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INTRODUCTION

The Christian doctrine of the Triune God has been the touchstone
of the modern mainstream ecumenical movement since its inception,
and adherence to an orthodoxy expressed in the Nicene Creed is
usually required of churches seeking to become a member of a coun-
cil of churches or a ‘Churches Together’ body. Yet, in 1989, after six
years’ work, a study commission of the British Council of Churches
published in three volumes The Forgotten Trinity.1 The perceived
needs that inspired the setting up of the Commission and the result-
ant publications rested upon what was understood to be a wide-
spread feeling that the doctrine of the Trinity was irrelevant. This
feeling was focused by three imperatives cited in the Introduction to
Volume I of the trilogy. They were (a) a fresh examination of the
creed of 381 ad following upon its 1600th anniversary (prompted by
the Russian Orthodox Church in Britain); (b) the request to follow
up questions which emerged from the Faith and Order Commission
document Spirit of God, Spirit of Christ (1981); and (c) the British
Council of Churches itself deciding to focus more upon issues of
faith and order.2 Alongside these imperatives, there was also the rec-
ognition that the phenomena of the charismatic movement and its
focus on the person of the Holy Spirit, in itself, raised questions
about who the God of the Christians is understood to be. The three
imperatives, together with the experience of charismatic renewal,
provide a useful cluster of issues which this guide will seek in differ-
ent ways to address, such as the evolution and reception of the
creedal statements of the doctrine of the Trinity and the relationship
between doctrine and the Christian life and Church. The need to
reflect theologically on charismatic renewal, which is experienced in
all the mainstream churches, gives a crucial focus to the desire to
(re)understand the doctrine of the Trinity in relation to the relevance
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of Trinitarian reflection in the present day. The issue of the relevance
of the doctrine of the Trinity emerged in sharp focus at the time of
the Reformation and was compounded by the rationalism of the
Enlightenment period, which continues to the present time. The per-
ception that the concept of the Trinity is merely speculative, and
possibly a distraction, has shaped the landscape of theological dis-
course in the West for the past four centuries at least. In my view, the
appeal to social Trinitarianism, in particular in Western theological
traditions, in the latter part of the twentieth century, has been made
in response to the feeling that ‘the Trinity’ is irrelevant. This guide
will chart this appeal to social Trinitarianism in contemporary theo-
logical and ecumenical discourse. It will also seek to investigate and
explicate features of the doctrinal landscape across the centuries and
across the different strands of the Christian tradition. Reflection on
the experience of charismatic renewal opens up another core com-
ponent of the guide, in relation to what has been called the ‘world of
particulars’.3 An appeal to the world of particulars may offer a
response to the issue of relevance by appealing not so much to specu-
lation about the inner life of the Godhead as to the experience of the
Christian life in the present and past.

The doctrine of the Trinity raises many questions, but not least the
question of monotheism. If a core tenet of Christian belief is that
God is three (as well as one), to what extent is it a monotheistic
religion? Such New Testament passages as the baptismal formula at
the close of Matthew’s Gospel (28.19) as well as the closing saluta-
tion of the second letter to the Corinthians (13.13), suggest that
there had been an ‘early Christian mutation’ from the strict mono-
theism of Judaism.4 Such a recognition raises serious questions
about how to understand and situate the Christian faith and the
Christian Church vis-à-vis other world religions. There is a wide-
spread consensus that Christianity should be situated alongside
Judaism and Islam as a major monotheistic faith, sharing a common
ancestor in that faith: Abraham. However, it might be just as
appropriate to situate Christianity alongside ‘Hinduism’ – not in the
sense that there is, as some have argued (wrongly I would suggest) a
‘Hindu’ trinity: of Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva, but rather in the sense
that the belief of Hindus includes the perception that the divine is
both differentiated and yet ‘one’. Furthermore, such a perception is
at least partly rooted in the understanding that the divine can and
does become manifest or incarnated in the world. I do not want to
suggest that there is detailed comparability between Christianity and
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Hinduism. But the shared perception that the divine is differentiated,
rather than monolithic, allows that the two faith systems might
be situated together. This does not mean that the notion of the
Abrahamic faiths is something to be jettisoned, but it does suggest
that there may be a variety of ways of understanding and situating
faith systems. John of Damascus, through his work De fide ortho-
doxa, gives a clear reminder of the difference between Christianity
and Islam. To situate Christianity only in terms of Judaism and
Islam could be construed as a forgetting of ‘the inconvenient
Trinity’.

The response to the doctrine of the Trinity within the Christian
tradition has varied widely. On the whole, Christian theologians have
continued to reflect on the claims of the councils of Nicaea and
Constantinople as core moments in the effecting of the Christian
tradition. Schleiermacher, the so-called father of liberal Protestant-
ism, in offering his response to the Enlightenment critique of
Christian believing nonetheless retained a notion that the Christian
understanding of God is Trinitarian. In The Christian Faith, he
clearly sets out both the necessity and ambiguity of the ‘doctrine of
the Trinity’.5 Karl Barth, in his rejection of liberal Protestantism in
preference for ‘Neo-Orthodoxy’, begins his theological endeavour in
a central appeal to ‘Nicene’ orthodoxy. Despite their radically differ-
ent approaches to the construction of theology, Barth and Schleier-
macher each testify to the central and indefatigable status of the
doctrine of the Trinity. However, their writings also testify to pro-
found questions concerning the meaning and nature of language
about God. As Claude Welch asked, ‘What sort and degree of valid-
ity can we attach to these formulae as descriptions of the inner
nature of God?’6 Welch went on to argue that the doctrine can be
seen as working at three levels at least: (1) economic, (2) essential and
(3) immanent. By these he means that (1) the revelation of God
through Christ and the Spirit in the history of salvation is economic;
(2) the doctrines of the homoousion, co-eternity and co-equality of
the three hypostases is essential; and (3) internal relations, such as
the generation of the Son and procession of the Spirit, and doctrine
of perichoresis, this is immanent. I shall return to these categoriza-
tions later in Chapter 4, but, for now, they begin to demonstrate the
complexity of the questions to be examined in this guide. However,
Paul Tillich puts these into perspective:

Trinitarian monotheism is not a matter of the number three. It is a
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qualitative and not a quantitative characterization of God. It is
an attempt to speak of the living God, the God in whom the
ultimate and the concrete are united. The number three has no
specific significance in itself. [. . .] The trinitarian problem has
nothing to do with the trick question how one can be three and
three be one. [. . .] The trinitarian problem is the problem of
the unity between ultimacy and concreteness in the living God.
Trinitarian monotheism is concrete monotheism, the affirmation
of the living God.7

Thus, the Christian claim that God is both three and one is rooted in
the perceived human experience of and encounter with the divine, in
the life and ministry of Jesus of Nazareth witnessed in the four
Gospels and the Day of Pentecost as set out in the second chapter of
the Acts of the Apostles and in the lived experience of the tradition
that issues from those two ‘events’.

In this guide, I shall endeavour to offer an analysis and interpret-
ation of the interpreters of the doctrine of the Trinity in the Christian
tradition. I do this as an adherent to that tradition and, specifically,
as a priest in the Church of England. I understand myself to be
working within the hermeneutical community of the Church, or
churches. It was in that community of faith and interpretation that
reflection upon the experience of the life and ministry of Jesus of
Nazareth and the Day of Pentecost began. The interpretation of
those foundational experiences issued in the writings which were
eventually collected together as the New Testament and formed part
of the canon of Scripture. The community of faith may be under-
stood as both the author and recipient of Scripture. In that author-
ship and reception, the Church engages in the interpretation and
construction of an ‘event of truth’, which is the result of the exercise
of the will to power. Thus, as a hermeneutical community, the
Church continues to shape the hermeneutical tradition of Christian-
ity, as well as being itself shaped by that tradition. The doctrine of
the Trinity is a core example of the Church’s shaping of the hermen-
eutics around the ‘event of truth’ understood in relation to Christ
and the Spirit and, in turn, being shaped by that ‘event’. The claim of
the British Council of Churches in the 1980s that ‘the Trinity’ was
‘forgotten’ demonstrates that the doctrine of the Trinity, and the
appeal to koinonia, became a tool in the power struggle of the mod-
ern ecumenical movement.

The theological method which I will use in pursuing the analysis
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and interpretation of the interpreters of the doctrine of the Trinity
will be the so-called ‘Anglican’ method, as expressed in the work of
Richard Hooker, in which Scripture, tradition and reason illuminate
each other in the quest to receive the Christian faith afresh in the
present generation. To Hooker’s triad, I will add Wesley’s appeal to
experience as well as a recognition of the importance and inescap-
ability of context. The appeal to Scripture and tradition is not made
without acknowledgement that the use made of the Bible and patris-
tic sources by systematic theologians has been called to account in
recent times; for example, by Michel René Barnes.8 In treating the
different stances of the interpreters of the doctrine of the Trinity,
I shall make use of George Lindbeck’s categorizations of doctrine as
cognitive, experiential-expressive or a combination of these.9 My
own preference in terms of this categorization is that the latter com-
bination of a cognitive with an aesthetic approach to doctrinal
statement offers a balanced way of understanding the mechanics of
the exercise of the will to power in the construction of an event of
truth. I also appeal to Gordon Kaufmann’s understanding that such
construction is a matter of the (theological) imagination.10 It is
against this methodological background that I also want to make it
clear that I espouse the project to interpret an understanding of the
Godhead as differentiated in terms of the appeal to relationality, as
expressed by John Zizioulas and Colin Gunton among many others.
However, I have also sought to take into account the critique of that
endeavour. And, in that regard, I have argued that there needs to be a
more modest approach to the claims which may emerge from an
appeal to ‘social Trinitarianism’. There needs to be a clearer com-
mitment to an apophatic approach in the construction of the doc-
trine of the Trinity, which might be expressed in a ‘hermeneutic of
relationality’ which is satisfied with making interpretative rather
than ontological claims. These are the things which the reader can
expect to find in this guide. However, having stated my preferences
and prejudices, the reader should not expect to find a map of the
doctrine of the Trinity, let alone of the Godhead. My intention in
writing this guide is not so much to provide answers as to equip the
reader in framing good questions of Scripture and tradition and of
those who seek to interpret them. This guide is not like other intro-
ductions to the doctrine of the Trinity.11 It assumes a basic working
knowledge of the doctrine and scholarly discourse concerning it.
However, the structure of core arguments is often summarized
in order to facilitate the reader’s engagement with more detailed
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development of those arguments. So, it is not my purpose to pro-
pound an overall argument or narrative in order to convince the
reader of one model or strand in the tradition over and against
another. The material is set out to facilitate further study and
research and to enable the reader to make informed decisions in
relation to Trinitarian theological reflection.

In the five chapters of this guide, I set out the main areas of
concern for those seeking to engage in critical reflection on the doc-
trine of the Trinity. In the first chapter, I ask the question ‘Why
Trinity at all?’ The chapter responds to this question through an
examination of the ‘data’ of the Scriptural witness, particularly in
the New Testament and of the Christian experience of worship and
prayer. In particular, I examine the mystical theology of Pseudo-
Dionysius and Meister Eckhart and twentieth-century theological
reflection on ‘mystery’. In Chapter 2, I examine four moments of
interpretation of this ‘data’ in the history of the doctrine. Beginning
with the present-day critique of the ‘de Régnon paradigm’, I proceed
in reverse chronological order, to look at the effects of Socinianism
from the sixteenth century until the nineteenth century, the back-
ground to and issues surrounding the Schism of 1054 and, finally, the
exclusion of Arianism and the adoption of the homoousion in the
fourth century. This chapter concludes with an assessment of Peck-
nold’s interpretation of Augustine’s reception of the orthodoxy set
out by the Council of Constantinople. Pecknold’s appeal to the func-
tionality of the doctrine of the Trinity becomes a key concept for the
remainder of the guide. In the third chapter, which is the heart of the
book, I set out the core formulations of the ‘data’ which the tradition
has identified for the construction and symbolization of the doctrine.
The focus of this chapter is on the terminology used to express the
threefoldness and oneness of the Godhead. I also examine the cri-
tique of the use of gendered language in the expression of Trinitar-
ian reflection. In Chapter 4, I look at four areas of epistemological
concern that emerge from the interpretation and formulation of the
‘data’. The first focuses on revelation, the second on the classic
understanding that the divine activity is undivided in the world, the
third on the relation between the economic and immanent in the
‘knowing’ of the doctrine of the Trinity. The chapter concludes with
an examination of event conceptuality. In the final chapter, I begin
with an examination of the relation between the doctrine of the
Trinity and concern for the Other and then take this into an analysis
of the construction of Trinity–Church identity. This brings to a
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conclusion my concern to examine the possibility of the functional-
ity of the doctrine of the Trinity in the present day.

Before commencing the first chapter, there are three matters I
would like to explain. First, I have adopted the shorthand phrase
‘Nicene orthodoxy’. This refers to the creedal statements of the
Councils of Nicaea (325) and Constantinople (381/2) and to the
interpretation of those statements by figures such as Athanasius,
the Cappadocian Fathers and Augustine of Hippo. In using this
phrase, my purpose is not to make any hegemonic claim but rather to
suggest that the ‘orthodoxy’ that emerges from those councils and
their interpreters is the product of a complex and sometimes tortu-
ous process of reception and often highly nuanced reflection. Second,
I have used numbers for dates without any use of the abbreviations
of ad or ce. As both of these attributions have their problems, dates
are stated on the basis that they are of the Christian era unless
otherwise stated. Finally, I have frequently used the phrase ‘God
in se’. This is to avoid using a phrase such as ‘in God himself ’ or ‘in
Godself’. ‘In se’ in Latin can refer to him, her or it, so I have chosen
this phraseology to avoid the constant repetition of a gender specific
designation or ‘Godself’, which tends to veer away from a sense of
the divine differentiation which after all is the focus of this book.
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CHAPTER 1

WHY ‘THE TRINITY’ AT ALL?

INTRODUCTION

Why does the Christian tradition include within it the doctrine of the
Trinity? Indeed, some might say that the tradition is formed by the
appeal to ‘the Trinity’. Why ‘Trinity’? And, if there is to be an under-
standing of diversity in the ultimate, why stop at three? or, why not
two? The standard answer to these questions lies in an appeal to the
Scriptures of the Christian tradition, in particular the New Testa-
ment. To a certain extent, such appeals also relate to the Hebrew
Bible in so far as the New Testament itself depends upon the Scrip-
tures of Judaism. Having said this, there will be those among biblical
scholars who will challenge the very idea of reading the doctrine of
the Trinity out of the New Testament; and, of course, there are those
who simply reject the notion of a triune God altogether, and yet still
see themselves as Christian theists. It is crucial, therefore, to under-
stand that the ‘standard answer’ is itself a matter of hermeneutical
tradition. In seeking to answer the question ‘Why Trinity at all?’, it is
necessary to recognize that the doctrine of the Trinity is an ‘ecclesi-
astical doctrine’; that is to say, it is the product of reflection on
beliefs held by the believing community of Christians: the Church.
The Church, the community of the faithful, is itself to be understood
as a hermeneutical community. It has interpreted its own experience
of encounter with that which it understands to be the divine mystery.
It is from this encounter with mystery, as evidenced in the Scriptures,
and as lived in contemporary experience, that the will to understand
the Godhead as triune emerges. It is from this will to reflect upon and
understand the encounter with the divine mystery that what is now
received as the doctrine of the Trinity has been produced.1 It is
important to recognize that the doctrine is an ecclesiastical doctrine:
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i.e., a belief system of the believing community. This enables the
doctrine to be placed within a contemporary or ‘postmodern’ ana-
lytic of truth claims – what has been called the will to power or the
will to knowledge or the will to truth.2 The doctrine of the Trinity is,
therefore, to be understood as the product of such ‘will’ and that this
doctrine has been produced and handed on within the hermeneutical
community of the Church. It needs also to be noted that at certain
critical moments, the hermeneutical tradition has been shaped by
particular forms of the will to power, not least the use of imperial or
papal power, such as by Constantine who convened the Council of
Nicaea (325) and Charlemagne who convened a council at Aachen
(809), and the pope and emperors who convened the Council of
Florence (1439). If it is accepted that ‘truth’ only emerges through
the exercise of the will to power, then the formation of the Christian
hermeneutical tradition in such a manner need not be a matter of
concern. The question to be asked of the Councils is, Do the
decisions that emerge from them remain faithful to the data of
the Christian kerygma as witnessed in the Scriptures, particularly the
New Testament? Athanasius, for one, was clear that what was per-
ceived at the time as the ‘novel orthodoxy’ of Nicaea did reflect that
to which he understood the Gospels to bear witness. In determining
the appropriateness of the outcome of the councils, a dialectic is
invoked between the will to power and truth, on the one hand, and
the New Testament on the other, as a source of criteria for determin-
ing the truthfulness of the decisions elicited by the will to power.

In this chapter, I shall examine three areas which may be under-
stood as primary sources for theological reflection on the human
encounter with divine mystery. These three sources are crucial to the
ongoing dialectical process of testing the reception of the conciliar
decisions concerning the doctrine of the Trinity. Of the three sources,
two are rooted in Scripture, mainly in the New Testament, and they
are the ‘Christ event’ and the ‘reception of the Holy Spirit’; and the
third source focuses on the lived experience of the Christian com-
munity, in terms of worship and prayer: i.e., doxology.

THE PERSON OF CHRIST IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

In seeking to answer the question ‘Why Trinity at all?’, Christians
have usually made appeal to the person of Jesus Christ as the cause
for their understanding that there is differentiation in the divine
being. Such an approach is already sophisticated and is working at a
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highly developed level. What does it mean to make such an appeal,
and why should such an appeal continue? The answer lies not so
much in the proclamation that ‘Jesus is Lord’ (Rom. 10.9 and 1 Cor.
12.3), which does not necessarily evoke a sense of differentiation; but
rather in the claim that, ‘in Christ God was reconciling the world to
himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting
the message of reconciliation to us’ (2 Cor. 5.19, NRSV). It is on this
basis that Harnack argues that, ‘confession of Father, Son and Spirit
is the unfolding of the belief that Jesus is the Christ’.3 In other words,
it has become generally accepted that the basis of the claims made in
the Creed of Nicaea-Constantinople (381) are rooted in the New
Testament.4 What has also to be borne in mind is that this is a
dialectical claim, made in relation to the interpretation of the experi-
ence of the Christian community, as well as its reading of the
Scriptures.

The interpretation of the encounter with divine mystery as some-
thing that suggests or requires an understanding that the divine is
differentiated may be traced to the Hebrew Scriptures, as well as to
writings found in the Septuagint.5 Scholars have argued that there
are compelling reasons why both ‘wisdom’ and ‘spirit’ may be dis-
tinguished from ‘God’ in certain passages in these texts and that the
appeal to the ‘Word of the Lord’ may also suggest some kind of
differentiation. I do not want to suggest that such examples in
any way lead necessarily to a Christian understanding of God as
Trinity. They have, however, been interpreted as stages on a way
towards such a development, with hindsight. The New Testament
documents begin with a primary example of differentiation. This is
the account of the baptism of Jesus, which is referred to in all four
Gospels.6

Then Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be bap-
tised by him. John would have prevented him, saying, ‘I need to be
baptised by you, and do you come to me?’ But Jesus answered
him, ‘Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to fulfil all
righteousness’. Then he consented. And when Jesus had been
baptised, just as he came up from the water, suddenly the heavens
were opened to him and he saw the Spirit of God descending like
a dove and alighting on him. And a voice from heaven said, ‘This
is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased’.

Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be
tempted by the devil. (Mt. 3.13–4.1, NRSV)
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The descent of the Spirit and the designation of the ‘Son’ by the
‘voice’, inferring parental status to the voice, suggests a threefold
differentiation, though not necessarily within the Godhead. The
account of the Transfiguration provides a parallel narrative, but in
this instance there is only twofold differentiation.7 Another early
example of differentiation, from a non-narrative context, is the con-
cluding salutation from the second letter to Corinthians which pro-
vides a triadic formula at two levels: ‘The grace (charis) of the Lord
Jesus Christ, the love (agape) of God, and the communion (koino-
nia) of the Holy Spirit be with all of you’ (2 Cor. 13.13, NRSV).

The triads are: Jesus Christ, God and the Holy Spirit; and: grace
(charis), love (agape) and communion (fellowship; koinonia). The
triadic, horizontal juxtaposition of Christ, God and Spirit provides
an intriguing imperative towards a threefold differentiated under-
standing of encounter with divine mystery. This demonstrates an
implicit sophistication at work in the thought of the New Testament
church, which may well be earlier in terms of being a written docu-
ment than the Gospels themselves. The sense of differentiation is
extended by the account of the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost
(Acts 2.1–13) and the passages concerning the Paraclete in the fourth
Gospel.8

However, the testimony of the New Testament, and of the Gospels
in particular, is capable of various and different, even opposing,
interpretations. The Fourth Gospel, beginning with the ‘Logos-
Prologue’, also contains passages that clearly suggest an inferior sta-
tus of Jesus to the divine.9 The classic subordinationist text in the
Gospels is: ‘You heard me say to you, “I am going away, and I am
coming to you.” If you loved me, you would rejoice that I am going
to the Father, because the Father is greater than I’ (Jn 14.28, NRSV).

There are other intriguing passages that suggest an otherness or
transcendence about the figure of Jesus. John de Satgé draws atten-
tion to such passages, which suggest Jesus was feared, or held in
awe.10 There is a sense of a direct or physical otherness in the follow-
ing passages, which leads to later reflection in terms of the onto-
logical status, or difference to be attributed to Jesus: ‘They were on
the road, going up to Jerusalem, and Jesus was walking ahead of
them; they were amazed, and those who followed were afraid. He
took the twelve aside again and began to tell them what was to
happen to him’ (Mk 10.32, NRSV).

Then Jesus, knowing all that was to happen to him, came forward
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and asked them, ‘For whom are you looking?’ They answered,
‘Jesus of Nazareth’. Jesus replied, ‘I am he’. Judas, who betrayed
him, was standing with them. When Jesus said to them, ‘I am he’,
they stepped back and fell to the ground. Again he asked them,
‘For whom are you looking?’ And they said, ‘Jesus of Nazareth’.
Jesus answered, ‘I told you that I am he’. (Jn 18.4–8, NRSV)

The interpretation of these passages is problematic, and I do not
wish to suggest that they necessarily convey a ‘high Christology’;
these are further instances of the great diversity of expression of the
person of Jesus within the New Testament account. Both these
instances relate to broader understandings of Christ as an agent of
divine salvation and of the coming of the end times (ta eschata). It is
this role of Christ in terms of the bringing in of salvation that, in
particular, leads to the sense of a differentiation: i.e., that Christ is
not only an agent of divine salvation but also possibly a divine agent
of that salvation. The redeeming work of Christ leads to reflection
on his relationship to God (Father) and on the status of the Christ
vis-à-vis the divine being.

The clearest examples of reflection on differentiation in the divine
being in the New Testament relate to those passages expressing
a ‘higher’ Christology, such as Paul’s reflections on the Wisdom of
God (e.g., 1 Cor. 1.17–31), and the Johannine prologue in which the
divine Logos is understood to be pre-existent and the agent of creat-
ing the cosmos. In both instances, Word and Wisdom are used in
order to stretch the received monotheism of Judaism towards an
understanding of a differentiated Godhead. There are further
examples in the letters, in which references to Christ in terms of
equality with God and the fullness of deity are to be found (Phil. 2.6;
Col. 2.9). These passages remain a long way from Nicene orthodoxy.
Even this complex and sophisticated passage from Colossians
(below), does not require a notion of pre-existence or divine equality
to be understood; indeed, it seems to suggest a rather different status,
possibly more akin to a notion that Jesus was adopted as God’s Son:

He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation;
for in him all things in heaven and on earth were created, things
visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or
powers – all things have been created through him and for him. He
himself is before all things, and in him all things hold together.
He is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning, the
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firstborn from the dead, so that he might come to have first place
in everything. For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to
dwell, and through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself
all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace
through the blood of his cross. (Col. 1. 15–19, NRSV)

Reflection in the New Testament on the status of the Christ also
includes references to being the beginning and the end: arche and
telos, or Alpha and Omega (Rev. 22.13; Tit. 2.13). Perhaps most
conclusively it is reflection on the change of the designation of ‘God’
to ‘Father’, which emerges from Jesus’s ‘Abba’ experience of and
address to God, which leads to the understanding that Jesus himself
is in some way part of a differentiated Godhead. Jesus’s address to
God as ‘Father’ reaches its fullest expression in this Matthean pas-
sage (and its Lucan parallel): ‘All things have been handed over to
me by my Father; and no one knows the Son except the Father, and
no one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom the
Son chooses to reveal him’ (Mt. 11.12, NRSV; see also Lk. 10.22).

The designation of God as ‘Father’ emerges from the existence
and ministry of Jesus of Nazareth or reflection on that existence and
ministry. But this designation remains some way from a later under-
standing of divine fatherhood as such. The testimony of the New
Testament raises the question as to whether the Father–Son (Word)
relationship belongs to the realm of the intra-divine being. In other
words, do the Father and the Son mutually condition each other? Is
there an eternal interdependence between them? Apart from the
account of Christ’s baptism and the triadic formula of 2 Cor. 13.13,
the evidence examined so far only suggests a twofold or binitarian
difference, a dialectic between God as father and Jesus as son. The
New Testament also bears considerable testimony to a further third
ingredient: the Holy Spirit.

THE HOLY SPIRIT IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

The New Testament witness refers not only to experience of the
Christ event but also to the reception of the Holy Spirit. There is in
the Christian kerygma the identification of both Christ and the Spirit
with ‘God’. As noted above, there are passages in the New Testament
that clearly refer to a threefold designation of Father, Son and Spirit.
It is possible that such designations may have been understood as
transitional. God is now Father, then Son and, finally, Spirit.11 The
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use of the words theos (God) and kyrios (Lord) in the New Testament
may allow for the interpretation that these words have different ref-
erents, clearly offering the perception of a plurality in the divine
being, a binitarianism. There are also occasions in the New Testa-
ment when reference is made not only to the Father and Jesus but
when a distinction is also being drawn between Christ and the
Holy Spirit, in the sense that the Spirit is not simply the Spirit of
Christ himself. However, there are those who claim that the under-
standing of the Holy Spirit in the New Testament is rooted in the
experience that the Holy Spirit and the Risen/Exalted Christ are
the same.12

The interpretation of this relationship between Christ and the
Spirit is central to whether later developments of a triadic under-
standing of the Godhead are rooted in the experience to which the
New Testament bears witness or not. For if it could be demonstrated
that in the experience of the Apostolic Age it was clear that the Spirit
and the Exalted Christ were the same, suggesting only a binitarian
understanding, that would create large-scale difficulties for those
seeking to retain and justify later triadic formulation. In this regard,
the account of the Baptism of Christ becomes a crucial reference
point for later hermeneutical developments. In that the narrative
distinguishes between Jesus, the Spirit and ‘God’ (Father/‘parent’ by
implication), this suggests a threefold rather than twofold experience.
There are other examples of ambiguity concerning the Spirit in the
writings of both Paul and John. There are also texts that suggest that
the Holy Spirit is the instrument of mediation in the relating of
Father and risen/exalted Son. The narrative of Christ’s baptism is an
example of such mediating during the earthly ministry of Jesus.
However, such references are mostly to be found in the post-
Resurrection situation, in which the Holy Spirit may be designated
as such, or as Spirit of God or Spirit of Christ, in which it is clear
that the Spirit is an agent of Christ or sent by the Father.13 The
following passages from the Letter to the Romans would seem to
demonstrate a threefoldness of Jesus Christ/God (Father)/Spirit:

For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not
do: by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and to
deal with sin, he condemned sin in the flesh, so that the just
requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not
according to the flesh but according to the Spirit. (Rom. 8.3–4,
NRSV)
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For you did not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear,
but you have received a spirit of adoption. When we cry, ‘Abba!
Father!’ it is that very Spirit bearing witness with our spirit that we
are children of God, and if children, then heirs, heirs of God and
joint heirs with Christ – if, in fact, we suffer with him so that we
may also be glorified with him. (Rom. 8.15–17, NRSV; italics
mine)

The evidence of the New Testament witness concerning the relation-
ship between God, Christ and Spirit can be interpreted in a variety
of ways, but for me it is clear that there are moments when an irredu-
cible threefoldness is evident. Christ’s own existence and ministry is
understood not only in relation to God (the Father) but also the
Spirit, e.g., Jesus’s conception (Lk. 1.34–5); inauguration of ministry
(Lk. 3.21–2); and Christ’s death understood as redemption (Heb.
9.14). That relationship is also understood to operate in a context
outside the ‘historical’ in a metaphysical realm, in which the Exalted
Christ and the Spirit have an existence which is construed on the
basis of sophisticated speculation. In the following text, the words
spoken by Christ suggest reflection upon the inner divine life: ‘When
the Advocate comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the
Spirit of truth who comes from the Father, he will testify on my
behalf ’ (Jn 15.26, NRSV).

The following text from the Letter to the Galatians might be inter-
preted in a similar fashion, though the conceptuality inherent in the
text refers more directly to experience in this world than to
elsewhere:

But when the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son, born
of a woman, born under the law, in order to redeem those who
were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as children.
And because you are children, God has sent the Spirit of his Son
into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba! Father!’ So you are no longer a
slave but a child, and if a child then also an heir, through God.
(Gal. 4.4–7, NRSV)

These texts suggest to me that the understanding of an experience of
a threefoldness in the economy of salvation is an authentic interpret-
ation of the Apostolic Age. While the formulations of later Trinitar-
ian reflection leading to Nicene orthodoxy cannot simply be read out
of the New Testament, neither do they have to be read back into it.
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The texts examined above clearly represent for me that later Trinitar-
ian reflection is neither an aberration nor inauthentic. The develop-
ment of Nicene orthodoxy, as Athanasius argues, is the securing of
the Apostles’ experience of Christ, to which the Gospels bear witness,
rather than a radical misunderstanding.

THE CHRISTIAN LIFE

Worship

One of the contentions of those who perceive the doctrine of the
Trinity as an irrelevance is that the doctrine does not relate to the
‘ordinary’ experience of Christians, that there is no Trinitarian
experience to be had in living the Christian life. There is simply an
experience of or encounter with the divine, which is undifferentiated.
However, if the linguistic articulation of worship offered in churches
is given even the most cursory examination, forms of expression that
indicate differentiation will be found. Some churches will focus more
clearly upon one of the persons of the Trinity: in a church with a
charismatic or pentecostal tradition, there is likely to be a central
focus on the Holy Spirit and the gifts or charismata of the Spirit.
Such congregations are likely also to perceive the Church particu-
larly in terms of the metaphor of a fellowship of the Holy Spirit. In
other churches, there may be a clear focus on the person of Christ;
evangelical traditions and sacramental traditions may have a strong
devotion to Christ in the word and/or sacrament and may under-
stand the Church in terms of the metaphor of the Body of Christ.
While in other contexts there may be a focus on God as Father,
perhaps having an emphasis on the transcendence of the divine and
working with the metaphor of the People of God as a model for
understanding the Church. Such pen sketches are inevitably carica-
tures, which barely stand up to scrutiny. They do illustrate that indi-
vidual persons of the Trinity are addressed in worship, thus giving
the lie to what, for me, is a mistaken view that there is no Trinitarian
experience to be had either in the Christian life or in Christian wor-
ship. In most acts of worship, all three persons of the Trinity are
likely to be invoked or addressed explicitly, and in many acts of
worship, Trinitarian or triadic formulations will be used. Such phe-
nomena do not necessarily guarantee any explicit Trinitarian under-
standing or devotion among members of a congregation, but such
forms of address to God in worship are the stuff of which Trinitarian
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reflection can be made. More often than not, a Christian will have a
sense of devotion to Christ or the Holy Spirit, which may be sup-
plemented by a Trinitarian understanding of God and which may be
reinforced by the liturgical practice of addressing most prayer to
God the Father. There is, of course, an explicitly Trinitarian under-
standing of prayer, whether liturgical or personal: that prayer is
offered to the Father, through the Son and in the power of the Holy
Spirit, which relates to the passage in Rom. 8.15–17. Thus, in Chris-
tian worship and prayer, there are clear indications of a Trinitarian
experience of the divine. The worshipper is invited to encounter Christ
in word and sacrament and to be empowered with gifts of the Holy
Spirit in living the Christian life of discipleship, with at least the
implicit understanding that these experiences also relate to the
Father. It is understood in the tradition that the Word and Spirit of
God are agents of the divine creating, redeeming and recreating or
transforming of the cosmos. In the past, when there were more widely
accepted metaphysical understandings, the encounter with Word and
Spirit in the creation as well as redemption might have been more
widely appreciated and expected. The metaphysical understanding
of the correlation of the Logos with the logoi, to be found in writers
such as Origen, Gregory of Nyssa and Maximos the Confessor, was
the basis for the expectation of encountering the divine three in the
created order.14 The understanding of the Spirit as the agent of
Creation and the renewal of Creation was celebrated in the liturgical
tradition and has experienced a revival in modern usage in relation
to contemporary endeavours to relate the liturgy to ecological con-
cerns.15 However, generally speaking, in the present day, I suspect that
if there is sense of God in creation, people are most likely to attribute
this to the Father/Creator God. Such sentiments have been prevalent
in Western culture from at least the time of the Enlightenment
period in the thought of Deists and were reinforced in the Romantic
movement by poets such as Wordsworth. In recent times, this has
perhaps received a renewed impetus through the use of non-gendered
language to refer to the three of the Godhead: e.g., Creator, Word,
Spirit, in which the traditional understanding of the participation of
all three persons in creating is obscured, by the first designation. I shall
return to the critique of gendered Trinitarian language in Chapter 3.

