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CHAPTER ELEVEN

METAPHYSICS OF THE PERSON:
LOVE AS FOUNDATION AND FULFILLMENT

BY MARIA FEDORYKA

“Man that is born of a woman is of few days...He comes forth like a
flower, and withers; he flees like a shadow, and continues not.” (Job 14:1-2) In
this way, the author of the book containing perhaps the most pessimistic and one
could almost even say nihilistic passages of Scripture-reflects on the radical
contingency of the human person. On the other hand, with an eloquence
conveying a solemn authority unparalleled by any other literature, Scripture also
contains declarations of the security of man’s being in an all-powerful God-as
in Psalm 59: “But I shall sing of your strength, extol your love at dawn, For you
are my fortress...My strength, your praise I will sing; you, God, are my fortress,
my loving God.” (17-18) Is this connection between the confidence of the
Psalmist and God’s love an accidental or sentimental overflow of an eager poet?
I suggest that it is not; on the contrary, I propose that this connection contains
the key to the contingency of man’s being, which is otherwise absurd. Man’s
bond with God is that of love, the bond of one person with another person. This
essay will attempt to sketch in broad strokes how a personalist interpretation of
contingency might look, and what such an interpretation would mean for an
understanding of the human person and of his vocation as person.

Contingency as Deficiency

. The ontological poverty of man has not remained a bare theoretical
notion th.roug‘hout human history, but has plagued man’s experience at the very
core of his being. Blaise Pascal writes in the Pensees,

We sail within a vast sphere, ever drifting in uncertainty, driven from end to end.
When we think to attach ourselves to any point and to fasten to it, it wavers and
leaves us; and if we follow it, it eludes our grasp, slips past us, and vanishes for
ever. Nothing stays for us..[W]e burn with desire to find solid ground and an
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ultimate sure foundation whereon to build a tower reaching to the Infinite. But
our whole groundwork cracks, and the earth opens to abysses.'?

Especially to recent and contemporary thinkers belongs the genius of
having brought to relief this experience of contingency. Chief among them is
Soren Kierkegaard, according to whom man lives in “fear and trembling unto
death” before his nothingness, standing at every moment on the edge of the
abyss where human consciousness ends and meets with the beyond which is not
experienced. For Martin Heidegger, man’s being is defined as a being-unto-
death, his “life cast up between nothing and nothing, with death as its boundary
and supreme possibility.”'' Then there is Jean Paul Sartre’s idea of
“forlornness”, an experience in which man realizes that he is alone, with nothing
on which to depend, condemned to creating his world and his very self>'? The
theologian Paul Tillich writes of “anxiety”, as the “existential awareness of
nonbeing,” the “awareness that nonbeing is a part of one's own being.”"
According to Tillich, being at every moment is threatened by nonbeing.

If man’s being is identical with his contingency in such a way that the
contingency itself forms an absolute boundary to his being, then no matter what
solutions are offered, they are not capable of affording man an exit out of his
existential predicament: for insofar as they come from and remain within the
horizon of his contingent condition they amount to an attempt of man to pick
himself up by his metaphysical bootstraps.

There are thinkers who, despite the contradiction involved in such an
idea, want to avoid this dependence of the world on another even while
maintaining its contingency. This is the “absurdity” of Sartre, according to
which contingency finds no external justification. 314 Friedrich Nietzsche also
exemplifies this attitude. He posits the “eternal return”—that is, a world with a
circular eternally-recurring movement. Such a world, closed in on itself in virtue
of its circularity, is not in need of sustenance from without. Nietzsche writes,
“He who does not believe in the circular process of the universe must pin his
faith to an arbitrary God-thus my doctrine becomes necessary as opposed to all
that has been said hitherto in matters of Theism.”*'® There may be reasons to
deny this dependence on another: as in the case of Nietzsche, one may want to
avoid an absolute Other to whom one owes submission, an Other to whom one’s
freedom must bow.>'¢

And indeed, depending on how it is conceived, this dependence may be
no consolation. Is it a dependence on Sartre’s God—who threatens a small child
of six in his innocent games?’'” Or is he like Nietzsche’s God, who is indeed
close to man-but so close, that he “cancels out” man’s being in this suffocating
closeness?’'® Understanding how horrifying such a dependence would be, both
thinkers reject such a God.
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Or perhaps the one on whom man depends is not evil and arbitrary.
Perhaps he is simply, in Aristotle’s language, a “self-thinking thought”, an
“unmoved mover.” Would this be enough to relieve man’s anxiety in the face of
his relative non-being? Or would not such a dependence leave man cold?

