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I. INTRODUCTION
A. Problem
The Incarnation of God has been a particularly difficult and long-standing puzzle for the
Christian religion. Taken at face value, the claims made of God and the man Jesus in the
Christian scriptures seem to contradict one another. Yet, no explicit formula for the metaphysics1
of divine Incarnation has been successfully presented even while accusations of incoherence
have gone unanswered for nineteen centuries. It seems that, long ago, theologians ceased to put
forward positive theories. The consensus is that the Incarnation is an insoluble mystery. Millard
Erickson concludes that “the paradox will probably never be eliminated in this life.”2 Perhaps
this outlook is too pessimistic. It is lamentable that many Christians have ceased their Trinitarian
and Christological investigations and are currently at peace with ambiguous terminology,
inescapable mystery, and ineffability.
Puzzles like this, which remain unsolved for many generations, take on a mythical quality
and the perception gradually becomes one of hopelessness. And so, when their solutions are
eventually found, they provide great intellectual satisfaction both for those within the tradition
and for those without. This has been seen recently in the resolution of other puzzles such as
Fermat‟s Last Theorem in the field of mathematics and the Logical Problem of Evil in
philosophy of religion.
B. Thesis
The puzzle that is the Incarnation consists of multiple propositions that are made on
behalf of God and of one particular man. A valid solution must incorporate all of the essential
propositions as criteria and then coherently formulate a thoroughly explanatory scheme that
answers each of these criteria.
When a set of propositions about a single entity seem to be contradictory, one must look
for a third element that rationalizes them. With God and Jesus, if the many propositions made are
1
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not either irreconcilable or permanently paradoxical (mysterious), then it seems that there must
be multiple constitutive elements within both man and God. It is within this area, I believe, that a
solution lies.
C. Strategy and Plan
A modal-logic strategy (not to be confused with Modal Monarchianism, or Sabellianism),
similar to the one employed by Alvin Plantinga in his resolution of the Logical Problem of Evil
with the “free-will defense,” will be used here.3 This strategy involves the presentation of a
single rational solution to a problem in order to show that a final solution is not impossible,
logically speaking. Accordingly, the solution will not be presented as “the answer” to the
problem but merely as a logically coherent, explicit formulation. The result will be the
elimination of any ascriptions of irrationality, paradox, or mystery to the Incarnation.
Beginning with a structural breakdown of the problem, as given briefly above, and the
listing of the criteria for a solution, the analysis will proceed by examining the 20th Century
insight of the “supernatural existential” as formulated by the Roman Catholic theologian Karl
Rahner. This concept will be explained, briefly analyzed, and adapted for use. Second,
Apollinarianism, a metaphysically explicit solution to the problem of the Incarnation proposed in
the 4th Century by Apollinaris (-ius) of Laodicea will be explained, briefly analyzed, and adapted
for use. Third, a novel synthesis of the adapted forms of these proposals will be used to
formulate a new metaphysical conception of the Incarnation. Lastly, each criterion will be
referenced and shown to be adequately met. The paper will then continue by comparing the new
formulation with past proposals to ensure that it is distinct from each and then conclude with the
anticipation of counter arguments.
II. ELEMENTS OF THE PUZZLE
The elements of this investigation are the puzzle itself (including the criteria and rules),
the concept of an external existential, and the general approach of the Apollinarian scheme.
Additionally, anthropological trichotomy will play an essential role.
3
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A. The Ancient Puzzle Itself
In the 1st Century, the paradox of the Incarnation was not formally recognized by the
Church at large. Yet, the tradition that had been handed to the early Church made assertions that
could not be easily reconciled one with another. Put simply, the tradition demanded that God was
one, yet it seemed to speak of three different persons as if they were God. In addition, one of
these three seems to have been a man. The issue of the identity of this man was the beginning of
the exploration that led not only to the orthodox doctrine of the Incarnation, but also to the
doctrine of the Trinity. In brief, Jesus is to be seen as fully human and fully divine, and God is
one being in three persons.
In this paper, we will consider only the issue of the Incarnation. Put in 21st Century terms,
the following propositions are to be reconciled: Jesus is a human being in every essential way
possessing all the parts, characteristics, and functions that are essential to humanity. In addition,
Jesus is also divine in every essential way possessing all the parts, characteristics, and functions
that are essential to divinity. These two “natures” must not mix to form a unique kind of being
(beyond mere individuality), yet the unity must be sufficient to allow for the soteriological
function.
Many related questions and issues must be put aside for the purposes of this examination.
Exploring these issues is not the point of this paper because it is not essential to this particular
puzzle. The question is whether the claims are possibly true. Thus, it is the coherency of the
above claims that is at issue. Historicity of biblical events, the possibility of miracles, Kantian
epistemology, and veridicality are not at issue here.
B. Criteria
Many passages in the New and Old Testaments of the Christian Bible, explicitly and
implicitly, make the claims listed above.4 In addition, many passages appear to stress “the unity
between [the man and the Logos] in such a way as to attribute „as to one‟ what properly belongs
4
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either to the humanity or the divinity.”5 These scriptures represent the origin and the core of the
tradition that presents the puzzle to the world. In addition, the early Christian creeds will also be
important sources. For our purposes, they must be converted into criteria that any valid solution
must meet.6 In brief, “the incarnation involves the idea of Jesus as both fully God and fully man,
possessing all of the attributes of each.”7
Proceeding by categories, the God-man must be fully human. This entails human
function, origin (sempiternity), fate (death of the body), and experience (existential humanity:
being capable of emotion and passion as the “essential preconditions of the reality and merit of
the savior‟s struggle against evil.”8 He must learn, grow, suffer, worry, and contemplate death.)
He must be human in every way except sinfulness and in the quality and/or magnitude of his
relationship to God.9
He must also be fully divine. This entails at least glory and honor (worthiness of
worship), but may also entail the other divine properties (omnipotence, omniscience,
omnipresence, eternality, etc.), as well as divine function (creator, sustainer).