The possibility of the experience of God as Trinity is then to be
found in the Christian life and Christian worship. That experience is
generally based upon the use of Trinitarian language, formulae and
structures in worship. The Church community as a hermeneutical
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community inherits the tradition of Nicene orthodoxy that assumes
and expects an encounter with the Holy Trinity in prayer and worship
and life. This assumption has formed the basis of the ecumenical
consensus, which is articulated in the constitution of the World
Council of Churches that member churches should subscribe to a
doctrine of the Trinity consonant with the Nicene–Constantinopoli-
tan Creed. The inherited and lived tradition forms the Christian
community in relation to ‘Trinitarian expectations’. The sacramental
traditions of the Church expressed in both Baptism and Eucharist
set out these expectations most clearly.16 Each Christian is admitted
into membership of the Body of Christ, the Church, through use of
the Trinitarian baptismal formula and the invocation of the Holy
Spirit to fill each individual with equipping gifts in service of God’s
mission in the fellowship of the Church. In the Eucharist, the
Church makes the memorial of Christ according to the injunction of
the Institution Narrative and invokes the Spirit to equip those receiv-
ing the Body and Blood of Christ to be the Body of Christ in the
world. Such understandings are, of course, highly developed and the
product of long-standing tradition and reflection. Such ‘Trinitarian
expectations’ as much assume a doctrine of the Trinity as explicate
one. As Jean-Luc Marion has suggested, the narrative of the
Emmaus story in the Gospel of Luke may be seen as a paradigm for
the Church as a hermeneutical community,17 a concept to which I
shall return in Chapter 5. Marion makes the point that the hermen-
eutical tradition of the Church is based upon a sacramental
encounter with Christ, which both informs and forms the Church as
the Body of Christ, itself an incipient Trinitarian concept in the
Pauline writings of the New Testament (1 Cor. 12; Eph. 4).

Reflection on worship as a source for theological understanding
is an ongoing strand in Christian discourse across the centuries.18

Such a doxological approach to reflection upon God as Trinity is to
be found in many examples. One such instance is to be found in the
writings of Basil of Caesarea. Basil reflected in particular on the use
of Trinitarian formulae in Baptism and doxologies.

For if our Lord, when enjoining the baptism of salvation, charged
His disciples to baptise all nations in the name ‘of the Father and
of the Son and of the Holy Ghost’ [Mt. 28.19] not disdaining
fellowship with Him, and these men allege that we must not rank
Him [the Spirit] with the Father and the Son, is it not clear that
they openly withstand the commandment of God?19
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Reflection upon the baptismal formula is also to be found in
the writings of Gregory of Nyssa and Gregory Nazianzen. The
Cappadocian Fathers understood that Christian discipleship did not
simply consist in having the right understanding of God, it also meant
worshipping God in the right way. (Orthodoxy means offering
worship in the right manner.) In order to proclaim an authentic
understanding of God as Trinity, the Cappadocians also taught that
it was necessary for the Liturgy to be an authentic celebration of the
Holy Trinity. As Pelikan argues, ‘the doctrine of the Trinity, being a
doctrine about why Father, Son, and Holy Spirit must (as the Nicene
Creed required) “be worshipped and glorified together”, was no
exception to this rule.’20 This was to be particularly evident in baptism:

For the Cappadocians, baptism was in many ways the most cogent
example of what Nazianzen called ‘the spirit of speaking myster-
ies and dogmas’ – which meant both mysteries and dogmas, and
ultimately neither dogmas without mysteries nor mysteries with-
out dogmas. This can, then, be taken as an enunciation of the
principle, ‘The rule of prayer determines the rule of faith’ [lex
orandi lex credendi].21

The Cappadocian Fathers found that the practice of baptism in
particular provided the ground for reflection upon the equal status
and deity of the Holy Spirit, because of the way in which the Spirit
was understood in the doxological context of worship.

For if He is not to be worshipped, how can He deify me by Baptism?
But if He is to be worshipped, surely He is an Object of ador-
ation, and if an Object of Adoration He must be God; the one is
linked to the other, a truly golden and saving chain. And indeed
from the Spirit comes our New Birth, and from the New Birth our
new creation, and from the new creation our deeper knowledge of
the dignity of Him from Whom it is derived.22

Who was the author of these words of thanksgiving at the lighting
of the lamps, we are not able to say. The people, however, utter the
ancient form, and no one has ever reckoned guilty of impiety those
who say ‘We praise Father, Son, and God’s Holy Spirit’.23

The Cappadocian Fathers clearly understand that the reciprocity
between worship and belief is inescapable for theological reflection
and, in particular, Trinitarian theological reflection. This has left an
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ongoing mark on the tradition and its expression in the hermeneutics
of the Christian community. This is reflected in such examples as the
long-standing practice of invoking the Holy Spirit in a consecratory
role in the Lord’s Supper in the Reformed tradition, despite the
overwhelming focus on the Word of God in that tradition.24 Trinitar-
ian hermeneutics are also to be seen at work in the widespread adop-
tion of a Trinitarian structure to the Eucharistic Prayer, across many
traditions as an outcome of the Liturgical Movement.25 It is also
important to recognize that within Christian experience there are
strands of tradition which do not conform to this patterning, at least
in a straightforward manner. So, I turn now to examine the under-
standing of those who suggest that the encounter with the divine is
less easily differentiated, and how, if at all in their understanding, the
differentiation which a doctrine of the Trinity requires is to be dis-
cerned and understood.

THE EXPERIENCE OF ‘MYSTERY’

In the writings of those who reflect upon the Christian traditions of
contemplative prayer and mystical experience, the doctrine of the
Trinity does not always feature with a central role. Indeed, some
commentators have suggested that the contemplatives and mystics
place the doctrine of the Trinity at the margins of their writings.
Their experiences of the divine often suggest that the Trinitarian
experience and understanding of God is something to be left behind
or is something that is constructed on top of a more primary and
unitary encounter with the divine, or, indeed, that which is ‘beyond
the divine’. Michel Foucault has reflected that the experience of such
‘mysticism’ is a primary challenge to the status quo, particularly in
the sphere of the political.26 His reflections may also have a bearing
on the power dynamics of the hermeneutical traditions of Trinitar-
ian reflection. Mysticism provides access to experience which is not
easily embraced or managed by the gatekeepers of the status quo
but which challenges the assumptions of the received tradition and
of those who defend it or benefit from it. I shall mention just
two writers in this tradition, Pseudo-Dionysius (c.500) and Meister
Eckhart (c.1260–1327). Dionysius ‘the Areopagite’, despite claiming
to know characters from the New Testament, is usually not dated
before the late fifth century. A philosopher as well as a theologian,
Dionysius wrote works which have come to be accepted as classic
examples of a mystical theology, which has its roots in both Platonism
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and Christianity. Central to his theological method is an understand-
ing of contemplation (theoria), which is practised to attain to true
knowledge. This has strong echoes of a Platonist understanding of
knowledge. Dionysius clearly suggests that the Godhead, under-
stood as triune, is something manifested in what the tradition under-
stands to be the economy. The human capacity to know the inner
reality of the divine is so limited that it is impossible to say what the
being of God is:

And the fact that the transcendent Godhead is one and triune
must not be understood in any of our typical senses [. . .] no unity
or trinity, no number or oneness, no fruitfulness, indeed, nothing
that is or is known can proclaim that hidden-ness beyond every
mind and reason of the transcendent Godhead which transcends
every being [. . .] we cannot even call it by the name of goodness.27

This passage also demonstrates the radical apophaticism inherent in
Dionysius’ method. He is clear about the limits of human language
and numeracy when it comes to expressing anything about the divine.
This understanding is not new to Dionysius; it is clear that the
Cappadocian Fathers also articulate such limitations to human
expression.28

Eckhart has a parallel understanding of the revealed Trinity. The
human mind might in some sense know and receive an understand-
ing of the Holy Trinity in revelation, while the ultimate reality of the
divine remains unknowable and hidden.29 Eckhart uses a metaphor
of divine ‘boiling’ or ‘bubbling’, bullitio, to explain the processions
within the divine, which can be known in the creation and divine
revelation, but he draws a distinction between the triune God and ‘a
distinctionless, nameless ground or Godhead that transcends this’.30

Such understandings obviously pose significant challenges to the
more typical approach and expectations of theologians who follow
in the tradition of Nicene orthodoxy. The differences between the
two Christian monks, Bede Griffiths and Abhishiktananda, who
lived in India in the mid- to late twentieth century is illustrative of
the tensions that emerge in the double appeal to contemplation and
mystical experience, on the one hand, and the revealed God, under-
stood as triune, on the other. Both men sought to engage with the
Indian theological tradition of advaita (non-duality), which, in its
radical form, is understood as a form of monism. While Abhishik-
tananda felt that his experience of contemplation took him towards
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the kinds of understanding seen in Dionysius and Eckhart, Bede
Griffiths sought to retain an orthodox Christian understanding of
God as triune.31 In order to pursue the bearing of these tensions on
Trinitarian theological reflection further, I will examine four writers
from the twentieth century who also appeal to mystery.

The first writer, Rudolf Otto (1869–1937), had a profound influ-
ence upon theological discourse during the twentieth century, in
particular in relation to his appeal to the ‘numinous’. He invented
this word and associates it with the Latin numen. Some commenta-
tors ascribe to it the meaning ‘presence’, while in classical Latin
it might refer to a ‘nod’ and hence to a ‘command’, but also to a
deity. In medieval Latin, it had the connotation of dominion or
property. Otto makes considerable use of his new word to point to
the human experience of the inexpressible and ineffable. The follow-
ing is a significant description of numinous experience in Otto’s
writing:

it grips or stirs the human mind [. . .] The feeling of it may at times
come sweeping like a gentle tide, pervading the mind with a tran-
quil mood of deepest worship. It may pass over into a more set
and lasting attitude of the soul, continuing, as it were, thrillingly
vibrant and resonant, until at last it dies away and the soul
resumes its ‘profane,’ non-religious mood of everyday experience.
It may burst in sudden eruption up from the depths of the soul
with spasms and convulsions, or lead to the strongest excitements,
to intoxicated frenzy, to transport, and to ecstasy. It has its wild
and demonic forms and can sink to an almost grisly horror and
shuddering.32

Otto uses experience as the core of his understanding of mystery
and the encounter with the ultimate or the divine. In so doing, he
grants a fresh permission at the beginning of the twentieth century
for theologians to be able to value mystical experience in theological
reflection. Mystery, mystical experience and the appeal to the world
of particulars are all enhanced in Otto’s reclamation of the sense of
that which is ‘other’ within the context of ordinary and everyday
experience.

A second writer in this exploration of the appeal to mystery is Ian
Ramsey (1915–72), who echoes Otto’s understanding in his quota-
tion from Joseph Conrad’s description of a storm in Typhoon (1902).
Ramsey goes on to reflect that
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A gale – awesome indeed; and my claim is that in and around the
gale occurred a cosmic disclosure; a situation which takes on
depth, to disclose another dimension, a situation where I am con-
fronted in principle with the whole universe, a situation where
God reveals himself.33

Ramsey also suggests that prayer is a moment when such
encounters or cosmic disclosures are to be experienced.34 He broad-
ens the appeal to mystical experience to include the more domestic
activity of prayer, as well as the extraordinary moments of dis-
closure, such as a storm. Ramsey is also open to the understanding
that Christian reflection may continue into a Trinitarian understand-
ing of such disclosure.35

A third source of the appeal to ultimate or absolute mystery is to
be found in the work of Karl Rahner (1904–84).36 In Foundations of
Christian Faith, he sets out his understanding of ‘Man in the Pres-
ence of Absolute Mystery’.37 Rahner sets out the basis of his under-
standing of epistemology in terms of the raw experience of mystery,
which is accessible for all human beings. Clearly, the chapter title
above does not include the word ‘God’, and in the chapter Rahner is
focused on discourse concerning human being and human experi-
ence. It is also clear that the understanding of human being in the
presence of absolute mystery raises the questions: What is absolute
mystery? Why is it absolute?, and How it is present? So, although the
word ‘God’ is absent from the title, the questions implicit in the
word ‘God’ about the origin and destiny of life are clearly to be
understood as questions which are being addressed in this discourse
concerning the human experience of mystery. Rahner is seeking to
understand whether human beings can know God. His answer lies in
the suggestion that human beings encounter God in a transcendental
experience of (God’s) Holy Mystery. Whenever human beings expe-
rience their limits and imagine what lies beyond them, they begin to
transcend those limits. In that experience, the mystery of human
existence is to be discerned, the origin and destiny of which remain
unclear. Rahner argues that to know ‘mystery’ is to know the source
of transcendence. It is at this juncture that Rahner makes a crucial
claim, particularly in relation to later Trinitarian reflection that this
source of transcendence is not a blind and impersonal force. What is
known is a personal God, and Rahner makes this claim in terms of
analogy. God is not a person in the same sense that human beings
are, but God is a person in the sense that God is not to be reduced to
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a ‘thing’. Rahner proceeds to claim that God is the absolute ground
of all things, ‘absolute’ because not reducible to anything else.
Human beings relate to God as creatures to the source of their
creation. Furthermore, human beings ‘know’ God by knowing
themselves in relation to the mystery of being alive. This mystery is
nothing other than that which gives human beings their place in time
and invites them to fulfil the possibilities offered to them. Rahner
thus argues that ‘Holy Mystery’ is present ‘in’ the world as its fun-
damental ground. It is ‘holy’ in that it enables a human being to
become complete; i.e., it opens up the possibilities for human beings
to be what they are meant in God’s creating and redeeming purposes.
Rahner allows that it may be possible to find God in historical
religion and its holy places, people and things. He is clear that God is
not confined to such phenomena. Rather, the phenomena of this
world, including the holy symbols, sanctuaries and deeds of religion,
mediate the presence of God and teach human beings how to discern
it. Human beings can know God immediately as their transcendent
ground. Rahner’s appeal to Holy Mystery is something which he
understands is available to and, indeed, part of every human life. In
that he understands this in relation to an encounter with a personal
God, this allows him by means of his axiom that the economic and
the immanent trinities are the same (see below in Chapter 4), to
claim that the encounter with Holy Mystery is encounter with the
Holy Trinity.

The fourth writer in this exploration of ‘mystery’ is John Mac-
quarrie (1919–2007) who argues along similar lines. He makes
explicit appeal to Rudolf Otto’s ideas:

In what [Otto] calls ‘creature-feeling’ we can recognize [. . .] [a]
mood of anxiety. This creature-feeling becomes awe in the pre-
sence of the holy. Otto’s analysis is in terms of the mysterium
tremendum fascinans, the mystery that is at once overwhelming and
fascinating. The mysterium refers to the incomprehensible depth
of the numinous presence, which does not fall under the ordinary
categories of thought but is other than the familiar beings of the
world. The tremendum stresses the otherness of holy being as over
against the nullity of transience of our own limited being; it
points to the transcendence of being. The fascinans points to what
we have already called the ‘grace’ of being which has unveiled
itself so that we understand that it gives itself to us, that it is the
source of our being and strengthens our being with its presence.38
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The encounter with mystery that these writers point to does not
necessarily relate at all to the Trinitarian understanding of God of
Nicene orthodoxy. Macquarrie’s understanding of the gracious self-
giving of the encountered mystery forms the basis for his later
extrapolation from this place to a God who is triune. Macquarrie’s
description of mystery in terms of the phrase: ‘it gives itself to us’
has strong resonances with contemporary discourse on ‘Gift’ in the
works of Derrida, Marion and Milbank.39 This establishes an
important connection between the appeal to mystery and recent
attempts to reconfigure of the language of ‘being’. I shall return to
discuss the concept of gift in Chapters 3 and 5.

THREE SOURCES OF REFLECTION: A SUMMARY

In different ways, each of these writers suggests a return to the ques-
tion with which I began: Why Trinity at all? In order to attempt an
answer, it will be necessary to appeal not only to the primordial
experience of mystery as variously understood but also to the scrip-
tural witness and to the Nicene tradition. Reflection on scripture and
tradition as well as on the primordial/everyday experience of
mystery brings that experience of mystery into dialogue with its self-
expression in the economy of salvation, in the Christ event and giv-
ing of the Spirit at Pentecost, as well as contemporary contexts of
Christian worship and discipleship in which mystery may also be
encountered. The remainder of this guide is, in a sense, an attempt to
flesh out what that dialogue might look like. The self-expression of
absolute mystery in the economy of salvation or revelation leads to
reflection on the events of that revelation. Claude Welch has sug-
gested that a recognition of the status of an event conceptuality is
crucial in the task of constructing a doctrine of the Trinity.40 In other
words, the root of the doctrine of the Trinity is to be understood in
relation to the activity of God in the Christ event and the event of
Pentecost. Thus, God in Christ is both the agent and content of the
event of revelation. Echoing the understandings of both Karl Barth
and Ian Ramsey, revelation may be understood as a self-giving as
well as a self-disclosure of God, of which the content is eternal.41

This is also the understanding of Augustine. His reflection on the
doctrine of the Trinity begins from the temporal sending of the Son
and giving of the Spirit: understood as concrete historical events to
which Scripture bears witness.42 Later writers, such as Aquinas,
received the tradition as a ‘given’ and accepted that the proposition
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that ‘God is Father, Son and Spirit’ is itself revealed. This meant that
the concrete events of the missions of Son and Spirit in the cosmos
are dealt with as the final stage of the construction of the doctrine of
the Trinity in his work.43 In this way, any appeal to event conceptual-
ity is marginalized, particularly in the way in which the divine is
understood as actus purus, i.e., a completed ‘act’ of absolute perfec-
tion beyond any contingent potentiality, which is implicit in the lan-
guage of event. The rediscovery of the importance of the world of
particulars and the economy of salvation and revelation during the
course of the twentieth century leads back to the realization that it is
necessary to begin with the concrete events, as well as with an event
conceptuality. It is for this reason that I find Zizioulas’s appeal to ‘an
event of communion’ to be of such importance for reflection upon,
and the construction of a doctrine of the Trinity.44 There is, of
course, a variety of ways in which event conceptuality may be
received and interpreted. Ralph Del Colle has argued that either the
event of revelation is of God in se or that Trinitarian language is
simply the triadic representation of God in history according to the
receptive capacity of the human subject and nothing more.45 I find
the tension in this claim to be misplaced. Surely the doctrine of the
Trinity arises from human reflection upon the experience of
encounter with mystery, the witness of the Scriptures to the events of
revelation and the tradition of Nicene orthodoxy. There is no guar-
antee, beyond faith, that what is understood is of God in se. Rather,
this emerges as axiomatic from the reflection. I shall return to look at
this more fully in Chapter 4.
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CHAPTER 2

MOMENTS OF INTERPRETATION

For a time during the last century, the question, ‘Where to begin the
construction of the doctrine of the Trinity?’ could have been answered
fairly straightforwardly in terms of two options: either from the
unity of the Godhead or from the threefold diversity.1 The options of
the unitary or social models of Trinitarian doctrine still remain; the
challenge to the appeal to social Trinitarianism, which I will trace
below, means that the question of where to begin construction needs
to be situated within the history of the hermeneutics of the doctrine
of the Trinity. In this chapter, I will provide a sketch of four moments
in that hermeneutical history. This will take the form of a reverse
chronology or genealogy of these moments or vignettes. Of course,
the moments themselves have long-standing prehistories, as well as
long-term effects. It will be possible to research these moments more
fully through the suggested reading. The four moments I will sketch
are: (1) the de Régnon paradigm; (2) the problem with Socinus;
(3) the Schism of 1054; and (4) Arius and Nicene orthodoxy. In my
view, each of these ‘moments’ in the history of Trinitarian hermen-
eutics has led to a change not only in understanding but also in the
‘direction’ or ‘shape’ of Trinitarian theological reflection. Each of
the three moments which are subsequent to the evolution and recep-
tion of Nicene orthodoxy, relate directly to that orthodoxy. This is a
reminder that the doctrine of the Trinity is an ecclesial doctrine; it is
an understanding, an interpretation of the Godhead that emerges
from reflection upon Scripture, tradition and experience as received
and lived in the context of the believing, worshipping Christian
community of the Church. The reality of the fractured nature of the
Church has meant that the reception of Nicene orthodoxy varies
from church tradition to church tradition. Some churches under-
stand themselves to be orthodox through the regular recitation of
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the Nicene Creed during worship, and others claim orthodoxy, with-
out such liturgical or other regular recitation. Others still do not
claim to stand in the tradition of Nicene orthodoxy and yet under-
stand the Godhead to be differentiated, or simply claim to stand in
the Christian tradition and do so as Unitarians. Against this back-
ground of diversity within the Christian tradition, broadly under-
stood, the ecumenical movement of the twentieth century has
endorsed the tradition of Nicene orthodoxy and made its acceptance
as conditional for membership of its councils.2

The four moments in the history of Trinitarian hermeneutics test-
ify to two ongoing realities. First, they testify to the reality that the
reception of the decisions of Nicaea (325) and Constantinople (381),
from which Nicene orthodoxy emerges is an ongoing process, which
includes both reception and non-reception. As well as the ongoing
need to reinterpret and receive the decisions of the councils, there
remain those who are unconvinced either with the formulation of the
doctrine in the councils or with the need to formulate at all. Second,
they testify to the reality that the divergences of reception do not
necessarily relate to doctrinal or hermeneutical issues per se. Often,
these divergences relate to matters of church politics or to issues of
church authority or, indeed, both together. The hermeneutics of the
doctrine of the Trinity are manifestations of the will to power and
the will to truth. How the doctrine of the Trinity is received, inter-
preted and understood is embedded in issues of authority and
authorization and decision-making, and, thus, in the expression of
power in the life of the Church. It is not my brief in this guide to
explore these issues of authority and power per se; however, it is
important to realize that the doctrine of the Trinity has been and
continues to be shaped and constructed in relation to these issues.
The four moments I will explore below clearly demonstrate this real-
ity and offer some insight into the correlation of doctrinal formula-
tion and the will to power.

THE DE RÉGNON PARADIGM

The key to understanding the doctrine of the Trinity was, for much
of the twentieth century, stated in terms of asking a question about
the place of commencing or constructing the doctrine. The choice
offered was either to begin from the oneness of God or the threeness.
This choice, it was argued, was part of the landscape of classical
Trinitarian thought. The Eastern Fathers, writing in Greek, had, on
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the whole, begun with the three Persons in God, while the Western
Fathers, writing in Latin, had begun with the divine unity. This
choice was usually attributed to the ‘Cappadocian Fathers’ (Basil of
Caesarea, Gregory of Nyssa and Gregory Nazianzen),3 and Augus-
tine of Hippo, who, it was argued, had ‘begun’ their reflections on
the Christian tradition of the triune God from different, even oppos-
ite ‘places’. Those places were deemed to be a social or communal
starting place on the part of the Cappadocian Fathers, who were
understood to root their reflections in the communal experience of
worship. On the other hand, Augustine’s starting place was deemed
to be the experience of the individual, perhaps rooted in his
own intense personal experiences, recorded in the Confessions; his
approach was said to be psychological. This picture of the different
starting places was perhaps always understood to be an oversimplifi-
cation or caricature on the part of those who knew the patristic
writings well. However, the caricature came to be accepted as a work-
ing paradigm among systematic theologians largely as a result of the
interpretation of the work of the Jesuit author Théodore de Régnon,4

by Eastern orthodox writers such as Vladimir Lossky.5 Thus, the ‘de
Régnon paradigm’ became the basis for the ascendancy of a so-
called Eastern understanding of social Trinitarianism over against a
perceived Western Trinitarianism, which was, in various aspects,
deemed to be inadequate. In particular, it was argued that the focus
on the unity of the Godhead had colluded with, or perhaps was
responsible for, the development of individualism in the West. This
polarization and valuation of East over and against West is now
challenged by patristic and systematic theologians alike.6 I will set
out below the genealogy of these developments for the landscape of
Trinitarian thought. Two concerns emerge for my own thinking
about the Godhead as Trinity. What does the challenge to the de
Régnon paradigm entail for social Trinitarianism? On what basis
might a social understanding of the Trinity be upheld? And, second,
what consequences are there for understandings of the Church,
especially in relation to communion ecclesiology?

I begin with a genealogy of the appeal to social Trinitarianism.
What this appeal means in detail undoubtedly varies among theo-
logians. Those who sit within this framework appeal to relationality
on the basis that there is some correlation between understandings
of divine being, ecclesiality, human sociality and the relationship
between God and creation. Leonardo Boff sets out a basis for this
appeal in brief:
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By the name God, Christian faith expresses the Father, the Son
and the Holy Spirit in eternal correlation, interpenetration and
love, to the extent that they form one God. Their unity signifies
the communion of the divine Persons. There, in the beginning
there is not solitude of One, but the communion of three divine
Persons.7

Later in Trinity and Society, he suggests how the late-twentieth-
century renewal in Trinitarian thought is empowered particularly by
an appeal to context in a broad sense: to society, community and
history, cosmic and human, as the starting point for reflection on the
conceptuality of relationality.8 ‘So human society is a pointer on the
road to the mystery of the Trinity, while the mystery of the Trinity, as
we know it from revelation, is a pointer toward social life and its
archetype’.9 The methodological interplay between human experience
and divine revelation is another feature of much of the theological
reflection, which is manifested in a ‘hermeneutic of relationality’ and
the appeal to social Trinitarianism.10

I shall not attempt to reconstruct a comprehensive genealogy of
the appeal to social Trinitarianism in Christian thought, as that
would be a task beyond the scope of this present work. What is
attempted here is to identify some landmarks in the overall land-
scape of social Trinitarianism, which will include some allusion to
the cross-disciplinary nature of the broader interest in and landscape
of ‘relation’/‘relationality’. From some perspectives, at least, the
appeal to relationality in terms of a social model of the Trinity has
been seen as a ‘stampede’.11 Certainly, a focus upon koinonia and its
attendant relational implications is to be found among theologians
of widely different traditions and interests. In seeking to identify the
major landmark publications in this ‘turn to relationality’,12 there are
those publications which have themselves sought to map this land-
scape; they include works edited by Christoph Schwöbel: Persons,
Divine and Human and Trinitarian Theology Today, as well as his
own more recent Gott in Beziehung.13 Among this category of works,
F. LeRon Shults describes a broader philosophical landscape in
Reforming Theological Anthropology: After the Philosophical Turn to
Relationality,14 in which he traces the appeal to relationality from
Aristotle to Kant, and from Hegel to Levinas. However, a com-
prehensive genealogy of the appeal to social Trinitarianism is a task
still to be undertaken. The lack of a clear understanding of a theo-
logical or theological/philosophical genealogy of social Trinitarian-
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ism puts all discussion of this appeal to relationality and its attend-
ant categories and implications at a disadvantage.

Second, there are those publications that clearly mark out the
development of an appeal to a social Trinitarianism in Christian
Trinitarian thinking in the second half of the twentieth century. On
the whole, such monographs and collections of essays began to be
published in the 1980s and 1990s. Jürgen Moltmann is a significant
contributor in this field not only for The Trinity and the Kingdom
of God,15 but also for the influence he exercises on others such as
Leonardo Boff in Trinity and Society.16 Robert Jenson, in The Triune
Identity,17 traced the emergence of a theological relationality to the
patristic era, in particular to Gregory of Nyssa, marking an ongoing
appeal to the ‘Cappadocian Fathers’. John Zizioulas contributed to
the landscape in Being as Communion,18 making an appeal to patris-
tic (Cappadocian) sources as well as twentieth-century existentialist
categories. The collection of essays Trinity, Incarnation and Atone-
ment, edited by Ronald J. Feenstra and Cornelius Plantinga Jr.,19

marks a stage in the dissemination and broader examination of the
conceptualities inherent in the appeal to relationality. Catherine
Mowry LaCugna, in God for Us,20 rooted her exposition of relation-
ality in the human reception of the divine self-communication. Colin
E. Gunton contributed a number of works to the exploration and
application of the appeal to relationality, but perhaps most clearly in
The One, the Three and the Many,21 set out his vision of the implica-
tions of the divine relationality. Evidently, there are other landmark
works to which appeal could be made; what is offered here is by no
means exhaustive. From the works selected, I want to explore further
a possible (re)construction of a genealogy of the appeal of social
Trinitarianism. The appearance of landmark works in the 1980s and
1990s is preceded by a period when the components of what may
now be perceived as a turn to relationality were being crafted and
assembled. One example of this is the development of the thought of
John Zizioulas. His seminal article, ‘Human Capacity and Human
Incapacity: A Theological Exploration of Personhood’,22 published
in 1975 and originally given as a paper in 1972 demonstrates the
antecedents and components of Zizioulas’s developed understand-
ing. Zizioulas recognizes that his work stands in a continuity with
such understandings of ‘relationality’ as those of Buber, Mac-
murray, Pannenberg and David Jenkins.23 Zizioulas also appeals to
the concept of ek-stasis, ‘a movement towards communion’,24 which,
he argues, is both a modern existentialist understanding (i.e.,
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dependent upon Heidegger) as well as something he traces to the
Greek Fathers such as Pseudo-Dionysius and Maximos the Confes-
sor. In making this identification, he acknowledges the work of
Christos Yannaras in bringing Heidegger’s concepts into dialogue
with Orthodox tradition.25 In this brief exposition of the antecedents
of Zizioulas’s developed thought, a clear picture of the complexity
of a genealogy of social Trinitarianism already emerges. It is also
clear from such Orthodox writers as Nikos Nissiotis26 that a focus on
communion both ecclesial and divine was coming to be emphasized
from the early 1960s. Writers such as LaCugna identify other earlier
influences on the development of late-twentieth-century Trinitarian
theology and explicitly appeals to the work of Théodore de
Régnon.27 Christoph Schwöbel points to the work of J. R.
Illingworth28 in the late nineteenth century as a point of departure
for reflection, identifying a number of Anglican theologians who
focused on the social model of the Trinity, exemplified in particular
by L. S. Thornton.29 Another stream of thought can be traced to the
work of those in the nouvelle théologie of mid-twentieth-century
Roman Catholicism, which emerges in the appeal to ‘communion’ in
Lumen gentium of Vatican II.30 This stream of thought may be iden-
tified in Louis Lochet’s Charité fraternelle et vie trinitaire,31 pub-
lished in 1956; B. Fraigneau-Julien’s Réflexion sur la signification
religieuse du mystère de la Sainte Trinité, published in 1965;32 and
Klaus Hemmerle’s Thesen zu einer trinitarischen Ontologie, first pub-
lished in 1976.33 Leonardo Boff acknowledges that not only Molt-
mann but also M. J. Scheeben34 and Taymans d’Eypernon35 explored
the Trinity as ‘supreme society’ and as a model for human society. In
these writings from the earlier twentieth century can be discerned a
move, which fuels the shift to relationality in the fields of Trinitarian
and ecclesiological exploration later in that century.36 Focus on a
relational conceptuality of the divine and ecclesial continued into the
late 1990s and the new millennium and is witnessed in the writing of
such as David Cunningham,37 Paul Fiddes,38 John Milbank and
Catherine Pickstock,39 Stanley Grenz40 and the recent collection of
essays Trinitarian Soundings.41

Developments in a broader philosophical context, which influence
and undergird these developments in Christian theological thought,
are again too complex to be dealt with in detail in this guide. The
writings of Levinas are credited by some writers to be crucial for
understanding the ‘turn to relationality’,42 and in Levinas is to be
found someone who clearly embraces the ‘ethical relation to the other’
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as a central category. While not underestimating the contribution of
Levinas to late-twentieth-century understandings, it is evident that
philosophical discussion of ‘relation’ is by no means a recent devel-
opment. Sara Grant argues that ‘all men, have always argued about
questions of relation’.43 While not everyone would want to concur
with these statements, they demonstrate that in constructing the
genealogy of social Trinitarianism as it emerged in the latter part of
the twentieth century, there are strands of thought which may be
traced to early antiquity in both Europe and Asia. While the late-
twentieth-century appeal to relationality may possibly be described
as a ‘stampede’ in terms of its renewed application to Trinitarian
thought and ecclesiology, this ‘turn’ should also be seen in terms of a
much wider and longer genealogy. In the context of both shorter and
longer views of this genealogy, it may be seen that both proponents
of a social model of the Trinity and those who would offer a critique
of this move would benefit from a clearer understanding of the long
evolution behind late-twentieth-century conceptualities than is per-
haps usually the case.

