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Introduction[1]

Time and relations belong together. Reali-
ties are simultaneous in relations. Realities 
in relations are also sequential, proceeding 
one after the other. Even the most exclusive 
events are unique by the nature of their rela-
tionality as they change everything by relating 
to everything, and everything undergoes a 
change in relation to them. The simultaneity, 
seriality, and eventfulness of time reveal the 
ontological priority of relations. The priority 
of relations is of course also manifested in the 
dimensions of static space, but only in time do 
relations become a real connection, sharing, 
and communication. The ontological priority 
of relations must therefore be interpreted in 
terms of the priority of time:[2] only in this way 
can we understand the priority of relations 
according to their real signification, not just 
their relativistic or fixed givenness. And rela-
tions would not really be relations if they were 
merely a givenness of themselves or of their 
relational terms. A relation must relate.

This is why the twofold priority of relations 
and time is paradigmatically made known 
through religion. It does not matter whether 
etymologically derived from the uniting reli-
gare or the distinguishing relegere,[3] the phe-
nomenon of religion is determined by tempo-
ral relationality: it refers to the way in which 
the meaning of fundamental anthropological, 
economical, cosmological, and theological re-
lations is negotiated and sustained.[4] Accord-

ingly, the meaningfulness of these fundamen-
tal relations is announced in various forms of 
religious temporality. As forms, they can be 
the rule of work and days inscribed in the flow 
of time through festivities and celebrations. 
Or they can be the hidden formal principle of 
this ordered temporal regularity, which itself 
looks informal and unique as an event either 
fully accidental or incomparable to anything 
else. When signs are exchanged before the 
eyes of all, or routes of signification are estab-
lished from seemingly insignificant, hidden 
sources, all these forms of religious temporal-
ity manifest the priority of relations and time. 
Klaus Hemmerle (1929–1994) even argued 
that no truth is more temporal than religious 
truth.[5] Religion is not only one of the many 
manifestations of the priority of relations 
and time, but is directly its radicalization in 
history, a scandal to those who would pious-
ly associate only purely timeless truths with 
religion or, on the contrary, seek and engage 
with completely temporal truths outside of 
any connection with “conservative” religion.

What is the reason for this radicalization of 
the priority of relations and time in the phe-
nomenon of religion? According to Hemmerle 
no truth is more temporal than the religious 
truth because the epiphanies and revelations 
– those very events of religious breakthrough 
– are not only external chronological data at 
the beginning of religious traditions, but in-
ternal events of their origin, apocalyptically 
opening up their own revelatory anthropo-
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logical, economical, cosmological, and the-
ological relationality. In his text Die Wahrheit 
Jesu (1976), Hemmerle argues:

Theophanic event is not only access to 
religion, but its very essence; for the sacred 
mystery enters the interest of religion not in 
an abstractly contemplated An-sich, but in a 
concrete Für-uns – and precisely this Für-
mich, Für-uns is not determined by man, 
but pure, sovereign advent of the sacred. The 
theophanic event is in itself – this marks its 
specific temporality – coincidence of purest 
presence with sharpest difference. Only God 
is there, the wings of the seraph, or the cloud 
fill the whole room. And at the same time, I 
am thrown to the ground, I experience myself 
as dust and ash…[6]

As a coincidence of purest presence with 
sharpest difference, the dimensions of past, 
present, and future are knotted together in 
a unique way in this specific relational tem-
porality implied in theophanic event. On the 
one hand, the theophanic event takes place 
at a certain hour and moment in history, in 
a certain “now”, preceded and followed by 
some other moments of time. On the other 
hand, within this chronological “now” anoth-
er “Now” is happening, which is chronologi-
cally indescribable and unconditional. At a 
particular time, all time is happening as the 
very origin of all that happens. Everything 
past that has happened so far is given over to 
this “Now”. History can no longer continue as 
before. Everything changes in relation to the 
One who reveals His mysteries. As Hemmer-
le stresses: “Where God appears, where he 

speaks and calls, it is absolutely questionable 
whether the time and everything will contin-
ue at all. It is up to him, up to him alone… The 
future is his future, or it is not at all.”[7]