He must be distinct from other human beings in very limited and particular ways while
yet remaining fully human. Therefore, the solution must allow for a sufficient metaphysical
distinction between the God-man and the rest of humanity or else the difference would be merely
functional. Yet, he must be fully human by definition. He is also to be fully theanthropic without
being a hybrid or mixture of the divine and human natures.
He must be capable of functioning as a savior. Gregory of Nazianzus has famously stated
that, “What has not been assumed cannot be restored; it is what is united with God that is
saved.”10 Though not an obvious piece of the puzzle, the history of Christology has often been
5
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steered by soteriological efficacy. Prior to the Chalcedonian Creed, Leo’s Tome11 stated that,
“Redemption required that „one and the same mediator between God and men, the man Jesus
Christ, should be able both to die in respect of the one and not to die in respect of the other.‟”12
This property is what allows for a “scapegoat” function. The payment of a price that is too high
to pay is thus enabled by the annihilation of one but not all constitutive elements.
Most importantly, the divine-human relationship within the God-Man must be such that
neither nature is obliterated. The natures must remain distinct but perfectly united in one person.
According to Cyril of Alexandria, “„The divinity and the humanity,‟ he pointed out, „were utterly
different in essence, and while the union excluded all division it could not eliminate that
difference... each of the elements in His being „remains and is perceived in its natural
property.‟”13 The Statement of the Church Fathers at Chalcedon, sums up these two positions and
recognized that, “As incarnate, the Word exists „in two natures,‟ each complete and each
retaining its distinctive properties and operation unimpaired in the [hypostatic] union.”14
C. Rules
The rules that must be followed by any successful solution are minimal. They are the
rules that any critic would use in declaring the Incarnation irrational and untenable. In other
words, the solution must silence criticism by “playing” according to the rules that would most
likely be used in formulating criticisms. Primarily, we are speaking about the rules of rational
thought, and specifically, the law of non-contradiction. Whether or not the reader believes these
rules to be valid and universal is not at issue, so long as it is admitted that criticisms will always
come in the form of a logical argument.
III. ELEMENTS OF THE PROPOSED SOLUTION
Rational solution of the problem seems to require multiple constitutive elements within
both humanity and the divine. This is because, according to the most fundamental law of rational
11
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thought, no proposition can be both true and false at the same time and in the same way. The list
of propositions above would necessarily be contradictory if there was not some variation,
ambiguity, or distinction in their predicates. One must also take note that the predicates of the
above criteria are persons. Thus, some or all of these persons must be multivariate.
A. Rahner’s Supernatural Existential: Description, Analysis
The first element of the proposal involves an insight of Karl Rahner into the metaphysical
makeup of man that is truly inspiring. In this rare case, this is not merely a figure of speech
because Rahner has formulated a particular kind of God-human link that brings aspects of the
divine into the sphere of human being. His term for this linking element is “supernatural
existential.”
Definition: Introduced in 1950, the “supernatural existential” is the central feature of
Karl Rahner‟s theology and acts as the “anthropological intersection of God‟s purposes and our
situation.”15 It is the condition (Befindlichkeit) that is required for the reception of divine grace.
It is not merely the recognition of a need for a divine element, but a capacity to receive it. 16
The supernatural existential is a mediating position between “intrinsicism” and
“extrinsicism.” Both being Rahnerian terms, extrinsicism declares that divine revelation is in
contradiction to human nature and is problematic for traditional, transcendent theology, while
intrinsicism holds that divine revelation is captive to human nature which Rahner sees to be
problematic for “contemporary modernist and liberal theologies.” Additionally, an “existential,”
a term Rahner borrowed from Heidegger, is any characteristic or capacity that defines
humanity.17
It has worked against Rahner, however, that his conception has been found by many to be
a bit inconsistent. As Karen Kilby concludes, his formulation “fluctuates” between his first
presentation of it in the 1950 article “Orientierung” in which he defines “nature” to be merely
15
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what we find in all members of a class, and the fourth chapter of his book, Foundations of
Christian Faith, in which he gives a somewhat different and much more thorough explanation of
the ontological divinity of the revelation received by an already-prepared humanity.18 Thus, it
must be assumed that the supernatural existential is not part of a sufficiently unified conception
but is part of a larger system that was never worked into a satisfactorily self-consistent theology.
Nonetheless, Rahner‟s entire theology is not required and criticisms that reference his system‟s
inconsistencies are not applicable. The only elements that are required by this paper are
sufficiently coherent to allow us to proceed.
Despite his existential affinity, Rahner has made possible a unique trichotomous diagram
of the constitutive parts of the human being. His conception, though not explicitly trichotomous,
allows the human being to be divided into three distinct parts: a body and two quite different
supernatural elements, the soul and the spirit. Yet, this alone is not an original concept. The
intriguing and relevant aspect of this metaphysical diagram is the assertion that one of the three
parts of a human being can be external in a specific sense. Put simply, part of the human being
may be another person, a divine person. It should be clear that this gives us an essential first tool
in solving the puzzle of the Incarnation because we have recognized a means of solving its most
fundamental problem. That is, multiple constitutive elements within the human being.
