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Abstract

A number of thinkers in recent decades have argued that, in light of
the Trinity, we can see that God’s being is communion. Particularly ef-
fective was John D. Zizioulas, whose Trinitarian ontology centered on
communion. Some skeptical of this claim have invoked Aquinas as a
source for countering an ontology of communion. I argue that, while
Thomas never explicitly affirms that the divine being is communion, he
can give us deep resources for reaching this conclusion. Indeed, he can
ultimately lead us towards a divine being which is more thoroughly a
matter of communion—and towards an ontology which is more radi-
cally Trinitarian—than anything we find in Zizioulas.
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Trinitarian ontologies seem to be at a crossroads. On the one hand,
Trinitarian ontologies came into vogue in a big way during the twenti-
eth century’s ‘Trinitarian revivals’1—revivals which have come under
heavy fire of late.2 Anti-revivalist pushback takes many forms, but a
prominent strain of it features calls for a more ‘modest’ and ‘apophatic’
Trinitarian theology. The revivalists had thought that we can know an
awful lot about the Trinity, and they had assumed that the Trinity can
tell us an awful lot about everything else—including ontology. More

1 Trinitarian ontology figured prominently in the thought of such Revivalists as Colin
Gunton (see King-Ho Leung, ‘Transcendentality and the Gift: On Gunton, Milbank, and
Trinitarian Metaphysics’, Modern Theology 38 [2022], pp. 81-99) and John Zizioulas (see
Jesmond Micallef, Trinitarian Ontology: The concept of the person for John D. Zizioulas
[Brussels: Domuni Press, 2020]).

2 See Gijsbert van den Brink, ‘Social Trinitarianism: A Discussion of Some Recent The-
ological Criticisms’, International Journal of Systematic Theology 16 (2014), pp. 331-350
and Fred Sanders, ‘Redefining progress in Trinitarian theology: Stephen R. Holmes on the
Trinity’, Evangelical Quarterly 86 (2014), pp. 6-20.
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recent thinkers have argued otherwise: they have expressed reserva-
tions about the prospect of looking to the Trinity for insights into things
like anthropology, political programs, or ontology.3 On the other hand,
2020 saw the translation into English of Klaus Hemmerle’s Theses
Towards a Trinitarian Ontology,4 and 2019 saw such luminaries as
Rowan Williams, John Milbank, David Bentley Hart, and Emmanuel
Falque gather for a conference at Cambridge titled ‘New Trinitarian
Ontologies’.5 Trinitarian ontology is both on the defensive and on the
rise.

The question of whether Thomas Aquinas’s ontology is Trinitarian,
or whether he can provide support for the recent swell of Trinitarian
ontologies, has been similarly contentious. Some proponents of Trini-
tarian ontology have drawn heavily on him.6 Others, however, have
cast Thomas as an obstacle to the sort of ontological revolution they
are after.7 Some critics of Trinitarian ontologies have agreed: they

3 For an overview of this push towards apophaticism, see E. Jerome van Kuiken, ‘“Ye
Worship Ye Know Not What?” The Apophatic Turn and the Trinity’, International Journal of
Systematic Theology 19 (2017), pp. 401-420. Especially important here is Karen Kilby, God,
Evil, and the Limits of Theology (London: T&T Clark, 2020).

4 Brooklyn, NY: Anglico Press, 2020.
5 For a summary of the conference, see Eduard Fiedler, ‘New Trinitarian Ontologies: Ap-

proaches to Trinitarian Ontology Represented at the New Trinitarian Ontologies Conference’,
Studia Theologica 23 (2021), pp. 101-124. For more on the conference, and for more on re-
cent developments around Trinitarian ontologies more generally, see Leung, ‘Transcenden-
tality and the Gift’, 81n.1.

6 They have often developed him a bit in order to do so: see Adrian J. Walker, ‘Personal
Singularity and the Communio Personarum: A Creative Development of Thomas Aquinas’
Doctrine of Esse Commune’, Communio 31 (2004), pp. 457-479; Norris Clarke, ‘Person, Be-
ing, and St. Thomas’, Communio 19 (1992), especially on pp. 603-609. For a particularly
sustained and deep example, see Ferdinand Ulrich, Homo Abyssus: The Drama of the Ques-
tion of Being, trans. D.C. Schindler (Washington, D. C.: Humanum Academic Press, 2018).
From within more by-the-book Thomism, see Gilles Emery’s reflections on Aquinas’s ‘tran-
scendental multitude’: see Trinity in Aquinas (Ypsilanti, MI: Sapientia Press, 2003), p. 31 and
The Trinitarian Theology of St. Thomas Aquinas, trans. Francesca Murphy (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2007), pp. 137-141. See also Joshua Lee Harris, ‘Transcendental Multitude
in Aquinas’, Proceedings of the American Catholic Philosophical Association 89 (2015),
pp. 109-118 and Jan Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals: The Case of
Thomas Aquinas (Linden: Brill, 1996), pp. 223-226. Resources for a Trinitarian ontology
also abound in Emery’s La Trinité créatrice: Trinité et création dans les commentaries aux
Sentences de Thomas d’Aquin et de ses précurseurs Albert le Grand et Bonaventure (Paris: J.
Vrin, 1995).

7 They often alleged that, for Thomas, being is a ‘philosophical’ matter which is to be
handled ‘before’, and without any necessary reference to, the Trinity: see Jürgen Moltmann,
The Trinity and the Kingdom, trans. Margaret Kohl (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), pp.
16 and 190; Colin Gunton, Being and Act: Towards a Theology of the Divine Attributes
(London: SCM Press, 2002), pp. 49-53; Hans Urs von Balthasar, Theo-Logic II, trans. Adrian
J. Walker (San Francisco: Ignatius, 2004), p. 133.
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430 Being as Communion in Aquinas’s Trinitarian Theology

have appealed to Thomas as an antidote to the excesses wrought by
Trinitarian ontologies.8

In what follows, I will not speak to Aquinas’s stance on Trinitar-
ian ontologies in general. Instead, I will focus on just one claim which
has figured prominently in those ontologies: that the divine being is
communion.9 To this point, I know of only one sustained attempt to
put Thomas in conversation with this claim. Back in 2004, Matthew
Levering drew on Thomas in order to respond to John D. Zizioulas’s
Being as Communion. Summarizing greatly, Zizioulas had argued that,
in God, the divine Persons—along with the freedom, love, and com-
munion proper to persons—are not merely layered atop a pre-personal
ontological substratum. Instead, in God, ‘person’ is identical with ‘hy-
postasis’. Person, freedom, and communion, therefore, sink down to
the most basic of ontological categories: in God, ‘being is identical
with an act of communion’.10