It should also be recognized that an element of this genealogy is
also to be found within ecumenical conversation. I shall not attempt
to provide a detailed analysis of the emergence of the use of koinonia
(communion) in ecumenical dialogue; however, it is useful to indicate
some features of that development and also where it is recorded. A
possible starting place may be found in an encyclical of the Ecu-
menical Patriarch from 1920, in which appeal is made to the notion
of ‘fellowship’ among the churches.44 At the time of the founding of
the World Council of Churches, the writings of Oliver Tomkins also
bear testimony to growing understanding and articulation of the
relationship between the Church as community and the life of the
Trinity.45 This conceptuality is given clear expression in the report
One Lord One Baptism (chaired by Tomkins) in 1960.46 After that
time, the correlation of relationality ecclesial and divine becomes a
strong theme in texts of the Faith and Order Commission and the
World Council of Churches, which Mary Tanner traces in her
address to the Faith and Order Conference in Santiago de Compost-
ella in 1993.47 In drawing this section to a close, I have sought in this
genealogy to offer a guide to the appeal to relational and social
understandings of the Godhead as they developed with particular
reference to the emergence of the de Régnon paradigm, as initiated
in the writing of Lossky and carried forward by Zizioulas.48
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CRITIQUE OF RELATIONALITY

The resurgence of interest in the social model of the Trinity, together
with an exploration of the consequences of the application of the
category of koinonia to the Godhead and the Church, inevitably
brought with it a counterpoise, a questioning of this resurgence and
the potentially hegemonic use of relationality. A critique of the
appeal to social Trinitarianism has been in evidence from at least the
early 1990s. John Gresham, writing in 1993,49 outlined four main
perspectives from which critique of the social model of the Trinity
could be offered; namely: terminological, monotheistic, Christologi-
cal and feminist. These four perspectives highlight areas of concern
that other writers have also identified. Another area posing a strong
challenge to those who have sought to construct a doctrine of the
Trinity in terms of the appeal to relationality is a question about the
way in which patristic sources and terminology are interpreted, par-
ticularly in relation to the ‘Cappadocian Fathers’ and Augustine of
Hippo.50 Sarah Coakley argues that Gregory of Nyssa has been mis-
read as an advocate of social Trinitarianism. She writes that Gregory
does not begin to construct Trinitarian thought from threeness, as in
the ‘three men’ analogy, but is ‘more interested in underscoring
the unity of the divine will in the Trinity.’51 Coakley’s assessment of
Gregory of Nyssa is that he is better understood to stand in the
tradition of so-called Western Trinitarianism, i.e., emphasizing the
divine unity rather than so-called Eastern Trinitarianism, i.e.,
emphasizing the threeness.52 The contemporary re-reading of Gre-
gory of Nyssa and Augustine leaves the strong impression that
Zizioulas has simply repeated the stock critique and rhetoric of
Lossky,53 which, in turn, rests upon the paradigm attributed to
Théodore de Régnon,54 concerning the models of the Trinity used in
East and West. As noted already, de Régnon’s paradigm and
Lossky’s argument have been challenged, and some response to this
is required if the appeal to social Trinitarianism is to be sustained
and developed.55 Emerging from recent patristic scholarship, there is
another layer of critique that also challenges the way patristic texts
are used by systematic theologians. While Zizioulas may not neces-
sarily see himself as a systematic theologian, the use to which he puts
patristic material, I would suggest, falls into the category of material
to which this critique refers. Scholars of patristic writers have gone
so far as to challenge the notion of talking about ‘patristic thought’
or even ‘Cappadocian thought’. Such revisionist or deconstructive
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tendencies raise many issues for the way in which historic sources
are used in the writings of contemporary theologians.

Furthermore, there is a question about the motivation for the
resurgence of interest in relationality altogether. Concerns were
raised by John Wilks in 1995,56 especially in relation to Zizioulas’s
use of the Cappadocian Fathers. Fermer, writing in 1999,57 reiter-
ates these concerns, in particular focusing on the way in which
Zizioulas extrapolates his conceptuality of the divine being as
koinonia from the writings of the Cappadocian Fathers. Fermer
argues that in the understanding of the Cappadocian Fathers the
divine ousia was ineffable.58 Anthony Meredith endorses this view.59

This critique of the interpretation of patristic sources leads to a
second challenge, which questions where the motivation for such
interpretation is to be found. Writing in 1992, Nicholas Lash warns,
‘Although the individualism which, in Western culture, infects our
sense of what it is to be a human person is no help here, to exorcize
[person] would not render the term more suitable for use in Trinitar-
ian theology’.60

Implicit in Lash’s argument is a critique of those who seek to re-
formulate a conceptuality of personhood in order to challenge the
perceived effects of the Enlightenment on understandings of human
personhood. Sarah Coakley reiterates this critique of the appeal to
the doctrine of the Trinity as ‘prototype of persons-in-relation’ as
made in particular by Zizioulas and Gunton in order to overcome
Enlightenment ‘individualism’.61 James Mackey makes a similar
point but argues more explicitly that in the social modelling of the
Trinity is to be found a projection of current ideas of human rela-
tionships into the immanent Trinity,62 resulting in what he deems to
be too much certainty about the inner life of God.63 Indeed, he sug-
gests, there are ‘crypto-ideologies that must always lurk in those
social Trinities which have not quite abjured all knowledge of the
inner being of God’.64 Agreeing with Mackey, Fermer reinforces the
attack, arguing that the relational interpretation of the divine and
ecclesial to be found in the work of Zizioulas and Gunton suggests
the collapse of the distinction between God and the world.65 Metzler
argues that a possible solution to the recognition that relational
understandings of the divine and ecclesial are based upon con-
temporary understandings of persons and relationships, rather than
patristic understandings, is to accept that the divine is relational in
the economy but not in the inner life of the divine.66 In this solution,
he rejects the axiomatic concept that the economic and immanent
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Trinities are identical, which underpins so much of the social model-
ling of the divine and ecclesial.67 Furthermore, Krempel argues that
relation, ‘has in modern times replaced “substance” or “the abso-
lute” as the ultimate category of reality’.68 David Cunningham raises
parallel concerns, questioning whether the appeal to social Trinitari-
anism leads to an authentic expression of Christian monotheism:
‘contemporary Trinitarian theology has simply presented a “kinder
gentler” substantialist metaphysics. The fault lies in the assumption
that the doctrine of the Trinity necessarily implies an ontology of
any kind – which, in my view, it does not’.69

In response to this challenge, Cunningham recommends an appeal
to ‘participation’ rather than ‘relationality’, for he argues that par-
ticipation (perichoresis) achieves what relationality sets out to do but
without the pitfalls. His concern to overcome ontology, which finds
support in the work of Milbank and Marion,70 is, it seems to me, a
proper concern; whether that concern finds a solution in making a
distinction between relationality and perichoresis is another matter,
particularly when so many proponents of social Trinitarianism set so
much store by perichoresis.71 Jens Zimmermann also reiterates this
strand of critique but also offers a means of rehabilitating a ‘her-
meneutic of relationality’:72

Clearly, the Trinitarian conception of the human subject is
important for the recovery of theological hermeneutics. There is,
however, one significant problem: most presentations of the
communal model of subjectivity are not very hermeneutical. They
begin in the speculative realm with the doctrine of the Trinity
rather than with God’s self-revelation in history. Instead of
beginning in time and history, speculation begins in the eternal.
The danger is that metaphysics begins to shape theology. While
much of the Greek Orthodox speculation on the Trinity and per-
sonhood is attractive, its tendency to determine human subjectiv-
ity primarily through the Trinity rather than through God’s self-
expression in Christ is in danger of shaping God himself in our
own image . . .73

Zimmermann’s solution is to appeal to Bonhoeffer’s conceptual-
ity of personhood,74 as understood in relation to the Incarnation and
the Cross. Earlier, Jean Galot made similar suggestions, rooting his
appeal to relationality in the ‘Relational Being of Christ’,75 while
also anchoring his argument in the doctrine of the Trinity. This
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appeal to the self-expression of the divine in Christ is echoed in
the typology of Trinitarian thought set out by Sarah Coakley, in
particular in relation to ‘the Trinity construed from reflection on the
death of Christ’, as well as in her appeal to ‘religious experience’.76 In
using Coakley’s typology to analyse and interpret the critique of
the social modelling of the divine and ecclesial, two alternative
approaches to ‘relationality’ emerge. On the one hand, it would be
possible to be satisfied simply with a ‘hermeneutic of relationality’,
while, on the other hand, it would be possible to argue that the
hermeneutic leads to an ontology of relationality.

In pursuit of this question concerning relationality, Rowan Wil-
liams’s essay on ‘Trinity and Ontology’ is instructive. In his
appropriation of Donald MacKinnon’s appeal to the tragic in the
life of Christ, Rowan Williams points to the need to begin reflection
on relationality from the ‘world of particulars’, rather than from an
a priori understanding of the Godhead: ‘what we first know is the
reality we subsequently come to know as derivative, transposed from
what is prior’.77 Sustaining this position is evidently problematic, for
as both Williams and Coakley point out, despite the appeal to the
‘particularity’ of the Cross, in the Trinitarian thought of Moltmann,
the interpretation of the world of particulars is construed against a
background of ‘more than a whiff of Hegelian dialectics’;78 i.e., that
the concrete particular is set aside by the overall metaphysical con-
text of the argument. A parallel critique might be offered of others
who defend the appeal to social Trinitarianism, such as Zizioulas. In
seeking to clarify how the category of koinonia might be used, the
question must be posed as to whether a relational understanding of
the divine and ecclesial communion is to be construed upon a priori
understandings, be they scriptural, patristic or contemporary; or
upon ‘the world of particulars’ as evidenced in the Scriptural witness
and experienced in the lived tradition of praxis and worship. Some
would argue that the latter is preferable, being less open to charges of
importing extraneous ideologies.

Alan J. Torrance suggests a possible way forward in terms of
understanding the connections to be made between the interpret-
ation of the world of particulars and the interpretation of the God
who reveals himself. He argues that, ‘Theologically interpreted, com-
munication presupposes the category of communion, and not the
other way round’.79 That leaves him open to the charge of appealing
to a priori understandings rather than a direct appeal to the revela-
tion in the Christ event. Nonetheless, his appeal to the use of mirifica
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communicatio (miraculous communication) as an interpretative
tool in relation to the mirifica communio (miraculous communion)
mediated through what he understands as the mirifica commutatio
(miraculous exchange) may still hold useful possibilities. The main
issue in asking the question regarding metaphysics is the way in
which the role of the mediating mirifica commutatio is construed.
Does the encounter with the Christ event in the ‘world of particu-
lars’ take us by means of the mirifica commutatio to the mirifica
communio? Or is there an a priori understanding of ‘communion’?

Christoph Schwöbel also points to the dissatisfaction with non-
Trinitarian thought, which gives no proper account of the person
and work of Christ as well as ‘disappointment with the inability of
many versions of Christian theism, conceived in terms of a meta-
physics of substance or a philosophy of subjectivity, to do justice to
the relational “logic” of such central Christian statements as “God is
Love” ’.80 Against this critique of ‘a metaphysics of substance’, a
hermeneutical rather than ontological account of relationality may
be more pertinent in seeking to give an account of the category of
koinonia.

In conclusion, I would suggest that the sustained critique of the
appeal to social Trinitarianism can be answered through an appeal to
the ‘world of particulars’. Such an appeal would focus on Christol-
ogy, as rooted in an understanding of the concrete events of revela-
tion in the economy. There need be no rush to formulate ontological
claims. Nonetheless, the conceptuality of relationality rooted in an
appeal to koinonia can still be endorsed. This relates to claims for the
relevance of the doctrine of the Trinity. As I shall outline below,
Pecknold has argued that Augustine understood the doctrine in
functional terms. If such an understanding can be defended as
authentic, then what is to prevent putting the doctrine of the Trinity
to a non-ideological functional use in addressing concerns about the
impact of individualism in contemporary Western society?

THE PROBLEM OF SOCINUS

A second major feature in the history of Trinitarian hermeneutics is
the dispute surrounding Socinus and Socinianism. In particular, the
identification of Socinian thought with Arianism led in the era
following the early years of the Reformation to a major bifurcation
in the interpretation of the development of ideas in the pre-Nicene
Church. On the one hand, there were those who held that the
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emergence of Nicene orthodoxy was a natural development from the
pre-Nicene traditions evident in the Early Church fathers, while, on
the other, it was perceived that the understandings of Arius and
Arianism were those which were predominant in the period before
Nicaea. While such divergence could make a considerable difference
to the ways in which the Nicene Creed and tradition were received,
authors on either side of the bifurcation often drew unexpected con-
clusions from their interpretations, which I will explore briefly below.

As part of the left-wing Reformation, Socinianism emerges as a
direct assault on orthodox teaching concerning the Godhead as tri-
une and takes its name from Laelius Socinus (d. 1562 in Zurich) and
his nephew Faustus Socinus (d. 1604 in Poland). The Socinian sect
they formed began as a secret society to evade the concerns of the
ruling authorities of the state and the mainstream churches. In 1574,
the sect proclaimed itself as Unitarian, publishing a Catechism of the
Unitarians, which set out their views on the singularity and undif-
ferentiated nature of the Godhead. It was not long before those
whose theological interests lay in the area of the history of Trinitarian
doctrine perceived a parallel between the teachings of Socinianism
and Arianism. This identification can be seen in scholars on both
sides of the Reformation divide. It became a matter of division
between Catholic and Protestant, once the Jesuit scholar Dionysius
Petavius (Denis Petau) (d. 1652) had also made this identification. In
his Theologicorum dogmatum (Paris, 1644), he was perhaps one of
the first of his generation to offer the interpretation that the pre-
Nicene writings were more often in sympathy with an Arian under-
standing than with the Nicene orthodoxy defended by Athanasius.
Unlike the Socinians, Petavius reached different conclusions, offering
a clear defence of Nicene orthodoxy. Furthermore, Petavius offered
a critique in particular of the Socinian writer Johannes Crellius and
identified Socinian ideas with the radical views of Erasmus.81 From
these interpretations, Petavius drew the conclusion that the Church is
always in need of a strong central authority and clear-sighted leader-
ship; in other words, his interpretations of the pre-Nicene Church
and of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century heterodoxy led him to
a strong affirmation of papal authority. This sets the specifically
Trinitarian doctrinal controversy in the domain of inter-church
politics and questions of church authority and governance. In
terms of the wider controversy concerning post-Reformation het-
erodoxy, it meant that not only those who explicitly denied the three-
foldness of the Godhead but also others, such as Melanchthon,
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who were sceptical about so-called speculative doctrines such as the
Trinity or, indeed, the two natures of Christ,82 were drawn into this
fierce debate.

P. Louis Maimbourg, also a Jesuit, in his History of Arianism
(1673) clearly identifies the Socinians of his day with Arius and
Arianism, arguing that a recognition of Nicene orthodoxy should
have been sufficient to persuade Socinus that his view were errone-
ous. This understanding is challenged by Pierre Bayle in his Philo-
sophical Commentary (1686–7).83 Bayle, a Huguenot, wrote in
response to the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes, a defence of free
conscience for pagans, Muslims, Jews, atheists, Catholics, Protest-
ants, Anabaptists and Socinians. He argued for a doctrine of ‘errant
conscience’, in which ‘error disguised as truth must be allowed all the
privileges of truth, i.e., must be permitted to be believed by those
convinced they had found truth.’84 While Bayle himself clearly dis-
puted Socinian understandings of God, his doctrine of toleration
clearly perturbed those of a more traditional or orthodox point of
view and only served to intensify disputes between defenders of
Trinitarian orthodoxy and those who espoused Unitarianism of one
sort or another. Such radical appeals for the toleration of heterodoxy
are part of the context in which the defenders of orthodoxy sought
to interpret not only those of a different perspective of their own
time but also of the past and, in particular, of the pre-Nicene church
and, of course, the person of Arius. For example, Christopher Sand,
a Socinian, argues in his Nucleus historiae ecclesiastic (1668) that the
writings of the pre-Nicene Fathers were often more in line with Arius
than with Athanasius. This echoes the conclusions which Petavius
had reached, though each reaches radically different conclusions.
The Anglican Bishop, George Bull, writing in Defensio fidei Nicaean
(1685) interpreted the pre-Nicene fathers very differently from both
Sand and Petavius, arguing that they stood in line with the Nicene
orthodoxy of Athanasius. Daniel Waterland (d. 1730) is another
Anglican defender of Nicene orthodoxy. In his work Vindication of
Christ’s Divinity (1719)85 he offers insightful and learned essays and
sermons in defence of the orthodox doctrine of the Trinity against
those who had espoused a fashionable Arianism or Socinianism dur-
ing the late seventeenth century.

Controversy concerning the interpretation of the pre-Nicene
fathers was not only a matter for the interpreters of the history of
Trinitarian doctrine in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
John Henry Newman and other nineteenth-century writers also
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engaged in fierce disputes concerning Trinitarian hermeneutics. In
1833, the same year as Keble’s Assize Sermon, John Henry Newman
published a controversial work, The Arians of the Fourth Century.86

Newman revised this work several times and was clearly unhappy
with it in his post-conversion life. Rowan Williams, in his Introduc-
tion to the work from 2001, argues that Newman interprets the pre-
Nicene church in relation to his own current concerns about the
Church of England. Nonetheless, Newman’s work illustrates the
core issues surrounding nineteenth-century concerns over the con-
tinuing influence of Socinianism as well as the interpretation of the
Church Fathers prior to the Council of Nicaea. In what is a highly
perceptive essay, Newman sets out the ambiguity of the language
and formulations used to speak of the Godhead before the fourth
century. While some of the conclusions that Newman draws from his
study may now be seen as no longer tenable, his work allows
the reader to value the processes of the development of doctrine.
Newman’s understanding that Nicene orthodoxy emerged as much
from a rejection of an abundance of metaphors and a widespread
understanding of the Godhead akin to that of Arius meant that a
decision needed to be made in terms of the hermeneutics of that
development towards orthodoxy. On the one hand, those of the High
Church Party in the Church of England feared that Newman’s views
might evoke sympathy for Unitarianism or Deism, while, on the
other hand, his views could have played into the hands of Dionysius
Petavius, who was still at that time considered a leading Roman
Catholic writer and who had argued that the chaotic situation before
Nicaea suggested the necessity for a firm central authority: i.e., the
Papacy.

What becomes clear from this brief overview of the disputes
around Socinianism is that, first of all, these disputes shaped not only
the interpretation of the contemporary discourse of the sixteenth to
nineteenth centuries but also the interpretation of the Early Church.
Second, it becomes evident that Petavius occupied a central place in
this discourse, both in terms of his scholarship and also as a symbol
of the disagreement between Catholics and Protestants concerning
religious toleration, questions of authority and, above all, the Pap-
acy. Petavius was often quoted either as an adversary or as an ally in
contemporary discourse concerning Arius or Socinus. He was
appealed to by some Anglican authors and is cited by writers as
disparate as Isaac Newton, in his work On Arius and Athanasius,87

and Gibbon in The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman
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Empire88 as an authority on the interpretation of the doctrine of the
Trinity. In the period before de Régnon and the promotion of the ‘de
Régnon paradigm’, Dionyius Petavius may be seen to be just as
influential in shaping Trinitarian hermeneutics. What is perhaps sur-
prising is the relative neglect of Petavius in the writings of those who
chronicle the development of the doctrine of the Trinity during the
twentieth century. Not surprisingly, Rahner, himself a Jesuit, does
make a brief mention of him; but writers such as Karl Barth, Wolf-
hart Panneberg, Robert Jenson and David Brown do not refer to this
period.89 Indeed, they appear to avoid tackling the influence of
Socinianism on the interpretation of the doctrine of the Trinity, per-
haps assuming that the reassertion of Nicene orthodoxy is all that is
necessary. An example of an exception to this is to be found in the
Christian Dogmatics, edited by Carl E. Braaten and Robert W. Jenson,
in which Braaten himself clearly recognizes that Socinianism influ-
ences the development of doctrine in general.90 But he does not
explore this specifically in relation to the doctrine of the Trinity. I
believe that this avoidance of the history of Trinitarian hermeneutics
can no longer be sustained. A recognition of the various features of
the developments in this history is crucial if the (non-)reception of
the tradition is to be understood in a holistic way. The disputes
concerning Socinianism or parallel manifestations have influenced
the ways in which Nicene orthodoxy is perceived and received. To the
extent that the perceived irrelevance of the doctrine of the Trinity
can be traced to these controversies, at least in part, in the sense that
the doctrine is seen as part of an Establishment Christianity over
against a more Free Church understanding, with all the implicit ram-
ifications of hegemonic claims and counterclaims and appeals to
freedom and toleration, it is possible to see the out-workings of a
combination of the views of Socinus and Melanchthon in the views
of the Deists and in the writings of Schleiermacher, Ritschl and
Harnack91 and, more recently, in a work such as The Myth of God
Incarnate.92

THE SCHISM OF 1054

The third major feature of the history of Trinitarian hermeneutics is
centred upon the dispute concerning the addition to the Creed of the
Council of Constantinople 381, of the words ‘and the Son’ (in Latin
filioque) by churches in the West. Such an addition to the text of an
Ecumenical Council had been strictly forbidden. A disagreement
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between the Latin and Greek churches emerged, at first in relation to
questions of authority and only subsequently in terms of doctrine.
But a sense of difference in doctrine and practice was established
both officially and, one might say, ‘psychologically’ too. The concep-
tuality of there being a difference between East and West as expressed
in the ‘de Régnon paradigm’ is deeply embedded in the psyche of the
Christian tradition(s), even if the de Régnon paradigm itself is a
misconstrual of that divergence. The addition to the Creed evoked
indignation on the part of the authorities in the East and, to some
extent, incomprehension in the West. Nonetheless, the disputed add-
ition has created two competing interpretations in terms of the expli-
cation of the understanding of the relationship of the Holy Spirit to
Father and Son: the East claimed that the Father alone is the origin
of the Spirit, while the West claimed that both Father and Son could
be understood to be the origins of the Spirit. Evidently, both posi-
tions rest upon highly abstract and speculative understandings of the
inner life of the Godhead. I shall return to examine something of
these doctrines in Chapter 3. I would suggest that the arguments
are to be understood at least in their origins as responses to mis-
understanding and that the attempts at reconciliation and mutual
understandings during the Middle Ages demonstrate that this was
recognized, at least to some extent. It may be the case that the fil-
ioque dispute has become more clearly understood and perhaps more
entrenched as a result of ecumenical dialogue during the twentieth
century.

There is some evidence that a phrase akin to the filioque was intro-
duced by a council into the Creed in Persia in 410, which stated that
the Spirit proceeds from the Father ‘and from the Son’. Thus, the
issue is not simply a matter of conflict between the Latin West and
Greek East. A theology of filioque is often attributed to Augustine of
Hippo; however, this is anachronistic, and, while his writing may be
read in support of the development, it is doubtful that his theology
would inevitably lead to such a development. The first evidence for
the use of the filioque in the West is in Toledo in Visigothic Spain in
587, without any consultation or agreement. It has been suggested
that it was added to counter a local heresy. The history of the spread
and use of the phrase is mixed. For instance, at a council held at
Aix-la-Chapelle in 809, called by the Emperor Charlemagne, Pope
Leo III forbade the use of the filioque clause and had the original
version of the Nicene–Constantinopolitan Creed engraved on silver
tablets to be displayed in St Peter’s in Rome. Later in the ninth
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century, the Pope was asked to adjudicate in a dispute over the suc-
cession of the Patriarch of Constantinople. This concerned the
appointment of the Patriarch Photius and led to what has been
called the ‘Photian Schism’. The addition of the filioque to the Creed
became an issue in the dispute, which Photius claimed was a sign
that the Pope had exceeded his authority. The issues of papal
aggrandisement and the filioque became intertwined, foreshadowing
the issues of the schism of 1054. In 879–80, at the Fourth Council
of Constantinople, filioque was effectively condemned, and, although
this Council was accepted by the contemporary pope, Photius had
initiated an Eastern understanding that Rome had fallen into heresy.

During the first millennium, no creed was used in the Papal
Eucharistic Liturgy. It was as a result of journeying to Rome for his
coronation that the Emperor Henry II, in 1014, discovered that the
Creed was not used during the Mass. He requested that the Nicene
Creed be added in the version which included the filioque, after the
Gospel. Thus, the Papacy became committed to the inclusion of the
filioque almost by accident. The arguments between East and West
came to a head in 1054 and resulted in schism. Various moves
towards reconciliation between East and West were attempted dur-
ing the Middle Ages. One such attempt was made in 1274, at the
Second Council of Lyons. Thomas Aquinas, and others, were
commissioned to write doctrinal treatises in search of clarity and
possible reconciliation. Accordingly, Aquinas produced his version
of Contra erroes Graecorum (Against the errors of the Greeks), which
included his explication of the filioque. Such progress as was
achieved by the Council did not last. Another attempt was made in
1439 at the Council of Florence, when the Byzantine Emperor John
VIII Palaeologus, Patriarch Joseph of Constantinople and other
bishops from the East travelled to northern Italy in hope of recon-
ciliation with the West, probably with the intention of seeking
political and military help against the Ottoman Turks. Doctrinal
accord was reached on the basis of accepting that there was
divergence between the Latin and Greek Fathers of the Early
Church, which justified ongoing differences of expression, in what
was understood to be a common faith. A decree of union between
East and West, Laetentur Coeli, was issued in 1439. However, many
in the Orthodox community refused to accept the reunion, and, after
the fall of Constantinople in 1453, there was effectively a situation of
both separation and schism.

Despite the focus on the filioque, it has been argued that there are

THE TRINITY: A GUIDE FOR THE PERPLEXED

44



 

other more fundamental differences to be negotiated between East
and West. As I have argued above, this is not to be seen in terms of
the caricature of the Latins’ appeal to unitas in trinitate and the
Greeks’ to trinitas in unitate. While there is some truth in the distinc-
tion to be drawn between a unitary modelling (the unity in distinc-
tion of persons) and a social modelling (the distinction of persons in
the unity) in the construction of Trinitarian doctrine, such a distinc-
tion does not necessarily describe the differences between East and
West. Indeed, such a distinction may be found in writers from both
traditions. It is important to remember that both West and East
agree that the Godhead is to be understood in the classic termin-
ology of mia ousia, treis hypostaseis (one substance, three hypos-
tases) or tres personae, una substantia (three persons, one substance),
to which I will return in Chapter 3. Rather, it can be argued that the
main differences between East and West concern their epistemo-
logical approaches and ontological affirmations about the being and
nature of God. These were articulated by the leading theologians of
the High Middle Ages, Gregory Palamas and Thomas Aquinas.

Gregory Palamas, the Orthodox theologian, builds on the tradi-
tions of the East and draws a clear distinction between the essence
and energies of the Godhead. In his understanding, the essence of
God is utterly inaccessible and unknowable for human beings.
Thomas Aquinas, in the West, argued that the divine essence might
be known through the habitus (habit or state) of created grace, enabl-
ing the human mind to perceive divine truth. The separation of East
and West as a result of the 1054 Schism in a sense accentuates this
difference in epistemological approach. However, even in this area of
dispute, there are common strands to be discerned. Both Palamas
and Aquinas were clear that even a redeemed human being does not
actually know or participate in the very being of God. The ultimate
mystery of the Godhead does not become comprehended or access-
ible through God’s revelation in the economy of salvation. That
being the case, what is accessible to human knowing in revelation?
Palamas replied that the uncreated energies are to be understood as
divine, in that they are known in the three hypostases of God’s
revelation. Aquinas replied that as a consequence of the habitus of
created grace there could be a real human knowing of God in
the beatific vision. God’s supernatural assistance enabled the
human mind to see God, and of this there is a foretaste ‘now’
through the reception of sanctifying grace. Despite the differences
concerning epistemology, writers from East and West in the Middle
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Ages understood that a graced knowledge of God was available to
human beings, which was God’s threefold personal identity.

Despite the high profile of the schism and its effects on the
communion between the churches of the East and West, the issues
are in many ways more about perceived than material doctrinal dif-
ferences and more about issues of jurisdiction and authority than
issues of doctrinal hermeneutics. The longer-term effect has been to
ingrain the tradition with the perception that there are deep-seated
doctrinal differences to be negotiated and overcome. I would suggest
that these surface in the so-called ‘de Régnon paradigm’, and con-
tinue to shape Trinitarian doctrinal discourse to the present day. The
serious misunderstandings concerning the construction of the doc-
trine of the Trinity between East and West are matters both for
ecumenical dialogue as well as academic discourse. In both cases, the
will to power needs to recognized and taken into account in the
process of each side seeking to (re)understand the other’s hermen-
eutical stance.

ARIUS AND NICENE ORTHODOXY

The fourth feature of the history of Trinitarian hermeneutics to be
discussed concerns the possibilities for the interpretation of the
effects of Arius and Arianism, and the reception of the Councils of
Nicaea (325) and Constantinople (381). The association of Arianism
with Socinianism in the minds of the seventeenth-century scholars,
as noted already, led to an ongoing debate concerning the interpret-
ation of the understanding of Godhead in the pre-Nicene Church. It
is the question of the interpretation of the pre-Nicene Church, as
well as the reception of the response to Arius and Arianism in the
Councils of Nicaea and Constantinople, that I shall now examine.

A pre-Nicene ecology of language

Patristic scholars are generally agreed in the present time that even
when writers such as Irenaeus and Tertullian were seeking to res-
pond to what they understood as heretical views, they did so in ways
that were open and exploratory in terms of the language and formu-
lations that they used. It is usual to assume that the writings of the
early patristic period are characterized by a fluidity of language and
expression and employed an imaginative and multiple use of meta-
phor to describe the ‘persons’ of the Godhead. It would be a mistake
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to look for and find any kind of systematic conceptuality of the
‘Trinity’ in the first three centuries. Rather, forms of expression emerge
from the culture of the times. Some scholars have interpreted these
phenomena in terms of inculturation. If it is inculturation, then I
would suggest that it is unintentional; that is to say, the writers bor-
rowed the terminology that they employed from the thought world
which they inhabited. Indeed, could they have done anything else? It
is clear from the evidence of Philo of Alexandria that Jewish as well
as later Christian writers reached for terminology and conceptuali-
ties that were to hand, that probably were as much their own as
anyone else’s. The use of logos by the author of the fourth Gospel
and later writers demonstrates a connection to both Stoic and
Platonist conceptualities, as well as a connection to the tradition of
the Hebrew Bible and the understanding to be found in its writings
of ‘the Word of the Lord’. Early patristic writers were often creative
and imaginative in the way they used and stretched metaphors, such
as sunlight, fire, heat and so forth. As far as the understanding of
‘divine generation’ is concerned, a plethora of metaphors were used,
often by the same writer: for example, well, spring and stream.
Rowan Williams argues that the profusion suggests that none of
them was supposed to be taken literally or in isolation.93 An ‘ecol-
ogy’ of doctrinal language emerged within the attempt made by
Christians to give an account of the God whom they understood
they had encountered in Christ: ‘Within the whole system of Chris-
tian speech, words receive their proper sense, balanced by others,
qualified and nuanced by their neighbours.’94 Equally, the conceptu-
alities, which in the final outcome came to be deemed erroneous, had
been used initially to express key understandings of the Godhead.
Monarchianism can be said to have been used to safeguard the unity
of God. Dynamic or adoptionist Monarchianism, attributed to Paul
of Samosata, understood that the power (dynamis) of God had des-
cended on Jesus, inspired him and given him divine honour. Some
would argue that such an understanding can be read out of the
Apostles’ Creed. There were other forms of Monarchianism: such as
modalism, patripassianism and Sabellianism,95 in which the three
names used in relation to the Godhead: Father, Son and Spirit repre-
sented one hypostasis or persona, which was manifest in a succession
of modes. There was no understanding of any real distinction within
the divine being. These understandings of the divine led to the ask-
ing of crucial questions about how God in se was related to the
revelation and redemption given. It is out of these concerns and the
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perceived threats of misunderstanding or heresy that the imperatives
towards definition emerge.

The reception of Nicene orthodoxy

The perceived threat of Arius and Arianism led to a process of clari-
fication, which, in some senses, can be seen as bringing about an
impoverishment of language and formulations. The clarification or
definitions are of course stated in the Creeds of 325 and 381. The
discourse and disputes which occurred between the Councils demon-
strates that decisions have always to be received and lived with. In
this section, I want to examine something of the effects of defining
and also of the receiving of that defining. John Henry Newman
wrote in his essay on doctrinal development that, ‘no doctrine is
defined till it is violated’.96 In the fourth century, the emergence and
development of orthodoxy was clearly a dialectical process: ‘The
dialectic moves towards “definition” which is regulative in character
as it makes rules to protect previously “undifferentiated” beliefs’.97

Bernard Lonergan argues that such a process was probably inevit-
able, but, in agreement with Petavius, he argues that what emerged
was essentially a novel understanding of the divine being, which is
both speculative and ontological in character.98 Furthermore,
Lonergan argues that the Creeds of the fourth century and the dis-
putes that gave rise to the imperatives for them

mark a transition (as the gospels themselves do) from the particu-
lar to the universal, and from ‘a whole range of problems to a
basic solution to those problems.’ The entire process is seen as a
movement ‘from naive realism, beyond Platonism, to dogmatic
realism and in the direction of critical realism.’99

In the pre-Nicene period, there are two main developments in the
Church’s understanding: (1) a development towards understandings
of the triune Godhead and of the Person of Christ; and (2) the
development of the very notion of dogma.100 As Pecknold recog-
nizes, ‘It is important to notice that all of these developments occurred
in response to regulative needs. That is to say, Trinitarian doctrine
was moving towards formalization because it quite simply needed
rules’.101 However, with Augustine of Hippo, it has been argued that
a different kind of development or reception began to take place.102

Following on from the Council of Constantinople, Augustine receives
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and uses the doctrine as set out in the Creed and other documenta-
tion of the Council. Pecknold argues that Augustine did not receive
the tradition passively but actively studied the evolution of the newly
found orthodoxy of Nicaea and Constantinople. The first eight
books of De trinitate (written between 399 and 416) demonstrate
that Augustine engaged critically with the tradition.