Rahner‟s transcendental methodology is similar to Immanuel Kant‟s, as well as to the
phenomenological method of Heidegger,19 (others could be mentioned as well, e.g., Maréchal,
and Hegel20). As the contemporary originator of existential thinking, Heidegger is not given to
working in terms of substance. Thus, it seems that Rahner is here giving a point of translation
between the traditional and the existential. It seems that the supernatural existential is a nearly
ontological expression for what has long been viewed merely as a relationship. It can be seen as
an event that acts like a component, but it can also be seen as the synthesized aspect of a twoway relationship, a point of overlap. In any case, Rahner claims that this universal way of
18
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experiencing life as a human is equivalent to a “constitutive element” for humanity.21 Human
beings actually “find the terminal point of their transcendence within themselves.”22 God‟s selfcommunication “expresses in words the subject as such, and therefore the subject in the depths of
his subjectivity, and hence in the depths of his transcendental experience.”23
Though existential, this “component” of humanity is not possessed by the human being
itself.24 Instead, it is passively received and not under human control. As a result, it is said to be
non-natural, other, or “supernatural.” Yet, it relates directly to what is most important, resolution/
restoration within the “fundamental structure of Da Sein... it is the consummation of what is most
intimate and essential to us.”25 Not only is it a point of ascent from below, in the existential
Heideggerian sense, but it is somehow “rooted in what descends „from above.‟”26 That is, we
reach upwards, from below, but find that our reaching was enabled (potentia oboedientialis) and
that there is a hand reaching down from above (the supernatural existential). Thus, there is both a
“self-communication of God” as well as an inherent, though divinely enabled, “selftranscendence” of human beings. Nonetheless, the effort from below ultimately fails except
where the two actually meet completely, that is, only in the Incarnation.27
Criticisms against the Supernatural Existential: Rahner has rejected the criticism of
ontologism, the idea that humanity, by nature, inherently possesses knowledge of God.
Moreover, this has been seen as a less-than-careful criticism. Rahner defended himself against
this claim by showing his potentia oboedientialis, a conception closely related to the supernatural
existential, to be potential not actual, a form of receptive capacity.28

21
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Rahner also objected to the criticism that his conception led to a radical immanentism as
is found in Friedrich Schleiermacher and Paul Tillich. Instead, he argued, his system allowed for
the supernatural existential to remain passive from the human perspective while being potentially
active from the divine perspective.29
David A. Pailin, in his refutation of various transcendental arguments for God, including
Rahner‟s, has argued that there is no reason to believe that anything at all is required to “ground
the human confidence in the significance of being.”30 Yet, Rahner‟s arguments were not intended
to be used to establish the existence of God. They were intended to be a quasi-metaphysical basis
for the relationships his system required.
Analysis: Grenz and Olson are critical that the supernatural existential cannot be
established biblically or philosophically.31 It must be noted that, in addition, neither can it be
confirmed empirically that human beings have any supernatural components whatsoever, let
alone two regardless of their nature. Recognize, nonetheless, that this is not required for this
proposal to succeed. This is because we are looking only for a single, rational formulation that
answers all criteria; we are not looking for a real, complete, or verifiable solution. The goal is not
to solve the problem outright but merely to establish that the God-man concept is not necessarily
incoherent. Without a full appreciation of the goal of this paper, one will be forced into thinking
that the task is too great and that insufficient argument has been provided to match the claims
being made. Perhaps Rahner‟s anthropology is too ambiguous to resolve the transcendence/
immanence problem in Christian theology, but it may still prove useful in a limited and specific
application to the mystery of the Incarnation.
Clearly, the supernatural existential is unique, diverging both from any conception of
pantheistic immanence32 as well as from the traditional divine transcendence. It is a mediating
position. It suggests that the transcendent Other who is outside of our being in a radical way, is
potentially and partially inside in another sense. Obviously, in addition to being somewhat
29
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ambiguous in its presentation, the concept is complex and difficult to grasp, yet its basic
elements may be reduced and employed in the strategy of this paper as a generic, external
existential that is, in many senses, non-Rahnerian.
Fit within a trichotomous scheme, an external existential fulfills the role of “spirit.” Thus,
in addition to the human body and human soul (regardless of its constitution), we have a third
element, different in nature and relationship from the other two elements. Just as the soul is often
thought to be non-natural and unique in its workings, so too, the external existential is to be
viewed as unique. It is different not only from the body, but also in relation to the soul. While
one may conceive of the body as a “thing” with spatial and temporal extension, one may hardly
do the same with the soul. Yet, by comparison to an external existential, the soul seems,
conceptually, to be much more “substantial.” Thus, even as we depart qualitatively from the
quantitative aspect of the ontological perspective, we retain some sense of it. While we recognize
that, “for Rahner what is crucial ... is that the affirmation is purely theological, and has no
relation to the Aristotelian doctrine of substance,”33 we also must recognize that, with Rahner,
the supernatural existential is fundamental to human existence and, therefore, is an essential,
though non-physical and non-objectifiable element of what a human being is. It is proposed as
being between “thing” and “relationship.”
B. Applications of an External Existential
The above, modified, conception of a human person is the variation, ambiguity, or
distinction that is needed to resolve the puzzle of the Incarnation. Thus, an appropriate
metaphysic of personality, involving an external existential, will allow for a coherent (verbal)
diagram of the divine-human relationship in the God-man. That is, a trichotomy that incorporates
an external existential as a third constitutive element may provide the aspect of permissible
variation that is required to make sense of the two claims that would, otherwise, be contradictory.
However, the external existential and trichotomy are not the only elements this solution will
employ. As will be shown, additional proposals must be added to ensure that all of the criteria
are met.
33
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There is a soteriological issue pertaining to the application of the external existential that
might come to mind at this point. However, the intention for this paper is to be interesting to
members of all faiths and philosophies. Thus, it will not venture into any proposed metaphysical
distinctions between soteriological classes in humanity. While it is recognized that this issue is
both relevant to this topic and the metaphysics of predestination, as well as being important to
the exclusivism/inclusivism/pluralism debate, it is not essential to this paper‟s proposal. Due to
this and the controversial nature of the topic, unlike Rahner himself, I refrain from speculating.34
Minimally, however, it should be mentioned that Rahner‟s supernatural existential might be
restricted to those with rational thought, thus excluding the very young and the mentally
impaired.35 Thus, it must be noted here, that the somewhat different version of the concept
employed here within a trichotomy, might possibly escape this problem.
C. The Failed Proposal of Apollinaris
“Heresy” is a dogmatic term. Yet, this was the label applied to Apollinarianism in 381 at
the Council at Constantinople. The accusation will hold little meaning where the authority to
issue the condemnation is not recognized. Nonetheless, this analysis may still hold interest for
everyone because there is an option to view the puzzle merely as a logical game the importance
of which is seen in its effect on the cultures of the world. As we ask, “Is it really possible to offer
a logical resolution to this ancient puzzle?” we must take, minimally, the perspective of a curious
philosopher. In this spirit, “heresy” translates to “failed attempt.” It is nothing more than a
proposal that fails to answer all the criteria. The theological and religious implications are an
important but separate matter.