Levering remained unconvinced. He charged that, for Zizioulas, ‘the
divine unity is simply perichoretic communion’, to the point that ‘it
becomes unclear how the “unity” of God is to be fully upheld’, for
this unity ‘seems reducible to threeness’.11 Levering then appeals to
Thomas as a corrective to the confusions Zizioulas had introduced.
And Levering is right, at least in part: he identifies a number of com-
mitments which are bedrock to Zizioulas’s proposal and which have no
place in Thomas’s thought.12 Yet he also presents Thomas as inimical
to any reading of the divine being in terms of communion. Levering
puts the matter starkly: for Thomas, ‘God’s being is not a communion,
because being is not what relates in God’.13 To claim that God’s being

8 Kilby identifies Thomas as a source in ‘Aquinas, the Trinity and the Limits of Under-
standing’, International Journal of Systematic Theology 7 (2005), pp. 414-427. Also relevant
is Stephen R. Holmes, The Quest for the Trinity: The Doctrine of God in Scripture, History,
and Modernity (Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 2012), pp. 154-159. Matthew Lever-
ing, whom we will discuss momentarily, discusses this point more directly in Scripture and
Metaphysics: Aquinas and the Renewal of Trinitarian Theology (Oxford: Blackwell, 2004),
pp. 197-235.

9 Though we will focus on John Zizioulas, he was far from the only figure to speak of
‘being as communion’. According to Nicholas J. Healy, the same claim runs deep in the
thought of Hans Urs von Balthasar: see The Eschatology of Hans Urs von Balthasar: Being
as Communion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005). Joseph Ratzinger speaks in similar
terms: see The Principles of Catholic Theology: Building Stones for a Fundamental Theology,
trans. Mary Frances McCarthy (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1987), pp. 21-23.

10 See Being as Communion (New York: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1985), especially
pp. 36-41 and 49; quoted on p. 44.

11 Scripture and Metaphysics, p. 213. Elsewhere, Zizioulas clarifies that he believes in a
single divine essence: see The One and the Many (Alhambra, CA: Sebastian Press, 2010), pp.
21-22.

12 Chief among these commitments is Zizioulas’s tendency to oppose Person to nature,
which we will discuss below.

13 Scripture and Metaphysics, p. 228.
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is communion would be to claim that this being relates to itself—and
it would therefore be to shatter the unity of the divine being.

To be clear, Levering by no means denies that there is communion
in God. Indeed, he had spoken earlier in the same work of the ‘thor-
oughly relational communion that is the subsisting Persons’.14 Yet he
clarifies that, while the divine Persons may be communion, the divine
being is not communion, ‘because being is not what relates in God’.
Of course, Levering recognizes that the divine Persons are really iden-
tical to the divine being. In this sense, he would affirm that God’s being
is communion. The question, however, is whether the divine being or
essence, insofar as it is logically distinct from the divine Persons, is
communion.15 And, to hear Levering tell it, Thomas’s answer is ‘no’.

Zizioulas would agree with Levering on at least one point: he too
reads Thomas as an obstacle to an ontology of communion.16 In what
follows, I will argue that both Levering and Zizioulas misread Thomas
on this score. For it is true that Thomas, unlike Zizioulas, never ex-
plicitly affirms that the divine being is communion. Yet it is also true
that Thomas, unlike Levering, never explicitly denies that this being
is communion. In fact, Thomas never directly asks or explicitly an-
swers this question at all. He does, however, associate the divine being
with communion in a number of ways, and he even opens up certain
respects in which God’s being is communion.17 Even more, we will
see that, for all their ostensible disagreement, Levering and Zizioulas
actually share a key assumption—and we will see that this assump-
tion is foreign to the mind of Thomas. Most importantly, we will see
that this assumption prevents Zizioulas from affirming, in the most
radical way possible, that the divine being is communion—and we
will see that, because Thomas does not share this assumption, he can
go further than Zizioulas in affirming that God’s being is communion.18

14 Scripture and Metaphysics, p. 163. He also speaks of ‘the Trinitarian communion of
knowing and loving’ (p. 87) and of ‘the divine communion’ (p. 136).

15 Levering highlights the importance of this logical distinction in Scripture and Meta-
physics, p. 213.

16 See Being as Communion, p. 104, along with the dig at ‘Western theology’ on p. 40.
17 Though Gilles Emery never asks whether being is communion in Thomas’s Trinity, he

draws out a number of ways in which it is bound up with communion. See ‘Qu’est-ce que
la “communion trinitaire”?’ Nova et Vetera 89 (2014), pp. 258-283. I will refer to this article
repeatedly as I continue.

18 The texts from Zizioulas and Levering on which I will focus here were both written
some time ago, and one might object that theology has since moved on. In response, I should
mention that Being as Communion exerted a huge influence both on social Trinitarianism and
on the Trinitarian Revivals of the twentieth century (see Holmes, The Quest for the Trinity,
pp. 12-16 and Sarah Coakley, ‘Afterward: “Relational Ontology,” Trinity, and Science’, in
The Trinity and an Entangled World: Relationality in Physical Science and Theology, ed.
John Polkinghorne [Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2010], pp. 188-191). Insofar as the influ-
ence of both social Trinitarianism and the Trinitarian Revivals continues to be felt, Being
as Communion continues to be relevant. Levering, for his part, anticipates the wariness over
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We will see, in other words, both that Thomas can help to prepare the
way for contemporary attempts at a Trinitarian ontology and that he can
even give us resources for an ontology which is more Trinitarian than
Zizioulas’s is. In showing as much, I hope to suggest, first, that Thomas
can offer support, at least in broad strokes, for contemporary calls for
a Trinitarian ontology. Second, I hope to show that Thomas can help to
correct certain imbalances to which some recent Trinitarian ontologies
have been prone, and of which Zizioulas is a good example.19 I hope,
that is, to encourage the current interest in Trinitarian ontologies, but
I also hope to help those involved to steer clear of paths which could
prevent them from being as fruitful as they might otherwise be.

To do so, we will begin in section I with passages where Thomas
speaks more directly to the place of communion in his Trinitarian the-
ology. From there, in section II, we will introduce definitions of Trini-
tarian communion which have emerged more recently, and we will
ask whether Thomas’s divine being would qualify as communion on
the terms of these newer definitions. Finally, we will spend section III
putting Thomas more directly in dialogue with Levering and Zizioulas,
and we will draw out a way in which Thomas can go further than
Zizioulas in affirming that the divine being is communion.

