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Introduction
In many respects modernity had a dehumanizing effect on human beings, by its individualist or collectivist societies, by its reductionist way of conceiving reality in terms of mathematical forms and organic structures, or by its tendency – at least in certain theological circles - to understand God in terms of an Absolute Subject.

In this article we intend to suggest a way in which Christianity could offer a solution to this situation, by providing a communal model of defining the authentic human being. According to this model, to be a real human means to be a person who lives in real communion with other human beings. Therefore, one of the goals of this essay is to understand the concepts of person and communion. In order to do that, an important step would be that of discovering, by following the nietzschean example, the genealogy of the concept person. The French personalist philosopher Denis de Rougemont suggested that this concept has its origin in the fourth century AD, being a consequence of the creedal formulations of the Ecumenical Councils. In this sense, he affirmed that:

If Europe is to survive, it needs to return to the roots of its spirituality, stated for the first time at the Councils of Niceea and Chalcedon (de Rougemont, p. 40). 
The present essay intends to develop this argument, showing the ways in which various thinkers, more or less contemporary with us, illustrated and deepened De Rougemont’s thesis.

A model of Trinitarian (and human) community
First of all we want to show the mode in which the Christian thinking of the first centuries, and the Trinitarian theology in general, contributed to the actual understanding of the concept of person. In this respect, we will present the ideas of the contemporary Anglican theologian Gerald Bray, who suggested that the history of Christian thinking witnesses a certain progress toward a deeper understanding of the concept. As we shall see, he brought into light the Trinitarian thinking of Jean Calvin, seeing in it a successful synthesis of the most profound insights of the Cappadocian and Augustinian Trinitarian theologies.
Bray has a deep appreciation for the way in which the Cappadocian Fathers have formulated the doctrine of Trinity. (These Fathers of the Church - Basil the Great, Gregory of Nazianzus and Gregory of Nyssa - have clarified and developed in a substantial measure the conclusions of Niceea’s and Chalcedon’s Councils). For him, essential is the mode in which they understood the concept of hypostasis, and their identification of this concept with the actual sense of the term person. In contrast to the Greek philosophical thinking, in which the substance had priority over person (the person being only an addition to the substance), the Cappadocians affirmed the prominence of person over substance, seeing in personhood the ultimate principle of Reality. For the Cappadocians there is only one indivisible divine substance, which is fully manifested in each of the three persons of the Trinity; in none of these divine persons is her substance an emanation or a reproduction of another person’s substance. 
In this sense the Cappadocians affirmed the famous doctrine of co-inherence (in Greek “perichoresis”) according to which all divine persons occupy the same “divine space” (As divine spirits, the persons of the Trinity do not share with the corporeal beings the impossibility of dwelling in the same location; this helps us to understand, to a certain degree, how the divine persons are also able to share the same divine substance).  Perichoresis means that each divine person is a complete manifestation of the divine essence and that each person is in the other persons - in continous interpenetration with them, but without confusion (in the Chalcedonian Christology we meet a paralel formula: both natures of Christ are united in the same person without confusion). It also means that each person is by nature in relation with the others, drawing its existence from the others, being irresistibly attracted to them but also pouring itself into them and offering them its own existence (Bray, p. 157, 158; LaCugna, p. 270, 271).
Bray sees however some limitations to the Cappadocian model, too. One of these has to do with the way in which the three Fathers of the Church have distinguished between the three divine persons – respectively according to the criterion of their origin (or cause): for them the Father was the unbegotten person, and thus possessing unbegottenness, the Son was begotten from the Father, and thus possessing begottennes, and the Holy Spirit proceeded from the Father, thus possessing procession. This model suggests that the existence of these attributes determines the relation between the divine persons, the preeminence of the Father among the persons of Trinity being thus determined by his unbegotteness: since the being of the Father depends on no other person of Trinity, the conclusion is that apparently just he alone seems to fully represent the divine substance (ousia). However, this perspective tends to deny the equality of the divine persons suggested by the idea of perichoresis. Moreover, by the doctrine of the origin (cause) of the divine persons, the Cappadocians seemed to suggest that their interrelations are by nature fixed, not free - and as result not fully personal. In this case the Incarnation and Atonement of the Son could be regarded rather as an imposition of the Father’s will upon the Son than as a voluntary act (due to his ontological priority in Trinity). But such an act of imposition seems, in Bray’s opinion, “to reduce the spirit of loving self-sacrifice to the status of a routine obligation” (Bray, p. 164).
Bray appreciates in many respects the Augustinian model, too. Here (in contrast with the Cappadocians), the substance (ousia) has priority over the persons, and it tends to be located in a certain measure in the Holy Spirit. This happens because Augustine localizes the unity of the Father and the Son in the Holy Spirit, and because for him the spirit - not exclusively the Holy Spirit (the word refers to the Father and the Son too) - designates the divine nature. Due to the fact that the divine unity is expressed at the level of essence, the Holy Spirit tends to become a personification of the impersonal features which might constitute the divine essence (That happens because in this Trinitarian model personhood tends to be secondary relative to divine substance, and distinct from it; by contrast, in the Cappadocian model, where personhood prevails over substance, ousia is located in the Father, being deeply bound to His person).
In Bray’s opinion, there is, on the one side, a plus to the Augustinian model (relative to the Cappadocian one), because here the distinction between the divine persons is not so much determined by their different origin, but rather by their relations: the Father is Father not because is unbegotten, but because He has a Son; similarly, the Son is Son not because is begotten, but rather because He has a Father. On the other side he sees also a regress in the Augustinian model, due to its prioritization of the divine substance over the persons - here the persons have not the same depth of reality as the essence. Therefore, the Augustinian Trinitarian model was always endangered by modalist and impersonalist temptations (Bray, p. 169-180).
Bray’s conclusion is that, although for both models the divine essence belongs equally to all three persons of the Trinity, in reality each model finds it difficult to maintain this idea in practice (the Cappadocians tend to see the divine essence as belonging to the Father; Augustin on the other side tends to see it as belonging – in a sense - to the Holy Spirit, and being in some respects quasi-impersonal). 
However, Bray considers that the Reformers, Jean Calvin in particular, have found a solution to this problem. Two motives are the ground of this evaluation (of the Reformers). The first one is their renouncing to the idea of finding God’s essence in some specific person of the Trinity: for example, although Calvin admitted that the Father is “the beginning of the divinity”, and “the fountain of all Godhead”, he also refused the idea that the divine essence is proper to the Father alone, “as if he were the deifier of the Son” (Calvin, 13: 24, 25, p. 152,153), and also rejected the idea of a continuous generation of the Son by the Father “since it is clear that the three persons have subsisted in God from eternity” (Calvin, 13: 29, p. 159). The second one is the fact that they considered the idea of divine essence as being of secondary importance in Christian Theology (Calvin, 13:1, p. 120,121).
For the Reformers the divine persons were equal in all respects. Calvin in particular affirmed that all three persons of Trinity are “autotheos”, which means “God by himself, in His own right” - and not “divine person by appointment”:

Therefore we say that deity in an absolute sense exists of itself; whence likewise we confess that the Son since he is God, exists of himself, but not in respect of his Person; indeed, since he is the Son, we say that he exists from the Father. Thus, his essence is without beginning; while the beginning of his person is God himself (Calvin, 13: 25, p. 154 ).
Bray considers that by this theological idea Calvin attacked the modalism, latent in the western tradition, which, although accepted the equality of the divine persons, it considered none of them “equal to the divine essence iself” (Bray, p. 199, 200). For Calvin there is only one God in three persons. These persons are co-equal in regard to their divinity, but still united – and this not by sharing some quasi-impersonal essence (pace Augustin), but by their communion, more precisely, by their co-inherence (perichoresis), after the Cappadocian model. Thus, the divine persons act in perfect unity, but each of them does that in total freedom, driven by the love which binds her to the others.
Moreover, Calvin did not accept the idea that the image of God in us is, pace Augustin, the image of the Trinity, or that it is - following the Greek Fathers – Christ, the Son of God. Although he could not offer, in Bray’s opinion, a satisfactory definition of the meaning a God’s image in us, he had in any case a Trinitarian understanding of Christian experience. According to Bray it is possible to deduce - as consequence of Calvin’s Trinitarian theology - that the idea of God’s image in us has something to do with the plurality of persons in God. The suggestion is that in a sense the human being is an image of God because she is able to live in fellowship with the persons of Trinity (and, we would add, with other human persons). In order to describe the aforementioned understanding of the image of God in us, we should adopt the term person, which is that aspect of human being which allows her to have communion with God (and with other people).
In the present essay we agree with Bray (and other Christian theologians) that being a bearer of God’s image implies being, like God, a person, and we would add that it is only when we live in an authentic communion, in love, equality and freedom, after the model (and together with) the Holy Trinity that we are truly persons.