Most interesting is the way in which Augustine sees the tension
between the early economic theologians (De trinitate, I–IV) and the
so-called ‘metaphysical’ ones of the fourth-century controversies
over Arianism and Nicaea (De trinitate, V–VII). It may be overstating
it to find Augustine’s genius primarily in his brilliant synthesis of the
economic and metaphysical Trinitarians, as this synthesis was also a
concern of most pro- and neo-Nicene theologians.103

Augustine assimilates much from the teaching of the Cappadocian
Fathers, for instance, Gregory of Nazianzen’s understanding that,
‘The name Father is not one of substance (ousia) or activity (ener-
gia), but relationship (schesis)’ (Orationes 29, XVI). Augustine con-
tinues to reflect upon and develop the Cappadocians’ concern for the
relations in the unity of God. Evidently, Augustine modified the
Greek terminology of the Cappadocians for the Latin context in
which he lived and worked but preserved their basic insights. Pec-
knold argues that Augustine was the first theologian to use the
doctrine of the Trinity to perform functions in theology other than
regulative ones. Augustine marks a post-formal shift to the ‘func-
tionalization’ of doctrine.104 This did not entail a reformulation of
the doctrine but its reception in ways which were novel and creative.
Augustine draws a distinction between the terms frui (enjoyment)
and uti (use). Frui is ‘the attitude we entertain towards things we
value for themselves’. Uti is ‘the attitude we entertain towards things
we value for the sake of something else’.105 Pecknold argues that the
De trinitate is shaped to reflect the way Augustine viewed history.
The first half clearly deals with frui in relation to the Trinity, and the
second half seeks to understand the Trinity in terms of uti. Indeed,
the ‘inter-relation between frui and uti in Augustine should also sug-
gest something of the way in which the immanent and the economic
are interrelated in his thought’.106 Augustine’s treatment of the doc-
trine of the Trinity, moving to a ‘functionalization’, allows doctrine
to become redemptive as well as regulative. Thus, doctrine can oper-
ate on a number of different levels such as hermeneutic, systematic
and salvific. By appealing to the salvific, Augustine is able to remove
the doctrine of the Trinity from merely being a rule by which to
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judge statements and turn it into something which has a functional-
ity which is both existential and redemptive.

Augustine uses the Trinity in the analogies to draw the reader
through a process of spiritual conversion in which the journey
inward may invite the journey upward. [. . .] The conversion itself
is the point, so that the believer may be drawn out of himself and
into a relationship of remembering God, understanding God, and
loving God.107

The shift to a functionality of doctrine, which Augustine achieved
in his understanding of the Trinity, is something that continues to set
a challenge down to the present time. Does theological discourse
encourage and enable first-order reflection on God? Much recent
Trinitarian theology has understood the doctrine to have a clear
functionality in the present-day context. Indeed, I noted above that
this has often been the cause of sharp criticism. But perhaps it is
time to take stock and ask if this newly discovered relevance is
not an echo of the achievement of Augustine? I would suggest that
Augustine’s appeal to function can be used in support of the con-
temporary appeal to relationality, including Zizioulas’s own con-
struction and use of the doctrine of the Trinity. An implication of
Augustine’s use of the doctrine of the Trinity might entail an issue of
divergence or separation from the Eastern apophatic approach. This
is something which would need to be explored with theologians from
the Eastern tradition.

In taking stock of these four moments in the history of Trinitarian
hermeneutics, it becomes clear that the development of doctrine is
never simply a matter of ‘pure’ theological reflection. Reflection
always takes place in a context, and part of that context may include
other disputes, questions of authority and certainly some form of
the manifestation of the will to power. This is clearly the case in
the way in which the Councils of Nicaea and Constantinople
respond to the perceived threat of Arius and Arianism. This is reiter-
ated in the post-Reformation period in terms of the fear of Socinian-
ism, though this is inscribed on the tradition in a different way: in
this instance the hermeneutics of the fourth century become part of
the will to power concerning the Papacy. This is also the case in
terms of the dispute concerning the filioque in the Schism of 1054.
The appeal to de Régnon made by Lossky in a sense reinscribes each
of these disputes in terms of the desire to cultivate the perception
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that there are profound differences between East and West. Arius,
the Schism, Socinus and de Régnon have each made profound marks
upon hermeneutical history and produced markers in the ongoing
reception of Trinitarian hermeneutics to the present day.
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CHAPTER 3

EXPRESSING THE INEXPRESSIBLE?

INTRODUCTION

The words, formulas and concepts used to express the understanding
that God is three yet one are always going to be used in an attempt to
bring to expression something which is not only a logical impossibility
but also a mystery beyond the competency of human language. The
Council of Constantinople in 382 declared that the Godhead should
be understood in the following terms: one substance, three ‘persons’:
mia ousia, tres hypostaseis. This is the technical language of Nicene
orthodoxy, which has been received and sometimes restated over the
past sixteen centuries. This chapter will examine the complex land-
scape of the attempts to express the inexpressible. Sometimes the
focus will be on single words and, at other times, on complex frame-
works involving the (re)statement of terminology and concepts.
There are two sections to the chapter. The first traces the develop-
ment of the doctrine of the Trinity up to and including the construc-
tion of Nicene orthodoxy. The second examines the reception and
refinement of that orthodoxy. In the first part, I will discuss the pre-
Nicene ecology of terms and formulations, the decision at Nicaea to
use the homoousion, the expression of the Divine Three following on
from Nicaea and the emergence of the discourse concerning ‘relations
of origin’. In the second part, I will examine the problematic of
personhood in modernity, focusing in particular on the formulations
of Karl Rahner, Karl Barth and John Zizioulas. Arising from the
discussion of personhood, I will discuss the appeal to communion
(koinonia) and the conceptuality of indwelling (perichoresis). In con-
clusion, I will discuss the use of gendered language in the doctrine of
the Trinity, examining the feminist critique of such language, the
notion of ‘sophiology’ and the conceptuality of ‘iconic language’. In
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parallel with this analytical examination of terminology, the reader
should also continue to bear in mind that the use of these terms is
only an attempt to express what is ultimately inexpressible: the being
of God. Questions of the relation of language and terminology to
the nature of God in se need also to be asked. In what sense can the
language of finite human beings reflect the infinite and eternal being
of God? The use of language may be deemed analogical or meta-
phorical. The question remains to what extent does the language
used refer to the being of God? I shall return to examine some
aspects of this problem in the following chapter. For the time being,
it is important to hold on to the vision that God is and remains
‘mystery’.

PRE-NICENE ECOLOGY

In this first section, I consider the periods before the Council of
Nicaea and between Nicaea and Constantinople and ask how does
the conceptuality emerge that God is both one and three: one ousia
and three hypostases? As I noted in the previous chapter, there was
considerable fluidity in the use of language during the first three
centuries. The forms of expression and formulation used draw upon
a multiplicity of metaphors in an attempt to understand the three-
fold revelation of God, witnessed in the Scriptures and encountered
in worship. One of the major features in the theological landscape of
the early Church was the appeal to logos (word or reason). Used
already by Philo of Alexandria (c.20 bc–c.50 ad)1 and in the Fourth
Gospel with reference to the divine being, the appeal to logos demon-
strates that theological reflection in the Judaeo-Christian tradition
was being done within the cultural and philosophical mind-set of the
Hellenistic world. Such usage may be understood as a kind of incul-
turation. Philo and the author of the Fourth Gospel used logos as a
means of communicating with adherents of their traditions, as well
as with those outside those traditions, what they understood about
the divine and also the relationship of the divine to the created cos-
mos. The practice of using the language and terminology of the
contemporary cultural milieu in theological reflection was, on the
one hand, a tactical ploy of apologetics, but, on the other hand, that
very usage itself formed the identity and self-understanding of those
traditions, and their theological conceptualities. The Johannine
statement that the Word (logos) was made flesh, which undoubtedly
connected with the conceptual understandings of both Stoic and
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Platonist traditions, in the long term committed the Christian trad-
ition to an understanding of the person of Jesus Christ and of the
relationship of the divine to the cosmos in terms of the conceptuality
of ‘incarnation’. The controversies within the Christian tradition
that led to the calling of the ecumenical councils in an attempt to
solve them, arise from legitimate questions concerning that interface
between the Christian kerygma and the expression of that kerygma
in Hellenistic language and terminology, as the Johannine appeal to
logos demonstrates. Of course, the notion that these can be separated
is itself a vexed question, since the kerygma is already expressed in
such terms in the New Testament. The crisis which emerges around
the figure of Arius and, later, the semi-Arians, is a crisis with its roots
in Scripture. If the writers of New Testament literature were content
to ‘borrow’ from the thought-worlds of the surrounding cultures and
philosophies, how is one to determine where Gospel ends and philo-
sophical traditions begin? Arius’ claims that the logos was inferior to
and different from the Godhead are mainstream understandings of
the relation of the divine to the cosmos in the context of later Plato-
nist philosophizing. At one level, the main issue which the councils of
Nicaea and Constantinople faced is the question of the extent to
which, when borrowing terms from culture and philosophy, one was
also bound by the preconceptions attached to those terms.

The beginnings of post-Apostolic reflection on the threefoldness
of the revelation of God in the economy are witnessed in the attempt
made by Theophilus of Antioch (d. c.185) to speak of the logos in
terms of the logos in relation to God in se: endiathetos and put forth:
prophorikos, in relation to the world (economy).2 This attempt raises
the question of how the use of terminology relates to God in se.
Theological reflection is already engaging with the need to ask
whether divine revelation is something which is only within the world
and external to God, which would sit more easily with standard
philosophical assumptions; or did revelation relate to the (inner)
divine being? Irenaeus of Lyons (c.130–c.200) continues in the tradi-
tion of making an explicit appeal to the threefoldness of divine
revelation. He uses the metaphor of God having two hands: the
Word and the Spirit in the economy.3 Most scholars would agree that
this does not amount to an exploration of intra-divine reality, but he
does have an understanding of ‘Son-ship’ as being eternal. Irenaeus’
idea of the two hands of God, in turn, raises a question concerning
the unity of divine action in creating and redeeming the cosmos:
does God have one or three wills; one or three activities, so to speak?
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And are the two hands subordinate to ‘God’? Tertullian (c.160–235)
takes Trinitarian theological reflection to another stage of develop-
ment, arguing that God is to be understood as three persons
(personae) and one substance (unius substantiae).4 This raises the
broader questions: what is a persona, and what does Tertullian’s use
of the terms trinitas and trias in relation to God infer? What is tri-
unity? Tertullian’s use of persona is drawn from the law courts and
stage; ‘person’ refers to a participant in a dispute or a role in a
drama. It is likely that Tertullian understood the tres personae as
three roles in the divine economy: Father, Son, Spirit, with the main
stress on the unity of God. Such an interpretation of Tertullian’s
views resonates with the then prevalent views of modalism and
Sabellianism, in which the one divine being is understood to have
three names. Welch argues that Tertullian understands that, ‘God is
three not in condition (statu) but in degree, not in substance but in
form, not in power but in aspect (specie); yet of one substance and of
one condition, inasmuch as he is one God, from whom these degrees
and form and aspects are reckoned’.5 If Welch’s interpretation is
correct, there is already a highly nuanced understanding of the rela-
tion between the one and the three in Tertullian’s work. In the writ-
ings of Origen (c.185–c.254) are to be found the beginnings of the
‘relations of origin’. Origen understands that God (the Father) is
without origin,6 while the Son is generate, through an eternal beget-
ting. The divine being is conceived as a ‘community’ of three by
Origen, but this is a descending hierarchical threefoldness,7 which the
Cappadocian Fathers would develop and transform into an egalita-
rian and co-eternal co-equal threefoldness. This would become the
stuff of Nicene orthodoxy.

NICAEA AND THE HOMOOUSION

The decision of the bishops at the Council of Nicaea (325) to include
the non-Scriptural and non-traditional term homoousios (of the
same substance)8 to express both differentiation and unity between
Father and Son was not received without controversy. That the term
was not in Scripture and not part of the core tradition meant that
many had reservations about its use, if not its inferred meaning. In
addition, there were many who also struggled with this newly inferred
meaning. It was generally understood among the early fathers
that ousia was too materialistic a term to be applied directly to the
Godhead. Eusebius and Origen9 are typical of those who accepted
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the philosophical convention that God is ‘beyond substance’. Tertul-
lian had been content to apply substantia to the Godhead,10 which he
understood as a distinguishing property, i.e., eternity.11 Origen was
content to speak of the Son as ‘substance of substances and Idea of
Ideas’,12 while the Father is ‘beyond all these’, and the Spirit was
understood as an ‘active substance, not an activity’.13 The reluctance
to use ousia in relation to the Godhead in Trinitarian theological
reflection was only gradually overcome because its materialistic over-
tones remained. Furthermore, since the homoousion introduced at
Nicaea was novel and controversial, it came to be received and inter-
preted in a variety of ways.

During the reception of the conciliar creed of Nicaea in the period
between 325 and 381, among the responses there were those who
took a ‘semi-Arian’ approach, and there were also the spirit-fighters
or ‘Pneumatomachians’. The semi-Arians sought to promote the
term homoiousios, implying that Father and Son were different, dif-
ferent in ousia, and, by implication they were not equally divine. The
spirit fighters denied the divinity of the Holy Spirit and sought to
exclude the Holy Spirit from the homoousion Godhead. It is in
response to the semi-Arians and the spirit fighters that much of the
remarkable theological work of the Cappadocian Fathers was writ-
ten. The Cappadocians themselves inhabited the world of semi-
Arianism and were, at heart, conservative in their approach. But, on
the whole, history has seen the Cappadocians as contributing cre-
atively and innovatively to the tradition in the period of the recep-
tion of Nicaea and in the conciliar decisions of Constantinople in
381 and 382. Not only the promulgation of the Creed of 381, but
also the agreement of qualifying terms and concepts, is influenced,
to a considerable extent, by the work of the Cappadocians Fathers.
This forms the basis of what has come to be perceived as Nicene
orthodoxy: i.e., that the Godhead is one substance and three persons,
and that Father, Son and Holy Spirit are homoousion. In this latter
claim, what had previously been understood about the Godhead in
terms of a descending hierarchy was transformed into an under-
standing of the Godhead as an horizontal egalitarian communion of
three. For some, all this can seem a long way from that to which the
New Testament bears witness and removed from Christian experi-
ence of the activity of God in the economy of salvation. However,
Athanasius (c.293–373) would champion the view that the decision
to use the homoousion at Nicaea made explicit the claims for the
divinity of Christ, which are to be discerned in the New Testament.

THE TRINITY: A GUIDE FOR THE PERPLEXED

56



 

This became and remains the commitment of the mainstream
churches: that the decisions made at Nicaea and Constantinople do
not create a new orthodoxy but, rather, clarify three centuries of
theological reflection in its dialectic with Hellenistic thought and
proclaim afresh the heart of the Christian Gospel, that ‘God was in
Christ reconciling the world to himself’.

THE DIVINE THREE

While in the Latin West there was general agreement that the three-
foldness encountered in the economy of salvation was to be desig-
nated by the word persona, there was more variety of use in Greek.
That being said, the word proposon is clearly an equivalent of per-
sona. Both words refer to drama; the Greek word prosopon was
used to refer to an actor’s mask. Indeed, prosopon remains the word
most commonly used in Greek to this day to refer to the individual
human being. Perhaps because of its dramatic reference, and, there-
fore, the possibility of a connotation resembling, or colluding with
modalism, the word ‘hypostasis’ came to be used in 382 to state the
threefold in God. This was not without controversy on a number of
levels, not least because there had been a widespread and uncontro-
versial use of mia hypostasis among theologians to refer to the single
divine reality or being. Alongside this usage, the Cappadocian
Fathers also used the term tropos hyparxeos (mode of existence),
although infrequently. This latter use was picked up by Karl Barth,
as he struggled to deploy the term ‘Person’ in relation to the divine
being. I shall return to this below. Apart from prosopon, the other
terms, hypostasis, tropos hyparxeos along with ousia/homoousion each
in different ways express something about existence or being (sub-
stance or essence). What is communicated in the phrase: one sub-
stance, three persons, in English is very different from what is implied
in the Greek: mia ousia, tres hypostaseis. It is perhaps best to be clear
from the outset that the Greek is not addressing what is implied in a
modern Western sense of ‘person’, nor in an ancient understanding
of persona/prosopon. The Greek terms suggest a play on the concep-
tuality of being and existence. God is a being, one being, who is also
three beings; or God is a single substance, which is expressed in or
exists in the form of three substances or subsistences. The nuances of
the Greek are very difficult to render in English: there are no direct
(modern) equivalents. Nonetheless, the terminology of the Council
of Constantinople has been received and understood (in English) in
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terms of one substance and three persons – i.e., the divine being –
because the experience of and witness to the threeness revealed in
the economy of salvation is understood to be both one and three. In
other words, the threefoldness experienced is a threefoldness which
refers not to an enacted drama and the changing of masks by one
actor but to three ‘existents’, in a differentiated but nonetheless single
Godhead.

The differentiation of the Godhead came to be expressed in the
conceptuality of relation (schesis) in terms of the origins of the
Divine Three. The relations of origin will be discussed below. For
now, it is important to recognize that the appeal to relation produces
reflection on the three in relation to each other and in relation to the
divine being in se. In the later part of the twentieth century, such
reflection was the origin of a large-scale rediscovery of relationality
and personhood, which has had a profound effect on Trinitarian
theological endeavour. This is to be seen among those who commend
this endeavour as well as among those who have come to offer a
critique of the ‘shift to relationality’. In the West, writers such as
Augustine, Boethius (480–c.525) and Richard of St Victor (d. 1173)
are often cited as the main sources for a classical Western under-
standing of the person, whether human or divine. Boethius produced
an understanding of Person, which became perhaps more influential
than it might otherwise have done, in that Aquinas takes the defin-
ition as a given: ‘a person is an individual substance of a rational
nature’ (rationalis naturae individua substantia).14 Richard of St
Victor, on the other hand, argues that a person (in the Godhead) is
the ‘incommunicable existence of the divine nature’ (divinae naturae
incommunicabilis existentia).15 Augustine reflects on persons in terms
of the faculties of memory, intellect and will and has typically been
categorized as producing a psychological understanding of both per-
sonhood and the Godhead. There is now an extensive revision of this
interpretation of Augustinian teaching. Rowan Williams has argued
that Augustine has been read through the perspective of Descartes in
order to produce such an understanding.16 The interpretation that
Augustine’s understanding of the Divine Three leads him to a non-
communal conception of God’s being is difficult to sustain when he
writes of the Spirit as the communia of the Father and the Son.17

Rather than a conceptuality that focuses the unity of the Godhead
exclusively on the monarchy of the Father, Augustine understands
the divine unity in terms of the communion of the Father and the Son.
Rather than neglecting the Spirit, of which Augustine is sometimes
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accused, it seems that he is better understood as placing a unifying
emphasis on the Spirit. Some recent commentators have argued that
John Zizioulas’s title Being as Communion could as easily be applied
to Augustine’s understanding of the Trinity as it was to the Cap-
padocians’ understanding, for it is clear in De trinitate that Augustine
had learned, from the Cappadocians especially, the importance of
the real relations of the three.18 Thus, for Augustine, the Divine
Three are ‘subsisting relations’.

The issue of whether the differentiation of the Divine Three is to
be found only in the economy or also refers to the divine being in se
remains an ongoing question. Underneath that question is another:
Does the divine being in its mystery ‘guarantee’ divine self-
communication in the economy? Athanasius and the Cappadocians
argue that what is experienced in and borne witness to in the saving
economy does point to the reality of intra-divine relations. Not
everyone accepts this conceptuality. I shall return to this issue in
the following chapter with a discussion of the relationship between
the immanent and economic in conceptualizing the Trinity in con-
temporary discourse.

RELATIONS OF ORIGIN

Despite the Church having established an orthodox understanding
of the oneness and threeness of the divine being, those engaged in
theological reflection have continued to ask what the threefoldness is.
Gregory Nazianzen uses the term schesis (relation) to evoke a sense
of the mutual relations between the three, an understanding that
influenced both Greek and Latin thinking. The problem of con-
ceptualizing what each of the three might be and how each relates to
the others is highlighted by Augustine, who claimed that persona was
an ‘obscure’ word to use and did not necessarily add any further
clarification. He wrote that the word was used, ‘because we wish
some one word to serve for that meaning whereby the Trinity is
understood, that we might not be altogether silent, when asked what
three, while we confessed that they are three’.19 There is a further
question underlying the designation of the ‘three’ and ‘one’: What
sort of unity and what sort of distinction are to be understood in the
Godhead? One way in which to answer this is to understand that the
Divine Three are to be distinguished on the basis of one principle
and two criteria. The principle of identity and non-identity is to be
found in Gregory Nazianzen and Athanasius: there is an identity of
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the three with the divine nature; while there is a non-identity of the
three with each other. The two criteria are that the distinguishing
characteristics of the three are relation and relationality. The first,
relationality, consists in paternity, sonship and sanctity and is
founded upon the experience of and witness in the economy. This is
important for a renewed understanding in the present day of an
appeal to the world of particulars. The second criterion, also in the
economy, is the revelation of the origins of the relations of each to
the others. Gregory Nazianzen appeals to the mutual relations
between the three in order to distinguish each of the three hypo-
stases. He does this by building on Gregory of Nyssa’s teaching that
the three are related by their relations of origin: i.e., the Father
unbegotten (agennetos), the Son begotten (gennetos) and the Spirit
breathed forth (ekporeusis)20 and the Son and Spirit each having their
origin from the Father.

The understanding that the Father is the unbegotten, the Son the
begotten and the Holy Spirit the breathed is something held in com-
mon by both East and West. However, there are differences between
the Latins and the Greeks concerning these relations of origin. A
major area of dispute, acknowledged already in Chapter 2, concerns
the origin or procession of the Holy Spirit and the addition in the
West to the text of the Creed of ‘and the Son’ (filioque). This, in turn,
relates to whether one understands the role of the Father as the
principle or origin (one might almost say ‘beginning’) of the God-
head or whether one understands that the Godhead is ‘the Trinity’.
Some scholars have argued that the main difference between East
and West on the issue of the relations of origin is not so much the
filioque as the monarchy of the Father.21 In the West, the relation-
ships of the Spirit and Son to Father are understood in a different
way from that of the East. The homoousion guarantees the equality
of the Divine Three, while the principle of non-identity distinguishes
them. Athanasius was clear that one entity could not be homoousion
with itself. In a sense, the homoousion implies both difference and
relation, while, at the same time, guaranteeing equality. The devel-
opment of the conceptuality of relation consolidates this under-
standing, as is witnessed in the writings of Augustine. The writers of
the West could agree that the Father is the ‘principle’ (arche) by
which the Son is generated and the Spirit breathed forth, but for the
Latin writers, relation is qualified more by opposition than origin. In
this understanding, the filioque is required (and is not just an ad-hoc
addition) to maintain the distinctions of the Godhead: i.e., the Spirit
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is distinct from the Father and the Son, because ‘it’ is from the Father
and the Son.

In the later Western Trinitarian reflection of Thomas Aquinas,
there emerges what has been called ‘a virtual Trinitarian metaphys-
ics’.22 Aquinas develops a highly sophisticated understanding of the
relations. Del Colle argues that in Aquinas, ‘The relation of the other
(ad alium) for example, the Father actively generates the Son, and the
Son is passively generated by the Father, is coincident with subsist-
ence in oneself (in se)’.23 In contrast, in the East, a much clearer
conceptuality of the Divine Three as ‘persons in communion’ was
sustained. The Father is understood to be the principle (arche),
source (pege) and cause (aitia) of the Godhead and of the Divine
Three. The Father communicates his being to Son and Spirit, pre-
serving the personal distinctiveness of the three. From this perspec-
tive, the argument for the filioque is seen to destroy this asymmetrical
vision of the Godhead by a construction that allows Father and Son
conjointly to be the principle of divine unity. In an article from 2004,
Pecknold has argued that there are problems in the speculative con-
ceptualities of East and West but that both traditions were much
nearer to each other than is often assumed:

I will not comment on either monopatrism or filioque, except to
say that I think both present problems are inadequate to express
the radical co-inherence of the Three in the One and also to say
that I think both Augustine and the Cappadocians were seeking
to express this very same co-inherent unity. In any case, the charge
that Augustine finds a prior essence in God is a profound mis-
understanding. Mary Clark writes, ‘There is no evidence in De
Trinitate that Augustine asserted divine unity to be prior to the
Trinity, nor Trinity to unity.’24

These disputes concerning the theological construction of the
inner divine life are rooted in complex and highly speculative concep-
tualities. Reflections on the Divine Three and their relations of origin
tended to become more and more removed from the experience of
the divine in the economy of salvation. This, in turn, led to feelings
that the doctrine of the Trinity was irrelevant, which is witnessed not
only in the Enlightenment but also by some theologians in the Ref-
ormation period. However, it is quite clear that Zizioulas’s whole
theological edifice of relationality is built upon an appeal to a spe-
cific understanding of the paternal arche, which I will examine below.
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In this instance, Zizioulas’s construction is not only speculative but
also directly applied to the needs of Church and human society at
the present time, which echoes Pecknold’s understanding of the
potential functionality of Trinitarian reflection. In going on to look
at modern understandings of personhood, among other understand-
ings, I shall examine the idea of self-donation as a designation of
personhood, which also seems to echo the concept of the paternal
arche.

PERSONHOOD IN MODERNITY

The exploration of social Trinitarianism and the appeal to relationa-
lity during the course of the twentieth century has been accompanied
by a renewed discourse on person/personhood. This discourse was
manifest in two different streams, one in which the ‘turn to person/
personhood’ is understood in relational terms and another in which
person/personhood is seen in individualistic terms. The appeal to a
social or relational understanding of the human person is often
grounded in a dialogical and dialectical understanding of the person
rooted in the ancient understanding that the human person is zōon
logon echōn (living being having the word). In the modern context,
McFadyen expounds the view that the human person is formed in
dialogue, which entails being in dialectic relations with other per-
sons,25 and Macmurray argues that the basic condition of com-
munity is communication, placing his relational understanding on a
dialogical footing.26 This dialogical and dialectical understanding of
human personhood has been understood analogically to refer to the
divine personhood. Kasper argues that

the divine persons are [. . .] infinitely more dialogical than human
persons are. The Father is a pure self-enunciation and address to
the Son as his Word; the Son is a pure hearing and heeding of the
Father and therefore pure fulfilment of his mission; the Holy
Spirit is pure reception, pure gift. These personal relations are
reciprocal but they are not interchangeable.27

Joseph Ratzinger (now Pope Benedict XVI) also understands that
such a dialogical conceptuality of the divine personhood has fun-
damental implications for the understanding of the relationality of
the Godhead.28

The exploration of a relational understanding of person/person-
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hood in the 1970s may be found not only in the work of Zizioulas
but also in the work of Johann Auer29 who raises the question of
personhood in relation to the ‘person’ of Jesus Christ and the Trinity
and, by extension, to the Church. The work of Karol Wojtyla (later
Pope John Paul II) also contributes to the richness of the discourse
concerning a relational understanding of the human subject. Alfred
Wilder,30 reflecting on the work of Karol Wojtyla, situates his work
in the post-Enlightenment context in relation to understandings of
person found in Feuerbach, Marcel and Buber, over against the
exposition of the Absolute Ego found in Fichte, Schelling and Hegel.
Lawerence B. Porter,31 writing in 1980, focuses his attention in par-
ticular on the divine ‘persons’, arguing that the attempt to avoid the
language of ‘person’ in Trinitarian doctrine made by both Barth and
Rahner does not take into account patristic innovation, found par-
ticularly in the work of Tertullian. He argues that the self-relatedness
of the Godhead requires the ongoing and unresolved tension, which
the language of person/personhood brings to the doctrine of the
Trinity.32 The mid-1980s saw a number of publications outlining the
emergence of and need for a relational understanding of person/
personhood, of which Zizioulas’s Being as Communion is a prime
example.33 In 1986, Hans Urs von Balthasar34 wrote on the concept
of person, setting out something of a genealogy of the term itself as
well as of those who have defended a relational understanding of it.
In counterpoint to this development among theologians, an alterna-
tive discourse is manifest in other disciplines, especially among philo-
sophers, who have argued either that the self or the person is a
construct or have continued to defend the Enlightenment individua-
list understanding of person/personhood.35 Over against this tendency
in philosophy an appeal to relationality has been made by theologians.

Emerging from the discourse on the relationality of personhood,
two themes may be discerned: first, an understanding of person in
terms of act, and, second, that ‘act’ is to be understood in terms of
(self-)donation. An underlying strand to these themes may be traced
to the influence of Husserl.36 The human person is to be understood
as living subject; thus, human subjectivity is defined in terms of
consciousness, self-knowledge and self-possession, which are to be
recognized in human freedom.37 Another influence is traced to
Whitehead, mediated in the Christian reception of his thought by
Hartshorne and Cobb.38 In this conceptuality, ‘God is not to be
understood as a unique non-temporal actual entity but rather as a
personally ordered society of actual occasions’.39 The divine act of
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being is understood as an activity rather than as a state; and that
activity is understood as the ‘interrelating’ of the divine ‘persons’.
Bracken argues that, ‘this activity of interrelating is never exactly the
same in two successive moments. The three divine persons, in other
words, experience change in their ongoing relationality to one
another.’40

Such an understanding of person/personhood and relationality
has particular resonances with the discourse on différance and repe-
tition to which I will return in Chapter 4.

Writing on the understanding of person/personhood to be found
in the work of Karol Wojtyla, Robert A. Connor argues that the
philosophical/theological tradition has failed to provide ‘a satisfac-
tory ontological model to explain the ever-emerging awareness of
person as an intrinsically relational being’.41 He suggests that in the
thought of Karol Wojtyla, such a model may be emerging, through
his use of a phenomenology of the acting subject, which Connor
interprets as ‘a model for growth by relating’.42 Here the suggestion
that the person is ‘ever-emerging’43 resonates with the conceptuality
of difference and repetition. An interesting extension of this under-
standing of person/personhood in terms of act is to be found in the
writing of Joseph Ratzinger. Writing in relation to the doctrine of
the Trinity, he discusses the personhood of the Father: ‘the first per-
son does not generate in the sense that to the complete person the act
of generating a son is added, but the person is the act of generating,
of offering oneself and flowing out [. . .] the pure actuality.’44

He reiterates this understanding in a later work arguing that, ‘The
person is identical with this act of self-donation’.45 The richness of
discourse on person/personhood adds further to the sense of the
complexity of the appeal to relationality. The appeal to ‘act concep-
tualities’ may assist in seeking to address the question of an onto-
logical expression of relationality.

The effects on understandings of person and personhood which
arise from ‘the shift to the subject’ attributed to Kant, and to be seen
in the epistemology of Descartes, combined with a modern psycho-
logical focus on the individual, have given rise to a general notion
that a person is perhaps above all a centre of consciousness. To the
understanding of self-consciousness there has also been added the
modern notion, perhaps obsession with ‘personality’. When such a
set of pre-understandings meet with the statement that the divine
being is one substance and three persons, there are inevitably ques-
tions to be asked and complications to be unravelled. In short, is it
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possible to conceive of a single being which is three persons: i.e.,
three centres of consciousness or three personalities? This conundrum
has been the focus of a considerable amount of theological reflection
during the twentieth century. Add to this the arguments of those
who doubt that there is any such entity as person or personhood and
the picture becomes even more complex and a resolution even more
doubtful.46

During the nineteenth century, some theologians appealed to the
social analogy of the Trinity as a means by which to challenge the
view of certain idealists that ‘the Absolute’ was not a person. Ideal-
ists objected to the attribution of personhood to the Absolute
because they understood that ‘personality’ was implicitly a relational
term and therefore a relative condition. Those who appealed to the
social analogy did so on the understanding that personality could be
understood as permeable, rather than relative. In the twentieth cen-
tury, Moltmann advocated a social or communitarian analogy for
the Trinity in order to seek to overcome the Absolute Subject of
Hegelian idealism.47 Joseph Bracken, a Roman Catholic theologian,
also argued for a social analogy for the Trinitarian Godhead, as a
challenge to the idealist concept of a single divine subject, and
replaces it with three divine subjects that share a single conscious-
ness.48 Lionel Spencer Thornton49 argued for a similar understanding
of the Godhead. He also appealed to the social analogy, construct-
ing his concept of the Trinity upon an understanding of divine fel-
lowship. However, he rejects the notion that the three persons are
‘Three Centres of One Consciousness’. Thornton argues that solu-
tions such as William Temple’s phrase, ‘Three Centres of One Con-
sciousness’, belie the reality of the human lack of knowledge and
understanding either of consciousness or of the divine persons.
Rather, he suggests that the persons are ‘Three Centres of One Activ-
ity’, ‘The three centres of relationship are here comprehended within
the unity of One Absolute Activity’.50 Thornton’s argument holds
together divine agency and consciousness so that in his view there is
only ‘one mental life’ in the Godhead. He also bases his construction
on the understanding that the primary encounter with the threeness
of God arises from the experience of revelation, so that in his view
the social analogy provides the basis to adapt the idealists’ under-
standing of the Absolute.51
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PERSONHOOD IN THE THOUGHT OF KARL RAHNER

The understanding of person and personhood in the writings of
Karl Rahner presents an intriguing example of a modern response to
the questions surrounding the expression of the Divine Three. Para-
doxically, Rahner’s construction of the doctrine of the Trinity is
clearly dependent upon the concept of the Absolute Subject of
Hegelian idealism, and yet Rahner sets himself the task of offering a
decisive critique of the psychological or unitary model of the Trinity.
In Rahner’s understanding, what is encountered in the divine self-
revelation is the threefoldness rather than the oneness.52 Thus, he
argues that the threefoldness of the Godhead is something which is
known in faith through the divine self-utterance. This leaves Rahner
with a problem concerning the designation of that threefoldness
encountered in the economy. He too finds the use of the word ‘person’
to be impossible in his own context. Emerging from his axiom that
the economic and immanent are to be identified in the understanding
of God as Trinity, he suggests that, ‘The one self-communication of
the one God occurs in three different manners of givenness, in which
the one God is given concretely for us in himself, and not vicariously
by other realities’.53 He goes on to argue that each of the three should
be designated as a ‘distinct manner of subsisting’. This designation

would then be the explanatory concept, not for person, which
refers to that which subsists as distinct, but the ‘personality’ which
makes God’s concrete reality, as it meet us in different ways, into
precisely this one who meet us thus. This meeting-us-thus must
always be conceived as belonging to God in and for himself. The
single ‘person’ in God would then be: God as existing and meet-
ing us in this determined distinct manner of subsisting.54

Whether Rahner has solved a problem or made it worse, I leave to
the reader to decide.