I. ‘COMMUNION IN THE SAME NATURE’

A. Common, Communion, Community

We can begin with a point on which there is very little controversy:
for Aquinas, the Father communicates the divine essence and existence
to the Son, the Father and the Son together communicate this same
essence and existence to the Holy Spirit, and the three Persons hold the
divine essence and existence in common.20

These claims are very basic. Yet they carry implications for the ques-
tion of ‘being as communion’. For ‘communion’, or ‘communio’, is
tightly related etymologically to ‘communication’, or ‘communicatio’.
In Adrea Di Maio’s study of Thomas’s use of the word ‘communicare’,
she writes, ‘In its use, “communio” is more or less equivalent and

Trinitarian ontologies which has emerged of late. Yet, more than any of these more recent
interventions, Levering speaks directly to the question of ‘being as communion’, and he does
so in Thomas’s name.

19 As we will see, this correction chiefly concerns Zizioulas’s tendency to oppose the di-
vine Persons to the divine nature. This move was hardly unique to Zizioulas. Instead, it ran
rampant through the Trinitarian revivals—virtually all of which were emphatically ‘person-
alist’ and stridently anti-’essentialist’. For some background on this talk of ‘personalism’ and
‘essentialism’ with reference to Aquinas, see Emery, Trinity in Aquinas, pp. 165-208.

20 Levering explores these points in some detail just before denying that the divine being
is a communion: see Scripture and Metaphysics, pp. 219-227.
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interchangeable with “communicatio.”’21 ‘Communio’ is also tied
to the word ‘common’, or ‘communis’: the main difference between
‘communio’ and ‘communicatio’ is that ‘“communio” derives directly
from “communis,” while “communication” is derived through the
verb “communico.”’22 The word ‘communion’, then, is roughly inter-
changeable with the word ‘communication’, and it is derived from the
word ‘common’. It therefore seems reasonable to suppose that, because
the divine being is communicated by the divine Persons, and because
it is common to Them, it might be bound up with Their communion.

On their own, of course, these etymological considerations would
yield little in the way of concrete conclusions. Yet they can help to ac-
count for other texts where Thomas ties the divine being more directly
to communion. Before diving directly into communion, we can begin
with a related passage. Thomas writes that

there are two kinds of community: real community and rational com-
munity. Real community exists when one and the same numerical thing
belongs to many; and a community of nature of this sort does not exist
except in the divine Persons, nor is there any community of this kind in
the Trinity except in the essence, and in those things which belong to the
essence.23

We saw above that, for Levering, the divine Persons are communion,
whereas the divine essence in not. This passage can already help us
push back on such a scheme. Thomas, admittedly, speaks not of ‘com-
munion’ but of ‘community’. Communio and communitas, however,
are closely related.24 And, in this passage, Thomas does not keep com-
munity at arm’s length from the divine essence. Nor does he associate
it exclusively with the divine Persons. Instead, he teaches that, insofar
as Persons and essence are logically distinct, the divine essence is the
only site of real community: real community exists only in the divine
Persons, and those Persons have community only in the divine essence.

21 Il concetto de communicazione: Saggio de lessicografia filosofica e teologica sul tema
di ‘communicare’ in Thommaso d’Aquino (Rome: Pontificia Universita Gregoriana, 1998), p.
170. Di Maio makes this same point on pp. 169 and 194. For more on communio in Thomas
more generally, see pp. 169-175. Roy J. Deferrari also defines communio as a ‘synonym of
communicatio’: see A Latin-English Dictionary of St. Thomas Aquinas (Washington, D.C.:
The Catholic University of America Press, 1960), p. 179.

22 Di Maio, Il concetto di comunicazione, p. 169. For more on Thomas’s use of ‘commu-
nis’, see pp. 158-164.

23 I Sent., d. 25, q. 1, a. 3; emphasis added here and to all passages from Thomas to follow.
24 For the link between communitas and communis—and hence communio—see Di Maio,

Il concetto di comunicazione, pp. 164-168 and 170. Deferrari also links communio and com-
municatio in A Latin-English Dictionary, p. 179. See also Emery, ‘Qu’est-ce que la “commu-
nion trinitaire”?’ pp. 260-261.
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Even more, this one divine essence is the site of Their community be-
cause it is common to all three Persons.25

We will pursue these points further as we continue. For now, we
can note that, as Thomas’s work matures, he continues speaking of the
divine essence as locus site of ‘real community’ in God.26 More impor-
tantly for us, he also speaks of the essence in terms of communion. He
does so rarely; yet he does so plainly. He speaks of ‘the communion of
the divine nature in the three Persons’,27 and he writes that there is a
‘communion in the same nature’ in God.28 He seems to have in mind
the meaning of ‘communion’ which was suggested by our notes on
etymology above: to say that the Persons have ‘communion’ in Their
nature is to say that this nature is common to the Persons. For Thomas,
at least in these passages, communion means first and foremost being
common to multiple persons, or being one in multiple persons. It is no
surprise, therefore, that the divine Persons should have communion in
the one divine nature. Indeed, Gilles Emery is comfortable writing that
the divine essence is ‘constitutive of Trinitarian communion’,29 and
that ‘communion’ in Thomas’s Trinitarian theology ‘principally signi-
fies the communion of the Persons in the divine essence, that is to say
Trinitarian consubstantiality’.30 It is not merely that communion is first
a matter of the distinct Persons, but that it is also, in some derivative
and less intense way, a matter of the one essence. Instead, communion
is principally a matter of the essence which the Persons share.

If, finally, communion is a matter principally of the divine essence,
then communion must be a matter principally of the divine being
as well. For the divine essence is really identical to the divine act
of being.31 Indeed, even insofar as essence and being are logically
distinct, the divine being—like the divine essence—is communicated
between, is common to, and is numerically identical in the divine
Persons. All of the reasons which make the divine essence the site of
divine communion, therefore, would make the divine being the site of

25 Thomas’s language here might even seem to prove too much. For he associates ‘real
community’ so strongly with the divine essence that he seems to remove it from everything
else. Real community, that is, seems to have nothing to do with anything created—a claim
which would be devastating for a Trinitarian ontology. Elsewhere, however—including in
more mature texts—Thomas is clear that, while the unity of the Persons in the divine nature
is the greatest possible unity of Persons, this unity finds analogous echoes in human persons’
unity in our common human nature (see in Ioan., #2214). To say that this metaphysical unity
of many human beings in a common nature is an analogous echo of the divine Persons’ unity
in the divine nature might itself provide fruitful avenues into a Trinitarian ontology.