Hemmerle’s phenomenology of religious truth 
as a truth of the theophanic event recognizes, 
at the heart of temporality, God’s sovereign 
presence and transcendence, identity and 
difference, or, in other words, religious reve-
latory relation. The priority of relations and 
time is thus radicalized in the phenomenon 
of religion. Perhaps the best example of this 
is the Old Testament theology of the Sabbath.
[8] In Christianity, the true theophanic event is 
the event of Jesus Christ: his birth, life, and its 
culmination in Easter mystery of his crucifix-
ion, death, and resurrection, in which the very 
religious relation at the heart of temporality is 
shown to be analogous to Trinitarian relation-
ality.[9] The self-giving of Christ as the struc-
ture of temporality is revealed as Trinitarian 
self-giving: both in relation to human self-giv-
ing and to supernatural self-giving in Christ.[10]

Now, how is this discovery of Trinitarian rela-
tionality at the heart of time compatible with 
the traditional understanding of Trinitarian 
relationality as eternal, and thus complete-
ly other than the realities of time? Are we not 
confusing divine eternity with finite temporal-
ity in this Trinitarian conception of time? How 
do eternity and time relate when our God is the 
God of the Trinity: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit? 
Could philosophical and theological specula-
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tions about the eternal generation of the Son 
from the Father or about the procession of the 
Holy Spirit from and between both the Father 
and the Son have anything to do with the finite 
structure of time in creation? Or is it possible 
to speak of something as Trinitarian only in the 
context of eternity, so that time or temporality 
must be completely set aside as non-Trinitar-
ian or even anti-Trinitarian? In what follows, 
I will discuss this fundamental but difficult 
problem in relation to the Augustine’s De Trin-
itate which can perhaps help us to think more 
deeply about both this apparent contradiction 
and the mystery of how time and relations 
belong together. Since, according to Augus-
tine, the meaning of time or temporality is to 
enable for us the fundamental relations of re-
membering, knowing, and loving as oriented 
towards the Holy Trinity, in what sense is time 
itself already Trinitarian, how is this Trinitarian 
meaning of time already anticipated in creat-
ed reality as lived in those fundamental acts of 
the human soul from within the religious com-
munity, and how is this anticipation related to 
its eschatological fulfilment?

To treat these questions properly, we must 
first define Trinitarian ontology and under-
stand its transformative character because 
it is this transformative character that trans-
forms the classical question of the relation of 
Trinitarian eternity and time into the question 
of the relation of Trinitarian time and Trini-
tarian eternity. Second, I will show in what 
sense Augustine’s own Trinitarian ontology 

associated with his Trinitarian analogies in De 
Trinitate implies a new, Trinitarian meaning of 
temporality and time. Finally, I will consider 
the question of how the discovery of Trinitar-
ian relationality at the heart of time is com-
patible with the orthodox understanding of 
Trinitarian relationality as eternal.

Trinitarian ontology and 
Hemmerle’s “Trinität und Zeit”

We began with the priority of relations man-
ifested in time, especially in the time of reli-
gious theophany. Because the theophany of 
the Christian God is the theophany of rela-
tions, we find ourselves at a standstill. But 
if our God is the Holy Trinity, characterized 
by interpersonal relations of mutual self-giv-
ing (fatherhood, sonship, spiratio), then the 
reality created by the Triune God should 
also exemplify this Trinitarian relationality, 
which is love, in its metaphysical structure, 
and from the very beginning. Trinitarian on-
tologies argue that the priority of relations 
manifested in time and the priority of time 
over space is originally Trinitarian. There has 
never been a time that was not Trinitarian. 
This is also what motivated Klaus Hemmer-
le to write his Theses Towards a Trinitarian 
Ontology (1976), where he proposed a Trin-
itarian ontology as a new form of Christian 
philosophy proceeding from the reality that 
it is only love that remains constant despite 
all temporal changes.[11] If only love remains, 
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then the central term of metaphysics cannot 
be objective substance or subjective self-re-
flexivity, but rather a relation. Anything that 
would like to preserve its objective or sub-
jective identity will lose it, because in trying 
to preserve its own identity it replaces itself 
and makes itself meaningless; by repeating 
itself over and over again, it becomes insig-
nificant. All meaning is born from a true re-
lation that involves non-being, difference, 
movement, and change. But at the same 
time, this centrality of relation cannot, ac-
cording to Hemmerle, be absolutized in the 
sense that it can always ground the reality 
of relations unequivocally (univoce), or that 
all reality may be derived from the concept 
of relation. If only love remains, it needs to 
be analogically predicated. The focal mean-
ing of the analogia entis – analogy of be-
ing – in Hemmerle’s Trinitarian ontology is 
“that movement which is agape itself,” the 
self-giving of Christ as he mediates the eter-
nal self-giving of the Trinitarian relations.[12]