The question of self-consciousness in relation to any model of the
Trinity remains an ongoing issue and may never be finally resolved.
If personhood and personality are understood in terms of a modern
understanding of consciousness, then there has to be some recogni-
tion that there is a problem to be addressed if this is applied to the
Godhead. In the social model, there is a tendency to ascribe self-
consciousness to each of the Divine Three. While in the unitary
model, if the deity is Mind, then that single mind will be conscious
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of itself. Some writers who have sought to work with both models
have sought to relate consciousness to the threeness and the oneness
of the Godhead, with such concepts as intersubjectivity, interper-
sonality and shared consciousness.55 For example, Bourassa argues
for an understanding of divine self-conscious which mediates
between the two models of the Godhead by attributing conscious-
ness to each person and to the three persons in common:

Consciousness in God is both an essential act of knowledge and
love common to the three persons, and personal consciousness,
exercised by each person, as consciousness of self, according to
the personal action of each which is infinitely conscious and free,
as pure and spontaneous love, in the most perfect reciprocity.56

PERSONHOOD IN THE THOUGHT OF KARL BARTH

In the work of Karl Barth, another instance of the difficulty over
person and personhood emerges in relation to the Godhead as
expressed in the formula of the Council of Constantinople. While
Barth sought to be faithful to the orthodoxy of the early councils
and Creeds, his pre-understandings of ‘person’ led him to the view
that God is one person, in terms of consciousness and ‘personality’.
This leaves him, as it does Rahner, with the question of the designa-
tion of the Divine Three, if he is to attempt to be faithful to Nicene
orthodoxy. Barth decided upon the term Seinsweise (mode of being),
the English in particular immediately raising fears of ‘modalism’.
Barth is sensitive to this charge and is at pains to argue that this is
not his intention, that he is motivated only by a concern to express
the formula mia ousia, tres hypostaseis in a modern idiom. His con-
cern also demonstrates an awareness that the hypostasis in the
ancient world did not carry the connotations that ‘person’ carries in
the West in the modern period. Barth’s preference for Seinsweise in
expressing the divine threefoldness emerges from his view that ‘per-
son’ or hypostasis had always been opaque throughout the history of
reflection on the doctrine of the Trinity. Indeed, he rejects any idea
that it is part of the theologian’s task to understand what the ‘persons’
of the Trinity are.57 Furthermore, Barth argues that the problems
with the ancient terminology are complicated by the modern under-
standings of personality and consciousness.58 Barth seeks to clarify
his position when he argues that
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The truly material determinations of the principle of threeness in
the unity of God were derived neither by Augustine, Thomas nor
our Protestant Fathers from an analysis of the concept of person,
but from a very different source in the course of their much too
laborious analyses of this concept. We prefer to let this other
source rank as the primary one even externally, and therefore by
preference we do not use the term ‘person’ but rather ‘mode (or
way) of being’, our intention being to express by this term, not
absolutely, but relatively better and more simply and clearly the
same thing as is meant by ‘person.’59

Barth argues that Seinsweise is to be understood as the equivalent of
the patristic usage, tropos hyparxeos, which is to be found, albeit
infrequently, in the writings of the Cappadocian Fathers.60 This
choice relates to the Reformed as well as the Cappadocian trad-
ition.61 However, the way in which the term tropos hyparxeos was
understood in the patristic period is another matter. It has been
argued that the way the term was used by the Cappadocian Fathers
had connotations of origin and derivation. Prestige argues that tro-
pos hyparxeos should be understood to mean ‘mode of existence’,
which carries an implicit understanding of the beginning of what is
denoted.62 ‘When the phrase “mode of hyparxis” is applied to the
divine Persons, it may, at least in the case of the second and third
Persons, originally have contained a covert reference not merely to
their existence, but to the derivation of their existence from the
paternal arche’.63 Tropos hyparxeos might equally be translated
‘mode of existence’ or ‘mode of obtaining existence’. Once it is
understood that the persons of the Godhead are co-eternal and co-
equal, these two meanings effectively become the same:

The term mode of hyparxis was applied, from the end of the
fourth century, to the particularities that distinguish the divine
Persons, in order to express the belief that in those Persons or
hypostaseis one and the same divine being is presented in distinct
objective and permanent expressions, though with no variation in
divine content.64

In Church Dogmatics, Barth uses tropos hyparxeos to denote the
differentiation of the Godhead which is known in the divine event of
self-revelation,65 and understood in terms of the divine self-
repetition or reiteration.66 In so far as the modes of being are to be
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understood in terms of the divine self-repetition, they may be under-
stood in terms of the different ways in which each of the modes
possesses the divine being or essence.67 An implication of this under-
standing would be that the divine essence is something which is prior
to the threefoldness. While Barth is quite clear that there is no fourth
hidden thing behind the three,68 he does use the phrase ‘the one
undifferentiated divine essence’.69 There is also imprecision in way in
which Barth uses tropos hyparxeos. The term may allow the identifi-
cation of personality and self-consciousness with the one divine
Person, but it raises problems surrounding the relation of the three-
foldness to the divine ousia. Barth argues that, ‘God is manifest and
is God in the very mode or way that He is in those relations to
Himself’.70 While Barth may argue that the modes of being are per-
manent expressions of the God who acts, identical with the divine
event-essence, the term tropos hyparxeos does not convey with clarity
what the threefoldness of the Godhead is, and Barth himself readily
admits this.71

Barth’s usage of the term Seinsweise (tropos hyparxeos) has con-
sistently been the subject of adverse criticism. Moltmann perceives
the use of the term ‘mode of being’ to describe the threefold repeti-
tion of the one divine Lord as confirmation of his view that Barth
remains firmly rooted in the idealist tradition of the single self-
conscious divine subject.72 Kasper argues that Barth’s uncritical
acceptance of the modern understanding of the person which led
him to the terminology of mode of being inevitably means that the
three ‘persons’ of the Godhead are given a treatment which is more
negative than it is positive.73 Gunton also argues that Barth’s usage
of tropos hyparxeos meant that he remained within the ‘Western
tradition’ of the Trinity and of personhood, rather than setting him
in the Cappadocian tradition.74 Although there may have been a
degree of correspondence between the terms tropos hyparxeos and
hypostasis in patristic usage, the distinction between the context in
which Barth uses the term ‘mode of being’ and that in which the
Cappadocian Fathers employed tropos hyparxeos, makes any com-
parison problematic.

PERSONHOOD IN THE THOUGHT OF JOHN ZIZIOULAS

It is John Zizioulas’s great achievement that he has been able to bring
Byzantine Orthodox tradition concerning persons and personhood
into contemporary theological discourse and ecumenical dialogue.
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What is especially striking about Zizioulas’s treatment of the Ortho-
dox tradition is his ability to relate it to the concerns of the modern
West. It is Zizioulas’s pre-understanding that person and person-
hood are not qualities which are added to human beings: human
beings do not have personhood, rather they are persons. ‘Personhood,
in other words, has the claim of absolute being, that is, a meta-
physical claim, built into it.’75 Nonetheless, Zizioulas recognizes that
the content and description of personhood have legitimately been
explicated in the modern terms of consciousness and dialogue.76 His
understanding of the ontology of personhood also takes into
account the philosophical concept of ‘being there’ (Dasein).77 He
brings to the interpretation of Dasein the centrality of the Liturgy in
the Orthodox tradition when he argues that, ‘To assert “being there,”
is to assert that you are overcoming not being there. It is a trium-
phalistic cry, or if you wish a doxological/eucharistic one, in the
deepest sense of acknowledging being as a sort of victory over non-
being’.78 This assertion of being by the person implies the recogni-
tion of a beyond and therefore is to be understood as a movement of
transcendence. Zizioulas also appeals to a philosophical (perhaps
existentialist) and theological understanding of freedom. In particu-
lar, he explicates the claim of the Orthodox tradition that the
unoriginate status of the Father is true freedom. The being and
communion of the Trinity are constituted in the radical freedom of
the person of the Father: ‘True being comes only from the free per-
son, from the person who loves freely – that is, who freely affirms his
being, his identity, by means of an event of communion with other
persons.’79

Embedded in this ontological understanding of the person,
according to Zizioulas’s construction, are the existentialist categories
of Dasein and freedom, which are to be received within a philo-
sophical/theological framework of a classical metaphysics and a con-
ceptuality of transcendence. This leads to an understanding of the
person (hypostasis) as an ontological rather than a functional entity.80

(a) The person is no longer an adjunct to a being, a category
which we add to a concrete entity once we have verified its onto-
logical hypostasis. It is itself the hypostasis of the being. (b)
Entities no longer trace their being to being itself – that is, being is
not an absolute category in itself – but to the person, to precisely
that which constitutes being, that is, enables entities to be entities.
In other words from an adjunct to a being (a kind of mask) the
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person becomes the being itself and is simultaneously – a most
significant point – the constitutive element (the ‘principle’ or
‘cause’) of beings.81

Zizioulas extends this understanding of hypostasis by applying it
directly to the Godhead. Thus, he claims, that the substance never
exists in a ‘naked’ state, that is, without hypostasis, without ‘a mode
of existence.’82

And the one divine substance is, consequently, the being of God
only because it has these three modes of existence, which it owes
not to the substance but to one person, the Father. Outside the
Trinity there is no God, that is no divine substance, because the
ontological ‘principle’ of God is the Father. The personal exist-
ence of God (the Father) constitutes His substance, makes it
hypostases. The being of God is identified with the person.83

His concept of being is inseparable from his concept of the per-
son, and out of this understanding of ontology and relationality
emerges Zizioulas’s notion of an ‘event of communion’. The per-
manent and unbreakable status of the relationships between Father,
Son and Holy Spirit means that the particular beings of each are
never isolated individuals. There is ‘a reality of communion in which
each particular is affirmed as unique and irreplaceable by the
others’.84 Zizioulas combines the outcome of Nicene orthodoxy
achieved in the terminology of Constantinople and the theological
reflection of the Cappadocian Fathers, with a modern understanding
of consciousness, Dasein and freedom. In so doing, he creates the
possibility of retaining the classical terminology of hypostasis and the
monarchy of the Father within contemporary theological discourse.

This achievement is not without its critics, who have offered
insightful and challenging critiques of Zizioulas’s construction of
personhood. The questioning of the conceptuality of personhood
and the interpretation of patristic usage of terms among those who
appealed to a relational understanding of the divine, was signalled
by André de Halleux in the mid-1980s. De Halleux rejects as sim-
plistic the division of Trinitarian conceptualities between a social
Eastern model and a psychological Western model, traced to de
Régnon. He argues that in the understanding of Basil of Caesarea
there was perhaps never a real distinction between hypostasis and
ousia.85 From this critique, Halleux suggests that Zizioulas’s
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interpretation of the Cappadocian Fathers’ understanding of koino-
nia as dialogical is a misunderstanding.86 He concludes that the per-
sonalism of the Cappadocians does not have to be opposed to the
language of ‘essence’ (ousia).87 Norman Metzler88 argues that despite
the values in the social modelling of the Trinity, nonetheless the use
to which the term persona is put in these relational understandings
cannot bear the weight being put upon it.89 The most developed
critique in this area is offered by Lucian Turcescu,90 who argues that
the conceptuality of personhood for which Zizioulas argues is not to
be found in the writing of the Cappadocian Fathers but is rather a
‘newly minted concept of person (which) rests on an understanding
of the Christian Trinity mainly as prototype of persons-in-
relation’.91 The questions and challenges which these critics of rela-
tionality pose are not to be set aside. They have to be faced and a
considered response offered. It is beyond the scope of this guide to
make such a detailed response. However, I would suggest that while
the specific critiques are sustained, they do not necessarily curtail the
theological project of Zizioulas and of those others who have sought
to develop a contemporary understanding of koinonia, personhood
and relationality. The question of how to transpose hypostasis into
modern usage remains an ongoing conundrum which may never be
answered. The theological project to understand the divine in terms
of communion and relationality is surely one worth defending and
extending; and I have suggested that one way in which to do to this
might be through an appeal to a ‘hermeneutic of relationality’.

COMMUNION AND THE DIVINE

The appeal to communion (koinonia) has become axiomatic for
those seeking to expound a relational understanding of personhood,
whether human or divine. This raises several questions including the
conceptualization of the divine substance or being ‘as communion’.
Most attempts to construct a social Trinitarian understanding of the
divine in recent times have appealed to the category of communion
or community as a necessary counterpart to the stress placed on the
Divine Three. An exposition of Zizioulas’s understanding of the
divine communion will provide a useful example of contemporary
discourse.

It is Zizioulas’s understanding that the use of communion as a
theological category was introduced into theological reflection in
the writings of the bishops of the early church, such as Ignatius of
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Antioch, Irenaeus and Athanasius. Zizioulas suggests that this was
so because they ‘approached the being of God through the experi-
ence of the ecclesial community, of ecclesial being. This experience
revealed something very important: the being of God could be
known only through personal relationships and personal love. Being
means life, and life means communion’.92

Theological reflection on the being of God in the context of the
ecclesial community was developed especially in the writings of
Athanasius and the Cappadocian Fathers. From their reflection on
the eucharistic experience of the Church, Zizioulas argues that they
developed an ontological understanding of communion. Athana-
sius and the Cappadocian Fathers formulated a concept of the
being of God as a relational being, expressed in their use of the
terminology of communion. In using this terminology, the Cap-
padocian Fathers sought to express what they perceived was evident
in the economy and in the Scriptures that the Godhead was both
simplicity and multiplicity, both a unity and a communion. The
God who is encountered in the revelation in Jesus Christ is to be
understood as interrelated being, sharing in a common essence.
Basil in Letter 38 expounds his understanding of this conceptuality
of being.93 He writes that the Father, Son and Holy Spirit are a
fellowship: ‘but in them is seen a certain communion (koinonia)
indissoluble and continuous’.94 Later in the same letter, he explains
what this communion means in relation to belief in a single God
and also in terms of the inner divine life. The Godhead is to be
understood ‘as being both conjoined and parted, and thinking as it
were darkly in a riddle, of a certain new and strange conjoined
separation and separated conjunction’.95 This conceptuality of the
inner divine life was not to be understood as the result of fanciful
speculation but, rather, as the explication of the encounter between
God and humanity in the revelation in Jesus Christ. This concept of
God’s inner life is understood to be related directly to the divine
activity in the economy. Out of this understanding, Zizioulas goes
on to reflect that ‘The substance of God, “God,” has no ontological
content, no true being, apart from communion’.96 He expounds his
understanding of communion as an ontological category further
when he writes

Nothing in existence is conceivable in itself, as an individual, such
as the τ�δε τ� of Aristotle, since even God exists thanks to an
event of communion. In this manner the ancient world heard for
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the first time that it is communion which makes beings ‘be’: noth-
ing exists without it, not even God.97

This is a crucial passage that expresses Zizioulas’s understanding of
communion very clearly and, furthermore, is an instance of where
he makes appeal to the concept of an event of communion. This
appeal to event conceptuality is an important feature of Zizioulas’s
theological project, and it is also critical for the reception of his
construction of relationality in the contemporary context. I shall
examine event conceptuality in Chapter 5.

Another crucial feature of Zizioulas’s construction of relational-
ity is his understanding that only a person, the person of God the
Father, is the cause of communion and ultimate relationality:

this communion is not a relationship understood for its own sake,
an existential structure which supplants ‘nature’ or ‘substance’ in
its primordial ontological role – something reminiscent of the
structure of existence met in the thought of Martin Buber. Just
like ‘substance,’ ‘communion’ does not exist by itself: it is the
Father who is the ‘cause’ of it.98

All existence is not only relational (of communion: koinonia) but
also personal (of the person: hypostasis). Zizioulas seeks to structure
the ontological category of communion as it emerges from Athana-
sius and the Cappadocians in relation to a number of controlling
factors and concepts. The ontological status of the concept of com-
munion has emerged in relation to an understanding of the Godhead
as a threefold communion, i.e., the Holy Trinity; a communion
which is a communion of three hypostases; a communion of three
hypostases whose relations are understood in terms of a mutually
constituting relationality; but nonetheless a communion which does
not supplant the notion of substance (or being); and, finally, a com-
munion whose mutuality is not a prior thing brought to bear on the
persons from outside, but whose mutuality is rooted in the person-
hood of the Father. In other words, the subtlety of the Cappadocian
understanding removes communion and relationality from the dan-
ger of becoming an absolute category in itself which would be prior
to and therefore condition the being of God. Indeed, Zizioulas is at
pains to avoid anything which might be understood to condition
the Godhead, and this is particularly evident in his discussion of the
divine freedom. He argues that the Father as a free person brings the
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divine communion and substance into being, freely. Neither com-
munion nor substance are pre-existing categories which are imposed
upon the deity by some external necessity. Both are freely chosen
by the Father. This means that ‘not only communion but also free-
dom, the free person, constitutes true being. True being comes only
from the free person, from the person who loves freely – that is, who
freely affirms his being, his identity, by means of an event of com-
munion with other persons.’99

It is evident that Zizioulas does not understand the Godhead in
terms of the self-realization of a single subject. For, even though the
Father is conceived of as the logical cause of the Trinity, the under-
standing that all three persons are both co-equal and co-eternal
means that being as communion is also eternal. The Father’s freedom
is untrammelled by any ‘necessity’.100 Zizioulas goes on to argue that
the freedom of God is not to be understood in terms of the uncre-
ated divine nature or substance. Indeed, such a concept would leave
humanity without any hope of attaining to true personhood. Rather,
he argues that

the ground of God’s ontological freedom lies not in His nature
but in His personal existence, that is, in the ‘mode of existence’ by
which he subsists as divine nature. And it is precisely this that
gives man, in spite of his different nature, his hope of becoming
an authentic person.101

The divine freedom is, therefore, to be understood as the freedom of
Father who chooses in love to live as Trinity. This may be seen as an
event of self-realization and affirmation, but it is not the realization
of a single absolute subject, nor of the individual seeking to assert
freedom against the necessity of finite existence.

In the discussion of the category of communion and of the con-
cept of freedom, I have already noted that Zizioulas employs the
phrase ‘an event of communion’ to denote the dynamic quality of
the communion and freedom of the Godhead, which he under-
stands, finds expression in a mutually constituted communion of the
Divine Three. Zizioulas is careful to guard against substituting being
with the concept of event. Rather, event is used to explicate the
dynamic quality of the relational ontology of koinonia. The Godhead
is not understood either in terms of an event which has no onto-
logical reference, or in terms of a static classical monism. Zizioulas
seeks to draw together the multi-level understanding of being which
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is to be found in the Cappadocian Fathers by his use of the phrase
‘an event of communion’ and in so doing adds a further level to the
traditional view by this appeal to the concept of event. This brings
the Cappadocian tradition into dialogue with a modern understand-
ing of the dynamic process of existence and life. The Cappadocian
Fathers’ understanding of the ousia of the Godhead as koinonia
is to be understood also in terms of a concept of event. In other
words, the koinonia of the Godhead is both energeia (energy, work or
action) and dynamis (power, ability or potential), which resonates
with the triadic language of Maximos the Confessor. The being of
the Godhead as communion is something which happens. It happens
because the person of the Father freely loves and chooses that the
Divine Being should be a dynamic relationality, a communion of
three persons. The communal or relational being of the triune God is
understood to be an event of life and love, an event of communion. I
shall return to explore this appeal to event further in Chapters 4 and
5. As I have noted already, there are those for whom this construc-
tion of divine communion is unacceptable. Some argue that the
patristic evidence does not support Zizioulas’s claims, while others
see in this the projection of a particular ecclesiological or socio-
logical agenda. The reader will need to weigh the arguments in order
to determine whether this construct of communion continues to be
persuasive.

INDWELLING/PERICHORESIS

Another component in the construction of social Trinitarianism and
a relational understanding of the Godhead is the appeal to the
concept of ‘mutual indwelling’ or ‘interpenetration’, in Greek: peri-
choresis. The extent of this appeal in recent times has been remark-
able. For example, it has been used by Moltmann, Boff, Fiddes,
Cunningham and LaCugna102 to suggest the applicability of the doc-
trine of the Trinity both to the Church and to the wider human
community, as a model and inspiration for human coexistence. The
perichoresis of the Divine Three has been held up to be emulated in
some sense by human beings in the sociality and reciprocity of per-
sons in communion or fellowship with God and each other. The
Trinity becomes the archetype of the human community, which is
explicated in terms of interdependence, equality and mutual
accountability, hospitality and inclusion. As I have made clear
already, this endeavour has evoked a strong critique of such applica-

THE TRINITY: A GUIDE FOR THE PERPLEXED

76



 

tion. On the other hand, Pecknold points to Augustine’s develop-
ment of the functionality of the doctrine,103 which suggests that the
attempt to construct the doctrine of the Trinity in terms of relation-
ality and perichoresis, in order to promote and celebrate its relevance
in the present day, may not be improper.

It is often argued that the use of the term perichoresis is an exten-
sion of the Nicene orthodoxy of ‘one substance, three persons’.
Current evidence suggests that it was used explicitly in relation to the
doctrine of the Trinity only from the seventh or eighth century. But
many scholars have argued that the conceptuality of ‘mutual indwell-
ing’ or ‘interpenetration’ in terms of the Divine Three is implicit in
the thinking of both the Cappadocian Fathers and Augustine. Peri-
choresis has been articulated to reinforce the unity of God while also
claiming the radical differentiation of the three. In particular, it has
been applied to the question of the centre of consciousness in the
Godhead. The concept has been used both in the East and West but
probably with different emphases. The Greek term perichoresis has
two equivalents in Latin, circumcessio and circumincessio. Some have
argued the former circumcessio has more of the dynamic connota-
tions of the Greek term, while the latter circumincessio has more the
sense of a static repose. An evaluation of these distinctions would
require careful reading and interpretation of the writings of Thomas
Aquinas.104

Most scholars would agree that the term perichoresis was first used
in Christian theology in reflection on the two natures or prosopa in
the person of Christ.105 It was employed later to designate the mutual
indwelling of the Divine Three in the work of John of Damascus.106

The conceptuality underlying the term may be traced back in the
writings of the Fathers to Athenagoras,107 and is related to the pas-
sage below from the Fourth Gospel: ‘The words that I say to you I do
not speak on my own authority; but the Father who dwells in me
does his works. Believe me that I am in the Father and the Father in
me’ (Jn 14. 10–11).108

The doctrine of the mutual indwelling (perichoresis) of the Divine
Three in one another represents a further stage of theological reflec-
tion on the problem of conceptualizing the unity of the divine will
and the divine substance, in relation to the understanding that the
Godhead is both one and three.109 The development of such a ter-
minology happened slowly. Basil, in a typically conservative stance,
argues that the persons are to be understood as ‘being with’, rather
than ‘being in’ one another.110 Hilary develops an understanding that
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the persons contain one another,111 and Gregory of Nyssa begins to
find a form of expression from an established philosophical term,
chorein (to hold or contain)112 to designate the relationships of the
persons. The developed use of the perichoresis in John of Damascus’
De fide orthodoxa113 rests upon the Johannine passage cited above.
The Divine Three are understood to indwell and interpenetrate
one another in such a way as to be able to say that there is one
divine ouisa, and that the Holy Trinity is truly one God,114 and the
divine hypostases, while indwelling one another, do not coalesce.
The endeavour to seek a relational ontology of the particular is
developed in this expression of mutual indwelling (perichoresis) of
the Divine Three. ‘Each one of the persons contains the unity by this
relation to the others no less than by this relation to Himself.’115 John
of Damascus’ exposition of the perichorectic relations of the per-
sons with one another has been interpreted as a further expression or
extension of the conceptuality of the divine being as communion,
while the Latin usage of the circumincessio of the Divine Three has
tended to be interpreted as an expression of the relations subsisting
in the single divine essence.116

The reception of the concept of the perichoresis in modern times
has been mixed. Some dismiss it as a complete departure from what
may be understood to be the Gospel,117 while others accept the
underlying concept but seek to provide a modern interpretation of
it.118 In the early twentieth century, the main reason for an appeal to
a concept of perichoresis was in relation to the question of the loca-
tion of the consciousness of God. Thornton argues that the divine
personality and, therefore, the divine self-consciousness are shared
among the three persons, and the unity of the divine personality and
consciousness is to be understood in terms of the ‘complete mutual
indwelling and interpenetration of the Three Persons in the God-
head’.119 This kind of understanding has been a recurring theme in
contemporary theological reflection.120 McFadyen has developed an
understanding of perichoresis with particular reference to the ques-
tion of the subjectivity of each of the persons. He writes that:

[t]he triune life is marked by the most profound interpenetration.
Yet it is precisely in this interpenetration that the Persons have
their distinct being, and it is only through their unique individual
identities that this interpenetration is possible. The unique sub-
jectivities of each Person are formed through the unique form of
intersubjectivity which pertains to them. Like all living things

THE TRINITY: A GUIDE FOR THE PERPLEXED

78



 

they are neither fully open nor fully closed systems. It is their
radical openness to and for one another (in which Personal clos-
ure still retains a place) which constitutes their existence in this
unique community [. . .]121

McFadyen’s restatement of the doctrine of perichoresis allows the
question of the divine subjectivity and self-consciousness to be
addressed in the contemporary context. It also permits a clear
commitment to the endeavour to construct an understanding of rela-
tionality as found in the writings of Zizioulas, Jenson and Gunton.
In such a restatement, the particular is safeguarded as an ontological
category, and the being of God is understood as communion.

Alongside his appeal to the terminology of Seinsweise, Barth also
makes an unequivocal appeal to the doctrine of perichoresis. His
purpose in using the concept is a defence of the unity of the God-
head. He argues that the difference, which the relations of origin of
three modes of being produce, is the ground for the divine fellow-
ship, for the relations of origin imply ‘a definite participation of each
mode of being in the other modes of being, and indeed, since the
modes of being are in fact identical with the relations of origin, a
complete participation of each mode of being in the other modes of
being’.122

Barth recognizes that this understanding is rooted in Scripture and
makes particular reference to the Johannine passages. He also
acknowledges the statement of the doctrine in De fide orthodoxa and
interprets what is to be found there, in the following comment:

the divine modes of being mutually condition and permeate one
another so completely that one is always in the other two and the
two in the one. Sometimes this has been grounded more in the
unity of the divine essence and sometimes more in the relations of
origin as such. Both approaches are right and both are ultimately
saying the same thing.123

This shows that Barth appreciates that the doctrine of perichoresis
may be understood in different ways and makes it plain that he is
not claiming any particular interpretation for himself. This may
relate to Barth’s discussion of the relations of origin of the three on
a number of occasions;124 in none of these does he discuss their
‘relations of communion’.125 Alan Torrance argues that the ‘relations
of origin’ point to the ways in which the Divine Three relate to each
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other, while, by the phrase ‘relations of communion’, he draws out
Zizioulas’s concept of their grounding or ordering, that is their
taxis.126 Alan Torrance argues that ‘the irreducible mutuality of rela-
tions of communion [is] essential to the three in their incommunic-
able distinctness [. . .] as they constitute the communion which is
ontologically intrinsic to God’.127

This is an asymmetrical conceptuality of the Godhead in which
the three are expressed in an ordered distinctness properly understood
as a horizontal rather than a vertical ordering. This ordered com-
munion of the Divine Three requires a highly developed understand-
ing of the construction of the divine koinonia and of the concept of
perichoresis, which is to be found much more clearly in the writings
of Zizioulas than of Barth.

This divergence of understanding typified in the works of Barth
and Zizioulas over the conceptualization of the Divine Three in
terms of the divine communion and their mutual indwelling raises
crucial issues from understanding the divine being in terms of rela-
tionality. This is demonstrated in Barth’s further use of the concept
of perichoresis in his discussion of the origin of the Holy Spirit. He
argues that

the one Godness of the Father and the Son is, or the Father and
the Son in their one Godness are, the origin of the Spirit. What is
between them, what unites them, is, then, no mere relation. It is
not exhausted in the truth of their being alongside and with one
another. As an independent divine mode of being over against
them, it is the active mutual orientation and interpenetration of
love, because these two, the Father and the Son, are of one
essence, and indeed of divine essence, because God’s fatherhood
and sonship as such must be related to one another in this active
mutual orientation and interpenetration. That the Father and the
Son are the one God is the reason why they are not just united but
are united in the Spirit in love.128

Serious reservations have been expressed about such a use of the
concept of perichoresis. Moltmann makes the following critique of
the attempt:

to constitute the Spirit as We-Person from the I of the Father and
the Thou of the Son, [which] seems like a personalistic postulate,
as long as the counterpart for that ‘We’ cannot be named in inner-
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Trinitarian terms; for the first person plural, like the first person
singular, is related to a counterpart, to the ‘you.’ If the Spirit
forms the ‘We’ of the Trinity, then he himself is the perichoresis.
The Tri-unity is then only a duality: I + Thou = We.129

The resolution of the question of whether Barth has made the Spirit
the ‘We-Person’, and also ‘the perichoresis’ of the Trinity, may be
focused on his statement that the Spirit is ‘an independent divine
mode of being over against them’ (Father and Son).130 Is this a con-
vincing statement of a third mode of being in the Godhead?131 There
is an element of ambiguity in Barth’s formulation of the doctrines of
the Spirit and of perichoresis, at least where these two doctrines
overlap. Nonetheless, I would strongly suggest that the Spirit is a
distinct mode of being and not the We-Person of Father and Son,
nor simply the perichoresis of the two of them.132 As well as this
highly technical usage of the notion of perichoresis, there have been
those who have ‘used’ the concept in ways that are highly imaginative
and evocative. It is important to note this usage as well as the more
analytical and technical. In the examples below, there are instances
in which perichoresis is used in effect to clinch the argument that the
doctrine of the Trinity is relevant and useful and, indeed, the explan-
ation of the reality of the cosmos.

The retrieval of and revival of interest in the doctrine of perichore-
sis in the latter part of the twentieth century is marked in particular
by those whose interests lie in liberation: liberation from domination
of one kind or another, be it patriarchy, wealth or oppression, so
that, despite the highly speculative nature of the concept of peri-
choresis, it has consistently been ‘used’ to stress the relevance of the
doctrine of the Trinity, often on the basis of highly imaginative con-
structions of the concept or of its outcomes. Indeed, the language
used often borders on the poetic.

Moltmann interprets the conceptuality of indwelling and inter-
penetration in terms of ‘the circulatory character of the eternal div-
ine life’ and uses this understanding to reinforce his construction of
the intra-divine life as an egalitarian community of love.133 Molt-
mann also speaks of the perichoretic ‘circulation’ as a means
whereby the divine glory is shared and ‘manifest’. He speaks of the
divine perichoresis as the means whereby the divine beauty and ‘the
sacred feast of the Trinity’ are realized. However, he does not leave
this construction in the realm of speculation. He argues that ‘it is
only this doctrine (perichoresis) that corresponds doxologically to
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“the glorification of the Spirit” in the experience of salvation’.134 In
other words, he sees this crowning concept in the construction of the
doctrine of the Trinity at least as an echo of soteriological concerns:
in this, he stands in parallel with Pecknold’s appeal to functionality
and to the interpretation of Augustine’s own ‘use’ of the doctrine.

From the outset of Holy Trinity: Perfect Community, Leonardo
Boff is clear that perichoresis is useful because it makes the doctrine
of the Trinity useful. For Boff, the Holy Trinity is his ‘Liberation
Program’. He argues that perichoresis ‘opens up for us a fruitful
understanding of the Blessed Trinity’.135 The conceptuality of inter-
penetration expresses the life and love that is the divine ousia. ‘Thus,
the divine Three from all eternity find themselves in an infinite explo-
sion of love and life from one to the other’.136 From this basis, Boff
contrues the being of the triune Godhead as ‘a mystery of inclu-
sion’,137 creating the possibility of employing the concept in the ser-
vice of his liberationist agenda for the reformation of human society.
He concludes the section dealing with perichoresis with a quotation
from Tao of Physics by Fritjof Capra.