26 See ST I q. 30, a. 4.
27 In Ioan., #60.
28 ST III q. 3, a. 6.
29 ‘Qu’est-ce que la “communion trinitaire”?’ p. 279.
30 p. 260. Emery makes the same point throughout this essay: see especially pp. 260, 261,

266, 274, 279, 280.
31 See ST I q. 3, a. 4.

C© 2023 Provincial Council of the English Province of the Order of Preachers.

https://doi.org/10.1111/nbfr.12810 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/nbfr.12810


Being as Communion in Aquinas’s Trinitarian Theology 435

divine communion as well. For Thomas, God’s being has everything
to do with communion.

B. ‘Distinct and Incommunicable’

We can take things deeper if we turn from the divine being to the divine
Persons. For it is not merely that the divine Persons have communion
in the one divine essence. It is also that They do not have communion
in Their personhood. In the same passage where Thomas affirms
that there is ‘communion in the same nature’ in God, he continues
by clarifying that there is not a ‘communion in the same Person’ in
God.32 Thomas puts the matter more strongly elsewhere: ‘there can
be no communion of any kind’ in the divine Persons’ properties.33

The personal properties are, by definition, proper to each Person; they
are not held in common. And, if something is not common, then no
one can have communion in it. More basically, Thomas teaches that
all personhood is incommunicable. As he writes, ‘person formally
signifies incommunicability or individuality of one subsisting in a
nature’.34 The same goes for the meaning of ‘hypostasis’: ‘a divine
hypostasis will be that which is subsistent through itself, distinct
and incommunicable’.35 Persons and hypostases can certainly hold
things in common with others; but personhood itself is incommunica-
ble.36 It should therefore be no surprise that, for Thomas, there is no
‘communion in the same Person’ in God.37

These points can allow me to begin responding to Levering’s read-
ing of Thomas. For we have seen that the divine Persons do not have
communion in Their properties because They do not share Their prop-
erties, whereas They do have communion in the divine nature and being
because They do share this nature and being. To say that eternal com-
munion is a matter of God’s being and essence, therefore, is not to blur
the conceptual boundary between the common and the proper in God.38

Nor is it to reduce oneness to threeness, or to dissolve substantial unity

32 ST III q. 3, a. 6.
33 In Div. Nom., #127.
34 De Pot., q. 9, a. 6, c.; see also ad 3, 4, and 6, and ST I q. 29, a. 3, ad 4.
35 I Sent., d. 26, q. 1, a. 1.
36 We need not enter into the question of Thomas’s posture towards Richard of St. Vic-

tors’s definition of divine personhood as ‘divinae naturae incommunicabilis existentia’ (see
ST I q. 29, a. 3, ad 2). For even if Thomas may not unambiguously embrace Richard’s def-
inition, he still tightly associates incommunicability with personhood more broadly. See Di
Maio, Il concetto di comunicazione, p. 203n.128.

37 ST III q. 3, a. 6.
38 Levering worries that ‘Trinitarian ontology’ might undermine this conceptual distinc-

tion in Scripture and Metaphysics, p. 228.
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into perichoretic union.39 Instead, the role of the essence and being in
eternal communion depends both on consubstantial unity and on the
logical distinction between the essence and the Persons: it is because
the divine essence and being, and not the Persons, is numerically one
that the essence and being is the principal locus of eternal communion.

C. Being is Communion?

To say that eternal communion is principally a matter of the divine
being, however—or to say that the divine being is the principal locus of
divine communion, or that the divine Persons have communion in it—
is not yet to say that the divine being is communion. Indeed, Levering
might admit all of the points we have mentioned so far, but he might
still draw the line at saying that the divine being is communion. And, as
we admitted above, Thomas never explicitly writes that God’s being is
communion. Yet he also never explicitly writes—as Levering claims—
that the divine Persons are communion. Instead, all he writes is that the
Persons have ‘communion in the same nature’40 and that They have
‘communion of the same nature’.41 He never, in these contexts, calls
our attention to the logical distinction between Persons and nature, and
he never tells us whether the divine communion is the divine Persons as
logically distinct from the nature, whether it is the nature as logically
distinct from the Persons, or whether it is both.

Elsewhere, however, Thomas suggests that, when persons have com-
munion in a common thing, the thing which they hold in common, or
the thing in which they have communion, is itself communion. The
Father and the Son, for example, have communion in breathing forth
the Holy Spirit. Yet Thomas never writes that the Father and the Son
are communion; he writes that the Holy Spirit, in Whom They have
communion, is communion.42 Similarly, the Eucharist is that in which
Christians have communion. Yet the Christians who have communion
are not themselves straightforwardly named ‘communion’; it is the Eu-
charist itself, in which they have communion, which is called ‘commu-
nion’.43

None of these points, of course, prove that the divine being is com-
munion. Yet they are the strongest clue I know of into how Thomas

39 Levering raises this concern in Scripture and Metaphysics, p. 213.
40 ST III q. 3, a. 6.
41 In Ioan., #60.
42 See De Pot., q. 10, a. 5, ad 11. Thomas also speaks of the Holy Spirit as the ‘commu-

nity’ of the Father and the Son in I Sent., d. 10, q. 1, a. 4, ad 1 and Catena en Matthaeum c.
12, l. 9.

43 For more on communion and the Eucharist in Aquinas, see Di Maio, Il concetto di
comunicazione, pp. 170-171.
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would answer the question of divine being and communion: given that
he elsewhere teaches that the thing in which persons have communion
is communion, it seems reasonable to infer that the divine being in
which the divine Persons have communion is Their communion. There
therefore seem to be at least some grounds for saying that, even in-
sofar as Persons and being are logically distinct, the divine being is
communion.

That said, we are still a long way from an explicit affirmation from
Thomas that the divine being is communion. Yet I hope we have seen
enough to show that Levering is overhasty in denying that Thomas’s
divine being is communion, or in claiming that his divine Persons are
communion whereas Their being is not. Indeed, it should be enough
to show that, if communion exists in Thomas’s God—which it very
clearly does—then it cannot be the Persons alone Who are communion.
Instead, because the Persons have communion in the essence, it seems
that this essence, as logically distinct from the Persons, is the divine
communion in a privileged way.

Whatever the finer points, however, we have seen enough to con-
clude that an ontology of communion is not foreign to Thomas’s Trini-
tarian theology. Instead, Thomas can at least help pave the way for,
even if he cannot explicitly affirm, the claim that the divine being is
communion.