We have already seen that this is the reason 
why Hemmerle recognizes the rhythm of giv-
ing at the heart of temporality: Trinitarian love 
and relationality serve as the foundation of 
our conception of time. In his later essay, “Trin-
ität und Zeit” (1985), Hemmerle elaborates in 
greater detail on the Trinitarian nature of time 
in contrast to the modern a priori understand-
ing of time, at the centre of which stands a 
subject, who is supposed to be the source of 
his own origin and past, and the master of all 

that may yet happen in the future.[13] Every new 
thing that could happen is possible in relation 
to the possibilities of the subject who becomes 
the only actor of history. Hemmerle observes 
that presence in time necessarily becomes, 
under these conditions, the subject’s exclusive 
relation to itself, resulting in the exhausting 
stress of a constant but unfulfillable journey 
towards itself, the paralyzing boredom of be-
ing enclosed within itself, or, conversely, the 
hectic escape of the subject from its own lone-
liness and isolation within itself. “The constant 
progress and the retreat into oneself, the flight 
to oneself and the flight from oneself, come to 
a monstrous coincidence.”[14] In the modern 
system of this monstrous coincidence, time 
consists of the possibility of my effective par-
ticipation in the functioning of the whole.[15] 
But such participation can no longer be un-
derstood as a participation in common time, 
because here the “in-between” time of past 
and future has no original character, since the 
past is past only insofar as it is determined by 
the current function, and the same applies to 
the future. Moreover, this functionalized hori-
zontal time no longer takes place vertically “in 
between” time and its transcendent origin or 
source. Finally, subject-centered time cannot 
be “in between” like the time of an interper-
sonal encounter in which we as persons are 
in relation to each other as past and future for 
each other in a common “we.”[16]

These interpersonal constellations will be the 
key to Hemmerle’s proposal of how to radi-
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cally transform the subjective conception of 
time by discovering Trinitarian temporality. 
But this transformation is not grounded in a 
phenomenologically identified eidetic rela-
tionality or interpersonality as such (which 
would correspond to the temporal conscious-
ness of the expectant and remembering sub-
ject in relations), but in a participation in sal-
vation history that, despite the catastrophes 
and abysses of time, reveals time as hope ful-
filled in Jesus Christ:

Through the incarnation of the Son, not only 
is the temporal structure of our passing and 
decaying time ‘appropriated’ and accepted 
by God in His Son, but this appropriation 
and acceptance is also the assumption of 
all human destinies, all time lived by man. 
Jesus shares our time, makes it His own in 
the time of His life and death and at the same 
time makes Himself a part of it. This offers 
a new chance for our time: we can share our 
time with Him through His Spirit, we can 
live His life in our lives. We are baptised into 
His death and resurrection, equipped with 
His Spirit, so that we can say ‘Abba’ with Him 
and in Him to the Father.”[17]

Time thus transformed and redeemed is a 
shared presence or a time “in between” of 
the Holy Spirit in which our past is revealed 
as saved by the self-giving of Jesus Christ 
and the love of the Father, and the future is a 
movement in the Holy Spirit with Jesus Christ 
back to the Father by participating in the 
same self-giving, including all communal and 
relational patterns of our lives, knowledge, 
and desire as sharing in the eternal loving 

bond of the Trinity.[18] This releases “in-be-
tween” time from the constriction or impasse 
of the modern subjective. The “in-between” 
time of past and future is restored as a move-
ment in the Holy Spirit from the Son to the 
Father. This movement involves the vertical 
dimension of the time “in-between,” its fi-
nite rhythms and its transcendent origin as a 
spiritual exchange of gifts from the Father and 
back to Him through the sacrificial self-giving 
of Christ. All of this takes place within the pat-
terns and constellations of interpersonal en-
counters in which we as persons in Christ are 
in relationship with one another and serve 
as past and future for each other in the life of 
Church. The priority of relations is manifested 
through the rhythm of Trinitarian movements 
which define time as Trinitarian.