In the new world-view, the universe is seen as a dynamic web of
interrelated events. [. . .] All natural phenomena are ultimately
interconnected, and in order to explain any one of them we need
to understand all the others. [. . .] In that sense, one might say that
every part ‘contains’ all the others, and indeed, a vision of mutual
embodiment seems to be characteristic of the mystical experience
of nature.138

In this, Boff highlights an element in the retrieval of perichoresis,
which is the potential for connecting the inner life of God with the
reality of the cosmos. Such a connection might be conceived in terms
of a pantheistic or panentheistic understanding, or possibly on the
basis of ‘process thought’. Such conceptualities have been seen as
problematic in terms of the potential for or perhaps inevitable con-
ditioning of the divine by the created order. Those who have
appealed to perichoresis in this way do so knowing that they are
deliberately pushing at the boundaries of speculative Trinitarian
reflection. A more sustained critique is offered by those who ques-
tion whether much of this construction is projecting onto God the
aims and purposes which the writers have already embraced, rather
than allowing Scripture and tradition to inform the construction of
the doctrine of the Trinity.
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Catherine Mowry LaCugna also makes appeal to the term peri-
choresis. She examines some of the different analogies and meta-
phors used historically to explain the concept, such as a light in one
house illuminating another, or of perfume sprayed into the air per-
meating the local environment. She argues that the main weakness
with such pictures is that they remain impersonal and fail to convey
the dynamic and creative energy implicit in the eternal movement of
perichoresis. So, she suggests that the idea of perichoresis as a ‘divine
dance’ emerged in order to convey the personal and dynamic dimen-
sions of the concept and, indeed, of the Godhead. ‘Choreography
suggests the partnership of movement [. . .] In interaction and inter-
course, the dancers (and the observers) experience one fluid motion
of encircling, encompassing, permeating, enveloping, outstretch-
ing.’139 Again, for LaCugna, the concept is useful in that it builds up
the potential relevance of the doctrine of the Trinity. She sees the
perichoretic divine dance as an instance of a model of an egalitarian
human community, freed of hierarchical oppression. She reflects fur-
ther that the usefulness of perichoresis would be greatly enhanced
if it were rooted more clearly in the economy than in the inner divine
life.

‘The divine dance’ is indeed an apt image of persons in com-
munion: not for an intradivine communion but for divine life as
all creatures partake and literally exist in it. [. . .] Everything
comes from God, and everything returns to God, through Christ
in the Spirit. This exitus and reditus is the choreography of the
divine dance which takes place from all eternity and is manifest at
every moment in creation. There are not two sets of communion –
one among the divine persons, the other among human persons,
with the latter supposed to replicate the former. The one peri-
choresis, the one mystery of communion includes God and
humanity as beloved partners in the dance.140

LaCugna expressed the mystery of the Godhead in terms of the
relationship between God and the created cosmos in terms of the
metaphor of a dance: a perichoretic dance. This has all the problems
of necessity inherent in it, which she recognizes and attempts to
guard against. The language she uses is evocative and ‘poetic’ in the
ways in which it pushes against the limits of human concepts to
express a vision of the relationship of the divine and the cosmos, a
vision which has profound resonances both within and beyond the
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Christian tradition. The understanding of God as ‘lord of the dance’
is a vision shared by Christianity, evoked for example in Sydney
Carter’s hymn and by Hinduism, manifest in the dancing Shiva, the
Lord Nataraja, whose cosmic dance sustains the universe in being.141

LaCugna has employed perichoresis in her construction of the doc-
trine of the Trinity, in order to create a relevant and functional doc-
trine which addresses the needs she has diagnosed as a feminist
theologian.

David Cunningham also writes of the concept of perichoresis in
terms of a dance. He is less enthusiastic about this picture as, for
him, it overemphasizes the three involved in the dance and promotes
too strong a sense of relationality between three ‘individuals’. Cun-
ningham recognizes the riches of the term perichoresis but laments
the need to use it, in the sense that he perceives that its use was
coined in order to prevent a sense of tritheism.142 This reflects his
overall agenda to offer a critique of the appeal to relationality in the
latter part of the twentieth century.

In concluding this section, I want to draw attention to Paul Fiddes,
who makes some particularly pertinent reflections on the concept of
perichoresis regarding its usefulness in constructing a doctrine of the
Trinity that is ‘relevant’. Like LaCugna, he recognizes and celebrates
the metaphor of a dance in construing the notion of perichoresis. He
also recognizes that dance was ‘a widespread image for the participa-
tion of all created beings in God’,143 which was used by philosophers
such as Plato and Plotinus to suggest how created intelligence was
held in harmony with the single divine mind. Fiddes is able to
endorse the use to which perichoresis has been put by liberation
theologians concerned with inequality, discrimination and oppres-
sion.144 Fiddes’ most important contribution to the structuring of
perichoresis is in relation to suffering and death, both the suffering
and death of Christ and of humanity. The divine perichoretic dance
has most often been understood in terms of love and joy. He argues
that suffering and death need also to be part of the dance.

The negative movement of perishing is, accordingly, a separation
entering into the heart of God’s relationships. The dance of peri-
choresis can be disturbed; [. . .] a gap can open up between the
movements of the dance. [. . .] if the dance is to absorb this inter-
ruption, to weave this very brokenness into the dance and make
death serve it, transforming the movement to nothingness into a
movement of possibility, we have to think carefully about the

THE TRINITY: A GUIDE FOR THE PERPLEXED

84



 

nature of the breach. [. . .] if the dance of perichoresis already has
this gulf at its heart, we can begin to understand how God in
extravagant love allows death itself to enter that space.145

Fiddes draws upon the work of Moltmann and von Balthasar in
drawing out these reflections on perichoresis.146 In making these
connections, Fiddes has structured the concept of perichoresis in
such a way as to be able to include within it the core elements of the
economy of salvation and has established in a creative and innova-
tive way the soteriological functionality of the concept and of the
doctrine of the Trinity. In this achievement, he has retrieved a core
element of the tradition from irrelevance, without surrendering to
the force of the critique of projection. The cumulative effect of these
several reflections on the concept of perichoresis from the latter part
of the twentieth century demonstrates that the creativity of those
who espouse the appeal to relationality has the potential to achieve a
functional doctrine of the Trinity which, on its own terms, is rele-
vant to the concerns of the contemporary context and faithful to
Scripture and tradition.

This concludes the identification of core concepts in the terrain of
Trinitarian language. The exploration of mutual indwelling, com-
munion and personhood used in the endeavour to express the riddle
of the divine threefoldness and divine oneness, and in relation to
Nicene orthodoxy and the reception of that orthodoxy down to the
present time, has demonstrated that bringing the encounter with
God in the economy of salvation to articulation is an ongoing task,
in the stretching of language by metaphor and analogy to present the
ultimately inexpressible in each new generation. Before moving to
the next chapter, I will discuss two further examples of the articula-
tion or symbolization of the Divine Three.

GENDERED LANGUAGE

I began this chapter by suggesting that alongside the examination of
terminology the reader should also bear in mind that the use of the
terms is always an attempt to express what is ultimately inexpress-
ible: the being of God. So, in concluding the chapter, I will examine
in particular the use of gender-specific language and ask how such
use relates to the nature of God in se. For some, clearly the use of
language is analogical or metaphorical. But others hold that the
language used refers directly to the being of God. The expression of
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a Christian understanding of the being of the triune God in terms of
male language in the formulas of worship and doctrine will be
addressed in relation to these two different approaches: the feminist
critique of such language and its defence in relation to ‘iconic lan-
guage’. The expression of the divine in male-gendered language has
been recognized as problematic in theological reflection for many
centuries, not in the terms of modern-day feminist critique but in
recognition that all language falls short of describing the divine and
that the divine being is not gendered in the sense that human beings
are gendered. There is a historic and ongoing recognition within
the Christian tradition that all language about God is analogical,
including the designations ‘Father’ and ‘Son’. Gender is not to be
attributed to God in any literal sense. It is evident in the Scriptural
witness that both male and female analogies have been used and
offer profound disclosures of God and God’s relationship to human
beings. It is important to remember that St Paul refers to Christ as
the wisdom (sophia) of God.147 Sophia is a feminine noun in Greek
and provides a gendered diversity in terms of the person of Christ. It
is something which on the whole is lost, along with the logos designa-
tion of the second person of the Trinity. To this day, there remains
a survival of the sophia designation in the name of what was once
the greatest church building in Christendom: the Church of Hagia
Sophia (Holy Wisdom) in Constantinople.

FEMINIST CRITIQUE OF GENDERED LANGUAGE

The feminist critique of the doctrine of the Trinity is at once part of
a wholesale reassessment of the Christian theological tradition and
so is concerned with more than the question of gendered language.
Underlying the feminist critique of the doctrine of the Trinity is a
prior question of how the system(s) of thought emerged that led to
the construction of the classical doctrine. The result of asking
such questions has brought about a feminist reinterpretation of
Western monotheistic traditions. The basis of this reinterpretation or
reconstruction has been the introduction of non- or multi-gendered
language for God. It is a fundamental preconception of feminist
critique that language is a powerful medium that not only permeates
belief about the essence and character of God but that also pro-
foundly influences human behaviour and social interaction. One
strand of the feminist critique asserts that any notion that God has a
male gender is to be rejected, and male pronouns are not to be used
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when referring to God. Anything which might suggest that the divine
being is authoritarian or disciplinarian is to be avoided. As an alter-
native, some feminist writers have tended to emphasize ‘maternal’
attributes such as nurturing and acceptance in relation to the divine.
A core understanding of the critique is that not only is the male
gendered language of the classic doctrine of the Trinity a reflection
of a patriarchal context but that it has also sustained and empowered
patriarchal relationships between men and women. In other words,
the Father–Son relationship that implies a form of subordinationism
in the Trinity has provided an ideological warrant for the subordin-
ation of the female to the male. The doctrine of the Trinity has been
seen by some feminists as a framework for working out theological
perspectives on gender and difference. Not all theologians accept
these premises and question whether a relatively obscure doctrine
such as the doctrine of the Trinity could in reality be seen to author-
ize a general understanding of gender relations. Others have asked
whether there is something like maleness and femaleness in God that
provides a reference point for the human understanding of gender.

Catherine Mowry LaCugna has argued that the traditional doc-
trine of the Trinity has been damaging as a model for earthly rela-
tionships among human persons.148 She perceives that men have
modelled social hierarchy, including their domination over women,
on the basis of understanding the triune God as an archetype
for human interactions, legitimating oppression and domination.
LaCugna’s understanding is rooted in her interpretation of the Cap-
padocian tradition of a hierarchical relationship among the three
members of the trinity, i.e., a powerful Father-Godhead figure and
subordinate Christ and Holy Spirit figures, which has led to hier-
archical domination of certain persons, namely men over women.
Mary Daly echoes these concerns:

The Judaic-Christian tradition has served to legitimate sexually
imbalanced patriarchal society. For example, the image of the
Father God, in the human imagination and sustained as plausible
by patriarchy, has in turn rendered service to this type of society
by making its mechanisms for the oppression of women appear
right and fitting. If God in ‘his’ heaven is a father ruling ‘his’ people.
then it is in the ‘nature’ of things and according to divine plan and
the order of the universe that society be male-dominated.149

In the present social and political context, where equality and

EXPRESSING THE INEXPRESSIBLE?

87



 

inclusivity have come to be valued over hierarchy, the feminist diag-
nosis of the problems inherent in the classic doctrine of the Trinity
clearly need to be addressed. LaCugna suggests that a reunderstand-
ing of the Trinity can be achieved through a thoroughly relational
and reciprocal understanding of the relationships among the Divine
Three, which can provide a more acceptable model for human rela-
tionships. LaCugna also argues that an understanding of the equal
love and freedom that exists in the relatedness of the members of the
Trinity can also be a model for earthly communities of inclusivity.
The use of non-gendered God language such as ‘Creator, Redeemer,
Sustainer’ can assist the community of faith to respond to God’s
relationality, but she is not in favour of replacing the traditional
language of ‘Father, Son and Holy Spirit’. The loss of the personal
aspect of the Divine Three would be detrimental to the understand-
ing of God as a personal saviour, friend and comforter. Other writers
have suggested that the worship of the male god (father) should be
replaced with that of the goddess (mother). However, this suggestion
is not part of the agenda of most Christian feminist theologians.
On the whole, their concern has been to reaffirm the generally
accepted theological understanding that all language about God is
analogical and that God is beyond gender. From a more radical
perspective, Mary Daly argues that the power of language is not to
be underestimated:

Sophisticated thinkers, of course, have never intellectually identi-
fied God with an elderly parent in heaven. Nevertheless it is
important to recognize that even when very abstract conceptual-
izations of God are formulated in the mind, images have a way of
surviving in the imagination in such a way that a person can
function on two different and even apparently contradictory
levels at the same time. One can speak of God as spirit and at the
same time imagine ‘him’ as belonging to the male sex.150

Two further aspects of the classical formulations of the doctrine
of the Trinity have caught the attention of feminist theologians.
Among some feminist theologians there is a growing perception that
the shift in the medieval West, usually attributed to Thomas Aqui-
nas,151 from the doctrine of the Trinity as the foundation of Christian
theological reflection to the focus on God as a unitary supreme being
who is only subsequently understood to have Trinitarian aspects, is a
highly problematic turn for theology. This turn is interpreted as
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having empowered ‘a hierarchal monistic understanding of reality-
monarchism, and a correlated individualistic and elitist view of
human social structures’.152 Alternatively, Christian feminist theo-
logians have been arguing that a Trinitarian understanding of God
based upon a relational reading of Nicene orthodoxy leads to much
healthier understanding of social structures and human
interaction.153

The second aspect of Trinitarian thought concerns the person of
the Holy Spirit who has often been thought of as female, either
analogically or indeed literally. Feminist theologians on the whole
have not sought any literal identification of the Spirit as female,
because of an analogical understanding of God-talk, though some
writers have promoted the notion of a female model of God as
Spirit. There are major concerns over the attempt to ‘feminize’ the
Holy Spirit, for it is argued that the Spirit has too often ‘been con-
strued through a patriarchally distorted image of the feminine as
being quiet, recessive and dependent’.154 This does not sit well with
the evidence of the Scriptural witness, particularly of Pentecost,
where the Holy Spirit was portrayed in terms of the power of God:
the tongues of flame and the ‘rushing mighty wind’. However, it is
possible, on the basis of the Pentecost story, to construct an under-
standing of the Spirit’s work was inclusive; that is to say, that the
Spirit gives gifts equally to both women and men. In this case, femi-
nist theologians might welcome a feminine understanding of the
Spirit, as a reversal of the power structures inherent in a traditionally
patriarchal reading of the doctrine of the Trinity.

There has also been constructive feminist critique of the doctrine
of the Trinity. For example, Diana Neal has proposed a feminist
reading of the relationality of father and son,155 building on Molt-
mann’s reference to the Council of Toledo in 675. ‘It must be held
that the Son was created, neither out of nothingness, nor yet out of
any substance, but that he was begotten or born out of the Father’s
womb (de utero Patris), that is, out of his very essence.’156 It is
the view of Neal and Moltmann that only through a Trinitarian
understanding of the divine is it possible to go beyond a patriarchal
understanding of God and construction of society, despite the male-
gendered language of the traditional doctrine of the Trinity. Neal
refers, in particular, to the crucifixion of Christ as the reinterpreta-
tive lens through which to re-read the tradition: ‘the trinitarian event
of the cross presents Christians with a symbolic framework which,
far from being necessarily patriarchal in nature, subverts patriarchal
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relations of power between fathers and sons, This, in turn, would
lead to a deconstruction of the binary definition of maleness with
divinity and femaleness with materiality’.157

Neal goes on to argue that there can be a new symbolization of
God, through a re-reading of the doctrine of the Trinity. She sug-
gests that Luce Irigaray is correct to argue that symbolic changes
follow on from psychological changes. The change from passivity
to agency that women have begun to experience is reflected in this
re-reading, bringing with it a symbolic diversity. ‘A plurality of sym-
bols of the divine will provide us with a more modest, but inevitably
truer experience of God. These symbols will find their sources in the
rich fullness of human ways of being.’158 In a sense, this is a further
example of a functional reception and use of the doctrine of the
Trinity. A constructive re-reading on a much broader scale is to be
found in Gavin D’Costa’s Sexing the Trinity.159 He also appeals to
the work of writers such as Lacan and Luce Irigaray. D’Costa uses
the possibilities raised through their works to explore the symboliza-
tion of Christ in terms of the phallic and vaginal in order to tran-
scend stereotypical understandings of gender and the idea that the
doctrine of the Trinity necessarily has to be understood in patri-
archal terms. In particular, he explores the notion of the non-phallic
in relation to the feminine and argues that idea of the ‘Phallic
Mother’ pushes back the boundaries of symbolization for the divine.
The understanding that phallic symbolization is by no means
exclusively male is a welcome addition to the conceptualization of
the doctrine of perichoresis with its imagery of interpenetration.

SOPHIOLOGY

By way of a codicil to the feminist critique of the doctrine of the
Trinity, I would like to mention briefly the notion of ‘sophiology’,
which is associated in particular with the work of Sergei Bulgakov.160

Bulgakov was influenced in this regard by Vladimir Soloviev,161 and,
at least to some extent, finds an echo in contemporary feminism.
Sophiology, coming from the Greek sophia, is a concept rooted in the
traditional understandings of theology concerned with the Wisdom
of God. Sophiology involves speculative reflection on the relation-
ship between the visible and invisible worlds, the role of nature, as
well as teleology, and has its roots in wisdom theology and in Rus-
sian theology of the nineteenth century. The Russian Orthodox theo-
logians Georges Florovsky and Vladimir Lossky have vehemently
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opposed this appeal to sophia. Vladimir Lossky has argued that
sophiology is a mistaken concept in which the Holy Spirit and the
Virgin Mary are united as a single deity or hypostasis of God.162

Bulgakov himself describes the wisdom of God as the ‘interior
organic unity’ of the divine ideas.163 He associates wisdom with love
in terms of the substance of the Trinity.

Belonging, giving, yielding: these are terms of love. And more
especially, these words suggest that the Wisdom of God may be
best spoken of by feminine metaphors, since in the deepest and
most abiding love we know, the married love of human beings,
they are words that suggest the attitude of the bride more than the
bridegroom.164

This is perhaps an appeal to an unreconstructed stereotyping of
gendered relations. But of its day, it was an attempt to associate the
feminine with the heart of the doctrine of the Trinity. Bulgakov also
understands that there is a role for the Divine Wisdom in the creating
of the cosmos. The creation ‘is, or was meant to be, a sophianic
creation, a creation filled with the wisdom of God’.165 It is beyond
the scope of this guide to examine this concept in detail. Bulgakov’s
appeal to a sophianic creation suggests that his outlook on the cre-
ated order is panentheistic. His work has received renewed interest in
recent times and demonstrates that Trinitarian theological reflection,
even within an appeal to Nicene orthodoxy, can be highly imagina-
tive and creative in seeking further symbolization of the divine.

ICONIC LANGUAGE

In distinction from the understanding that God-talk in general, and
specifically in relation to the doctrine of the Trinity, is to be under-
stood as contingent, constructed out of Christian theological reflec-
tion, in faithful dialogue with the witness of Scripture, tradition and
the experience of the economy, there is another view that God-talk
about the Trinity is to be understood as ‘iconic language’. Such
‘iconic language’

is given by revelation and based on the fact that theology is not
based on the distinction between subject and object, like analogies
and metaphors, but on the unique character of the ecclesial
koinonia. In this context the use of metaphor poses difficulties,
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given that it is grounded exclusively in human experience. We
cannot separate iconic language from the fact of revelation,
expressed in Holy Scripture and ecclesial tradition. Unlike sym-
bolic language, iconic language is not rooted in human experi-
ence.166

An implication of this understanding is that the expression of the
Godhead as Father, Son and Holy Spirit is held to be non-negotiable.
This concept of ‘iconic language’ represents a very different under-
standing of the workings of language from that which is usually
understood both in terms of everyday conversation and of theo-
logical reflection. The concept is often associated with Eastern
Orthodox writers, but there are parallels to be found in writers
from various other traditions. For example, Robert Jenson has
argued that the Church’s ‘primary Trinitarian talk’ are ‘dense signs’,
that is, sacramental gifts that enable participation in the heavenly
liturgy:

It is throughout eternity that we will be initiated into the pattern
of the life among the divine Three; if we are now able to shape our
liturgy by the ‘begetting’ and ‘sending’ constitutive of that life, it
can only be that we are permitted to trace a life not yet of this
world.167

And T. F. Torrance argues that knowledge of God is only possible by
‘sharing in some way in the knowledge which God has of himself’.168

The human knowledge of God does not emerge from a centre in the
human being but from a centre in God, not on any human ground of
being, but on the ground of God’s being. The human ability to know
God does not arise from some innate human capacity but from div-
ine activity in which God allows himself to be known through his
Word. In the historical particularity of Jesus of Nazareth this
becomes an actuality:

In Jesus we encounter the very EGO EIMI [I AM] of God, so that
in him we are summoned to know God in accordance with the
way in which he has actually objectified himself in our human
existence and communicated himself within the structure and
modes of our human knowing and speaking.169

DiNoia also argues that the specific Trinitarian language is part and
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parcel of the gift of the triune God’s very self, ‘the incorporation of
created persons into personal communion with the uncreated Trin-
ity’.170 He argues that only God himself is able to supply language
appropriate to the divine mystery.

‘When we cry “Abba! Father!” ’ it is that very Spirit himself bear-
ing witness with our spirit that we are children of God’ [Rom.
8.15–16, (NRSV)] [. . .] The speakability of the otherwise
unspeakable mystery of the triune God presupposes the gift of
God’s very self and depends on resources that come with that
gift.171

The construction of an understanding of ‘iconic language’ means
that the designation of the Divine Three as Father, Son and Holy
Spirit is non-negotiable. Does such an understanding stand up to
scrutiny in terms of the human experience and perception of the
workings of language? It is beyond the scope of this guide to offer a
detailed analysis of different understandings of human language in
theology and philosophy. Broadly speaking, the approaches in the
feminist critique of the gendered language of the Divine Three and
in the defence of iconic language set out the polarities for under-
standing the workings of human language in doctrinal construc-
tions. There is a detailed and nuanced analysis of the relationship
of human language to divine self-expression in Barth’s work, The
Word of God and the Word of Man.172 This work sits at one end of
the polarity. Janet Martin Soskice’s work, Metaphor and Religious
Language, which also represents a nuanced analysis sits at the
other end.173 Once again, I leave this matter to the reader to
resolve.

In this chapter, I have sought to identify the core words and con-
cepts in the complex landscape of Trinitarian technical language.
The emergence of Nicene orthodoxy and its reception and re-
reception down the centuries is a story of human endeavour in the
pursuit of giving an account of the faith of the tradition. The quest
to articulate and interpret the human encounter with the divine in
human language has been pursued, often against a background of
misunderstanding, controversy or conflict. Out of these conflictual
occasions, the Church was ‘forced’ to set out particular signposts, in
the decisions, formulations and creeds of the councils. In more recent
times, the resolution of the impact of modernity and postmodernity
has on the whole rested in the hands of individual theologians. In
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this case the signposts have tended to be more disputed and pro-
visional. This is particularly the case over the expression of person-
hood. The appeal made to relationality during the course of the
twentieth century has itself now been challenged and questioned.
The landscape of Trinitarian language remains as complex and
intriguing as ever. It is a reminder of the need to receive the tradition
anew in each generation and bring it to expression in language forms
of the day, just as those who appealed to logos did in the first centuries.
Similarly, it is necessary to re-receive and re-understand revelation in
each new generation, and it is to this that I shall turn in the next
chapter.

SUGGESTED READING

M. Wiles, The Making of Christian Doctrine: A Study in the Prin-
ciples of Early Doctrinal Development (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1967).

F. M. Young, From Nicaea to Chalcedon: A Guide to the Literature
and Its Background (Philadelphia, Pa.: Fortress Press, 1983).

M. Carrithers, S. Collins and S. Lukes (eds), The Category of the
Person: Anthropology, Philosophy, History (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1985).

C. Taylor, Sources of the Self: The Making of Modern Identity
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1989).

A. I. McFadyen, The Call to Personhood: A Christian Theory of
the Individual in Social Relationships (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1990).

J. D. Zizioulas, ‘On Being a Person: Towards an Ontology of Per-
sonhood’, in C. Schwöbel and C. E. Gunton (eds), Persons,
Human and Divine (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1991), pp. 33–46.

C. M. LaCugna, God for Us: The Trinity and the Christian Life (New
York: HarperCollins, 1991).

G. D’Costa, Sexing the Trinity: Gender, Culture and the Divine
(London: SCM Press, 2000).

THE TRINITY: A GUIDE FOR THE PERPLEXED

94



 

CHAPTER 4

THE RECEPTION OF REVELATION

INTRODUCTION

The question at the heart of this chapter relates not only to how the
doctrine of the Trinity is supported evidentially, i.e., what data is
there to support a doctrine of the Trinity, but also how is the doc-
trine to be received by the individual and the Christian community
of the Church? These questions echo the divergence over language,
which I discussed in the previous chapter. Is language a set of human
phenomena that are culturally and historically conditioned, so that
the designation of the divine as Father, Son and Holy Spirit is con-
tingent and replaceable? Or is the human language capability part of
God’s gift-giving in the creating and redeeming of the cosmos, thus
justifying the claims made for ‘iconic language’? In a sense, this ten-
sion is another presentation of the polarity I have already noted
between the claim that divine revelation is either of God in se, or
Trinitarian language is the triadic representation of God in history
according to the receptive capacity of the human subject and noth-
ing more.1 It may be possible to find a middle way, a via media
between these two poles, that recognizes claims to insight and truth
in each stance while also moderating the tendency towards absolutist
claims in each polarity. This resonates with the possibility expounded
by Lindbeck that the understanding of doctrine can be held in a
synthesis of cognitive and experiential-expressive perspectives, as
perhaps Rahner and Lonergan may be said to do.2

In this chapter, I will examine how the reality, which the doctrine
of the Trinity is understood to symbolize, is known and received in
the context of the believing ecclesial community. I shall attempt to
do this through the analysis of four different but overlapping con-
ceptual frameworks: the first analysis will be of the epistemological
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constructions of divine (self-)revelation. The second will examine the
epistemological implications of the classical construct of divine
activity: ‘the external works of the Trinity are undivided’ (in Latin,
opera ad extra trinitatis indivisa sunt). The third analysis will examine
the implications of the axiomatic claim articulated by Rahner that,
‘The “economic” Trinity is the “immanent” Trinity and the “imma-
nent” Trinity is the “economic” Trinity’.3 The final analysis will focus
on the noetic and ontic implications of event conceptuality.

EPISTEMOLOGY AND REVELATION

Doctrines of revelation emerge from reflection on the experience of
the divine in the world as it is understood to be received and lived by
the Church. Epistemological constructions of divine (self-)revelation,
are made to provide a conceptual framework for the experience of
‘knowing’ that to which the doctrine of the Trinity refers or symbol-
izes. An example of the question of how God is known, in particular
how God is known as Trinity, is to be seen in the divergence of
understanding between Thomas Aquinas and Gregory Palamas,
based upon the Orthodox understanding of the distinction to be
drawn concerning the divine essence and energies, which I discussed
in Chapter 2. I shall reiterate that discussion briefly: one way of
looking at the different perspectives of the churches of East and
West is to claim that the divergence is not so much that the Latin
church understands the doctrine of the Trinity as a claim of unitas in
trinitate while the Greek church understands trinitas in unitate, as that
there is divergence between them concerning the epistemological
approach and ontological affirmations which can be made about the
being and nature of God. The Palamite tradition of the East per-
ceives that the essence of God is inaccessible to creaturely knowl-
edge, and God is known by human beings only by means of the
divine energies, while the Thomist tradition of the West suggests that
the divine essence is knowable through created grace, allowing the
human mind to be enabled to grasp divine truth. The ongoing schism
between East and West reinforced this sense of divergence and dif-
ference. As suggested already, and as is often the case, if these argu-
ments are examined carefully in terms of the goal to which doctrinal
constructs point, there is ground for arguing that the two traditions
have more in common than was perceived in the past. Both tradi-
tions seek the goal of a limited human knowledge of the divine, and
of the divine as Trinity; there is a sense of caution and reserve in each
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exposition in recognition of the inadequacy of human language and
conceptuality and in the face of ultimate divine mystery. Both tradi-
tions demonstrate a realization that especially in the case of the
doctrine of the Trinity, the task and process of theological reflection
is one of contemplation rather than of precise definition.

The consequences of the Enlightenment challenge to epistemo-
logical certainty meant that it became necessary once more to ask the
question, ‘Is it possible to know God and in particular to know God
as Trinity?’ Theologians had to ask themselves whether it was pos-
sible or preferable to ‘begin’ with God or with the works of God in
creating and redeeming or the knowing of the human subject. One
manifestation of anxiety about the consequences of the Enlighten-
ment is to be seen in the debates concerning Socinianism and Deism
in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, which I discussed in
Chapter 2. Another response to the Enlightenment challenge or per-
ceived threat to traditional ways of constructing epistemology, and
particularly the knowledge of God, was the effective marginalization
of reflection upon Trinitarian theology. It has often been argued
that this arises out of a combination of Enlightenment philosophy
with the soteriological emphasis of mainstream Protestant thought.
Melanchthon had argued that ‘to know Christ is to know his bene-
fits’, and that there was no need for speculation about the nature or
natures of Christ.4 Immanuel Kant argued that there are clear limits
to (human) knowledge: things are not known in themselves, but only
as they appear to the knowing subject.5 The acceptance of Kant’s
diagnosis of human knowing among some theologians leads to the
marginalization of Trinitarian understandings of the Godhead
among liberal Protestants. A good example of this development is to
be found in the work of Adolf Harnack.6 The one obvious exception
to this trend is found in the work of the philosopher Hegel. In his
Phenomenology of Geist, he constructs a metaphysics on a Trinitarian
basis.7 Hegel expounds the view that the Absolute Spirit is revealed
in history in a dialectic of thesis, antithesis and synthesis, which
mirrors the Christian understanding of God as Trinity. Hegel’s con-
struction has undoubtedly influenced many Christian theologians,
particularly those who stand in the German idealist tradition.8

It was in response to this diagnosis and proscription of human
knowledge, made by Kant, that Karl Barth and Friedrich Schleier-
macher constructed their very different theological frameworks.9

Both theologians reflect on the doctrine of the Trinity, and their
treatment of the Trinity clearly demonstrates how they are responding
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to the Kantian proscription of knowledge. Schleiermacher treats the
doctrine of the Trinity only at the end of The Christian Faith almost
as an afterthought,10 whereas Barth begins the Church Dogmatics
with an exposition of divine revelation in terms of the triune God.11

An interpretation of these responses would be to suggest that Barth
and Schleiermacher typify Lindbeck’s designations of creed and
doctrine in terms of ‘cognitive’ and ‘experiential-expressive’. This
may be an oversimplification, but Schleiermacher is certainly to be
credited as the originator in modern times of an understanding of
theological reflection in aesthetical terms.

