes, 24). At the same time, he is the only creature that can fully find himself only through a sincere, disinterested gift of self (ibid.). Thus, there is a very deep connection between being for oneself and being for others. Only someone who has dominion over himself can become a sincere gift for others. This holds true to God’s being in the ineffable mystery of his interior life. Man has also been called, from the beginning, to such a likeness in being. That is why God created him male and female. In creating woman, in bringing her to man, God opened man’s heart to an awareness of gift, givenness. “She is from me and she is for me; through her I can become a gift because she herself is a gift for me.”

I have often drawn attention to the fact that in woman is contained, as it were, the final word of God, our Creator. For womanhood denotes the future of man. Womanhood denotes motherhood, and motherhood is the first form of entrustment of one man to another. The word “entrustment” is especially important here. “God wants to give another person to you” means that God wants to entrust that other person to you. And to entrust means that God believes in you, trusts that you are capable of receiving the gift, that you are capable of embracing it with your heart, that you have the capacity to respond to it with a gift of yourself. In this way, in creating man as man and woman, God imprints on humanity the mystery of that communion which is the essence of his interior life. Man is drawn up into the mystery of God by the fact that his freedom is subjected to the law of love, and love creates interpersonal communion.

God, man’s Creator, is not only the omnipotent Lord of all that exists, but is also a God of communion. This communion is where that special likeness between man and God is played out. Through man, this likeness should radiate out to all of creation so that it becomes the “cosmos”—man’s communion with all that is created and creation’s communion with man. (A Meditation on Givenness, n. 2)



And he continues, with words that unseal even more deeply the rich meaning of these words of Genesis, and the breathtaking beauty of this “cosmic” intimacy that man and woman receive as a great gift from God, and in which they lift up the whole creation, by God’s elevating and transfiguring grace, into the very inner life of the Trinity:


Love has many facets. It seems that the first of these is a disinterested predilection, partiality, or liking: amor complacentiae [love of complacence or gratuitous delight]. God, who is Love, bestows this form of love, above all other forms, upon man—a loving predilection. The eyes of the Creator, though embracing the whole created universe, rest especially on man, who is the object of his special liking. They rest on both man and woman as he created them. Perhaps that is why Genesis emphasizes that they were both naked and felt no shame (Gn 2:25). Elsewhere, the author of the Letter to the Hebrews writes: “And before him no creature is hidden, but all are open and laid bare to the eyes of him with whom we have to do” (4:13). God embraces man and woman in the whole truth of their humanity. He rests his creative and fatherly favor, predilection, in this truth. He grafts this disinterested liking, this predilection into their hearts. He makes them capable of mutual love, of a liking for one another. In man’s eyes, the woman is a special synthesis of the beauty of all creation, and he too, similarly, in her eyes. Their nakedness is in no way a source of shame. It is deeply transformed by the love the Creator has for them. One can speak here of a certain special absorption of shame by love, this time by the love of God himself. This love lets them interact with one another and rejoice in the gift of each other in all simplicity and innocence. It allows them to experience the givenness of their humanness, which always retains that dual modality of male and female. (n. 3)



We see in these words the beautiful meaning of nakedness, a nakedness that not only manifests the inner gift of the person through the body, but also in a profound way makes visible and manifest the very beauty of the universe as a whole, distilled into the ravishing beauty of the person. This nakedness is nothing but the expression of trusting self-exposure of each person before the sheltering gaze of the other, a self-exposure that occurs by the express sanction of God who has given them to one another. And in this self-exposure, their mutual self-donation blossoms, their tender affirmation by which each reverences and cherishes the full beauty of the other unveiled before their eyes. In other words, this nakedness is but the openness of love by which persons welcome one another, mutually sheltering and affirming one another in the tenderness of their hearts, and freely give themselves to one another in return, in an embrace which is the true flowering of the most blessed intimacy. And such nakedness is possible only when both persons feel reverenced by one another, and, indeed, when their own love, their own nakedness, is sheltered by the reverent tenderness and protective love of God himself.

This is the nakedness that Adam and Eve knew before sin, and it is also the nakedness that true and authentic love—healed and made possible by the gratuitous gift of Redemption—can already begin to restore within this life. This is the nakedness that, tasted already with ravishing beauty in this world, will nonetheless reach its full and final consummation only in the intimacy of eternity. Here nakedness will be nothing but the pure transparency of persons before one another in the total reciprocal self-donation of love, and in their perfect intimacy within the intimacy of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

Gen 3:1-11 (1). The serpent, who is an incarnation of the spirit of evil, Lucifer or the devil, enters the narrative at this point, and immediately a note of discord is sounded in the harmony of the garden of creation and of the intimacy between God and humanity, between man and woman, between human persons and creation. The serpent is a creature, a creature made by God, and yet this creature has become twisted, corrupted, and he sets himself directly against God’s most marvelous work of all: man and woman created in the image and likeness of God and called into intimacy with him and with each other. And how does he do this? He approaches the woman first, when she finds him apart from the man—outside the orbit of his protective love (where is he?)—and begins to insinuate a lie into her heart. He asks her a very subtle question, to which he knows that the answer is negative, but which he implies is actually positive. In other words, he asks a question not to find an answer, but to implant a seed of doubt and distrust in Eve’s heart. “Did God really forbid you to eat of any of these trees?” “No,” she replies, “just from one tree. And if we eat of that one, or even touch it, we will die.” “Surely you will not die,” the serpent says; “Rather, when you eat of it, you will become like God, knowing for yourselves what is good and what is evil.” There is a profound twisting occurring here, a profound twisting of Eve’s understanding of who God is, and of his intentions for her, and there is also, for this very reason, a twisting of her understanding of what it means to be like God. Essentially, she begins to suspect that God is actually not a loving and generous Father, who pours out his gifts and his love without reserve upon his creatures, but rather a miser, a taskmaster, a slave driver who gives external commands just to serve his own purposes, and indeed to keep his creatures at a distance from him, subject to his power and his domineering authority.