In light of the above, the classical question of 
the relation of Trinitarian eternity and creat-
ed time cannot remain as it is because it im-
plies an external relation of eternity and time, 
while Trinitarian ontology argues that this 
relation must be understood as transcending 
the dialectic of the external and the inter-
nal as all real relations ultimately have to.[19] 
It was this dialectic that alienated modern 
“internalized” subjective psychological time 
(“the flight to oneself”) from modern “exter-
nalized” structural chronology (“the flight 
from oneself”) and made it impossible for the 
modern subject to perceive time as the gift of 
a relational “in-between”. So not only is the 
classical question of the relation of Trinitarian 
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eternity and created time thus transformed 
into the question of the relation of relational 
time and relational eternity, or more precise-
ly Trinitarian time and Trinitarian eternity, but 
Trinitarian ontology also opens up a kairos 
that goes beyond a purely objective or sub-
jective conception of time.[20]

Augustine and time: 
distentio animi

This is a very bold intuition, and its continued 
relevance in discussions about Trinitarian on-
tology will depend largely on how the tradi-
tion of Christ’s self-giving in the history of the 
Church is made present in this new Trinitarian 
concept of temporality, pointing to an apoca-
lyptic horizon of witness going to the very end 
of time and world.[21]As is obvious from the 
text of his Theses Towards a Trinitarian Ontolo-
gy (1976), Hemmerle himself knew, of course, 
that to some extent he was following a previous 
tradition of Trinitarian thinking, especially that 
established by Augustine.[22] I mean not only a 
similar phenomenological recognition of the 
relational and Trinitarian structure of human 
subjectivity associated with Augustine’s doc-
trine of the human soul as the imago Trinitatis, 
but above all a new conception of the relation 
between the eternal life of the Holy Trinity and 
its temporal creation.
These ideas are present in the famous Book XI 
of Augustine’s Confessions. As is well known, 
a number of modern philosophers have seen 

in Augustine’s Confessions the key text of the 
philosophical tradition on time. In his lectures 
entitled Zur Phänemonologie des inneren Zeit-
bewußtseins (1904/1905), German phenome-
nologist Edmund Husserl (1859–1938) pointed 
out that “chapters 13-28 of Book XI of the Con-
fessions must still be thoroughly studied by any-
one who deals with the problem of time.”[23] Quid 
enim est tempus? As Augustine wrestled with 
this problem, he observed that if no one asks 
him about time, he lives with the conviction that 
he understands it, but if someone actually asks 
him a question and demands an explanation, 
he is unable to answer.[24] When we are in time, 
we are sure of it without thinking about it; when 
we start thinking about it, it seems to escape 
us. “The past, after all, no longer exists, and the 
future does not yet exist.”[25] But as soon as we 
think about past things that no longer exist and 
future things that do not yet exist, we think in 
the present. The present therefore unifies the 
three planes of time: “There are three times: 
the present of things past, the present of things 
present, and the present of things future.”[26] For 
Augustine, speech or song are examples of the 
kind of presence that is a “distention of the mind 
(spirit) itself” (distentio animi) in the dimensions 
of memory, attentive insight, and futural ex-
pectation.[27] We remember, think, and expect, 
and thus participate in spiritual realities in time. 
But even the discovery of this threefold struc-
ture of the present time does not save us from 
its abyssal character: the present, too, is noth-
ingness, because it has no duration, so it is 
clear that we cannot truly speak of time being, 
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because it tends not to be.[28] Whereas Husserl 
clearly recognized the importance of Augus-
tine’s conception of time as a distentio animi 
involving the consciousness of retention and 
anticipation, for Husserl’s disciple Martin Hei-
degger (1889–1976), it was exactly this philo-
sophical attention to the nothingness implied 
in the historical factuality of the finite subject 
that motivated his interest in Augustine.[29] How 
could he not be fascinated by Augustine’s in-
sight that man cannot grasp the meaning of his 
existence except through confessions of discon-
tinuities, turns, and limits in time? At the end of 
his lectures Augustinus und der Neoplatonismus 
(1920/1921), Heidegger even recognized the 
Trinitarian structure of Augustine’s conception 
of human being-in-time and subjectivity, but, 
disregarding its openness to the nothingness 
of being implied in historicity, Heidegger did 
not show a deeper interest in this specifically 
theological pattern in his later work.[30] It is an 
irony of history that he thus repeated the same 
omission made several centuries before him by 
the author from whom he wished to distance 
himself, René Descartes (1596–1650).[31]