For Schleiermacher, ‘doctrine’ emerges from a critical examin-
ation of human religious affections. Schleiermacher constructs his
doctrine of the Trinitarian being of God on the basis of being able to
contrast the hidden and revealed God.12 The hidden God remains
unknown to human beings. There is, however, divine revelation. This
is construed in relation, first, to a Christological confession and,
second, to the divine indwelling in the community of faith. On the
basis of these two experiences, Schleiermacher allows that a Trinitar-
ian understanding emerges. In each instance, the Christological and
the ecclesial, he understands that there is a union of divine essence
with human nature. Such a perception does not necessarily entail a
doctrine of the Trinity or a threefold understanding of the divine.
However, the divine is experienced and received by human beings
through Christ and the Spirit. Trinitarian reflection and doctrinal
exposition are contingent upon receiving the experience of the divine
in the context of Christian religious consciousness or tradition.
Some commentators have argued that Schleiermacher is best under-
stood as standing in line with Sabellius. In other words, the divine
being ‘happens’ in the economy of revelation without necessarily
referring to inner divine reality. There can be no certainty about who
God is in se; however, it is possible that God ‘is’ threefold in the
economy. Maybe Schleiermacher’s construction of the doctrine of
the Trinity is to be understood as an off-shoot of the Socinian
branch of Protestantism. In relation to Claude Welch’s categoriza-
tion of three levels of Trinitarian reflection: (1) economic (2) essential
(3) immanent; where (1) relates to an understanding of the revelation
of God through Christ and the Spirit in the history of salvation
(economic); (2) accepts the doctrines of the homoousion, and the co-
eternity and co-equality of the three hypostases (essential); and (3)
accepts the account of the divine internal relations of the filial gen-
eration and Spirit’s procession, and the perichoresis of the three
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(immanent), Schleiermacher’s understanding of the Trinity may
be interpreted in terms of (1) and perhaps to some extent of (2),
but certainly not (3). Indeed, Schleiermacher warns against such
speculation.13

Karl Barth’s approach to the question of the knowledge of God is
also grounded in a response to Kant. Barth begins from the under-
standing that human beings cannot know God, as Kant indicates,
which leads to his vehement rejection of ‘natural theology’.14 He
declares that only God can make God known. This making known is
what has happened in Christ and comes to articulation in the Church
doctrine of the Trinity. Barth’s reconstruction of a theological epis-
temology in response to Kant’s diagnosis is largely responsible for
the twentieth-century revival of interest in and appeal to the classic
doctrine(s) of the Trinity. Barth constructs his epistemological
framework on the doctrine of the Word of God and the Trinity, in
which he appeals to a divine threefoldness designated by the terms:
‘Revealer, Revelation, Revealedness’.15 This is the polar opposite of
Schleiermacher’s response to the same epistemic problematic. There
is a caution in Barth’s exposition in that he clearly recognizes that
revelation is mediated. God reveals himself; that is to say, this relates
to God in se, the immanent Trinity, in order that revelation is really
the revealing of God; i.e., that it is divine self-revelation. For Barth,
there is clearly no hidden God: a deus absconditus, who lies behind
the God known in revelation. This claim in part relates to a
divergence in Protestantism. Luther does make reference to the idea
that there is a sense in which God ultimately remains a mystery,16

or in part remains hidden from human knowledge and enquiry.
In Barth’s affirmation that there is no hidden God, nothing of the
divine that is ultimately unknown, he is reiterating a Reformed
stance over against a Lutheran perspective. A further example of
this divergence may be seen in Paul Tillich’s work: writing from a
Lutheran perspective, he expounded an understanding of the God
beyond God.17 It is evident from this brief analysis of various
sources and traditions that there is no consensus in the Christian
tradition concerning the construction of a theological epistemology,
no consensus about the role of experience and the economy in the
creation of an epistemological framework. This lack of consensus
impacts particularly upon the construal of the doctrine of the Trinity.
Barth made the Trinity an instrument of epistemology, with the
work of the Holy Spirit as the subjective element of revelation within
the knowing human subject, as the personal stage of the reception of
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the revelation of the Word encountered in its witnesses Scripture
and Church proclamation.18 This instrumental construction of the
doctrine of the Trinity is another example of a functional take on
Trinitarian reflection. This construction might be understood to be
excessively and mistakenly instrumental, if it were to be seen as
strictly ‘cognitive’, perhaps as a mechanical transaction between the
human and divine. Indeed, there are many questions to be raised about
the apparent subjugation of a primary doctrine such as that of the
Trinity to a secondary doctrine such as revelation or epistemology.
However, it may be that Barth’s construal of the doctrine of the
Trinity is a proper recognition of the centrality of epistemic prob-
lems in the post-Enlightenment context, which remain in the post-
modern context. Furthermore, his construction of the doctrines of
Trinity and revelation in terms of the objectivity and subjectivity of
Word and Spirit in relation to the knowing human subject may dem-
onstrate an ‘experiential-expressive’ understanding of doctrine. For
myself, it is a false juxtaposition to suggest either that revelation is
the revelation of God in se or that Trinitarian language is the triadic
representation of God in history according to the receptive capabil-
ity of the human subject and nothing else. Attempts to set these two
sides of Trinitarian reflection against one another suggest a false
dichotomy between the divine and the human, which, as Kathryn
Tanner has argued, is long overdue recognition and can be overcome
through a reading of Chalcedon that does not polarize divine over
against human.19 This reflects Barth’s later understanding of the
relation of the divine and human in Christ.20 I would suggest that
this move towards a synthesis of the different approaches to epis-
temology in Trinitarian reflection is not about finding more certainty
and clarity. Rather, it suggests that in the divine approach to the
human and in the human attempts to express the encounter with the
threefoldness of the divine, a certain epistemic and linguistic reti-
cence or apophaticism is part of responsible Christian theo-
logical reflection: one might almost call it a kind of agnosticism or
‘unknowing’.

DIVINE ACTION AND REVELATION

This second analysis will examine the epistemological implications
of the classical construction of divine activity ad extra as undivided
for the knowing and receiving of divine (self-)revelation by the
believing ecclesial community. In the patristic period, one of the
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overriding concerns among those who sought to promote or defend
the idea of a differentiated Godhead was with the expression of
divine unity, alongside diversity. There may have been a radical shift
in the conceptualization of monotheism early in Christian tradition,
in the perceived encounter with the divine three; nonetheless, there
was no serious attempt to suggest there was more than one ultimate
being. Modern suggestions that there might be three gods were more
or less unthinkable for the Christian in the context of Hellenistic
Platonism.21 The conundrum for those engaged in Trinitarian theo-
logical reflection was how to suggest both unity and diversity in the
Godhead. One means of ensuring the unity of divine being was to
appeal to an understanding that in the Godhead there was only one
will, and in relation to the world only one ‘centre of activity’. It is
perhaps no coincidence that John of Damascus expounds the notion
of perichoresis in the Islamic context in which he finds himself, as
means of securing the expression of a differentiated monotheism, in
order to counter Islamic propaganda that Christians worshipped
three gods. Despite the very notion of ‘Trinity’ arising from what is
perceived as a threefold encounter in the economy of salvation and
in the experience of worship, divine action in the world, the action of
creating, redeeming and revealing comes to be understood as
‘undivided’. This is expressed in the doctrinal formula: the external
works of the Trinity are undivided (opera ad extra trinitatis indivisa
sunt). Many commentators have understood this to be the working
assumption of Augustine,22 although Stephen T. Davis is clear that
the phrase itself is not found in Augustine’s works.23 Examples of
similar understandings can be found in Gregory of Nyssa’s Ad
Abablium, and the phrase itself comes to be used in some of the later
councils, such as the councils held at Toledo in 638, 672–6, 693 and
the Council of Venice in 796/7.24

The understanding of the unity or indivisibility of divine activity
ad extra was probably first expounded by Athanasius in opposition
to those who denied the deity of the Holy Spirit. His construction of
the doctrine of unified divine activity in the world rests on a set of
philosophical presuppositions inherent in contemporary Platonism.
The main thrust of this understanding is that energy or works or
actions (energeia in Greek) (opera in the Latin phraseology of the
doctrinal statement) is revelatory of ousia or essence. This philo-
sophical understanding arose from the concept of energeia in the
thought of Aristotle but had been developed in the writings of
Platonists such as Philo, Porphery, Galen and Iamblichus.25 Athana-
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sius argues that the witness in Scripture is to God’s acts in the world,
which are always being accomplished by all three persons of the
Trinity at the same time. On the basis of the understanding that an
undivided ‘external act’ (energeia) reveals an ‘inner’ essence (ousia)
then God who is Trinity is one in his very (inner) essence. The pur-
pose of Athanasius’ argument achieves its goal: the Holy Spirit is to
be understood as being divine. The notion of the indivisibility of
divine action in the world also relates to the development of the
Eastern conceptuality of essence and energies. A particular con-
sequence of the teaching that God’s works ad extra are undivided is
that only one kind of distinction can be attributed to the Godhead
and that is the internal relations of origin. This outcome is somewhat
ameliorated in the light of the doctrine of perichoresis as formulated
in the works of John of Damascus but what may be said of this, is
also highly speculative. Expounding the notion of the perichoretic
action of the divine three acting together, Davis writes that, ‘the
persons are fully open to each other, their actions ad extra are in
common, they “see with each other’s eyes,” the boundaries between
them are transparent to each other, and each ontologically embraces
the others.’26 This is a highly evocative picture, but it is important to
receive it as just this, a work of the imagination. It is a piece of
speculation, which many would see as a step too far. However, so
long as caution is maintained, such imaginative understandings may
be instructive for ongoing theological reflection.

Nonetheless, such developments are effectively seen as flights of
fancy in the critique offered by Maurice Wiles in his classic essay
‘Some Reflections on the Origins of the Doctrine of the Trinity’.27

Attempts in the modern period [. . .] to provide ex post facto justi-
fications for the doctrine of the Trinity out of the church’s early
experience are in Wiles’ view fatally flawed: we find in the ante-
Nicene Fathers, he shows, neither any consistent allocation of
different activities to the three ‘persons’, nor (the epistemological
correlate of this) any distinctive set of experiences associated with
each of the three.28

The critique which Wiles offers is compounded by the doctrine that
ad extra the action of God is undivided, in the sense that it would
seem that the threefoldness is indiscernible ad extra, i.e., in the econ-
omy. Sarah Coakley seeks to address the flaws which Wiles discerns
in the construction of the doctrine of the Trinity in the patristic
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period. In particular, she seeks to rehabilitate the appeal to ‘religious
experience’ made by the Fathers for the context of the present day.29

It seems to me that the ability to make an epistemological appeal to
experience, be that witnessed in Scripture, tradition or lived con-
text, is vital for theological reflection as such and, in particular, for
the doctrine of the Trinity. The criteria for doing so can be illusive
and difficult to substantiate or agree. If the endeavour to craft a
doctrine of the Trinity is to be ongoing, the attempt to agree such
criteria has to be made. One thing is certain: that the doctrine of the
undivided divine action requires a nuanced reception and interpret-
ation if it is not to be an insurmountable problem. The experience of
the gift-giving of the Holy Spirit in present-day charismatic renewal
may prove highly illustrative of an encounter with ‘one’ of the ‘three’
in which one can yet argue that the divine intentionality and activity
remains undivided ad extra. In other words, the reception of the
charismatic gifts may suggest an encounter evidential of the divine
three, and yet, despite its specificity, does not necessarily undermine
the unity of the divine will and being.

TRINITY: IMMANENT AND ECONOMIC

This third analysis will examine the implications of the axiomatic
claim articulated by Rahner that, ‘The “economic” Trinity is the
“immanent” Trinity and the “immanent” Trinity is the “economic”
Trinity.’ In what ways does this conceptual framework impact on
the theological epistemology of revelation? Rahner’s axiom goes to
the heart of the question concerning the relationship between the
encounter with God in the economy of salvation and speculation
about God in se. Not only are there questions about how God is
known in the economy, but there are also questions about whether
there is knowledge of God in se. Two areas of discourse that relate to
these questions have been examined already in this chapter and in
Chapter 2. I have explored the differences between the Thomist and
Palamite theological constructs in relation to the knowledge of God
in se and also the questions relating to the undivided action of God
ad extra. In this section, I shall analyse the claim that ‘the immanent
Trinity is the economic Trinity’ and ‘the economic Trinity is the
immanent Trinity’. It is evident that the earliest writers who reflected
on the threefoldness of God did so on the basis of what they under-
stood was encountered in the economy. Theirs is an ‘economic’
understanding of God as threefold. God is understood as Trinity as
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revealed and encountered in the activities and events of creating and
redeeming. As reflection continues and becomes more nuanced, and
as the impact of what is understood as heterodox is felt, the question
emerges: was God triune before the activities of creating and redeem-
ing? In other words, is God in se to be understood as triune? Is there
an ‘immanent Trinity’ as well as an ‘economic Trinity’?

Discourse concerning the relationship between the economic and
the immanent Trinity has been a firm feature of Trinitarian reflection
since the emergence of Nicene orthodoxy in the fourth century,
based as it was upon the claim of the homoousion of Father, Son and
Holy Spirit, which is a claim about the inner reality of the Godhead.
For instance, by the time of the High Middle Ages, Thomas Aquinas
took the inner Trinitarian relations as a given. During the twentieth
century, the relationship between the economic and the immanent
Trinity became a touchstone of the renewal of Trinitarian discourse,
as is witnessed in the writings of both Barth and Rahner. It is gener-
ally agreed that while Barth and Rahner share a common under-
standing of the Godhead which is rooted in the Hegelian concept of
the absolute subject and a common concern to express the divine
personhood in terms which they understand relate to the modern
Western notion of a person, they hold divergent views of the concep-
tuality of the relationship between the economic and the immanent
Trinity. Trinitarian theological reflection suggests that the threefold-
ness of the Godhead is what is encountered in the human experience
of the divine (self-)revelation.30 The relationship between the experi-
ence of God in the economy and the knowledge of the divine interior
life is something which is determined by the particular concept of
divine self-revelation employed by Barth or Rahner. Rahner argues
that the mystery of the Trinitarian Godhead is a mystery of salvation.
His construction of the divine self-giving in salvation and revelation
entails the axiomatic claim that: ‘The “economic” Trinity is the
“immanent” Trinity and the “immanent” Trinity is the “economic”
Trinity.’31 Rahner envisages the divine revelation as a real self-
communication.32 The hypostases of the Son and the Holy Spirit are
understood to be really given and received in this communication;
nonetheless, it is also Rahner’s view that God remains sovereign and
incomprehensible in this self-giving. There is no distinction to be
drawn between the revealed Trinitarian God, known in the economy
of salvation, and the interior eternal life of the Godhead. Barth, on
the other hand, does draw such a distinction:
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it is not just good sense but absolutely essential that along with all
older theology we make a deliberate and sharp distinction between
the Trinity of God as we may know it in the Word of God
revealed, written and proclaimed, and God’s immanent Trinity,
i.e., between ‘God in Himself’ and ‘God for us,’ between the ‘eter-
nal history of God’ and His temporal acts. In so doing we must
always bear in mind that the ‘God for us’ does not arise as a
matter of course out of the ‘God in Himself,’ that it is not true as
a state of God which we can fix and assert on the basis of the
concept of man participating in His revelation, but that it is true
as an act of God, as a step which God takes towards man and by
which man becomes the man that participates in His revelation.
This becoming on man’s part is conditioned from without, by
God, whereas God in making the step by which the whole correl-
ation is first fashioned is not conditioned from without, by man.33

The distinction Barth draws between the economic and the imma-
nent Trinity rests upon his understanding that the divine self-
revelation is an act of free choice, rooted in the divine sovereignty. To
make a direct identification between God given in that revelation and
God in se would, in Barth’s view, lead to there being an element of
necessity in the divine acts of creation and self-revelation. In other
words, God would not be God without creating and redeeming the
cosmos. Barth is, therefore, at pains to draw a distinction between the
economic and immanent Trinity, in order to remove any dependency
or necessity in God’s relationship to the creation.34 Implicit in the
distinction which Barth draws, is a rejection of the kind of concep-
tuality of the relationship between the economic and the immanent
Trinity in Rahner’s understanding. From Barth’s perspective, Rahner
has allowed the eternal life of the Godhead to be conditioned by the
need to relate to the created order, compromising divine freedom and
sovereignty and a traditional understanding of the ultimacy of the
divine.

The identification of the economic with the immanent Trinity
made by Rahner is also called into question by Jürgen Moltmann
and Paul Molnar. Moltmann criticizes Rahner’s notion of divine
self-communication. He argues that Rahner is dependent upon
the ‘reflection trinity of the absolute subject’,35 which means that the
classic understanding of the Trinity and of the experience of the
threefoldness of the Godhead is made superfluous. Moltmann
argues that the consequences of Rahner’s concept of divine self-
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communication mean that ‘not only is the Trinitarian differentiation
in God surrendered; the distinction between God and the world is in
danger of being lost too.’36 Molnar also contends that Rahner’s iden-
tification of the economic with the immanent Trinity brings with it
the problems of necessity. He also rejects the proposal made by T. F.
Torrance and Eberhard Jüngel that Rahner’s understanding might
be reconciled with Barth’s view.37 ‘While Torrance sees Rahner’s
axiom as a way of avoiding any separation of the immanent and
economic Trinity, the question raised here is whether there can be a
“rapprochement” between Barth’s method and Rahner’s without
introducing the necessities of creation into the Godhead’.38

What is at stake here is a crucial epistemological debate about the
relationship between the encounter with the Divine Three in the
economy and speculation about the inner life of God. While Barth
and Rahner work from similar pre-understandings, they arrive at
very different conclusions about the construal of the Godhead. As
noted already, they are both undoubtedly influenced by the Hegelian
notion of the reflection subject, and, on this basis, they use similar
terminology to express the Divine Threefoldness. Nonetheless, there
is an important difference between the ways in which Barth and
Rahner conceive of the relation between the economy and the inner
divine life. The importance of this distinction is often lost or ignored
by those who commentate on Barth or Rahner.39 One way in which
to characterize this distinction might be to suggest that while Rahner
works from an understanding of the divine self-communication as
a sacramental act of salvation, Barth understands divine self-
revelation as an epistemological act. This is a significant divergence
that rests upon the construction of an epistemological framework by
each in relation to different criteria. Barth finds it necessary to con-
struct in relation to Kant’s proscription of knowledge, while Rahner
constructs on the basis of the possibility of a natural knowledge of
God, through his appeal to mystery.

Torrance argues that the movement of thought between the
immanent and economic Trinity may involve ‘a logical necessity’, but
that this is not to be confused with any actual conditioning of the
Godhead.40 Molnar also argues that Moltmann’s understanding of
the immanent Trinity is deficient, despite his criticism of Rahner.
Molnar’s critique of Moltmann’s understanding focuses upon
the mutual conditioning between the human and the divine and, in
particular, the projection of human love and suffering on to the
Godhead. In addition, Molnar offers a critique of Pannenberg’s
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understanding of the relation between God in se, and God for us.
Molnar argues that the mythical status of Christ’s pre-existence,
which Pannenberg suggests in Jesus: God and Man,41 removes any
basis for a notion of a real immanent Trinity.42 Molnar also criticizes
Jüngel for his acceptance of Rahner’s axiom and for the introduc-
tion of mutual conditioning into human–divine relations.43 Fur-
thermore, the eschatological understanding of the relation between
the economic and immanent Trinity, which is found in Jenson, is also
problematic for similar reasons. Jenson presents the action and reve-
lation of God in the economy as the primary reality,

the ‘immanent’ Trinity is simply the eschatological reality of the
‘economic’ [. . .] the Trinity is simply the Father and the man Jesus
and their Spirit as the Spirit of the believing community. This
‘economic’ Trinity is eschatologically God ‘himself,’ an ‘imma-
nent’ Trinity. And that assertion is no problem, for God is himself
only eschatologically, since he is Spirit.44

This presents the same kind of difficulties as Moltmann’s under-
standing of the Cross does.45 For, if the reality of the Godhead is
conditioned primarily by the economy, then it is inevitable that the
questions of mutual conditioning and necessity should arise.

On the other hand, the relationality and communion of the
immanent Trinity are understood by Schwöbel to provide the root-
edness of the economic Trinity, without compromising the divine
freedom and sovereignty.46 While he argues that the traditional
insight opera trinitatis ad extra sunt indivisa holds good for the action
of God in the economy, he understands that

God’s relational being in the mutual communion of the persons
of Father, Son and Spirit, whose relationship towards one another
is constituted in forms of action particular to each person (opera
trinitatis ad intra sunt divisa) is the condition for the possibility of
the unitary intention which regulates God’s action in the divine
economy. [. . .] The doctrine of the immanent Trinity as the
expression of the eternal personal communion of Father, Son and
Spirit explains why God’s relationship to humanity in the divine
economy is a personal relationship although the personal being of
God is not constituted in the personal relationship of the creator
to the personal creatures.47
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Schwöbel demonstrates that the relationality of the Godhead may
be understood in terms of the social model of the Trinity, without
collapsing the distinction between the economic and immanent
Trinity through any mutual conditioning between the human and the
divine.

Rahner’s axiom that the economic Trinity is the immanent Trinity
and that the immanent Trinity is the economic Trinity is evidently
not without its problems. The axiom was an attempt on Rahner’s
part to bring Trinitarian reflection back from the irrelevance of a
speculative discourse into the mainstream life of the Church. It has
become clear that his axiom needs to be qualified or perhaps made
even more radical in its claims. Rahner sought to introduce a dis-
course into Roman Catholic theology that was more firmly rooted in
a Trinitarian model. In other words, he sought a model which was
not shaped by Thomas Aquinas’ appeal to the primacy of the one
God over against the triune God. Equally, he perceived the need to
move discourse on from a focus on the intricacies of the internal
divine relations and to begin reflection from the economy in order to
establish the relevance of the doctrine for the Church. The axiom is,
therefore, to be understood in the light of this as an attempt to
ground Trinitarian reflection in the economy of salvation, so that the
missions of Son and the Holy Spirit are seen as that which under-
girds all Christian experience and reflection and so influences the
crafting of all doctrine. If Rahner’s endeavour is to be reappropri-
ated today, his understanding of a focus on the economy may need
to be qualified with a clearer understanding of God’s freedom in
relation to the cosmos, of the kenotic implications of the incarnation
and the outpouring of Holy Spirit and the avoidance of any sense of
necessity in the enactment and being of the Trinity, which is the
danger implicit in Rahner’s dependency on Hegel in his Trinitarian
construction. Alternatively, following a more radical line of thought,
the axiom might be reinterpreted in terms of a pre-Nicene under-
standing in which the immanent is understood only as relating to
what is experienced in the economy. Such a stance might involve the
following readjustments: first, on the basis of Rahner’s soterio-
logical principle, God’s being would itself be understood as a saving
activity; second, the events of the incarnation of God in Christ and
the outpouring of the Holy Spirit would be understood in dialogical
relation to God the Father; third, there would be an understanding
of relationality and personhood, which saw human personhood
and ecclesial life as grounded in the divine nature revealed in the
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economy, with each human being understood as created in the imago
dei.48

The epistemological implications of the identification are sophis-
ticated and complex. On the one hand, the identification can offer
the reassurance that what is encountered and experienced in the
economy is the ‘real God’ and not some transient or capricious
aspect of the divine. It is in this regard that Rahner’s axiom is most
convincing, in the sense that the human encounter is with God, God
who is truth and goodness as well as loving and saving. In other
words, the axiom infers that a God who is truth and goodness can
only make known what is true of God in se, in the act of self-
disclosure. But it is important to remember where Rahner begins his
construction of epistemology: i.e., the human encounter with mys-
tery. It is one thing to say that God is really encountered and known
in the economy of salvation and in the events of revelation. It is
another to claim an identification of the economic and immanent
Trinities arising from the interpretation of the events of revelation as
threefold. In order for the axiom to be watertight, one has to accept
that there is a priori ‘knowledge’ that the God who is revealed is
both three and one. For the axiomatic identification of the economic
and immanent Trinity to ‘work’, it is necessary to accept another
axiomatic claim, that is, an expectation to encounter the Divine
Three in the economy. This is, of course, what Nicene orthodoxy
claims, expects and intends. These two axioms taken together are a
reminder that the basis for the epistemological claims made in Trini-
tarian theological reflection is fragile. Those claims need to be
expressed with modesty and reticence, in the apophatic tradition, in
recognition of the limitations of human language and in acknow-
ledgement of divine mystery.

EVENT CONCEPTUALITY

This fourth and final analysis will focus on the noetic and ontic
implications of event conceptuality. In what ways does the appropri-
ation of an event conceptuality enable the believing ecclesial com-
munity to know and receive the reality which the doctrine of the
Trinity is understood to symbolize? From the outset of this guide, I
have been seeking to suggest that there needs to be an ongoing ques-
tion concerning the outcome of Trinitarian theological reflection. Is
the expected outcome a fully fledged ontology of divine relational-
ity? Or is such an expectation too advanced? Does reflection on the
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doctrine of the Trinity suggest a more cautious, less ambitious out-
come? Rather than seeking to construct an ontology of relationality,
perhaps a hermeneutic of relationality recognizes more clearly the
inadequacies of human language and concepts in the face of the
mysterium tremendum. Offering a hermeneutic of relationality is not
a path of avoidance. This does not suggest either that ontology is
unimportant or, indeed, that it is avoidable. But it does suggest that
the outcome of reflection on the doctrine of the Trinity is always
provisional, that ontological conclusions are always going to be
speculative and suggestive. Alain Badiou’s proposals for event strike
me as particularly pertinent as a metaphor for constructing an epi-
stemological framework for the doctrine of the Trinity. Badiou has
argued that ‘event’ is the rupturing of ontology, through which the
subject finds his or her realization and reconciliation with truth.49

This is not the place for a detailed analysis of Badiou’s conceptual-
ity.50 His vision of event over against a received understanding of
ontology, it seems to me, sits well with the endeavour of theologians
such as Barth and Zizioulas, who attempt to craft an understanding
of the divine being in terms of ‘event’ in order to challenge received
understandings of ontology within the Christian tradition and
beyond it in wider philosophical discourse.

The appeal to a conceptuality of divine revelation itself under-
stood as event raises a number of epistemological questions in terms
of constructing a doctrine of the Trinity. In so far as revelation is
understood as divine ‘self-revelation’, it may be inferred that the
event(s) of revelation have something to say about God’s being. So, a
first concern with event conceptuality relates to ontology; a second
concern relates to the question ‘How is it possible for the divine
being as event to be known?’ Understandings of an undivided action
in the economy, and an axiomatic understanding of the relationship
of the economic to the immanent Trinity impact considerably on the
construction of an event-based ontology, as well as the creation of
an event-based epistemological framework. The starting place
for the construction of such event-based understandings is in the
economy, in the experience of Jesus of Nazareth and the Day of
Pentecost, the Eucharist and the Christian life. It is in the encounter
with a threefoldness in the economy that there emerges an appeal to
event as the means by which to structure the doctrine of the Trinity
in relation to ontology and epistemology. The inference of event
from the encounters in the economy has been so constructed by
some theologians as to suggest that the divine being is an acting,
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moving being, rather than a being in ultimate repose. It has been
argued that this is a better expression of the living, acting God to
whom the Hebrew Bible bears witness, than the solitary, still God of
Platonism. Undoubtedly, this caricature is an oversimplification and
should not be taken too seriously. However, the challenge to the
thought of a Platonist thinker such as Plotinus, in the Christian
theological appeal to movement (kinesis) and action (energeia)
should not be underestimated.

Many writers have appealed to a notion of event or act in order
to communicate something of the Divine Being, as revealed in
the economy and, on occasion, in se. For example, Maximos the
Confessor appealed to triadic formulations that used the language of
activity, which, in some sense, imply ‘happening’ in order to reflect
upon the being of God. In the twentieth century, Karl Barth used the
language of ‘God’s being as event,’51 while Zizioulas writes of God’s
being in terms of ‘an event of communion’.52 In these instances, it is
not only ontological claims that are being made, but epistemological
claims are also inherent in them, because they have the appearance
of suggesting that the divine event is something which happens in the
economy, in the human encounter with the divine. In other words,
event conceptuality is being used to describe a process of knowing as
well as of designating the Divine Being.

The tradition of a dynamic or energetic understanding of the Div-
ine Being can be traced to a number of patristic sources. Gregory of
Nyssa53 appeals to an understanding of the divine in terms of ener-
geia, which is developed later in the works of Maximos the Confes-
sor, in relation to the triad of: ousia–dynamis–energeia.54 This triad
can be understood in the following general terms: ‘A being (ousia) is
capable of doing something (dynamis), and does it (energeia).’55 The
general concept might then be applied in particular to the divine
being: ‘God by his Nature (ούσια) is; and is omnipotent and there-
fore has the capacity (δύναµι�) for all act; and is perfect and so
brings all act to perfection (ν�ργεια).56

The crafting together of these three categories: ousia, dynamis and
energeia offers the basis for a dynamic concept of the Divine Being.
The balance between being and activity, and between the capacity
for action and the perfection of activity, provides the basis of con-
ceiving of the Godhead in terms of both being and becoming.
Maximos develops this notion of becoming in relation to the contin-
gent world and explicates it in terms of a contingent triad: becoming,
movement and rest (genesis–kinesis–stasis): ‘contingent becoming
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and eternal being, begins from God, takes place within him as his
dynamis, [is] sustained by him at every point, and returns to him in
the end. Contingent becoming lies, as it were, at the heart of eternal
Being’.57

Such a concept opens up the possibility of an alternative to the
Aristotelian notion of actus purus, which implies a static perfection
rather than dynamic activity. The Divine Being is understood no
longer in terms of the strictures of classical philosophy of antiquity.
Christian theological reflection leads to novel understandings of
being and divinity, in which ‘becoming’ and movement are core con-
cepts. These in turn reflect their origin in the economy of salvation or
revelation. It becomes clear that the appeal to a relational under-
standing of God, who is understood to be ‘an event of communion’,
arises from the economy of ecclesial experience. The noetic and ontic
implications of the Godhead understood in terms of communion
and relationality arise from reflection on the lived experience of
Christian discipleship in the community of the Church.

The appeal to an event conceptuality for the understanding of the
divine and ecclesial communion has been made in recent times in a
variety of contexts. One such context is the report from the Roman
Catholic/Orthodox bilateral dialogue of 1982, which appeals to the
concept of the Eucharist as event, in which the Church, Christ and
the Godhead are identified. The document states that, ‘The sacra-
ment of the event of Christ happens in the sacrament of the Eucha-
rist. The sacrament which incorporates us fully into Christ.’58 The
document also makes the interesting claim that, ‘Jesus the Saviour
enters into the glory of the Father, and at the same time by the out-
pouring of the Spirit, enters into this world in his sacramental mode
(tropos).’59 On the basis of the concept of Christ’s ‘sacramental
mode’, the document goes on to argue that it is in the paschal event
of the Eucharist that the Church truly becomes herself, her members
are grafted into Christ through the work of the Spirit, and the
Church as a whole is caught up in the mystery of divinization. Thus,
the document makes the claim that Trinitarian theological reflection
is rooted in the experience of the Eucharist.

When the Church celebrates the Eucharist, she realizes, ‘that
which she is’, the Body of Christ [1 Cor. 10.17]. By Baptism and
Chrismation, in effect, the members of Christ are joined
[together] by the Spirit, grafted onto Christ. But the Eucharist,
the paschal event causes the Church to develop. The Church
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becomes what she is called to be in Baptism and Chrismation. By
the communion of the Body and Blood of Christ, the faithful
believe in this mystical divinization, which achieves their dwelling
in the Father, and the Son by the Spirit.60

This example of an instance in which the Eucharist is understood
in terms of event, with reference to the Trinity, raises the question:
What is the content of such a conceptuality? In order to attempt to
answer this question, I shall examine more closely Zizioulas’s appeal
to ‘an event of communion’.

The event conceptuality of which Zizioulas writes opens up the
possibility of situating the discussion of his appeal to God under-
stood in terms of an event of koinonia in the realm of what Caputo
calls ‘radical hermeneutics’. In the quest to defend a ‘hermeneutic of
relationality’ rather than an ontology, John Caputo gives a timely
reminder that, ‘This new hermeneutics would not try to make things
look easy, to put the best face on existence, but rather to recapture
the hardness of life before metaphysics showed us a fast way out the
back door of flux.’61 In the project to deconstruct the metaphysics of
presence, kinesis is to be read back into ousia, in order to face up to
time and flux, without an appeal to Greek recollection.62 If the
appeal to koinonia as event is to be sustained, a move towards a
metaphysics of presence, enfolded in an ontology of relationality
needs to be resisted. If the appeal to an event conceptuality of koino-
nia is an attempt to recognize kinesis (movement) in ousia (being),
then ‘an event of communion’ will be understood as a looking for-
wards (i.e., repetition), rather than backwards (i.e., recollection).
Caputo goes on to argue for the recognition that ‘Repetition [. . .] is
not repetition of the same, but a creative production which pushes
ahead, which produces as it repeats’.63 Caputo, in company with
Derrida, warns against the easy achievement of the outcome of
adopting an event conceptuality. Hegel, Heidegger and Gadamer are
all criticized for their persistent inability to overcome recollection
and presence. Caputo writes (referring initially to Gadamer):

Even though it contains a useful critique of ‘method,’ the ques-
tion of ‘truth’ in Truth and Method remains within the metaphys-
ics of truth. Constantin warned us about those friends of the flux
who make a lot of noise about becoming, when what they have up
their sleeve all along is the noiseless hush of Aufhebung.64
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In his recent work, The Weakness of God,65 Caputo writes of
‘event’, in particular in terms of the name of God as an event. He
sets out eight characteristics of this event, beginning with the idea
that ‘The event is the open-ended promise contained within a name,
but a promise that the name can neither contain nor deliver.’66 The
notion of promise may be understood in that ‘every event occurs
against a horizon of expectation that it breaches’.67 An event is an
excess, an overflow, a surprise, an uncontainable incoming (l’inven-
tion), an irruption, a gift beyond economy, ‘something that cannot
be constricted to either the ontic or ontological order at all’.68 If
Zizioulas’s phrase ‘an event of communion’ were to be construed in
relation to Caputo’s notion of event, it would mean that ‘com-
munion’ is no longer an appeal to a metaphysics of presence but an
expectation of what Derrida would understand as ‘the impossible’.
Such conceptualities bring new insights to the construal of com-
munion divine and ecclesial. Caputo expands upon the conceptuality
of event with reference to the thought of Derrida on the impossible:

The event begins by the impossible [. . .] By that he means that the
event is moved and driven by the desire for the gift beyond econ-
omy, for the justice beyond the law, for the hospitality beyond
proprietorship, for forgiveness beyond getting even, for the com-
ing of the tout autre beyond the presence of the same . . .69

It is necessary to be clear that for Derrida it would be ‘idolatry to
think that anything present can embody the tout autre, or claim to be
the visible form in history, the instantiation and actualization of
the impossible’.70 However, one way in which Derrida does envisage
the ‘impossible’ is in terms of the ‘gift’.

During the latter years of the twentieth century and into the
twenty-first, ‘gift’ has been explored by philosophers and theo-
logians as a possible alternative to the received ways of understand-
ing ‘being’. Their discourse stands alongside the appeal to event or,
possibly, as a complement to it. Jacques Derrida and Jean-Luc
Marion have been drawn into this discourse in particular, as both
seek to explicate ‘gift’ in terms of their critique of the Modern or
Enlightenment construction of knowledge in which in their view
there are too many limits. ‘Gift’ is a giving that transgresses all the
impossibilities which the Enlightenment created. For Derrida, it is
the ‘impossible’,71 which never arrives, for ‘the moment of the gift
is instantly destroyed by exposure to the light of givenness’.72 For
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Marion, too, the gift is also about the overcoming of too many
limits.73

The challenge of this new phenomenology, which would let that
which gives itself be given from itself, not merely within the limits
of reason alone (Kant), not merely ‘within the limits in which it is
given,’ which is the limit that Husserl put upon the principle of all
principles, but to go to the limit of what gives itself without limits,
to prepare oneself for the possibility of the impossible.74

Marion crafts ‘gift and ‘event’ together, which suggests that the
‘impossible’ has a greater scope for being realized than in the sense
of Derrida.