Apollinarianism was the first great Christological heresy. It surfaced just after and in
reaction to the council of Nicaea that had committed the Church to the “uncompromising
divinity” of Jesus Christ.36 Though Athanasius is considered the epitome of orthodoxy in
Christological concerns due to his dominant and successful role at Nicaea, he is also known as an

34
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“Apollinarian before Apollinarius.”37 As a friend of Athanasius, Apollinaris “was simply
thinking through the implications of Athanasius‟ approach to Christology.”38 It seems that
Athanasius had never claimed that Christ did have a human soul but instead affirmed merely
that, in distinction from the prophets, wherein God entered into a man, in the Incarnation, God
became a man.39 The question remained of how this was accomplished and what was entailed. In
brief, Apollinaris reached the key formulation of what is now known as a “Word-Flesh”
Christology. It was the first subtle attempt to solve the problem of the Incarnation beyond the
crude attempts of the 2nd Century that either denied the humanity or else the divinity of Jesus
outright. These solutions had been equivalent to skirting the problem rather than solving it. Much
credit and respect, therefore, ought to be given to Apollinaris in either creating or refining the
first legitimate attempt to solve the problem.
Word-Flesh Christologies are descriptively named. Within this conception, the eternal
Word, or Logos, took the place of the human soul (nous) in the man Jesus. It seeks to secure a
“true” Incarnation instead of a mere connection between the two natures in one person.40 Rather
than joining with a complete human within a dichotomous scheme (human body-human soul),
the Logos replaces an essential human element (human body-divine Logos).
Apollinaris arrived at this solution for a variety of reasons, which included a desire to
oppose the Antiochene school and the Nestorian tendency in light of the new conclusions of
Nicene orthodoxy,41 to satisfy the requirements of Aristotelian metaphysics within his analytical
scheme,42 and to satisfy a soteriological need. This last reason, being perhaps the most
surprising, is found in his own words, “If with the Godhead which is itself mind, there was in
Christ also a human mind, the first purpose of the Incarnation which is the overthrow of sin is

37
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not accomplished by Him.”43 He reasoned that, if Jesus had any human components, like a soul
or a will, he could have sinned.44
Nonetheless, soteriological concerns earned him the label heretic (at least in Rome). This
came as a great surprise to the East, which regarded Apollinaris as, largely, correct except for a
small faction in Antioch. Yet, by discarding Tertullian‟s formula of one person and two natures,
he had made enemies of the West and threatened to remove what their soteriology required.45 As
Gregory of Nazianzus, Apollinaris‟ foremost critic, famously stated, “What has not been
assumed cannot be restored; it is what is united with God that is saved.”46 Thus, by removing an
essential element of humanity, the human soul, Apollinaris had also removed a soteriologically
essential link between God and man in the Christ. This was the ground for the accusation of
heresy against Apollinaris. He was accused of effectively eliminating Jesus‟ true humanity by
divesting him of a real human soul.
Clearly, this view is incapable of answering all of the criteria listed above. As a result, it
is a failed attempt to solve the problem.
D. Trichotomy
Several biblical passages give the impression of a trichotomy.47 Yet, it is the consensus
among Christian theologians that this concept is not the best interpretation of these ambiguous or
tangential references nor does any other field of study appear to require the concept. It is not
currently a topic of strenuous debate or concern.
Trichotomy, it is said, is a concept that comes out of the need, within Platonic thought, to
bridge the gap between the material and the formal. Additionally, it is a concept that was rejected
at one time by the Church mainly due to its association with the heresy of Apollinaris.48 Yet, the
association with Platonic thought is not necessary, as Berkouwer has noticed, and when it is
removed, the criticism becomes groundless.49 And so, if the concept may be useful in eliminating
43
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the ascription of irrationality to the Incarnation, then perhaps its critics will be content to allow it
to be considered as a possibility.
IV. NOVEL SYNTHESIS
Though not completely divulged above, the solution proposed in this paper has already
been given in fragmentary fashion. Nonetheless, important elements are yet missing as well as an
explicit formulation in one section.
The internalization of “the Other” is allowed by an external existential.50 This provides a
way to eliminate the problematic aspect of the Apollinarian conception of the Incarnation. Put
crudely, humanity may incorporate a third quasi-element, an external existential that is divine.
Yet, the nature of this divine element must also be seen as variable in order to allow for a
distinction between “normal” humanity and the humanity of the Incarnation. It is proposed here
that the usual trichotomous scheme correctly provides the third person of the Trinity as the third,
divine quasi-element. Conversely, with Jesus, in a move similar to the one made by Apollinaris,
instead of having the third person of the Trinity as the external existential, perhaps it would be
more fruitful to incorporate the second person (Son, Word/Logos) at this point. In this view, the
Logos is the third element of a trichotomous God-man. Let us call this formulation a VTE
Christology (Variable Third Element).
A. Internal Coherency
Because trichotomy is an internally consistent conception, and because it is not
necessarily at odds with known empirical, historical, or scriptural data, and because it is not
incompatible with any of the criteria for the puzzle of the Incarnation, it is a legitimate area of
speculation. The notion of the supernatural existential, though linked through Rahner to a
contentious theological system, can be reworked into a generic external existential at which point
it becomes a possibly correct concept, modally speaking. In other words, there is nothing
incoherent about the notion of an external existential. Thus, it is likewise vindicated as a
legitimate area of speculation. So, the subordinate ingredients to this new “recipe” are viable.
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And finally, when these viable elements are synthesized in this way, they form a logically
possible construction. This person-person overlap by means of a trichotomous makeup thus has
great potential for presenting a logical and explicit solution to the puzzle of the Incarnation.
B. Other Criteria for the God-Man
As noted above, however, internal consistency is just one essential criterion among many.