It seems that, despite the extraordinary influ-
ence of Augustine on the twentieth-century 
philosophy of time, this Trinitarian pattern, 
crucial for Augustine, has remained unconsid-
ered until recently.[32] It turns out that a phe-
nomenological understanding of the proces-
sual distentio animi involving finite non-being 
of difference and facticity as purely immanent 
cannot be sufficiently accurate as long as we 

ignore the relations that analogically link im-
manence to transcendence under the creat-
ural circumstances of the historical develop-
ment of religion belonging to the inseparable 
action of God the Father, the Son, and the Holy 
Spirit in the history of salvation. This is the di-
rection that John Milbank’s recent reinterpre-
tation of Augustine’s concept of time takes 
when he explores its Trinitarian character:

Book XI of the Confessions points ultimately 
to an ontology of creatures who, as tempo-
rally self-creating, are taken as participating 
in a God who is himself (again according 
later to Eriugena) eternally ‘self-creating’ as 
Trinitarian. We can construe this as mean-
ing that God is in himself within himself (as 
well as in himself outside himself as creator) 
spiritual gift, since he is both cognitive lan-
guage and the felt or desired interpretative 
response to that language which issues in 
‘further’ and fully completed action.[33]

Milbank goes much further than Husserl, Hei-
degger, or later continental philosophers in his 
interpretation of Book XI of the Confessions be-
cause he does not shy away from a metaphys-
ical interpretation of the subjectivity of the 
human soul against the background of the late 
development of Neo-Platonism. The proces-
sual distentio animi involving retention, atten-
tion, and anticipation is not a wholly immanent 
movement of self-consciousness, but rather a 
self-creative process imitating how the per-
sons of the Trinity mutually confer their being 
upon each other as relations-entirely-in-act. 
On the other hand, it is surprising that Milbank 
does not connect the Trinitarian interpretation 
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of time in Book XI of the Confessions with the 
actual substance of Augustine’s later major 
treatise De Trinitate. Had he done so, it would 
have become apparent that the analogy be-
tween the processual self-generation of tem-
poral subjectivity and the self-generation of 
the Holy Trinity needs to be carefully refined, 
for, as we shall now see, the whole of De Trini-
tate is written to counter a conception of divine 
being understood as a pure eidetic relational-
ity of power generating itself, that is, against 
the Neo-Platonic idol which is philosophically 
most similar to the Trinity but precisely for that 
reason most problematic.

Trinitarian temporality 
in De Trinitate

The author’s philosophical aim is evident 
from the programmatic beginning of De Trin-
itate, where Augustine states that he writes 
against “the sophistries of those who scorn 
the starting-point of faith (initium fidei), and 
allow themselves to be deceived through an 
unseasonable and misguided love of reason 
(immaturo et perverso rationis amore fallun-
tur).”[34] He thereby contrasts his own specu-
lative pursuit of wisdom based on scriptural 
analogies and metaphors with the purely 
philosophical knowledge of the relational di-
vine potency that gives birth to itself in order 
to be (quae se ipsam gignat ut sit). According 
to Augustine, this intrinsically contradictory 
relational notion of the self-generating divine 

potency corresponds neither to the creature 
nor to the Triune Creator.