But must contingency be viewed in this way? Is it in fact a dead end,
the final word, the end of man’s horizon-in short, a tragedy? The existentialist
focuses on the aspect of contingency whereby a being lacks self-sufficiency,
whereby a being is deprived of a metaphysical autonomy: man is without a
ground within himself, he does not possess an existential grip on himself.

And in fact this insufficiency of man unto himself does constitute one
aspect of contingency. But there is another element of contingency, as essential
to it as the former: contingency—both logically, and as a metaphysical reality—
stands in a necessary relationship to an absolute, as accounting for the being of
what is contingent. The word is from the Latin “contingere”, which in turn
comes from com- “together” and tangere- “to touch”; the absolute being is in a
sustaining touch, as it were, with the being existing in a dependence on it.

If this is so, contingency is not closed in on itself, but by its very notion
implies franscendence. There is a kind of paradox present here: the very
bounded-ness itself of contingency brings with it a bursting through this
boundary >

Alternative View of Contingency: Irenaeus and Bonaventure

In an exegesis by carried out by Irenaeus of Lyon of Christ’s
temgtation by Satan in the desert, 1 believe that a different meaning of
contingency emerges—one which has far-reaching implications for the
understand of the being of the human person. I will leave aside the theological
meaning of this text, and simply glean its metaphysical suggestion.

According to Irenaeus, Christ redeems man, conquering Satan and
wresting man from his grip. In Book V of Against Heresies, Irenaeus considers
how Adam falls: By asserting his independence from God. In the desert, Christ—
“as the head of all things™***~teaches the human person how to enter into the
salvation offered him. In each temptation, Satan attempts to lure Christ into
Vyhat amounts to revealing his power as God, through overcoming the
limitations of his human condition. Not only does Christ not succumb to this
temptation: even more significantly, ke triumphs over Satan by the very act of
entering into his condition as man. In each temptation, writes Irenaeus, “by
acknowledging his human nature He baffled His adversary.”*?!

In what, then, did this “humanity” consist, that it could overcome the
devil? In Christ’s entering into a dependence on the Father. In the temptations,
Christ “...did not confound the adversary by the saying of any other, but by that
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belonging to His own Father.”*?* Contrary to what one might be led to think,
Christ does not “grasp at his divinity”, in the words of the letter to the
Philippians, but enters fully into his condition as man. In other words, Christ
comes to show man what it means to be a creature-and in this way, how to
reverse the curse of Adam which had meant his death.

This idea leads us to begin consideration of a possible reinterpretation
man’s dependence on the Absolute Other: on these terms, perhaps it can now be
understood as a dependence on One who first, saves man, and secondly, on One
who therefore stands in a benevolent relationship to the being whom he
sustains. In other words, we can say that according to Irenaeus, contingency
emerges not primarily as an insufficiency, but as the privilege of the creature to
exist in an embrace of love with the one on whom he depends.®®

But this would seem to indicate that the origin of man’s being is in
love. Can an insight into this truth be gained philosophically? On the basis of
examining the relations between the persons of the Trinity, Bonaventure-the
13" century mystic, theologian, and philosopher-produces an argument
accessible to reason for the love-origin of creatures.

Following the Dionysian tradition, Bonaventure holds to the substantial
goodness of God; but tuming to the school of Richard of St. Victor, he
understands the content of this goodness to be love-more specifically, he
understands the Trinity as an exchange of love that constitutes the three persons
of the Trinity in their personhood.*** For our purposes, significant here is that
while the Son represents a substantial expression of the intelligence of God, the
Spirit constitutes the substantial expression of the will of God. Bonaventure
concludes to the following: the Son, as proceeding from the intellect of the
Father, is a necessary procession, while the Spirit, as proceeding from the will,
represents a free procession.’” But since seat of love is the will, for
Bonaventure, freedom and love are intelligibly related: both love and freedom
represent the radical self-diffusivity of God’s being. Thus, the Spirit is this
“superabundance” of God’s goodness-as-love, in personified being; the mutual
exchange of love between the Father and the Son, in its infinite character, results
in the procession of a Person who is substantial love. According to Bonaventure,
the Spirit fittingly receives also the name of “Gift.”**% As such, the Spirit is then
the ratio donandi of all gifts of the Trinity ad extra’”