Proceeding in the order they were listed previously, we find first that the proposed formulation
produces an individual with a human body, a human soul, and a link with God. This is a
conception of the God-man that is fully human in every essential way including the following:
appearance, function, sempiternal origin, mortality of the body, and existential humanity, which
includes the experience of learning, growing, suffering, worrying, and even contemplating death.
The resulting human being is also divine in an appropriate way. He is the humanity that
the Logos assumed. As the embodiment of the Logos, the second person of the Trinity, he would
be worthy of worship, honor, and glory. He would also possess the other divine properties within
his divine constitutive element (omnipotence, omniscience, omnipresence, eternality, etc.). Also
within the divine element, the God-man could be considered creator and sustainer. Yet, there
must be a sense in which the Logos remains eternal and not fully “contained” (temporally and
spatially localized) in the person of the God-man. As will be shown below, this matches the
position taken in reformed Christology (finitum non capax infiniti).
The VTE Christology also provides a sufficient metaphysical distinction between the
God-man and “normal” humanity. Yet, this distinction does not preclude a human appellation.
The variation is in the divine element not in the human nature as a whole. If human nature
essentially entails a human body with its physical experiences, a human soul with its distinct
nature, and a divine existential, then differences in the individual identity of any of these three
does not alter the classification of the whole. This is what allows for the hypostatic union. This is
the essential feature that creates an interpenetrating union without mixing. This specific,
trichotomous formulation coherently describes a theanthropic being that is not a hybrid.
The VTE Christ may work as a mediator/savior in any orthodox soteriological system.
This is because no change has been proposed that affects the relationships between any of the
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relevant parties (God as Judge, humanity as judged, and theanthropic mediator). These ancient,
thoroughly-worked-out relationships have merely been given a metaphysical basis. In answer to
Gregory of Nazianzus, all essential human characteristics have been assumed and have been
united with God within VTE Christology. Additionally, answering Leo’s Tome, a VTE mediator
is able to die with respect to the human body but not in respect to the divinity.
Finally, neither the human nature nor the divine is obliterated in the union. There is,
instead, a cooperative overlap, as it were, within the bounds of the person. There is also true
unification within the person. In answer to Chalcedon, the resulting person truly exists in two
natures, each complete and retaining its distinctive properties and operation unimpaired in the
union. The only difference is in the presence of a basis for these claims. There is no logical
contradiction because there are now different senses in which the otherwise contradictory criteria
can be true. Yet, this difference in sense does not affect the requirements of any orthodox
doctrine. One must note, also, that the kenosis of the VTE Christ would involve no subtraction of
divine attributes. Instead, the divine nature has added human nature, which is a situation that may
be seen as a condescension and humiliation—kenosis by addition.
V. COMPARISON WITH PREVIOUS PROPOSALS
In the past, straightforward theories such as these have been declared heretical. In the
history of the Christian Church, very few positive propositions have been accepted beyond those
made by the Scriptures themselves. In realization that VTE Christology is an assertive proposal,
it is recognized that the burden of proof looms very large indeed. The first step is to distinguish
this theory of the Incarnation from past theories labeled either as heresies or failed formulations.
Additionally, Christologies that are not explicit, preferring the via negativa, may be shown to be
compatible with VTE.
Apollinarianism: No specific descriptions of Apollinarianism also apply to VTE. The
proposed Christology does not create a fusion of Jesus‟ flesh with the Godhead “into a single life
and hypostasis.”51 VTE Christology remains distinct in various relevant ways. Many distinctions
have already been mentioned. In brief, Apollinaris proposed that the Logos replaced the human
51
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soul in an essentially dichotomous scheme. By contrast, VTE Christology does not replace any
human element with a divine element but, instead, replaces one divine element with another.
Thus, it should be obvious that VTE does not threaten humanity in the God-man. Where
Apollinaris denied “any active human intellect and will in Jesus Christ,”52 VTE allows for both.
Additionally, some might see Apollinarianism as a variant of the trichotomous scheme
already so that VTE is not seen as new. It is true that Apollinaris viewed Jesus as having a
“lower animal soul” in addition to the Logos, which replaced his “higher rational mind.” It
should be obvious that this lower and higher “soul” notion matches neither the Rahnerian
anthropology nor the generic anthropology derived from it. The similarity is superficial because
the lower animal soul is more easily fit with the functions of the body than with a third, or fourth,
supernatural element. Instead, Apollinaris developed his scheme first within a dichotomist
conception and then worked it into a pseudo-trichotomy.53 Thus, the idea of two fullysupernatural elements, in the contemporary sense of the terms, was foreign to Apollinaris.
Nestorianism: With Nestorianism the distinction is less clear, yet the difference is not so
subtle as to make descriptions appear contrived. Nestorianism, improperly attributed to
Nestorius, came out of the Antiochene school of the Eastern Church prior to the Third General
(Ecumenical) Council.54 This school had a strong tendency to distinguish the two natures within
the God-man. Out of this grew an extreme position, clearly diverging from the criteria listed
above, wherein the divine and human were actually two separate persons both somehow living
within Jesus‟ body.55 This position was rejected by the Council in 431.
Does VTE actually formulate two distinct personalities within the God-man? No. This is
because our definition of human being both contains a person within its constitution and also
creates a person as the constitution. That is, one person contains three disparate aspects, here, by
definition. Since the soul and the body are not persons by themselves, and because the divine
element, though a person in its own right, is a constitutive element in the person of the
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Incarnation, the resulting person does not contain two persons despite the fact that the Logos
retains an eternal existence outside of the person of the God-man.
Empirically, because we are human, we have real, first-hand data indicating that the
inclusion of a divine external existential does not lead to a “schizo-phrenia” (divided mind).
Thus, if the notion of an external existential is potentially real (i.e., coherent and not
incompatible with known data), then we have enough information to reach this minimal
conclusion: Jesus could be a trichotomous God-man with the Logos as the third element without
being two separate persons.