Those who suppose that God is of such 
power (eius esse potentiae Deum) that he 
actually begets himself (ut seipsum ipse 
genuerit), are even more wrong, since not 
only is God not like that, but neither is an-
ything in the world of spirit (nec spiritalis) 
or body (nec corporalis creatura). There is 
absolutely no thing whatsoever that brings 
itself into existence (nulla enim omnino res 
est quae se ipsam gignat ut sit).[35]

Because of this programmatic critique of the 
concept of potency that gives birth to itself 
in order to be, it cannot simply be said that 
both the processual self-generation of the 
Trinity and the processual self-generation of 
subjectivity within distentio animi in time are 
examples of one and the same transcenden-
tal self-reflexive process known from auton-
omous attempts to intellectually grasp one’s 
own identity by identifying oneself with one’s 
own thinking. While Augustine sees this as a 
philosophically seductive attempt to over-
come the obvious limitations of space-time 
metaphors and analogies, he recognizes 
that a rejection of the mystery of the created 
space-time corporeal and spiritual categories 
is also a rejection of the mystery of the Holy 
Trinity, and as such leads only to thinking 
of our own a priori presumptions (praesu-
mptiones opinionum suarum) hypostatizing 
the nothingness implied in a purely rational 
starting point. In order that we may avoid 
this error and refrain from saying something 
about God that is not real either in Him or in 
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His creation, every instance of thinking and 
speaking of processual self-generation must 
follow the revealed relationality of the Trinity, 
both in relation to the Holy Trinity itself and 
in relation to the Trinitarian time in creation.

We can therefore agree with Milbank that Au-
gustine does not consider the question of the 
relation between eternity and time as a ques-
tion after external determination and defini-
tion as if the relationality that characterizes 
the Trinity and time were merely accidental.
[36] Intimate self-generation or self-creation is 
really at the heart of everything that is real. 
But this self-generation is neither an absoluti-
zation of the logic of dialectical development 
by the movement of reflection from being, 
through self-opposing non-being, back to 
consummated being. As is already evident 
from Books X and XI of the Confessions, the 
intimate self-generation or self-creation at the 
heart of everything is paradoxical self-genera-
tion born of spiritual love and self-giving in re-
lation to the beloved other. The programmatic 
beginning of De Trinitate invites us to further 
participate in this transformative exchange of 
gifts and overflow, in other words, in the ana-
logical and metaphorical mediation between 
eternity and time which is historically taking 
place within the inseparable Trinitarian acts 
and constellations. Such participation allows 
us to be born again from the Spirit of our Trin-
itarian childhood and thus to follow Jesus 
Christ on his way towards the Father.

In the later books of De Trinitate, Augustine 
discusses how this paradoxical self-genera-
tion-from-the-other brings about the proces-
sual analogy between Trinitarian eternity and 
Trinitarian time. After laying the foundations 
of Trinitarian logic and metaphysics in Books 
V-VII, Augustine begins the phenomenologi-
cal journey of exploring the analogy between 
the inner relational life of the Trinity and crea-
tion. This journey is phenomenological in na-
ture because Augustine realizes that he must 
proceed modo interiore.[37]