D. ‘We must Shun the Term “Singularity”’

All that said, my aim is certainly not to suggest that, for Thomas, divine
communion is the essence or being instead of the Persons. Instead, it
will be central to our conclusions that both Thomas’s divine being and
his divine Persons are communion. First of all, Thomas teaches that the
divine Persons have communion not only in the divine essence, but also
in the Holy Spirit. As Emery puts it, ‘Trinitarian communion takes on
two principal dimensions: first, it is the communion of three persons in
the one divine substance which is numerically one, that is the consub-
stantiality of the Holy Trinity; and, secondly, it is the communion of
the Father and the Son in their Bond of Love who is the Holy Spirit’.44

The Holy Spirit, no less than the divine essence, is communion.45 So,
too, the Father and the Son: because of simplicity, if the Father and
the Son have communion in Their essence and in the Holy Spirit, then
They must be the communion They have. All three Persons, then, are
communion.46

44 ‘Qu’est-ce que la “communion trinitaire”?’ p. 266. Emery makes this point throughout
this essay: see pp. 260, 261, 266, and 274-277.

45 See especially De Pot., q. 10, a. 5, ad 11.
46 To clarify, it is not merely because the Father and the Son are really identical to the di-

vine essence that They are communion. Instead, this conclusion holds even insofar as essence
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Perhaps more basically, we have seen that communion only exists
when one thing is shared by multiple persons. Yet it is just as true that
communion only exists when one thing is shared by multiple persons.
A single person can neither communicate anything to himself nor hold
anything in common with himself—which means that a single person
cannot enjoy communion with himself. Thomas suggests this point at
least indirectly when he writes, ‘To avoid the heresy of Sabellius, we
must shun the term ‘singularity’ [in our speech of the divine Persons],
lest we take away the communicability of the divine essence’.47 To
claim that divine personhood is ‘singular’—that is, to deny that there
are multiple divine Persons—would be to make the divine essence in-
communicable. Yet, if the essence were incommunicable, or if no one
held it in common, then there could be no communion in it. Commu-
nion, therefore, depends just as much on the distinction of the divine
Persons as it does on the unity of the divine essence: without distinct
Persons, eternal communion evaporates.

II. COMMUNION, BEING, PERSONS

To this point, I have either focused on passages where Thomas speaks
of communion in God or considered other aspects of his thought which
can help us to better appreciate those passages. What we have seen
can already open up a dialogue between Thomas and contemporary
champions of God’s being as communion. For we have seen that
communion in Thomas’s Trinitarian theology is a matter of common-
ness: God’s being is communion because it is common to the divine
Persons. Some contemporary talk of communion has unfolded along
similar lines. For some contemporaries, as for Thomas, communion in
general is a matter of sharing. Hans Urs von Balthasar, for example,
writes that all human beings enjoy ‘a communion in their common
human nature’.48 Joseph Ratzinger, a longtime advocate of a Trinitar-
ian ontology of communion,49 even casts divine communion in these
terms. Drawing on Augustine, he writes that the Holy Spirit is ‘the

and Persons are logically distinct. Simplicity, in other words, demands this conclusion not
only because of the real identity of essence and Persons; it does so also because of the real
identity between the Persons Themselves and all that They have. Just as, for example, each
divine Person is the relation He has towards the others (see ST I q. 40, a. 1), so each is the
communion He has with the others.

47 ST I q. 31, a. 2. Thomas makes almost the exact same claim in De Pot., q. 9, a. 8. See
also I Sent., d. 24, q. 2, a. 1.

48 A Theology of History (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1994), p. 31. See also Lumen Gentium
13: ‘Between all the parts of the Church there remains a bond of close communion whereby
they share spiritual riches, apostolic workers and temporal resources’ (emphasis added).

49 See The Principles of Catholic Theology, pp. 21-23 and The God of Jesus Christ:
Meditations of the Triune God, trans. Brian McNeil (San Francisco: Ignatius, 2008), p. 35.
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communion of the Father and the Son’ because the Spirit’s ‘particular
characteristic is obviously being what is shared by the Father and
the Son’: ‘his particular quality…is in fact that of being shared in
common’.50 For Ratzinger, merely because the Holy Spirit is eternally
shared by the Father and the Son, He is Their eternal communion. If
we extend Ratzinger’s logic to what we saw above, it seems safe to say
that, because Thomas’s divine being is shared by all three Persons, this
being is communion as well. If Ratzinger’s definition of communion
is allowed to stand, then Thomas’s divine being is communion.

These brief reflections on Ratzinger are enough to show that
Thomas’s working definition of communion, along with the ways in
which he speaks of communion in God, can find a foothold in contem-
porary conversations. Other contemporaries, however, define commu-
nion differently: when they say that God’s being is communion, they
do not merely mean that it is shared by three Persons. None of these
further definitions will map as cleanly onto Thomas’s use of ‘commu-
nion’ for the Trinity as Ratzinger’s does. Yet we can take a step deeper
by asking to what extent Thomas can affirm that, on the terms of these
newer definitions, the divine being is communion. First, Antonio López
defines communion as a ‘unity among equals who remain distinct in
their unity’.51 Twenty years after Being as Communion, Zizioulas had
spoken in similar terms. With direct reference to the Trinity, he wrote,
‘Communion does not threaten otherness; it generates it’.52 Indeed,
Zizioulas devoted a whole book—titled Communion and Otherness—
to the place of otherness in communion. For some contemporaries,
then, communion is a union which protects otherness.

For Thomas, of course, the divine being is one. One might therefore
think that it has no place for otherness, and that Thomas’s divine be-
ing cannot be communion on López and Zizioulas’s definition. In fact,
however, Thomas’s divine being is itself shot through with otherness.
For Thomas, there is no divine essence or existence lurking before, be-
hind, or beneath the distinction of the divine Persons. Instead, the one
divine essence and existence only ever exists as the divine Persons, and
it exists according to the relations which distinguish the divine Persons.
As Thomas puts it, ‘the same essence is fatherhood in the Father and
sonship in the Son’.53 In more detail, he writes that ‘[it is true that]
whatever the Father has the Son has, but not that the Son has it in the

Ratzinger, as Pope Benedict XVI, continued along similar lines during his pontificate: see
Caritas in Veritate 54-55.

50 Pilgrim Fellowship of Faith: The Church as Communion, trans. Henry Taylor (San
Francisco: Ignatius, 2002), p. 41.

51 ‘Vides Trinitatem si Caritatis Vides: Persons in Communion’, Communio 42 (2015),
p. 402.