Another closely-related problem arises at this point. If the third person of the Trinity, as
the external existential of normal human beings, does not lead to a simultaneous divinity and
humanity in the average human person, why would it do so for Jesus? Here, the defense of VTE
is weak, but still remains logically possible. The difference would be in the identity of the third
element. Because the third and second persons of the Trinity are distinct in role (as the Christian
Scriptures report), it is possible that the beings formed by the respective trichotomous unions
would be metaphysically distinct. In addition, the potential for distinction in role is even greater
than the metaphysical distinction itself.
Furthermore, another argument may be put forward weakly. Perhaps, again in crude
fashion, God‟s Word requires singularity whereas God‟s Spirit permits plurality. If the role of the
Spirit of God is to desire and receive the Word of God, then the situation reduces essentially to
transmission and reception—one point of transmission allows for multiple points of reception.
Where God‟s Word must be one, his recipients could be many.
Concerning the non-divinity of normal human beings, one need only retreat into the
amorphous imago dei (image of God). To some extent, in the Christian tradition, the current
and/or eventual divinity (lower case “d”) of man is a defensible concept. At the very least, some
humans are described in the Bible as “children of God” or “heirs with Christ” or even the “bride
of Christ” corporately. One must not assume that such conceptions predispose the theologian to
immanentistic or pantheistic (or panentheistic) conclusions. Nor is this conception to be equated
with theosis. Many very conservative theologians, such as Millard Erickson, hold to the
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immanence of God in the universe as well as in the human being in some sense.56 This link
creates divinity only by association. It is a derivative divinity, and while it is true that this is a
highly qualified sense, it presents a direction in which a more robust solution may eventually be
found. It may be concluded, at least, that the nature of the divine third element is the cause for
this ontological distinction in the two kinds of human beings under consideration.
Monophysitism: Apollinarianism is a subset of Monophysitism in an exemplary sense
as “the mother of all monophysites.”57 However, there is a feature of the larger category that
must also be addressed. Are the divine and human natures blended into a single, unique kind of
nature in VTE? Due to the special features of the external existential component, this is not a
valid criticism, though it may seem to be valid at first glance. According to the proposed view,
human nature is already a “blend” or a composition of some sort. Therefore, the difference is in
the ingredients list not in the whole nature. At this point, another metaphysical field of study
becomes the focus. What is the relationship between the individual and the parts that comprise
it? How does identity change with the transplantation of parts? With these questions in mind, we
might conclude that human “nature” is in some sense like Theseus‟ ship, which had its planks
replaced one at a time so that, after several years, the captain realized that none of the original
planks remained, yet it was still the ship he knew.58 It should be concluded that, with this
breakdown of individuals into parts, the identity of the whole is not necessarily compromised by
a difference of one part if that part performs an adequately similar role or function in two
individuals.
As an example, we can suggest a man, John, who has a human body, a human soul, and a
divine existential. He is human. But Adam, another typical human being, also has a human body,
and a human soul, and a divine existential. Yet, Adam has a different body than John and a
different soul! Nonetheless, they are both human. But, when we consider the God-man, the
difference that is under consideration is the divine element. On what basis would one decide that
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the status of the divine component must be of one sort versus another if the individual is to be
considered human? Clearly, we have no basis for eliminating this alternate composition from the
set that includes all humans. Therefore, whether or not one would classify VTE as a form of
Monophysitism, it is not a form that fails to meet the criteria for the Incarnation listed above
because it would be a form that includes all of humanity.
Reformed Christology: Taking up the topic of dichotomy and trichotomy in humanity,
the Reformed theologian G. C. Berkouwer notes that trichotomy was rejected outright by his
predecessor Herman Bavinck, but he notes that the grounds upon which the Reformed tradition,
as well as the entire Christian church since the 4th Century, have done so is without just cause.
He does not go so far as to affirm it himself, but goes on to defend dichotomy in a materialistic
age.59
With regard to Christology, Reformed thought has taken a path, in its implications, that is
quite similar to what is here termed VTE Christology. Nonetheless, there is much to distinguish
one from the other. The main area of distinction is in the explicit and positive character of VTE
as compared to the Reformed position, which remains quite implicit metaphysically. In fact, after
contemplating the main points of this new theory of the Incarnation, one reads the texts on
Reformed Christology as if the authors were on the edge of a cliff; they flirt with a conclusion
that they never seem to grasp. Even so, it seems that implicit claims are less likely to be
discovered as heretical than explicit claims. This has led to many theological positions that speak
negatively rather than positively. Thus, if the reader will allow, it seems that if the Reformed
position on the Incarnation were to be worked into a formal and metaphysically explicit
conception, it would look very much like VTE.
As with many other forms of Christian theology, Reformed theology allows for the unity
of God to include diversity in some undescribed way.60 The same diversity-within-unity concept
is also seen in humanity, having been made in the image of God, as well as in the Incarnation.
Yet, this diversity is not to be seen as a separation in either. The whole human bears the image of
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God.61 Not only is there diversity and unity in the Incarnation, but the divine Logos is seen as
existing both within the flesh and also partially remaining outside of it (finitum non capax
infiniti). In addition, the human element is dependent upon the deity for its existence. Yet,
without a rigorous explanation as to how this could be, there is no mixing or merging of the two
natures.62 There is no explicit formulation in Reformed thought that explains why or how these
propositions should be believed. VTE not only provides a formulation that is explicit, but
provides a basis for the relationships that Reformed Christology has given.
Furthermore, Reformed theology rejects the neo-platonic, mystical fusion of the human
soul with the Divine as the ultimate end for humanity that has been formulated in Roman
Catholic Theology.63 Yet, if this fusion is already at least partially in effect and bound up with
the very ontology of the human, as Rahner‟s supernatural existential would suggest, then VTE is
potentially useful in resolving this tension between the two traditions. That is, the union is
already part of what humanity is. Moreover, if humanity incorporates divinity, in this sense, as
part of the imago Dei, then the Reformed contention that its Christology may also avoid the
Nestorian pitfall can now be represented explicitly. In fact, it is quite informative that both the
Reformed and VTE Christologies succeed in avoiding Nestorianism by “holding that the union
of the two natures is embedded in the unity of the person of Christ.”64 Again, “The two natures
are indeed inseparably united with each other in the one person, but without surrendering the fact
that they are not identical.”65 And again, “In Christ the divine and human natures, „are bound and
united with one another in such a way that they are not absorbed, or confused, or mixed, but are
united or joined together in one person—the properties of the natures being unimpaired and
permanent.‟”66 Note, in Bloesch and Rohls (and Schaff and Cochrane), there is an emphasis on
the union in (within) the person. Only a trichotomous system, which defines “person” in three
parts, can create such a union without fusion. Any other route leads to Apollinarianism.