In Book VIII, after first exploring the fundamen-
tal act of the encounter between soul and be-
ing, truth, and good, Augustine discovers the 
created relationality that is most like the Trin-
itarian relationality or self-generation in love. 
Behold the three: the one who loves, the one 
who is loved, and love itself.[38] In the Book IX, 
Augustine shows how this fundamental and 
shared intentionality of love must be accom-
panied in our inner life by the life of the whole 
mind (mens), which also includes knowledge 
(notitia). How could I love what I do not know? 
How could I know what I do not love? This is 
then the first form of Augustine’s inner Trinity 
(mens, notitia, amor),[39] which will become the 
starting point for all further investigations.
When Augustine’s intentio quaerentis reaches 
its peak in examining the most intense element 
of the inner life, namely the self-relation of the 
thinking subject, it will be shown that reflec-
tive thinking must proceed from pre-reflective 
reality, from memory (memoria). This reveals 
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the so-called inner Trinity in its true order and 
sense: memory (memoria), intellect (intellec-
tus), and will or love (voluntas, amor).[40] But in 
order to better understand the significance of 
the generation of logos or thought from mem-
ory and the difference between the generation 
of thought from memory and the proceeding 
of love from both memory and thought, Au-
gustine proposes to continue the exploration 
through a discussion of the external Trinity in 
the Book XI. Why does he do so? He argues that 
any differentiation will be more apparent in the 
external life of the soul.[41] The external Trinity 
includes the corporeal element as the start-
ing point (res, forma corporis), which is united 
through the soul’s intentionality (intentio animi, 
voluntas) with our sensibility (visio sensualis), 
and thus the act of seeing is produced.[42] Book 
XII then thematizes the relationship between 
the external and internal Trinity, and thus the 
relationship and distinction between science 
(temporal knowledge) and wisdom (knowledge 
directed toward eternity) is made clear. But 
this distinction can only be bridged through 
faith in Jesus Christ, in whom time and eternity 
are both united and distinguished. Therefore, 
Book XIII is a return to the first four books of De 
Trinitate, which contain the exposition of the 
scriptural and Christological revelation of the 
Trinity. On this occasion, in addition to the in-
ner and external Trinity, the Trinity of religious 
faith is also explored phenomenologically.

As we can see, Augustine proceeds from the 
Trinity of the inner man to the Trinity of the 

outer man, and then back again to the Trini-
ty of the inner man contextualized by scientia 
Christi, that is: the Trinity of faithful religious 
life. Although not an ultimate step of the whole 
De Trinitate, this contextualization is crucial. 
Since the Incarnation, scientia nostra Christus 
est.[43] Only this tacit but affective knowledge 
of the cross, mediated and shared within the 
Church, discerns and initiates the true love in 
us. It is only in light of this Christological and 
ecclesial contextualization of the inner Trini-
ty that Augustine can proceed in Book XIV of 
De Trinitate to the most difficult task of all: 
the search for a wisdom of the eternal that 
integrates the science of the temporal so that 
this integration makes evident how unity and 
plurality, eternity and time, are united both in 
the Trinity itself and in our soul with its tem-
poral relational patterns. Augustine seeks the 
proper imago Trinitatis in us, returning to the 
inner Trinity, but addressing the question of 
its self-generation or self-creation.

At the moment of his highest speculative striv-
ing, he describes the difference between the 
temporalium rerum scientia, and the self-gen-
erating self-knowledge of the soul. He shows 
that the self-knowledge of the soul does not 
actually have to involve the reflexive dualism of 
the inner and the external mediated by the ad-
ventitious travel of the subject into the world. 
The self-generating self-knowledge of the soul 
cannot be compared to standing in front of a 
mirror. “The mind is not adventitious (adventi-
cia) to itself, as though to the mind which al-
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ready was came (venerit) from somewhere else 
the same mind which was not yet.”[44] The sim-
plicity of the mind is eschatological, there is no 
dialectical doubling or dualism between the 
mind which already was and the mind which 
should “advent” to itself. The very Advent of 
the mind to itself is not adventitious. “It never 
stopped remembering itself, understanding 
itself, loving itself.”[45] As Augustine observers, 
this is especially true in the case of the minds 
of children. Does the child know itself?[46] Yes, 
but it does not think of itself reflexively, be-
cause it is preoccupied with the desire and 
thirst for light, for all the new sensible and tem-
poral realities of the external world. It cannot 
turn back to itself reflexively because it rests 
in the gift of its being and moves through the 
wonders of all being, so it is not wedged into 
the relational dialectic of the inner and outer, 
rest and motion. But to never fall into this di-
alectic, or to be rescued from this dialectic af-
ter we have fallen, we must follow Christ, who 
makes present in the dialogical community 
of the Church the reality of sonship and Trin-
itarian childhood, real relations, and peace 
that are resistant to diabolical perversion of 
self-contradictory structures like the potency 
that gives birth to itself in order to be.
This distinction is crucial to our understand-
ing of the relationship between Trinitarian 
eternity and Trinitarian time. Both eternity 
and time are certainly characterized by pro-
cessual self-generation or self-creation. How-
ever, Trinitarian eternity and time do not take 
their origin from dialectical self-relation, but 