52 Communion and Otherness: Further Studies in Personhood and the Church (London:
T&T Clark, 2006), p. 5.

53 ST I q. 42, a. 6, ad 3.
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same order as the Father. For the Son has as receiving from another,
while the Father has as giving to another’.54 Everything shared by the
Persons exists as giving in the Father, as receiving in the Son, and as
receiving in the Holy Spirit.55

For our purposes, we can focus on ways in which Thomas extends
this pattern to the divine esse. First, he speaks of each Person’s distinct
‘way of existing [modus existendi]’. As he puts it, ‘Though the same
nature is in Father and the Son, it is in each by a different mode of exis-
tence, that is to say with a different relation’.56 The one divine being is
not a bare unity set apart from—much less poised to suffocate—the dis-
tinction of the Persons. Instead, the one divine being exists according
to the distinction of the Persons: it exists according to the relations by
which each Person is distinguished from the others. Similarly, Thomas
speaks of the Son as ‘the generated He-Who-is’.57 Elsewhere, Thomas
clarifies that the divine essence, as essence—and so the divine exis-
tence, as existence—neither generates nor is generated.58 Yet, in the
Son, the divine esse is generated esse. The divine esse, then, is one and
undivided: it is that which unites the distinct Persons. Yet it also pre-
serves Their distinction. It is a unity which exists according to distinct
relations. If communion is a ‘unity among equals who remain distinct
in their unity’, we therefore have good reason to say that Thomas’s
divine being is communion.59

We can go deeper if we turn to Emery, who has helpfully compiled
a set of themes which are often operative in contemporary talk of
‘Trinitarian communion’: ‘By “Trinitarian communion,” one generally
understands the mutual exchange of the divine Persons, their interre-
lationality, their communication of all divine goods in their mutuality,

54 In Ioan., #2112.
55 For a much fuller articulation of this point, see Michael Joseph Higgins, ‘Giving Perfec-

tions, Receiving Perfections: The Essential Divine Attributes in Aquinas’s Trinitarian Theol-
ogy,’ PhD Diss. (The John Paul II Institute for Studies on Marriage and the Family, 2017). For
briefer engagements, see Dominic Legge, The Trinitarian Christology of St. Thomas Aquinas
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), pp. 111-122; Thomas Joseph White, ‘Divine Sim-
plicity and the Holy Trinity’, International Journal of Systematic Theology 18 (2016), 87;
Wayne Hankey, God in Himself (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), pp. 130-131; and
Emery, Trinity, Church, and the Human Person: Thomistic Essays (Naples, FL: Sapientia
Press, 2007), pp. 115-153.

56 De Pot., q. 2, a. 1, ad 13. See also q. 2 a. 5, ad 4 and ad 5; q. 3, a. 15, ad 17; and q. 9, a.
5, ad 23. For more on this language of modus existendi, see Emery, Trinity, Church, and the
Human Person, pp. 134-136.

57 ST I q. 39, a. 8.
58 See ST I q. 39, a. 4, ad 3.
59 Levering identifies the dynamic we have alluded to here—that the one divine essence

exists as fatherhood in the Father and as sonship in the Son—as ‘the only theologically valid
sense in which “Trinitarian ontology” could be understood’ (Scripture and Metaphysics,
p. 230). He does not, however, allow this dynamic to soften his rejection of being-as-
communion in Thomas’s Trinitarian theology.
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their reciprocal interaction in an interpersonal life of knowledge and of
love, [and] their “perichoresis”’.60 We will see that, for Thomas, some
of these notes are a matter first and foremost of the divine Persons,
whereas others are principally a matter of the divine essence and
being. All of them, however—even those which are first a matter of the
distinct Persons—are at least very closely associated with the divine
being.

I already spoke of the ‘interrelationality’ of the divine Persons. In
reality, the divine being is this interrelationality: it is really identical
to all of the divine relations. Yet, even insofar as it is rationally dis-
tinct from the Persons and Their relations, it exists according to these
relations. ‘Interrelationality’, therefore, is not set at a remove from the
divine being. Instead, it determines the modes in which the divine being
eternally exists. Insofar as divine communion is divine interrelational-
ity, therefore, the divine being is shot through with communion: it is a
being which exists according to communion.

Similarly, the Persons’ ‘communication of goods’ is principally a
matter of the Persons Themselves—at least insofar as one takes ‘com-
munication’ to be an act of communicating. For Thomas’s divine Per-
sons are identical to the notional acts by which They give and receive
all They have to or from each other.61 Insofar as the divine being is
really identical to the Persons, this being simply is these acts of giving
and receiving. Even insofar as it is logically distinct from the Persons,
however, the divine being is intimately involved in this giving and re-
ceiving. For the divine Persons may be acts of giving and receiving.
Yet it is the divine being which is given and received. There can be no
communication unless something is communicated, and we just saw in
section I that, insofar as Persons and being are logically distinct, the
Persons are not communicated. It is the divine being which is com-
municated. Insofar as ‘communion’ means an act of communication,
therefore, it might be too much to say that the divine being is commu-
nion. Yet it would be even more misleading to simply remove the divine
being from communion. For the divine being is necessary for divine
communion-as-communication: there would be no divine communion-
as-communication if there were no being which was communicated.

The next two themes can take us further. First, the communion of the
divine Persons could mean Their ‘reciprocal interaction in an interper-
sonal life of knowledge and of love’. Knowledge and love, of course,
are essential terms: insofar as Persons and being are logically distinct,
knowledge and love fall on the side not of Person but of being. Within
his Trinitarian theology, however, Thomas shows that this knowledge
and love is reciprocal knowledge and love: it is the knowledge and love

60 ‘Qu’est-ce que la “communion trinitaire”?’ p. 258.
61 See ST I q. 40, a. 2.
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of three Persons Who cannot know or love Themselves or Their own
essence without knowing and loving the others.62 The point to empha-
size, however, is that this knowledge and love is no less essential or
common for being interpersonal. It is a single act of knowledge and
love which exists in three Persons Who know and love each other. This
reciprocal interpersonal knowledge and love, therefore, is a matter first
not of the distinct divine Persons but of the one divine essence and be-
ing: insofar as ‘communion’ means interpersonal knowledge and love,
Thomas’s divine being is communion.