From this, we can see that by strict metaphysical necessity, creation has
its origin in love: for the fact that creatures are in no way necessary to a
perfectly self-sufficient being, along with the manifest goodness of creation,
means that there could be no possible motive for this creation other than love.
Love alone accounts for gratuity.’® For Bonaventure, then, the absolute
ontological condition of creation is not only the goodness of God, but the
mystery of love subsisting in the Trinity.
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Re-Interpreting Contingency in Light of the Personalist
Character of Creation

But this reconsideration of contingency hints at another dimension, one
which takes this reflection to yet another level-what I will refer to as a
“personalist hermeneutic” for understanding contingency. *** In attempting to
understand contingency, it is necessary to keep before us that the one who gives
being is Person, and that the one who receives being is also person. In other
words, it is necessary to approach the question of contingency according to the
mode of being in which it is found, namely, the mode of personhood.

All of creation is in some sense a gift, as we have seen. But the genuine
meaning of gift can be realized only in the realm of personal existence. While in
some sense their own being is given to a tree or a cat, they are so only by a weak
analogy. Properly speaking, only a person can be given something— because
only the person, among all other creatures, is capable of responding to the gift,
by the act of receiving it.

On this consideration, the act of creation can no longer be interpreted
merely in terms of efficient causality: God the cause, man the effect. It cannot
be understood as an act of “positing” man in being, much lass can it be
understood in terms of the Heideggerian notion of Geworfenheit-man as
“chucked” arbitrary or “thrown” into existence.’>® Rather, the human person, in
being person, is an addressee, and a recipient of his being. In the words of
Romano Guardini, one Person “calls” another into existence with the call of
love.' Thus, the formal notion of contingency becomes absorbed, we could
say, into a higher level of meaning: since man’s being is “bestowed” on him as
an expression of love from a benevolent being, man’s dependency on the creator
is the dependency of a gift on a giver. In creation, I have been given to myself as
a gift. In virtue of this personalistic “modulation”, man’s relative non-being is
no longer his enemy, but much rather a “gracious” bond that connects him to a
benevolent Other, the glue of which is not “existence”, but “love.”*

The Consequent Vocation of the Human Person to Love

We have mentioned that the person is addressed in this way by the
creator, because the person is the only being in creation that can receive the gift
given to him. Thus, to be a human person means to have been addressed in love
by another, whose love must be received. What, then, does it mean to receive a
gift? Once again, we must think in personalist terms. Let s think of our every
day experience. When a young man gives a gift to a woman who is not
interested in him, what does she do? What is her instinctive response in this
situation? She declines the gift. And why is that? Because she knows that in
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receiving the gift, several things occur or are implied: first, in receiving a gift, a
person receives not only the gift, but the one who gives it. Secondly, when one
accepts a gift from another, one “owes” something to the other; in fact, just as in
receiving the gift, the recipient receives the giver himself, so it also is that the
recipient owes something of his very self to the giver. In short, the gift is not
trul);”received unless one gives oneself in return. This is the very nature of a
gift.

From this emerges the meaning and end of the human person: if the
foundation of man’s being is a call in love out of nothingness, a call which
should resonate within man’s being and elicit from him a response in return, we
discover that the human person is by its nature is a being destined for
communion in love. The implication of the gift is the establishing of a
relationship with a “Thou”, with another person. “To be” for man means “to be
for and toward another.” We could say that the person’s being is essentially
relational. What does this mean for the human person’s vocation? To the extent
that he receives himself from another, and gives himself to another, he is
realized in his being as person. To live in relationship is the metaphysical norm
of his being. This means first and foremost in relation to the absolute Person, in
relation to whom he is invited to live in a communion of love at the deepest
level of his being. But secondarily, it means to live in a relation of love to every
person. Every person is not only a gift to himself, but to every other person who
encounters him. Each of us, therefore, is called to respond to the gift of others,
by receiving them and making of himself a sincere gift in return.