from the relational processes that generous-
ly binds and distinguishes the persons of the 
Trinity and the acts of the human soul, i.e., 
the paradoxical self-generation “from-the-
other” and “towards-the-other”. The explo-
ration of the external Trinity and of the Trinity 
of religious faith was so crucial for Augustine 
because it made these Trinitarian distinctions 
clearly visible. Just as the eternal Father is not 
the Father of himself but of the eternal Son, 
and the eternal Son is not the Son of himself 
but of the eternal Father, so the self-creating 
and self-generating distentio animi in time 
is not reducible either to absolute irrational 
paternal authority and power or to absolute 
filial rationality, but consists in the reciprocal 
interpenetration of memory in thought and 
thought in memory. At the same time, this re-
ciprocal interpenetration itself is shown to be 
of the nature of relational exchange of gifts, 
self-giving, or the love of the Holy Spirit. What 
does this Augustinian gratuitous interweav-
ing mean? Just as the momentary, timely call 
of love at first sight must be a gift relating to 
eternity (ecce Agnus Dei!), the eternal Trinitar-
ian relations are fully in the act of mutual sur-
prise, consisting in an unexpected timing of 
eternal love. It is perhaps the most surprising 
similarity: to be surprised by eternity in time 
or to be surprised by time in eternity.[47]

This is the real metaphysical and theological 
reason why Augustine emphasizes the impor-
tance of time for knowing the mysteries of 
Trinity: “The distinction is easier to observe 
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where something crops up in time (quod tem-
pore accedit) and where parent precedes off-
spring by an interval of time (ubi parens prolem 
spatio temporis antecedit).”[48] The non-being 
in the mode of differentiation that character-
izes time (as we have already seen in Confes-
sions) proves to be, in a Christological light, an 
opportunity to recognize the inseparable gift 
that the Father and the Son bestow on each 
other, and thus also the gift by which the in-
separable unity of the human soul is formed 
on its way towards the eternal life.

Time as a gift for us to distinguish 
with love

This result of a brief analysis of Augustin’s 
De Trinitate shows that we can never follow 
the author’s explorations of time if, like most 
twentieth-century continental philosophers, 
we emphasize only the self-reflexive nature 
of consciousness or only the historicity of our 
complicated existential journey in time with-
out considering the Trinitarian patterns of 
Augustine’s thought. The processual distentio 
animi involving retention, attention, and antic-
ipation is not a wholly immanent movement of 
self-consciousness, but rather a self-creative 
process imitating how the persons of the Trini-
ty mutually confer their being upon each other 
as relations-entirely-in-act. Here, time is a gift 
for us to distinguish in love so that the Trinitari-
an patterns of our lives, knowledge, and desire 
may become real by sharing in the eternal lov-

ing bond of the Trinity. The analogy between 
the processual self-generation of temporal 
subjectivity and the self-generation of the 
Holy Trinity needs to be contrasted with a con-
ception of being understood as a pure eidetic 
relationality of power generating itself which 
is most like the Trinity but precisely for that 
reason most problematic. Rather, this analo-
gy should be seen in a Christological light as 
analogous to Christ’s both temporal and eter-
nal Trinitarian self-giving, as Klaus Hemmerle 
states when he argues that no truth is more 
temporal than religious truth.

Thus, speaking of Trinitarian temporality is 
not in opposition to traditional orthodoxy, 
which emphasizes the distinction between 
time in creation and the eternal life of the 
Trinity, but it is in direct opposition to the 
philosophical absorption of orthodoxy into 
systems of absolute logic based on the eter-
nal self-relation of mere thought, which is 
supposed to be conceptually superior to 
creation and the Creator. Trinitarian tempo-
rality refuses to interpret the differentiation 
between time and eternity as a necessity of 
dialectical unfolding, but at the same time it 
does not deny it but reveals it as a differen-
tiation in love. Trinitarian temporality is still 
distinct from eternity. The only thing that 
is new here is that this difference is neither 
non-thematic nor completely autonomous 
but is made real by Christ’s self-giving. It is 
neither non-Trinitarian nor anti-Trinitarian, 
but simply Trinitarian.
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