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Christology of Rahner: One may wonder why Rahner did not conclude with something
like VTE. Such a counterfactual investigation will not benefit us here, but we can at least see
which direction he did, in fact, choose to take.
The theory of the Incarnation that Rahner chose to pursue is thoroughly
anthropological,67 and mostly subjective and interpersonal/relational. In fact, “Christology
appears as the most radical foundation and elevation of [Rahner‟s] anthropological theology.”68
Thus, it seems quite natural, presupposing Rahner‟s human-centered theology that God becomes
a man eternally.69
Rahner‟s Christology is termed “transcendental” and is a Christology from below,
beginning from the perspective of anthropology. Though consistent with it, Rahner‟s Christology
is not a deduction from anthropology. It is, instead, a starting place that goes well beyond it. In
this way, humanity is an incomplete version of Christ and Christology thus fulfills an incomplete
or “deficient” anthropology. Rahner‟s Christology, in Heideggerian language, sees “Christ as the
„Ek-sistence‟ of the human being.”70
Instead of being a metaphysical diagram, Rahner‟s Christology is formulated from the
existential perspective. Thus, it is the “epitome of the encounter between God and Human
beings.”71 As a result, the question of exactly how this is done metaphysically is not addressed
rigorously by Rahner. Instead, it seems that humanity is made to exemplify an incomplete picture
of what it would be like for God to become human. With the Incarnation, we see a fulfillment of
this relevant capacity that serves to complete and connect humanity with God. The resulting
conception of the hypostatic union that Rahner puts forward is only addressed on a relational
level with little underlying explanation. This was intentional. It seems that, for Rahner, the
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reality of God is personal and that this alone undergirds the possibility of the human person that
is created to be in relationship with God.72 At least, for Rahner, this was the only way to make
the Incarnation palatable in the 20th Century academic arena.
The only indication of a metaphysical basis for Rahner‟s Christology is seen in his belief
that matter can transform into spirit and vice-versa. “In the incarnation, the Logos becomes
matter, the Word becomes flesh. This is the climax of the unity of the spirit and matter ... In the
incarnation, spirit is fully realized in matter.”73 Here may be found the missing piece of the
puzzle for those attempting to get a grasp on how Rahner is coming to his conclusions. Yet, even
here, we see a striking lack of description that could be worked into a metaphysical basis.
Thus, the trichotomous scheme used in this paper is merely based upon concepts created
by Karl Rahner. His notion of the supernatural existential allows others to add a critical element
to trichotomy even though he did not conceive of humanity in this way.
VI. ANTICIPATED COUNTERARGUMENTS
VTE not only needs to distinguish itself from the existing theories, but it needs to be
defensible with regard to the criticisms that are likely to be brought against it. What others have
done in book length must be done here in a few pages, so the responses will be necessarily brief.
Nevertheless, the intention is to at least be thorough in listing them.
Counter to the Mood of the Day/Metaphysics is Passé: The “dilemmas of
metaphysics” have been seen, in recent centuries, as dead ends and quagmires. It is the goal,
now, to escape metaphysics rather than to find a way to work out its dilemmas.74 While it is true
that a dichotomy of substance had led to many odd notions and debates in the pre-enlightenment
theology of Europe, and it is also true that Greek metaphysics had created a system whose walls
were prematurely assumed to encompass all of reality, it is also true that the current discussion of
trichotomy is not necessarily about substance, and it is not necessarily making any positive
metaphysical claims.
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It is clear that grand, comprehensive theories have been quite unpopular in recent
decades. With the rise of Deconstruction and various postmodern theologies, a certain
epistemological humility seems to be much preferred to all forms of dogmatism. Thus, the mood
of the academic community is anti-metaphysical (anti-system), and the study of the metaphysics
of the Incarnation is likely to be seen as presumptuous even before it is begun. Yet, it should be
clear that the utility of the VTE proposal does not directly involve a metaphysical view. Instead,
by showing that the doctrine of the Incarnation is not necessarily incoherent, VTE is merely
showing that there is one way for the problem to be understood rationally. It is capable of
appealing both to those who hold to any rational metaphysical reality as well as to those who
eschew it completely. That is, for those who disdain metaphysics, the rationality or irrationality
of the Incarnation is of little concern, but for those who require logical coherence, only the
solutions that lie in the area of metaphysics will be acceptable. Thus, this formulation can make
the Incarnation more acceptable to the latter group without making it less palatable to the former.
Furthermore, this proposal is not limited to the platonic dualism that dominated the early
Christologies. It is capable of being formulated within a process metaphysical system. While the
congruity with Process Theology is likely to be a bit more forced, the main focus of VTE is
relational, thus it is compatible with a metaphysics that substitutes relationships for substances.
While the trichotomous diagram is likely to be understood as a combination of three substances,
it is important to realize that the three aspects are defined mainly by their relationship to the
other parts. Thus, their attributes are imputed. One need only refer to relationships between
“actual occasions” in order to seamlessly transition into the Process perspective. (Note: The
Process notions involving an immanent, panentheistic God would probably be less compatible.
Yet, even here, VTE may permit a variation that works.)