The Trinitarian model of communion vs. the dehumanizing societal models of modernity

In the previous section we have proposed a Trinitarian model which reveals to us an ideal type of community, a model that the human communities and individuals should try to emulate. As we have already mentioned, Denis de Rougemont affirmed that the survival of Europe (and, by extrapolation, of the entire world), depends on the measure in which the human society will be able to appropriate the Trinitarian model of communion. But is this (strong) statement of De Rougemont plausible? We want to argue in the following section that the answer to this question is positive, and to suggest that some contemporary (or quasi-contemporary) thinkers, like John Macmurray, Colin Gunton and Jürgen Moltmann have brought good arguments this respect.


John Macmurray

To the British philosopher John Macmurray, the modern philosophy encouraged the dehumanizing tendencies of the modern society by conceiving reality in terms of mathematical forms and organical structures. To this negative process also contributed its understanding of human self in therms of an isolated thinker (with inevitable individualistic consequences).

He suggested - as a solution to this situation - that it should be necessary a change of philosophical paradigm, from the predominance of the Cartesian res cogitans to the prioritising of the person in relation, and from the perspective of theoretical reflection to that of reason as it is manifested in the personal, intentional agent. As an alternative to the egocentrism of modern pragmatism and contemplativism, Macmurray proposed an ethics of the persons in communion, built on loving relationships, and having as its focus not the Self but rather the Other. An authentic equality is possible here – not one of talents, abilities or resources, but rather a deeper one, at the level of persons. In addition to that, each person fulfills in this context its freedom as human agent in the other. Thus, for Macmurray (similar to Bray’s understanding of Trinity), freedom and equality are essential elements of a real community (Macmurray and Aves, p. 25,26).

Colin Gunton

Similar ideas to those of Macmurray we also find in another context - this time rather theological than philosophical - in the thinking of the British theologian Colin Gunton. For him, there is a tendency in the western tradition to overemphasize the inner dimension of human beings, their consciousness and rationality, at the expense of their relationality and “incarnational” dimension (we could already see in Macmurray’s thinking, the contrast between the individualism of modern philosophy and his prioritising of the idea of persons in communion).

In his essay “Trinity, Ontology and Antropology” Gunton suggested a solution to this problem, starting from the typological analysis of three Weltanschauungen (Worldviews), as these are presented in Samuel Coleridge’s essay “On the Prometheus of Aeschylus” (Gunton, p. 47-61). For each of the proposed Weltanschauungen Coleridge presented its cosmological perspective and suggested some anthropological consequences. In the first Weltanschauung, the “Phoenician” one, Coleridge met the pantheistic cosmology, in which the person and the world are nonseparable. Here the anthropological consequence is a lack of space for freedom. With the second Weltanschauung, the Greek one, Colerdige associated a dualistic cosmology. The anthropological consequence of this cosmology is its incapacity of handling relationality - due to the fact that the divine part in the human (his soul or mind) excludes the relationship with other human beings by the way of corporality. Our bodies in fact are those entities which separate us (in the Greek view) from the others.

In our opinion, communism and national-socialism are representative models of a Phoenician type of society – where the individual is strictly bound to state and party, and there is no space for individual freedom. On the other side, the western individualist-liberal societies seem to represent the Greek dualist type of society, which although has a great appreciation for freedom, does not know how to handle relationality.

As an alternative to the aforementioned Weltanschauungen, Coleridge proposed a third worldview, the Christian one, which has as its central idea the doctrine of Trinity - a communion of persons in which space for freedom and relationality are both present. According to him, this model allows an adequate understanding of the human being: for a normal functioning of interpersonal relations it is necessary the existence of an interrelational space (which allows freedom in a context of loving relationships).

Gunton further developed this idea: he understood Trinity as a perfect communion of persons in which each of them offers to the other (but also receives from the other) its particular identity (after the model of aforementioned Cappadocian perichoresis). In this way we can see in Gunton’s theology a way in which a Trinitarian ontology might offer a solution to the social and political problems of modern society.

Jürgen Moltmann

The German theologian Jürgen Moltmann also tried to find a solution to the dehumanizing effects of modern society by appealing to the implications of Trinitarian ontology. However, unlike Gunton, the starting point of his approach was not the study of the various Weltanschauungen, but rather the way in which the theological perspective on God has been modified over time according to the change of philosophical paradigm.