It goes without saying that in the case of the human person, the
realization of his being does not take place by a necessary unfolding through the
dynamism of nature, as in the rest of creation, but by a free decision. Now, this
means that while the person is called to live in relationship, ke may also refuse
to do so. The opposite of love, however, is not a simply refusal, but extortion.
What does this extortion amount to? As we said, the person is given to himself
by the creator, and as such, truly belongs to himself. But the critical question of
why I have been given to myself is answered in a different way by the one who
refuses to love than by the one who consents to live in love: the one who refuses
love claims that I have been given to myself so that I may keep myself for
myself. In this case, the person does not receive his being, but appropriates it for
himself, and rather than giving himself away in love, appropriates others as well.

But just as the person lives and flourishes as person in consenting to
live in love, so conversely the one who refuses to do so wither and die in his
being as person.* Paradoxically, in attempting to fill himself as the aim of his
existence, the one who “extorts™ his existence, and other persons, loses himself.
In relating to the world in a self-centered way, the person becomes almost
literally possessed by the things which he uses to fill himself. (This is why St.
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Paul speaks of the slavery of sin.) In his Metaphysics of Love, Fredrick
Wilhelmsen describes the self-defeating dynamic of the one who, rather than
receiving his fulfillment by living for another, attempts to fill himself directly,
by living for himself:

...the opposite of love is the attempt to appropriate the being of another to
oneself...Experiencing himself as limited and finite, the unauthentic human
being tries to make up the lack by gathering into his being the being of another.
This is quite literally an act of metaphysical violation. If we scrutinize this act
carefully, we discover that it involves a vicious contradiction.

Wilhelmsen goes on to explain this contradiction:

Hoping to make the being of another a being for himself...the unauthentic man
ends by turning his own being into a being-for-the-sake-of-the-appropriated.
Thus the miser begins by relating himself to money and ends by being defined
by the very money he has appropriated: in a profound sense he has become little
more than a being-for-money...the attempt to make another’s being exclusively
a being-for-me ends in my making my being a being-for-that-other.. .Ontological
poverty is not overcome; it is simply accentuated. This poverty, in attempting to
feed upon itself, accelerates the deterioration into nothingness it set out to
conquer.**’

Kierkegaard expresses in his inimitable way this contradictory dynamic
of the self-centered existence of one who refuses to “give himself away”~and of
its unedifying character to the community of those called to live in love: [“It is]
a dismal sight to see someone who in a way is starving in abundance and who
still has nothing at all left over for others. We say that it is a revolting sight; we
are disgusted at his luxury; we shudder to think of self-indulgence’s dreadful
revenge—to starve in abundance...”** To starve in abundance. This is indeed the
“revenge” that selfishness takes on the selfish one—a retribution not carried out
by an outside avenger, but one which is part of the internal dynamic of the
rejection of transcendence, of the refusal to live for others.

The heart of the Gospel is not only something revealed by faith, not
accessible to human reason, but a truth which bears itself out in the experience
of man at almost every moment of his existence: “Truly, truly, I say to you,
unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it
dies, it bears much fruit.” (Jn .12:24). “Whoever would save his life will lose it;
and whoever loses his life for my sake, will save it.” (Lk. 9:24)

Conclusion

But now we have, in a way, come full circle. Man’s condition can
indeed be viewed as one of “ontological poverty.” The human person can
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choose to exclude himself from communal existence, he can opt to live for
himself, and he can decide to refuse the gift of love. Or, alternatively, he can
consent to enter into the benevolent metaphysical embrace of the One who is his
ground, to give himself away in love to this One and to all who are offered to
him as a gift-and thereby, receive himself back, immeasurably enriched and
filled up to the full measure of his personhood.

Maria Fedoryka is assistant professor of philosophy at Ave Maria
University in Naples, Florida.
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from estrangement and sin” (Systematic Theology, 194-195). In other words, while being
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the part of the donee (13), and imposes on the latter a solemn obligation to r.etu.m the _glft:
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‘with a burden attached’” (41). o

** With chilling mastery, Jean-Paul Sartre describes this stance of appropriation toward
the world, and the implications of this for relations between persons as being doomed to
either sadism or masochism (Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness, trans. Hazel E
Barnes [London: Routledege, 2001], 361-430). It is not surprising to find that for this
same author, the being of man is “nothing.”
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