Two Minds: Despite being one person, would the VTE Christ have two minds? First,
being of the same nature as is found in “normal” human beings, the result of the proposed
formulation is not any more schizophrenic than the rest of humanity. Second, there may be a
sense in which it is correct to notice two minds here, but not in the relevant sense. Thus, the
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criticisms leveled by Erickson against the “Two Minds” theory of Thomas V. Morris do not
apply here.75
Effects upon Faith and Practice of Christianity: A theory that answers all of the
criteria for the Incarnation cannot possibly harm any doctrines that are based upon those criteria.
While it is true that many Christians have ceased their Trinitarian and Christological
investigations and currently rest in inescapable mystery and ineffability in the Godhead, it is hard
to imagine that all but the most die-hard Fideists would reject a rational formulation that makes
sense of such an important element in the Christian faith.
However, invoking the theology of Rahner, in small part, may call to the minds of many
a significant divergence from their own theological ideas. For example, the notion that humans
have the capacity to “figure God out” on their own (without grace) or that they have an innate
capacity to know God is abhorrent to theologians such as Barth.76
Instead of a God above or even inside of us, Rahner‟s view of God places him in front of,
or along side of humanity.77 Additionally, as seen by Küng, Rahner‟s concepts may very easily
be steered into various forms of functionalism.78 Moreover, of course, there are other avenues of
thought to which Rahner‟s unique ideas have led. In response, it must be pointed out that this
paper does not depend upon anything in Rahner but the notion of the supernatural existential.
While this is central to the theology of Rahner, it is used here only in a very limited sense. Thus,
it is contended that widespread theological effects need not occur. One‟s theology need not be
compatible with all or even most of Rahner‟s in order to make use of VTE Christology. In other
words, elements of the supernatural existential can be used in isolation to resolve the otherwise
mysterious Incarnation.
Similar to the Free-Will Defense that has been used to answer the Logical Problem of
Evil, any rational solution, whether ultimately correct or not, will have the effect of silencing
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claims that the Incarnation necessarily involves a hard logical contradiction. Any utility beyond
this initial goal must be pursued in a much more rigorous manner. As a result, VTE may not have
any effect at all on the practice of Christianity except to tip the balance away from the Fideist
camp.
VTE Christology Makes the God-Man Too Similar to Humanity: This is the very
same problem that led Apollinaris to formulate his Christology. He, like Athanasius, was
concerned to distinguish between the kind of “inspiration” that occurred with the prophets (the
divine entering into man) and the Incarnation (the divine becoming man). But, where Athanasius
failed to make any positive assertions at all, Apollinaris failed in his positive assertion.79 It is at
this point that VTE succeeds. It makes the humanity of Jesus identical to that of every other
human being. The only difference is in the identity and/or role of the divine component. Yet, this
difference is sufficient to posit the possibility of the soteriologically essential distinction between
a normal human being and the God-man. Put simply, it is a difference that allows for the meeting
of the criteria listed in this paper.
As mentioned earlier, there may be room to argue for the possibility of the plurality of the
Spirit-Human link (normal humanity) and the necessary singularity of the Logos-Human link
(Christ‟s humanity). This argument is weak, but it remains sufficient to allow for the possibility
of the conclusion.
Of course, the situation may not be black and white. There may be degrees of “strength”
or “nearness” in the external existential. Thus, not only may one normal human differ from
another in this way, but the difference between Jesus and the rest of humanity may become quite
pronounced, quantitatively, as well. The “holy mystery” that remains transcendent to normal
humanity may actually be fully immanent, or maximized, within the God-man.80 This would add
a quantitative distinction to the already-mentioned qualitative distinction.
VTE Has Not Addressed Soteriology or Pneumatology: These are related, but distinct
issues. Perhaps it is premature to mention this as a potential criticism, but it is important to
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recognize the need for the implications of VTE to be worked out in other areas of theology and,
perhaps, even philosophy.
Contra Trichotomy, Does Death Alter Definition of Humanity: In a trichotomous
scheme, one must consider how the loss of one or more of the elements would affect the status of
the person. Obviously, according to most Christian systems, both normal humanity as well as the
person of the Incarnation can survive the loss of the physical body. If one considers situations
where the spirit is lost as well, then it is clear that only the soul is the truly human or personal
element.
Yet, it remains possible that the loss of the external existential would destroy the person.
In fact, this was the position taken by Rahner himself. Without the supernatural existential, a
person could not be considered truly human.81 If this is the case, and it is at least possible that it
is, then this criticism fails to preclude the possibility of a trichotomous diagram wherein the loss
of the body is tolerable but not preferred. In medicine, similar situations involve the loss of
various organs or functions. If this is to be an analog for the current discussion, we can note that
it is truly debatable whether the loss of any one human function removes the status of humanity.
The Number of Wills in the Incarnated Man (Monothelitism?): Whence the will?
Obviously, a very important topic, but it need not be considered here because the source of the
will is not a determining factor in this discussion. That is, since the will of a normal human is
variously proposed along a spectrum (metaphysical/libertarian freedom, divine influence, divine
control), the will of Jesus qua human can be described in each of the same ways because his
humanity is identical to everyone else‟s. Thus, it is conceivable that any of the three options can
be worked into a VTE Christology so long as the same application is made to the rest of
humanity.
VII. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
One need not be an adherent of libertarian free will to appreciate the accomplishment
made by the Freewill Defense of the Logical Problem of Evil. Its purpose was to show that the
logical form of the problem had at least one logical solution. As a result, there is no longer a
81
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logical problem. Instead, only an evidential problem remains. In similar fashion, one need not be
a trichotomist, an adherent of Greek-style metaphysics, or even a theist to appreciate what is
being argued here. The goal has been merely to provide one answer that is at least possible. The
result should be to move the debate to evidential territory.
There seems to be no advantage to remaining on the via negativa if one has an option to
proceed with the via positiva. Generally speaking, theologians have avoided making positive
metaphysical formulations for quite some time with good reason, yet perhaps that reason is no
longer relevant. Rather than worrying about the threat of heretical condemnation, perhaps, in a
diverse and postmodern climate, the threat of leading millions down an erroneous path is not so
great. Because the Christian community is already multifarious, real competition between ideas
may have a value that outweighs the risks of hypothesizing.
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