A first such theological perspective was the western medieval one, in which the divinity was understood in terms of substance. The theology of Thomas Aquinas was representative in this respect. Following the frame of Aristotelian philosophy, Aquinas offered arguments for the existence of God, starting from various observations on the finite world and deducing from these the existence of an infinite being whose nature is unique, immovable, necessary and impassible.

The problem with this perspective is that here the the divine substance is the foundation of the persons of Trinity, having priority over them (Aquinas follows in this respect the aforementioned Augustinian Trinitarian tradition). This fact led to an over-emphasizing of the unity in Trinity, having as result the reduction of Christian Trinity to the notion of a universal monotheistic God. Therefore, in the writings of many western thinkers the doctrine of Trinity degenerated into an abstract type of Unitarianism, then into deism, and at the end in atheism. A God understood only as “supreme being (or substance)” has very little to do with our lives, being rather abstract, distant – and consequently, unnecessary (Moltmann, p.17).

However, over time a new philosophical paradigm appeared in Europe: the modern one, having its reference point not into a supreme being, but rather in the human subject. Rene Descartes, who divided reality in two realms – res cogitans and res extensa – is a pioneer of this new way of thinking. With him, the unity of reality was no more theocentrically, but rather anthropologically determined; we saw no more the traces of divinity in the Universe, but rather those of human beings. There is no wonder that as a result in modernity the atheism became stronger than ever.
Since in this context God could not be found in the Universe any more, some modern thinkers sought to find Him in the human subjectivity. In this respect, they suggested a so-called “subjective argument for the existence of God”, which started from the existence of the finite human soul and tried to conclude from it the existence of an “infinite, absolute and perfect subjectivity” (Moltmann p. 18). (There is a certain support in Genesis for this argument: here the man was created in God’s image; as result, the knowledge of God is in the human beings more evident than in the rest of Creation). Such ideas were present in a certain measure in the thinking of Kant and Schleiermacher, but they reached their peak in the philosophy of Fichte and Hegel, in their notion of Absolute Subject. 

From this perspective, there is a tendency to represent Trinity in terms of a unique Subject “with perfect reason and free will”, “the archetype of the free, reasonable and sovereign person” (Moltmann p. 18), who exists in three modes of being. An important consequence of this view is its renouncing to the Trinitarian concept of person – because it already contains in itself the concept of subject; as a result, the term “person” was associated only to the unique Absolute Subject, while the classical Trinitarian persons (Father, Son and Holy Spirit) were replaced by the non-subjective expression “modes of being”. Again, one can see in this interpretation a problem similar with the one that appeared in the previous (substantialist) view: the unity of the Absolute Subject was in such a measure over-emphasized, that the divine Trinitarian persons were disintegrated in quasi-impersonal modes of the unique Subject. The doctrine of Trinity was thus reduced to a kind of Unitarianism, or, more precisely, to Modalism (one of the typical heresies of the western Trinitarianism).

What might be the solution to this problem? Moltmann observed that the discourse of modernity in terms of a solitary, rational subject, started to lose its power in contemporaneity. In this respect he affirmed that:

the anthropological behavior of modernity was absorbed (in our postmodern times), into social patterns… (The actual) world of growing interdependencies can no longer be understood in terms of my private world, and today the appeal to pure subjectivity is viewed as an inclination toward escapism (Moltmann, p. 19).

In this context – and in total agreement with the postmodern emphasis on social patterns and interdependencies – Moltmann proposed a social doctrine of Trinity, in which the ideas of relation and community of persons occupy a central place (Moltmann, p. 19).

We might conclude, in agreement with the Moltmannian thinking, that the theologians fail both when they choose as a starting point (for their thinking about God) the natural theology and/or the secular philosophies of their time: we have either a distant, abstract Divine Substance, unable to satisfy our need for relation with the divine, or a close to us, but solitary Absolut Subject, who creates us according to his image - with egocentrical and individualist patterns of interrelating. By contrast, the Trinitarian God revealed in the Bible satisfies our need for nearness to (and communion with) the divine – offering us also a good model for social interrelating. Thus, the Trinitarianism of the Christian Revelation might be an answer offered to the longing of the contemporary (modern and postmodern) man for authentic relationships and communion.

A conclusion to the thinking of the aforementioned thinkers: Bray, Macmurray, Gunton and Moltmann, is that being human means being created in the image of God, as personal beings, capable of living after the model of Trinity, in communion with other persons, divine and human. As the present section suggested, the Trinitarian model of community seems to be the only one able to bring harmony in our relations – either in our communities or in our society – being an alternative to the dehumanizing effects of the modern society. And this should not surprise us: this pattern was imprinted from the beginning in the structure of Creation by its Trinitarian Creator.