Similar conclusions follow if we take on the final theme Emery in-
troduces, the ‘perichoresis’ of the divine Persons, or Their intimate re-
ciprocal indwelling. As Emery himself has shown, the reciprocal interi-
ority of the divine Persons in Thomas’s Trinitarian theology is a matter
chiefly of the divine essence and existence.63 Because the one divine
being is in the Son, and because the Father is identical to this being, the
Father Himself must be in the Son. Perichoresis is a fruit first of con-
substantiality.64 Yet perichoresis is also a matter of the distinct divine
Persons and Their relations. Thomas explains that ‘one relative oppo-
site is in the notion of the other’: one cannot be a father unless one has
a son, and so the idea of sonship is included within the idea of father-
hood. The Father, therefore, must be in the Son to Whom He is rela-
tively opposed.65 Insofar as communion means reciprocal indwelling,
communion is a matter both of the one divine being and of the distinct
divine Persons. Yet it is a matter first of the divine being.

Taking all these points together, we can say that, on some defini-
tions of ‘communion’, Thomas’s divine being is communion. Insofar
as ‘communion’ means that which is shared, insofar as it points to a
unity which preserves otherness, and insofar is it stands for interper-
sonal knowledge and love, the divine being, even as logically distinct
from the divine Persons, is communion. On other definitions of ‘com-
munion’, we cannot identify being as straightforwardly with commu-
nion. Yet, even on these latter definitions, the divine being is intimately
involved with communion. If communion is interrelationality, then the

62 For reciprocal knowledge in Thomas’s Trinity, see in Ioan., ##1063, 1065, 1149, 1216,
1284, 1398, and 1414. For reciprocal love, see ST I q. 37, a. 2. For more on this point,
see François Bourassa, ‘Personne et conscience en théologie trinitaire’, Gregorianum 55
(1974), pp. 471-493, pp. 677-720 and Cirilo Folch Gomes, ‘La Réciprocité psychologique
des personnes divines selon la théologie de St. Thomas d’Aquin’, Studi tomistici 13 (1983),
pp. 153-171. For a more direct engagement with it, see Higgins, ‘Aquinas on the Role of
Another in Perfect Self-Knowledge,’ Modern Theology 38 (2022), 19-35.

63 See Emery, Trinitarian Theology, pp. 298-311. For more on reciprocal indwelling in
Thomas’s Trinitarian theology, see Emmanuel Durand, La Périchorèse des personnes divines
(Paris: Cerf, 2005).

64 See ST I q. 42, a. 5.
65 ST I q. 42, a. 5. For more texts that link relation to indwelling, see Emery, Trinitarian

Theology, p. 304.
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divine being exists according to communion. If communion is commu-
nication, then the divine being is communicated in communion, and
communion would be impossible without the divine being which is
communicated. If communion is perichoresis, then communion is first
and foremost a matter of the Persons’ unity in a single act of being.
In Thomas’s Trinitarian theology, there are many respects in which be-
ing is communion, and even when being is not communion, being has
everything to do with communion.

At the very least, then, we would misread Thomas considerably if
we concluded that ‘being is not communion, because being is not what
relates in God’.66 Insofar as being is really identical to the Persons Who
relate, both being and Persons are communion in every way. Yet even
insofar as being is logically distinct from the Persons, and even insofar
as being does not relate—that is, insofar as being is one and is common
to the Persons Who are distinct—there are many respects in which it
is communion, and every respect in which it is not communion is a
respect in which it is intimately bound up with communion.

III. NOTHING LEFT OUT

I ended the last section by alluding to Levering’s denial that being is
communion in Thomas’s Trinitarian theology. Beginning with Lever-
ing, we should join him in affirming that ‘being is not what relates in
God’: the divine being is really related neither to itself nor to any of
the divine Persons. Yet Levering reasons that, because the divine being
is not really related to anything in God, it cannot be communion: he
writes that ‘God’s being is not a communion, because being is not
what relates in God’.67 We have already seen that, for Thomas, it is
‘because being is not what relates in God’—that is, it is because being
is numerically identical in the distinct Persons—that the divine being
is communion in some respects and is bound up with communion
in others. Put differently, we have seen that, on Thomas’s terms,
Levering is right to associate communion with distinction and relation,
and therefore with the distinct divine Persons. Yet Levering breaks
with Thomas in associating communion with distinction and with the
distinct divine Persons instead of with unity and with the one divine
being. Levering assumes that the unity of the divine being sets it apart
from communion. In fact, this unity immerses the divine being in com-
munion. If the divine being were not one, then it could not be common
to the Persons, and it therefore could not be communion as Thomas
himself uses the term. Nor could it be a unity which preserves the

66 Quoted from Levering, Scripture and Metaphysics, p. 228.
67 Scripture and Metaphysics, p. 228; emphasis added.
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Persons’ otherness, for it would not be a unity at all. Nor again could
it be Their reciprocal knowledge and love, for this knowledge and love
is one and undivided in Them. Nor still could it be communicated in
Their interpersonal communication, for whatever is communicated
must be common. Nor, finally, could it serve as the principle of Their
reciprocal indwelling, for it only secures Their indwelling because it is
identically the same in all of Them. Whether one defines communion
as being-shared, as unity-in-otherness, as the communication of goods,
as interpersonal knowledge and love, or as perichoresis, it is because
the divine being is one that it either just is communion or is steeped
in communion. The reason Levering gives for distancing being from
communion—and for doing so in Thomas’s name—is the very reason
Thomas is able to bind being to communion.

Again, Levering articulates his position—which he presents as
Thomas’s position—in response to Zizioulas. And Levering and
Zizioulas certainly differ on any number of fundamental points. Yet
we saw above that they agree in their reading of Thomas: they both
hold that, for Thomas, being is not communion. We will see now that
they also agree on deeper points. As we mentioned above, Levering ar-
gues that the distinct divine hypostases are communion, whereas the
one divine essence is not. Zizioulas, for all his ostensible disagree-
ment with Levering, argues the same. Specifically, Zizioulas holds that
‘being is communion’ insofar as, in God, ‘Person’—and so the com-
munion proper to persons—is identical to ‘hypostasis’. He makes no
mention, however, of ‘Person’—or of the divine communion—as iden-
tical to the divine essence. Instead, he starkly opposes the communion
of the divine Persons to the divine essence. He contrasts ‘the fact that
[God’s] being is identical with an act of communion’ to ‘the ontolog-
ical necessity which His substance would have demanded’.68 He con-
tinues that ‘this communion is a product of freedom as a result not of
the substance of God but of a Person, the Father’, and that God ‘is
Trinity not because the divine nature is ecstatic but because the Father
as a person freely wills this communion’.69 Thomas would certainly
agree that the communication of the divine essence springs not from
a pre-personal divine nature, but from the Person of the Father.70 Yet,
in contrast to Thomas—and like so many of the Trinitarian Revival-
ists71—Zizioulas opposes the divine Persons to the divine nature or