And sadly, Eve opens her heart and welcomes this diabolical seed, this seed of distrust and disobedience, and turns away from God’s loving desire. She turns her gaze away from the goodness of the Father, and away from the true and abundant beauty of the creation given to her as a sign and a manifestation of his love, and meant to be carried in her heart back to him. Rather, she fixes her gaze upon what she is forbidden to do, and in the same movement fixes her gaze upon herself. She begins to question: “Is God perhaps repressing my true desires, constricting my freedom and happiness by the imposition of his demands? Will I not be free, instead, by turning my own way, by making myself my own law rather than subjecting myself to the law of God? Will I not have things only by taking them for myself?” This is what the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil represents for her: the capacity to be like God apart from God. But she is already in the image and likeness of God! But now, through the lie of the tempter, she has begun to believe in a God very different from the true God, very different from the eternally loving family of perfect intimacy of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Rather, she now believes that the true trait of being divine is not love, not intimacy, not the vulnerability of mutual self-giving, but the power to go one’s own way, to dominate over others, to use them by the greatness of one’s might and knowledge and control.

And this is what the fruit supposedly promises her: it is good for food, pleasing to the eyes, and desirable for gaining wisdom. In other words, it proposes the fulfillment of her desires apart from God rather than in him. It is the fruit of pleasure-seeking (good for food), possessiveness (pleasing to the eyes), and pride (desirable for gaining wisdom). This is the “threefold concupiscence” of which the Church’s tradition speaks, the three forms of lust that are born in the human heart through the lie of the tempter, and which twist our nature due to sin. Saint John speaks of these in his First Letter:“Do not love the world or the things in the world. If any one loves the world, love for the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the pride of life, is not of the Father but is of the world. And the world passes away, and the lust of it; but he who does the will of God abides for ever” (1 Jn 2:15-17).  This is the opposite of the spirit of childhood, the opposite of the spirit of wonder and play and gratitude and simplicity! Yes, it is rather the spirit of grasping and control and autonomy and complexity, and, because of this, it ultimately enslaves the heart to fear and shame and confusion.

And this is precisely what follows. After taking of the fruit of the tree, and giving some to her husband (where has he been?), the eyes of both of them are opened, and they know that they are naked. And so they sew fig leaves and make themselves garments to hide their nakedness. Shame comes rushing in, and they feel threatened and exposed before one another, and can do nothing but separate themselves from one another through hiding the intimate word of love and communion that their bodies speak. Yes, for this opening of the eyes is not a true illumination, a true gaining of wisdom, but a departure from the dimension of gift and from the shelter of God’s love. Now their nakedness indeed is unclothed, unprotected, and the very gaze of their hearts is twisted such that they incline towards looking upon one another, not in sheltering and affirming love, but in use: in the pleasure-seeking, possessiveness, and prideful domination which was exactly the reality they chose in eating of the fruit.

But this is not all. Not only are Adam and Eve estranged from one another, ashamed in their nakedness, but they are also estranged from God, and now feel fear before him rather than childlike confidence. Saint John again speaks to this:


And now, little children, abide in him, so that when he appears we may have confidence and not shrink from him in shame at his coming. ... See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called children of God; and so we are. ... So we know and believe in the love God has for us. God is love, and he who abides in love abides in God, and God abides in him. In this is love perfected with us, that we may have confidence for the day of judgment, because as he is so are we in this world. There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear. For fear has to do with punishment, and he who fears is not perfected in love. We love, because he first loved us. (1 Jn 2:28; 3:1; 4:16-19)



But they have departed from the realm of love, from the simplicity of childlike receptivity and reciprocal surrender within the Trinity’s all-enfolding embrace, and instead have turned away to grasp for life apart from God. And thus they fall immediately into enslavement to fear, far from the joyful experience of love. And they do not have confidence before God when he comes, but rather, when they hear him approaching, they hide themselves among the trees of the garden. And when God himself calls out to his wayward children, Adam speaks of his nakedness: “I was afraid, because I was naked, so I hid myself.” Nakedness is no longer simply the living space of intimacy in mutual self-giving, but now, pervaded by sin and selfishness, it has also become the arena of shame and flight, of domination and use. And yet God comes, God comes with mercy and compassion—even if his children, with minds twisted by lies, think only of his harsh anger and condemnation—and seeks to draw them out into the open again, to gaze upon them anew in their nakedness, and there to heal there hearts with the touch of his love and tenderness.

Gen 3:1-11 (2). The result of the original sin is rupture. It is the tearing asunder of relationship, the pulling apart of intimacy: the intimacy between the human person and God, between human persons and one another, and between human persons and the whole of creation. And this rupture occurs through the turning in of the person upon himself or herself, the collapse of the heart into isolation and narrowness, a collapse which also introduces great disorder and discord into the inner sphere of human consciousness itself. And this is a closure of the heart that directly contrasts with the radical openness in mutual acceptance and self-giving that was the inner form of love in the hearts of Adam and Eve before sin, and which indeed is the essence of all being. And yet this very turning in upon self, this very narrowing of one’s horizons, is only possible because of a prior turning away from God, a dislocation from his love (even as, in the deepest and darkest sin, the human heart is still utterly held and utterly permeated by this love!). This turning away from the love of God is the essence of sin, all sin and every sin. It is a refusal of the tender gift of his own goodness which he so ardently desires to give, a closing of the human heart to the gift of his divine heart, the act of declining to let oneself be drawn into the fullness of the eternal intimacy of the Trinity for which we have been created.
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