Similarities and differences between the divine and human persons (and communities) in the thinking of John Zizioulas

Until now we presented an ideal model of community, the Trinitarian one, and argued that emulating it in our society seems to be the only alternative to the alienating and dehumanizing effects of modernity. The question now is: how would this model function in one’s life in reality? Could this model be workable in our lives or not? The thinking of the Greek theologian John Zizioulas might provide an answer to these questions.

The cornerstone of John Zizioulas’ ecclesiology is his theology of the person. He starts from the Cappadocian idea of the priority of personhood in Trinity and from their identification of the concept of hypostasis not with ousia but with the three divine persons. For Zizioulas to be a person means not just simply to live limited by your own boundaries, as a static entity - a “complex of natural, psychological and moral qualities that are in some sense possessed by the individual”, but to live in ekstasis, breaking these boundaries in a “movement toward communion” (Zizioulas, 1975, p. 407-409). Thus, a person is not an individual, but an open and ecstatic reality; her actualization takes place only in self-transcendence – which is this movement of freedom toward the communion with others. A person in its ecstatic character becomes hypostatic, the bearer of its nature in totality, a being utterly unique and unrepeatable. That is because for Zizioulas, as for the Cappadocians, personhood is not added to the being, but constitutive of it. An implication of this fact is that in Trinity personhood, what is God towards the others, is the ultimate reality, not the substance. God is God only in communion. Moreover, love is what produces communion between the persons of Trinity, causing God to be what He is.

With respect to humans, personhood should also have priority over nature. In this sense Zizioulas contrasts what he calls the ecclesial hypostasis over the biological hypostasis. The first one is characterized by ontological freedom, the second one by ontological necessity (LaCugna, p. 261).

As “biological hypostasis” the human person is determined, bound to necessity: although the body is the instrument through which the person is able to have communion with other persons, he is also the entity through whom individualism, separateness, hypocrisy and (in the end) death are manifested. However, Zizioulas suggests that with salvation the body gains a new kind of existence, called “ecclesial hypostasis” which allows it to transcend necessity and to be free to love. In this hypostasis, after the model of Trinity, personhood has priority over nature: in fact, here the person allows nature to exist, being no more determined by it. Instead of individualism and separateness, salvation brings love and communion. (Zizioulas, 1991, p. 33-44)

Due to the fact that the biological hypostasis is bound by necessity, it is not fully personal – in contrast with the ecclesiastical hypostasis. The problem is that in the life of a Christian these two types of hypostases are both present, coexisting in a continuous tension. Trying to live as Jesus lived, fully personal and free, is not easy. In the end, no human being is able to live perfectly like Him; therefore an authentic Person “is to be found only in God” (Zizioulas 1975, p. 411). But only through this struggle to emulate His example the transformation from the biological to the ecclesial personhood is possible, which represents, according to the Zizioulas, the way of divinization (theosis); in fact, according to him “human personhood is never satisfied with itself until it becomes in this respect an imago Dei” (Zizioulas 1975, p. 411).

In conclusion, in Zizioulas’ thinking there are some fundamental similarities between the human and divine persons: for God as for humans too, to be a person means to live in communion, in freedom, uniqueness and love toward another, always giving ourselves to the others and receiving also our being from them. However, a fundamental difference between a divine and a human person, beyond the difference of nature (God is God, we are only creatures), is the fact that, as long as we live, we will never be fully personal; fully personal we will only be in Heaven.

The most important thing is that by grace and faith we have already started to be transformed into the image of Christ, and have already entered in eternal communion with the Triune God, in the Eternal Dance of Joy that C.S. Lewis speaks about at the end of his novel “Perelandra”. In fact, says C.S. Lewis, heaven starts here on earth; and hell starts here on earth too. That is because in heaven it will be in the end “an eternal holy game, in which every player must, by all means, touch the ball and then immediately pass it” (Lewis, p. 158). Each soul will be there eternally engaged in giving away to all the rest that which he receives. And in giving ourselves more to the others, we will be not less ourselves; on the contrary, we will be more personal, more in conformity with the image of our Triune God. Hell, on the contrary, is the place where everybody likes to escape from others, to isolate himself, enjoying to be devoured by his own selfishness. And when people hate any form of communion, they become more and more un-persons. All of this starts here; and all is decided depending on whether or not we like to be more and more like our Triune God.
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