68 Being as Communion, p. 44.
69 Being as Communion, p. 44; emphasis original. Zizioulas contrasts Person to substance

all through pp. 36-49. See especially pp. 48-49.
70 See Emery, Trinity in Aquinas, pp. 127 and 190.
71 See Emery, Trinity in Aquinas, pp. 165-208.
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substance. For Zizioulas, communion is a matter of the divine Persons
or hypostases instead of the divine nature or substance.72

This point is important, first of all, because it can shed light on the
disagreement—and on the hidden agreement—between Zizioulas and
Levering. For it shows that, when Zizioulas and Levering ask whether
‘being’ is communion, they are actually asking different things. They
are using the word ‘being’ differently. When Zizioulas says that ‘being’
is communion, he is talking about the distinct divine hypostases; he is
not talking about the one divine nature—indeed, he opposes this nature
to communion. When Levering says that ‘being’ is not communion,
he is talking about the one divine nature; he is not talking about the
distinct divine hypostases—indeed, he identifies these hypostases with
communion.73 ‘Being’ means ‘hypostasis’ for Zizioulas and ‘essence’,
‘nature’, ‘ousia’, or ‘esse’ for Levering.74

Once this terminological confusion is cleared up, it becomes clear
that Zizioulas and Levering actually agree on one of the deepest
points: they both hold that the distinct divine Persons and hypostases
are communion, whereas the one divine esse, essence, nature, or ousia
is not communion. Zizioulas concludes that being is communion—but
only because, by ‘being’, he means hypostasis. Levering concludes
that being is not communion—but only because, by ‘being’, he means
essence, esse, and nature. These opposed conclusions mask almost
identical positions.

The most important point is that this shared position sets both
Zizioulas and Levering apart from Thomas. We saw above that, for
Thomas, both the divine essence and the divine Persons are commu-
nion in some respects and are bound up with communion in other re-
spects. Depending on how one defines communion, the emphasis might
fall either on the essence or on the Persons. Yet, taking together all the
definitions we surveyed, and taking into account Thomas’s own use of
‘communion’ in his Trinitarian theology, we certainly cannot say that
communion is the Persons instead of the essence. We cannot even say

72 We find something similar in the passage from Ratzinger we cited above: ‘The media-
tion of the Father and Son to complete unity is being seen, not in general ontic consubstan-
tiality, but as communion, that is to say, not on the basis of a general metaphysical substance
of being, but on the basis of the Persons’ (Pilgrim Fellowship of Faith, 41-42). Communion
is not ‘ontic’ or ‘metaphysical’; it is personal. As in Zizioulas, it is persons instead of being.
Indeed, the logic runs that a unity which was ontic or metaphysical would not be communion.
Being is not a matter of communion; it is opposed to communion. It is implicitly defined in
un-social terms. That said, Ratzinger elsewhere casts the Persons’ ‘ontic consubstantiality’
(and not merely Their union in the Holy Spirit) in social terms: see Introduction to Chris-
tianity, trans. J. R. Foster (San Francisco: Ignatius, 2004) 186-187. Yet the fact that even he
periodically succumbed to this temptation to oppose Persons and being gives some indication
for how pervasive this trend was.

73 See Scripture and Metaphysics, p. 163.
74 More technically, we could say that Zizioulas is speaking of first substance, whereas

Levering is speaking of second substance (see ST I q. 29, a. 1, arg. 2).
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that communion is a matter more of the Persons than of the essence.
Instead, in light of everything we have seen here, we can say that, for
Thomas, hypostases and Persons and nature and essence and esse are
all communion. Communion encompasses everything; nothing is left
out.

Taking a step back, Levering attempts to respond in Thomas’s name
to Zizioulas’s proposal. I can respond to Levering by noting that, per-
haps surprisingly, he ends up internalizing—and he ends up reading
into Thomas—one of the basic assumptions by which Zizioulas breaks
with Thomas: he argues that Thomas, like Zizioulas, restricts eternal
communion to the divine hypostases. Things become most interesting,
however, when we turn to Zizioulas. For, on Thomas’s terms, the prob-
lem with Zizioulas is not that he goes too far in affirming that the divine
being is communion. The problem is that he does not go far enough. It
is not—as Zizioulas seems to suggest—that Zizioulas blazes boldly be-
yond Thomas by claiming that the divine being is communion, whereas
Thomas more soberly raises reservations or qualifications which would
wall the divine being off from communion. Instead, it is Zizioulas who
limits communion to the divine being-as-hypostases instead of extend-
ing it also to being-as-ousia, and it is Thomas who is able to extend
communion to the divine being as a whole: to hypostases and to Per-
sons to be sure, but no less to essence, to nature, to ousia, and to esse. It
is not that Zizioulas insists that the divine being is communion whereas
Thomas denies that it is so. Instead, it is Thomas who can hold that the
divine being as a whole is communion, and it is Zizioulas who denies
that it is so.

For Thomas, then, the problem with Zizioulas is not merely that he
opposes the divine Persons to the divine nature. Nor is the problem
merely that he fractures the divine unity—though these dimensions of
his thought may, in fact, be problems. The problem is also that he fails
to affirm that the divine being as a whole is communion. The prob-
lem with his ‘being’ is that it is not communion; the problem with his
ontology is that it is insufficiently Trinitarian.

Most basically, however, I hope that my main conclusion has been
established: even though Thomas never explicitly claims that the di-
vine being is communion, he gives us deep resources for saying that
it is. Indeed, he gives us resources for saying it more fully than some
recent champions of Trinitarian ontologies have said it. Contemporary
proponents of Trinitarian ontologies, therefore, might look to Thomas
as a source of support. For Thomas can agree with their most basic
intuition: both for Thomas and for more recent champions of Trini-
tarian ontologies, the fact that God is Triune matters for the meaning
of being. Thomas, therefore, can serve as proof that the claim at the
foundation of Trinitarian ontologies can find a foothold in the tradi-
tion. More deeply, however, Thomas can help advocates of Trinitarian
ontologies steer clear of unhelpful patterns of thought to which they
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have been prone in the recent past, and he can thereby help them be
more radically Trinitarian—that is, he can help them be more faithful
to their own fundamental insights and commitments—than they might
otherwise be.
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