[The] event of saturating givenness, an event of donative excess or
of gifting which so catches up both giver and recipient in its daz-
zling dynamics that they are not to be regarded as the causal
agents of the gift but rather as the scene of its impossible gifting
or self-giving.75

Use of ‘gift’ in philosophy as a means of reunderstanding ‘being’
or as a means of transgressing the possibilities of the ‘modern’ has
also been the focus of theological discourse. John Milbank, in par-
ticular, has sought to employ the idea of ‘gift’ in his endeavour to
reform ‘being’ language. Milbank has sought to use ‘gift’ in order to
speak of God as being beyond created being. God as ‘gift’ implies
that the giver is greater than the gift of being given to beings. Mil-
bank is highly critical of both Derrida and Marion and rejects any
sense that the gift is finally ‘impossible’.76 The theological discourse
concerning ‘gift’ has also sought to engage specific writers in a dis-
cussion with Derrida and Marion. For example, Brian V. Johnstone
seeks to draw Derrida and Marion into dialogue with Aquinas,77 and
Morwenna Ludlow makes a parallel attempt with Gregory of Nyssa
and also draws upon the work of Milbank.78 ‘Gift’ has become a
central concept in the discussion of the questions of the being of and
human knowing of God. I shall return to the topic of ‘gift’ in the
final chapter.

During the course of the development of doctrine in the Christian
tradition, there have been a number of attempts to understand the
being of God in terms of an event conceptuality. On the whole,
the being of God has typically been understood in terms of
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changelessness or of an eternal and perfect rest, even when that has
been expressed as actus purus. The appeal to an event conceptuality
has been much more prevalent during the course of the twentieth
century. This is in part due to the influence of Hegelian metaphysics
but also has its roots in the questioning of concepts of being to be
found, for example, in the works of Kierkegaard.79 Barth used the
framework of an event conceptuality to construct his understanding
of structure of revelation, which, in turn, becomes the basis for his
understanding of God as an act or event. Other writers have inter-
preted revelation and salvation history in terms of the ‘Christ Event’.
There has been a trend towards the interpretation of the encounter
with the divine in the economy in terms of ‘event’, which has led to
event-based constructions of the doctrines of revelation and the
Trinity, so that God in se is also understood in terms of event. This
has meant a considerable change in the tradition in relation to the
construction of ontology and epistemology. It is against this back-
ground that Zizioulas made his appeal to ‘an event of communion’.

The kinetic understanding of communion and relationality that
Zizioulas sets out in this phrase is fundamental to his claims for a
radical reconstruction of ontology. Being and communion happen.
They happen, in his understanding, because God the Father chooses
in freedom to beget the Son and breathe out the Holy Spirit. As this
stands, his claim is a highly speculative construct of the inner divine
life. However, it may also be possible to structure communion in
terms of event from the encounter with the Divine Three in the
economy. The appeal to event in terms of ‘the impossible’ is prob-
lematic because in Derrida’s understanding the incoming of the
impossible never arrives. So, if an appeal to event in terms of ‘the
impossible’ is to be made, it will need to be as a metaphor. The events
of revelation, the earthly ministry of Christ and the giving of the
Holy Spirit at Pentecost are generally understood in the tradition to
be ‘historical’. The foundational revelation in Christ and Spirit has
already happened: it is in the past. However, the outcome and
implications of those events could be understood in terms of a
metaphorical use of ‘the impossible’. It is usual to understand the
outcome of the events of salvation in eschatological terms. The
redemption and sanctification to which revelation bears witness will
only be realized fully in ta eschata. The implications of the encounter
with the Divine Three in the economy of salvation and also in the
experience of worship, understood in terms of the divine com-
munion and tri-unity might also be interpreted in terms of the
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metaphor of ‘the impossible’ as set out above. Divine revelation and
human encounter with the divine may be understood in terms of gift,
justice, hospitality, forgiveness and space for the other. Such an
understanding leads into the discussion of communion, otherness
and the Church in the final chapter.

In this chapter, I have analysed four conceptual frameworks which
shape the formation of the doctrine of the Trinity: the construction
of epistemology and revelation; the undivided divine activity ad extra;
the axiomatic claims made for the immanent and economic Trinity;
and event conceptuality. In the case of each of the first three frame-
works, it is evident that there are elements of cognitive claims in the
formulation of these structures that contribute to the doctrine of the
Trinity. But it is also the case that there are elements which are
founded upon experience. In each instance, there is a possibility of
understanding that to which the frameworks point in experiential-
expressive terms. So I would suggest that there is a via media to be
found between the cognitive and the expressive (aesthetic) in the
separate frameworks as well as in the overall construction of a doc-
trine of the Trinity. Thus Del Colle’s claim that divine revelation is
of God in se, or that Trinitarian language is the triadic representa-
tion of God in history according to the receptive capacity of the
human subject and nothing more,80 is brought into question. The
cumulative effect of the analysis of these frameworks suggests that
the understanding of God in se relates to the structures which are
used to receive, know and interpret the human encounter with mys-
tery. The analysis of these frameworks demonstrates that the recep-
tion, knowledge and interpretation of that encounter is complex and
nuanced. The appeal to event conceptuality adds another layer of
structure to those processes, but I would suggest it does so on the
basis of the reality of the happeningness of the encounter. Event
conceptuality is not foreign to the encounter, but expresses it directly.
It has the potential to earth speculation on the inner divine life in the
experience of the human encounter with the Divine Three. A meta-
phorical appeal to ‘the impossible’ may further assist the functionality
of Trinitarian reflection by recalling it to issues of justice, inclusion
and salvation.
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CHAPTER 5

TRINITY

THE OTHER AND THE CHURCH

In this concluding chapter, the focus moves beyond issues relating
strictly to the doctrine of the Trinity to a focus on areas where the
relevance of the doctrine may be tested. As noted in the previous
chapter, questions of the revelation and experience of God in the
economy relate in particular to the context of the believing com-
munity. It is the relationship or identification of that community
with the divine that I shall now seek to investigate. As a preliminary
to this, I shall first address an area of concern closely related to
Trinitarian discourse today. This concern is the place of ‘the Other’
in theological reflection on the doctrine of the Trinity. Concern for
the Other and the relationship between triune God and the Christian
community of the Church are both closely related to the appeal
made to communion (koinonia). A relational understanding of the
Godhead constructed around the category of communion raises
questions of whether there can be space for the Other within such
conceptuality. There are parallel concerns over models of the Church
which are built around communio ecclesiology. These concerns raise
crucial questions about the applicability or relevance of the doctrine
of the Trinity. If, as Pecknold has suggested, the functionality of the
doctrine is a proper development, then it would be unfortunate if
that functionality were to founder on the rock of alterity.

THE DOCTRINE OF THE TRINITY AND THE OTHER

The question about the relationship of Trinitarian reflection to the
Other emerges in the present day against a background in current
philosophical discourse concerning alterity, diversity and difference
which arose from concern with the marginalized and the horrors of
the ‘civilized’ West manifest in the Holocaust and other parallel
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events in the twentieth century. Such theological discourse concern-
ing the Other may relate to intra-Christian and extra-Christian rela-
tions and dialogue. The Other may be seen in terms of ‘the different’
as in a stranger or foreigner, whom ‘we’ might welcome or reject. How
are such instances of difference inscribed in language? One answer
might be ‘in spaces of relation’ such as ethnicity, city, state, nation.
Another might be in terms of the opposition of friend against foe
(terrorist). This, in turn, leads to the drawing of borders or boundaries
and begs questions of how the Other is to be treated or assimilated. I
want to suggest that the question of the relationship of Trinitarian
reflection to the Other also needs to be asked in terms of ‘the spaces
of relation’ for the Other; particularly against the background of a
theology of communion and relationality, which has been criticized
for its hegemonic potential for eliminating ‘Otherness’. So, there are
questions to be asked at a number of levels or in a variety of areas:
e.g., epistemological, hermeneutical and ontological concerning the
relationship of the doctrine the Trinity and the Other.

In terms of a broader philosophical and political context of the
discussion of the Other, Derrida and Habermas have argued for a
need to leave behind nation-states and to pursue the possibility of
transforming classical international law into a new cosmopolitan
order. This order would rest upon an understanding of hospitality,
which would replace enmity. This hospitality would not be a new
form of philanthropy but would be based upon the right to share the
earth’s surface, becoming members of a universal cosmopolitan
community. Here then is the challenge for theologians in their craft-
ing of understandings of the Trinity. It is a challenge to all forms of
sectarianism and exclusivism and to any conceptuality of the divine
that produces division and conflict.

It is appropriate at this juncture to mention the deconstruction of
the concept of community made by Derrida. Through an interpret-
ation of a possible etymology of community, in which he suggests
that part of the word relates to the origin of ‘munitions’, he argues
that community as a defensive and enclosed concept is in need of
deconstruction.1 A reclamation of ‘community’ as a less defensive
and more open concept might be made on the basis of an appeal to
hospitality and alterity. Such an approach raises the issue of the
appeal to ‘communion’ vis-à-vis the Other in Trinitarian reflection.
So, a further question emerges: in ‘an event of communion’, what
place is there for the Other? Caputo suggests that such a question is
unavoidable, as he reflects that
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Lévinas’s idea is to rethink the religious in terms of our obligation
to the Other, not in terms of becoming happy, and to rethink
God, not by way of a renewed experience of the truth of Being,
but by getting beyond the anonymity of Being and experiencing
the God whose withdrawal from the world leaves a divine trace on
the face of the stranger.2

If the question of the Other is to be taken seriously in relation to the
doctrines of God and the Church based upon an appeal to koinonia,
a more fundamental question emerges: How is alterity of the Other
to be understood? Reflecting upon internal difference, Deleuze has
argued that it is to be distinguished from contradiction, alterity and
negation. Deleuze appeals to Bergson’s theory and method of differ-
ence, which he distinguishes from that of Plato or Hegel’s dialectic,
understood in terms of internal difference.3 Bergson rejects the
internal dynamics of Plato and Hegel’s thought, which he argues
understands alterity in terms of contradiction. Rather, alterity is to
be understood in terms of difference, which is external. In the light
of this, it is important to examine the alterity of the Other in relation
to the characteristics of koinonia. In the construction of a ‘hermen-
eutic of relationality’, it would be necessary to ask how the alterity
of the Other might be factored into the ‘structure’ of communion.
Such a process raises issues concerning power relations. Derrida
argues that in the usual reality of hospitality, the host remains in
control and retains property. Thus, in hospitality and hosting, some
hostility is always to be found.4 Derrida does not suggest that this is a
final outcome: rather, hospitality is also an instance of ‘the impos-
sible’. There is a need to push against ‘the limit’; hospitality is always
to come.5 The ‘limit’ suggests the dynamics of the economy of giving
and receiving, including the debt of gratitude and the felt need to
reciprocate. For Derrida, only the in-breaking of ‘the impossible’ can
overcome such dynamics. For community to emerge that is unfettered
by the dynamics of the economy of credit and debt of hospitality,
there needs to be ‘an exposure to “tout autre” that escapes or resists
community’.6

Is it possible to conceive of a structure for koinonia that expresses
these understandings of hospitality and tout autre? The classic
statement of the doctrine of the Trinity is constructed around
notions of the monarchy of the Father and of the begetting of the
Son and the breathing out of the Spirit. Such classic concepts might
be employed in a reconstruction of the concept of perichoresis in
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which the monarchy, begetting and breathing out are each seen as
examples of pushing against the ‘limit’, the limit of traditional mon-
ist ontology. In the perichoretic dance monarchy, begetting and
breathing out might also be understood as signs of transgressing of
the economy of giving and receiving, through which hospitality and
the ‘impossible’ characterize not only God in se but also the
encounter with mystery in the economy of revelation and salvation.

The construction of an understanding of the divine communion
or community has been attempted in a variety of ways in the course
of the tradition. Ralph Del Colle has argued that the development of
‘a virtual Trinitarian metaphysics’ in the work of Thomas Aquinas,7

may be understood to have an understanding of the place of alterity
or diversity within it. ‘The relation of the other (ad alium) for
example, the Father actively generates the Son, and the Son is pas-
sively generated by the Father, is coincident with subsistence in one-
self (in se).’8 And, as Aquinas himself argues,

The idea of relation, necessarily means regard of one to another,
according as one is relatively opposed to another. So as in God
there is a real relation (1), there must also be a real opposition. The
very nature of relative opposition includes distinction. Hence,
there must be real distinction in God, not, indeed, according to
that which is absolute – namely, essence, wherein there is supreme
unity and simplicity – but according to that which is relative.9

Aquinas has structured space for the otherness of the different per-
sons within the common divine nature. The language of tout autre
has populated Trinitarian thought in such writers as Karl Barth,
Jürgen Moltmann and Eberhard Jüngel.10 Barth, for instance, argues
that God reveals himself ‘in the form of something He Himself is
not’.11 The reiteration or repetition of the divine (Wiederholung
Gottes) in this conceptuality begs many questions, which I cannot
pursue in this guide. What is crucial for an understanding of koino-
nia is whether the divine self-revelation is simply that: the reiteration
of the divine or absolute ‘Ich’? Is this an example of the influence
of Hegel’s concept of Aufhebung? Hegel’s own understanding of
Aufhebung – annihilation, invalidation and also preservation – means
that in annihilation there is also preservation: preservation of an
absolute Ich. In seeking to identify ‘the spaces of relation’ for the
Other in terms of the doctrine of the Trinity, the preservation of
an absolute Ich, it would seem, does not permit space for radical

THE TRINITY: A GUIDE FOR THE PERPLEXED

122



 

difference or diversity. A Hegelian model of divine reiteration is
insufficient in the endeavour to conceptualize what the doctrine of
the Trinity might mean in terms of relating to the Other. Is it possible
to construct an alternative conceptual framework that provides
space for alterity within the Godhead understood in terms of com-
munion? Could such a framework comprehend alterity in terms of
externality? Such an alternative might be found in the concept of
sophiology, developed by Bulgakov and others, which was explored
briefly in Chapter 3.

ZIZIOULAS: COMMUNION AND OTHERNESS

The development of a conceptual framework that includes both
alterity and communion is likely to be complex and intricate. The
construction of a framework around the classic statement of the
doctrine of the Trinity may be a useful tool by which to test
the outcomes of John Zizioulas’s endeavour to craft an ontology of
otherness. The relationship between communion and otherness and,
by implication between the Trinity and the Other has been explored
by John Zizioulas in a collection of essays published under that title,
as well as an article, also of the same title originally published in
1994.12 Zizioulas has sought to engage in discourse concerning the
Other, aware of the homogenizing and potentially hegemonic ten-
dencies of an all-embracing communion ontology and ecclesiology.
Indeed, his ongoing concern for the relationship between ‘the One
and the Many’ may be interpreted as a manifestation of this concern
with the Other. It is in the newly published essay, ‘On Being Other:
Towards an Ontology of Otherness’, that Zizioulas provides the
most extensive reflection on the Other. Zizioulas begins by asking,
‘What can we learn about communion and otherness from study of
the Trinity? First, otherness is constitutive of unity. God is not first
One and then Three, but simultaneously One and Three.’13 On the
basis of his construction of Trinitarian theology, Zizioulas under-
stands that otherness is not additional to the doctrine of the Trinity
but inherent in it. ‘Study of the Trinity reveals that otherness is
absolute. The Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit are absolutely
different (diaphora), none of them being subject to confusion with
the other two.’14 It becomes evident that this study remains unrecon-
structed in regard to its rhetoric against Augustine and in its defence
of a traditional Eastern understanding of the Paternal arche:
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God’s oneness or unity is not safeguarded by the unity of sub-
stance, as St. Augustine and other western theologians have
argued, but by the monarchia of the Father. It is also expressed
through the unbreakable koinonia (community) that exists
between the three Persons, which means that otherness is not a
threat to unity but the sine qua non of unity.15

The being of God as Trinity and communion is then held out as both
a model and the ontological reality of otherness and the space for
the Other.

There is no other model for the proper relation between com-
munion and otherness either for the Church or for the human
being than the Trinitarian God. If the Church wants to be faithful
to her true self, she must try to mirror the communion and other-
ness that exists in the Triune God. The same is true of the human
being as the ‘image of God.’16

Crucially, Zizioulas also argues that the construction of a space for
the Other, by the Holy Spirit, is within his conceptuality of ‘an event
of communion’.

The Holy Spirit is associated, among other things, with koinonia
[2 Cor. 13.13] and the entrance of the last days into history [Acts
2.17–18], that is eschatology. When the Holy Spirit blows, he cre-
ates not good individual Christians, individual ‘saints’, but an
event of communion which transforms everything the Spirit
touches into a relational being. In this case the Other becomes an
ontological part of one’s identity. The Holy Spirit deindividual-
izes and personalizes beings wherever he operates.17

This passage perhaps tends to confirm the critics’ view that an
appeal to communion is likely to condense the alterity of the Other
into a pervasive homogeneity. However, Zizioulas is careful to argue
for the distinctiveness of the individual Other, at least in terms of
ecclesial communion.

The eschatological dimension, on the other hand, of the presence
and activity of the Holy Spirit affects deeply the identity of the
Other: it is not on the basis of one’s past or present that we should
identify and accept him or her but on the basis of one’s future.
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And, since the future lies only in the hands of God, our approach
to the Other must be free from passing judgement on him. In the
Holy Spirit, every other is a potential saint, even if he appears be a
sinner.18

Perhaps the main problem with these passages is the eliding of the
discussion of divine and ecclesial communion and, thus, a lack of a
clear and necessary differentiation between the place of the Other
within divine communion, and the alterity of individuals within the
fellowship of the Church, or human society at large.

While Zizioulas is explicit in his intentions to relate his argument
concerning otherness to the patristic period, his desire to read
twentieth-century philosophy in the light of his interpretation of
patristic sources is problematic in the sense that each source is, on the
whole, treated as though it were acontextual. In particular, I feel that
the question of the influence of Heidegger upon Zizioulas is some-
thing that remains to be clarified.19 In relation to late-twentieth-
century philosophy, what he himself calls ‘postmodernism’, Zizioulas
demonstrates a careful reading of these writers. Finding in some of
their ideas elements of a shared concern: e.g., in Communion and
Otherness, Zizioulas shares with Derrida the desire to liberate phil-
osophy from the Greek domination of the Same to the One, which is
seen to be based on an assumption that ontology and comprehen-
sion are tied together.20 Indeed, Zizioulas declares that an aim of the
essay is to question this assumption. However, despite accepting the
distinction made by Maximos the Confessor between diaphora (dif-
ference) and diairesis (division) in terms of otherness, Zizioulas does
not seem to find any usefulness in the appeal to ‘difference’ made by
Derrida or Deleuze. Zizioulas is clear that there is a need to respect
otherness, which he deems to be a central ethical principle, and
argues that, ‘The crucial question has to be not simply whether
otherness is acceptable or desirable in our society – but whether it is a
sine qua non condition for one’s very being and for the being of all
that exists.’21 However, Zizioulas does not engage with the under-
lying assumptions of those who have developed the concepts of dif-
ference and tout autre, that is to say with issues such as pluralism and
cultural diversity. His essay remains primarily at a theoretical level,
which tends to remove contemporary concerns for otherness from its
purview. Also, while it is clear that Zizioulas perceives that post-
modern philosophy is primarily a matter of method, he sidesteps any
engagement with contemporary philosophy on that basis.22 I suggest
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that if theologians are to engage with postmodern or deconstructive
philosophy, they need to do so on the basis of this very matter of
method. Indeed, the postmodern method of ‘reflexivity’ raises many
crucial questions for any understanding of the otherness of the
Other.23

So, what are the core preconceptions and values which Zizioulas
espouses in his construction of an ontology of otherness? He claims
that the essay is an analysis of patristic interest in otherness. He roots
his discourse about otherness in an appeal to the notion of creatio ex
nihilo; this appeal resonates strongly with the understanding of
Oliver Davies to which I shall return below. He clearly identifies the
values of otherness and freedom with this doctrine of creation and,
in doing so, sets his face against what he labels as ‘substantialism’ or
the appeal to substance as the origin of being. This understanding is
connected to his interpretation of the Eastern concept of the divine
monarchia rooted in the person of the Father. Allied to these pre-
conceptions, Zizioulas clearly values the understanding that human
beings are created in imago dei, which he identifies with freedom as
well as rationality. The Fall of Adam has a crucial bearing on the
interpretation of the human situation. ‘The rejection of God by
Adam signified the rejection of otherness as constitutive of being. By
claiming to be God, Adam rejected the Other as constitutive of his
being and declared himself to be the ultimate explanation of his
existence.’24 As a consequence, the ‘Self’ has ontological priority over
the Other; in other words, otherness and communion are dislocated.
This also establishes Zizioulas’s argument in relation to biological
death and the need for liberation from this in resurrection as a pre-
condition for the coincidence of otherness and communion in the
eschata and in ontology. In the assemblage of these values and pre-
conceptions, Zizioulas sets out his understanding of the constitutive
character of the Other in ontology.25

Despite his claim that the essay is an analysis of patristic interest
in otherness, Maximos the Confessor is the one patristic source with
whom Zizioulas engages in any detail. In particular, he highlights the
distinction which Maximos draws between logos (reason) and tropos
(mode) of a human being. From this distinction, he extrapolates the
possibility for communion. ‘Substance is relational not in itself but
in and through and because of the “mode of being” it possesses.’26

Human being is said to be ‘tropical’, i.e., personal and hypostatic.
This ‘tropical’ element of the person allows for freedom – freedom
for the Other – and, for ‘an ontology of love: in which freedom and
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otherness can be conceived as indispensable and fundamental exist-
ential realities without the intervention of separateness, distance or
even nothingness, or a rejection of ontology, as so much so-called
postmodernity assumes to be necessary in dealing with the subject of
otherness’.27

Zizioulas also makes appeal to the work of Emmanuel Levinas,
quite simply because, in his view, Levinas comes closest to a patristic
understanding of the Other; albeit that Levinas rejects any onto-
logical interpretation. Zizioulas argues that for Levinas the Other is
not constituted by the Self, nor by relationality as such, but by abso-
lute alterity, which cannot be derived, engendered or constituted on
the basis of anything other than itself. Levinas rejects communion;
for him, sameness and the general leads to the subjection of other-
ness to unity. This produces the inference that nothingness is the
relationship between Others, for Levinas insists on separation and
distance as the alternative to that of relationship. This leads Zizioulas
to make one of the most interesting and insightful claims in the
whole essay: he argues that the crucial difference between patristic
and postmodern conceptions of otherness lies in ‘filling the gap’
between particulars. There is, he argues, a movement of constant
departure from one to another in the name of the Other. Patristic
and postmodern writers share this understanding of constant new
beginnings, he argues: ‘but whereas for postmodernism alterity
involves negation, rupture and “leaving behind”, for patristic thought
the “new” relates to the “old” in a positive way’.28 While postmodern
suspicion of coincidence of otherness and communion as a totalizing
reduction (and even violence) led Levinas and others to reject
relational otherness, Zizioulas argues that communion does not pro-
duce sameness, because the relations between the particulars (per-
sons) are not substantial but personal or tropical.

Zizioulas’s appeal to the concept of creatio ex nihilo is echoed by
Oliver Davies in his examination of ontology and of the place for the
Other.29 Davies sets out four possibilities for an understanding of
being. The first type of ontology he describes focuses on being itself,
rather than on the self and the Other, and stresses being as a unity or
totality. It tends to reduce the self and the many others to the same,
which Davies attributes to the thought of Heidegger. A third type
gives priority to the self. In this case, the Other is set apart as separate
and yet risks being absorbed into the self in the process of thought,
akin to the concepts of Descartes and Kant. The fourth type under-
stands that ontology begins from the separate other. The other
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imposes itself on the self. It is the second type of ontology to which
Davies appeals. This is rooted in

the Judeo-Christian belief in creation ex nihilo, here being stands
over against nothingness; being itself is a gift, originally a gift
from God. Being, so understood, is inherently relational, and the
relationship itself is personal in origin. In this way of thinking,
the self and the Other, which both receive the gift of being, are
inextricably related to each other, in receiving, with their being,
the capacity to give to others. The ‘sameness’ expressed in the
(analogical) notion of being, does not obliterate the difference
between the self and the Other, nor the difference between the self
and the Other, and the transcendent other, God, who is the source
of the gift of being.30

Davies’ understanding of an ontology constructed in relation to
creatio ex nihilo provides a bridge between Zizioulas’s understanding
of communion and the Other and understandings of the ‘gift’, in
particular of Milbank’s construal of the divine gift. (See Chapter 4.)
From this emerges a nexus of concepts that draw together a concep-
tuality of being neither homogenizing nor hegemonic, with the con-
ceptuality of ‘gift’, which allows for difference between the self and
the Other.

In his articulation of the issue of what lies between particular
persons or Others, Zizioulas offers an answer to the critique that the
appeal to communion eliminates otherness through its homogen-
izing and hegemonic tendencies. Zizioulas’s construction of the ‘gap’
between Others has created the space for the Other within the struc-
ture of communion. In this sense, Zizioulas’s construction of an
ontology of otherness does bear comparison with my suggestion for
the reconceptualization of the classic ingredients of the doctrine of
the Trinity, in the metaphor of a perichoretic dance that pushes
against the ‘limit’ towards ‘impossible’ hospitality and gift-giving,
allowing space for the Other. Zizioulas’s understanding of the ‘gap’
between persons, and my own exploration of a novel metaphorical
understanding of perichoresis, may be seen as further examples of
the functionality of the doctrine of the Trinity in relation to alterity.
Paul Fiddes, in his construal of the concept of perichoresis, also
suggests that there is space in the divine dance. First, he argues that
‘the Holy Spirit continually “opens up” the divine space into new
dimensions of love’.31 Then, drawing on von Balthasar’s picture of
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‘distances’ in God, he interprets these ‘as spaces within and between
the interweaving currents of relational love in God – spaces in the
dance of perichoresis’.32 Once again, the potential for homogeneity is
counteracted, and the spaces of love may be interpreted as spaces
within a framework built on the vision of pushing against the ‘limit’
of traditional ontology and transgressing of the economy of giving
and receiving, toward the ‘impossible’ gift-giving as the ground of
space for the Other.

TRINITY, COMMUNION AND ECCLESIOLOGY

The question of the space for the Other is not simply a question
about the communion of the Divine Three. The tendency perceived
by some towards homogeneity and hegemony in the appeal to com-
munion is a matter not only for consideration in the construction of
the doctrine of the Trinity but also of the doctrine of the Church.
The conceptualization of the relationship between God and the
Church has been a matter of sharp controversy during the history of
the Christian tradition. Issues of the power and authority of the
Church were matters of deep-seated conflict at the time of the Ref-
ormation. The Reformers were highly critical of the ways in which
the Church and the Kingdom, and clerical and divine authority, had
become identified with each other during the course of the Middle
Ages. The expression of power in medieval Christendom was often
experienced in terms of exclusion. The dispute between the Roman
Catholic and Eastern Orthodox churches has also been focused on
issues of authority and jurisdiction in terms of the papal primacy
and the relationship between the local and universal manifestations
of the Church. Beneath these disputes were different conceptions of
the Body of Christ and of the relationship of the One to the Many.
The revival of interest in the doctrine of the Trinity during the
course of the twentieth century brought with it an appeal to koinonia,
which has been explored in relation to God in se and the Church.
The rediscovery of the place of communion within the Tradition
promised to open up a way through the old disputes. In the light of
such expectations, Susan Wood has addressed the issue that ecu-
menical dialogues fail to address how communion ‘is effected’.33

She makes the assumption that agreement that the divine being as
Trinity, ‘is communion’ is uncontested and at least to some extent
self-evident. It seems to me that this is not uncontested and self-
evident. Rather, part of the reason that churches have found it
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difficult to articulate the effecting of communion or to practise it in
relation to the advancement of the ecumenical endeavour is precisely
because what divine koinonia means is not clear-cut, and, therefore,
what ecclesial koinonia may be is also problematic.

In seeking to situate the discussion of the relationship between the
doctrines of the Trinity and the Church, and between divine and
ecclesial communion, I will mention briefly three documents of
ecumenical dialogue that identify Church and Trinity. The first is a
Roman Catholic–Orthodox dialogue which dates to 1982, Le Mys-
tère de l’église et de l’eucharistie à la lumière de mystère de la Sainte
Trinité (The Mystery of the Church and the Eucharist in the Light of
the Mystery of the Holy Trinity).34 This document situates the rela-
tion between the Trinity and the Church in terms of the Eucharist,
using such concepts as ‘event’ and Christ’s ‘sacramental tropos’ to
conceptualize the identification of the Church with the divine.35 I
have already referred to this document in Chapter 4. A second
document is The Church of the Triune God, an Anglican–Orthodox
statement from 2006,36 in which a close identification of Church and
Trinity is set out: ‘the communion of the Persons of the Holy Trinity
creates, structures and expounds the mystery of the communion
experienced in the Church’.37 This leads to the claim that, by the
indwelling grace of the Holy Spirit, the Church is created to be an
image of the life of communion of the Triune God. Finally, in the
Faith and Order document The Nature and Mission of the Church,
also from 2006, there are several claims made concerning the identi-
fication of Church and Trinity.38 In this first claim, the Church relates
to the divine in dialogical terms: ‘The Church is the communion of
those who, by means of their encounter with the Word, stand in a
living relationship with God, who speaks to them and calls forth
their trustful response; it is the communion of the faithful’.39

In this subsequent passage, the ontological identification between
Church and Trinity is made explicit:

The Church is not merely the sum of individual believers in com-
munion with God, nor primarily the mutual communion of indi-
vidual believers among themselves. It is their common partaking
in the life of God [2 Pet. 1.4], who as Trinity, is source and focus of
all communion. Thus the Church is both a divine and a human
reality.40

In these three documents, it can be seen that the conceptualization
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of the identification of Church and Trinity can encompass a wide
variety of categories and understandings. These raise questions: about
the appeal to metaphysical frameworks and to analogy; about doc-
trines such as theosis and participation in the divine; about Eucharis-
tic ecclesiology and core metaphors such as the Body of Christ.

In order to investigate the ways in which the identification of
Church and Trinity has been framed, I shall continue with an analy-
sis of the ecclesiology to be found in several theologians, mainly
from the twentieth century. I hope by this means to set out a broad
variety of understandings that illuminate each other and manifest
their strengths and limitations, as a preliminary to a more searching
interrogation of the Trinity–Church relation, before moving on to
examine the space for the Other in this relation.

The Roman Catholic theologian Jean-Marie R. Tillard, a leading
ecumenist, sought to be formulate an irenic ecclesiology, rooted in a
concept of ‘the Church’ as a communion of local churches.41 He
roots his conceptuality of communion in the event of Pentecost and
in an appeal to an understanding of a close relation between the
metaphor of the Body of Christ and the phenomena of the Church
and the Eucharist. The Church of God is to be understood as a
communion of communions – a communion of local churches,
gathered by the Holy Spirit, on the basis of baptism and the
Eucharist:

This existence as communion constitutes its essence. And the
relationship to communion with the Father, Son and Spirit shows
its deep-rootedness, even in the eternal reality of the mystery of
God.42

This framing of the identification of Church and Trinity is rooted
in an appeal to the economy of salvation and ecclesial experience
from which is inferred the grounding of the Church in the life of
God in se.

Leonardo Boff appeals to context and history as the basis for the
identification of the Church with the triune life in se.43 He argues that
the communion among Father, Son and Spirit that constitutes the
one God is a mystery of inclusion and that ‘The three divine Persons
open to the outside and invite human beings and the entire universe
to share in their community and their life.’ Furthermore, ‘The pre-
sence of Trinitarian communion in history makes it possible for the
barriers that turn difference into inequality and discrimination to be
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overcome.’44 And, ‘The communion of the Divine Three offers a
source of inspiration.’45 For Boff, the doctrine of the Trinity is
the pattern for a programme of liberation and transformation
for society and Church. The identification of Trinity–Church is
something almost tangible and certainly, in his view, historical. He
reiterates this claim as follows: ‘We believe that in [the Church] the
substance of the incarnation is continued in history; through Christ
and the Holy Spirit, God is definitively close to each of us and within
human history. This mystery becomes embodied in history, because
it is organized in groups and communities’.46

The explicit appeal to human history in this passage leads me to
reflect how dependent Boff is on the philosophy of Hegel at this
point. This is perhaps inevitable as Hegel is the modern philosopher
to espouse and value context. Such an appeal is not without its
problems, and I shall return to these below. It is interesting to note
that at least to some extent that there is an overlap here between the
views of Boff and Zizioulas in the thought that the divine com-
munion can be perceived as manifest in the fabric of ‘ordinary’ soci-
ety and communities.

From another perspective, Alan Torrance argues for an analogia
communionis, through which he attempts to set out the foundations
of an identity between Church and Trinity on the basis of the divine
self-communication: ‘The triune grounds of divine communication
repose on a communion intrinsic to the Trinity as this creates and
sustains communion with God and with one another which is
intrinsic to the very being of the New Humanity’.47

It seems to me that this easily remains a circular argument and
requires a clearer reference to the ‘world of particulars’ of the econ-
omy, in order for this to have meaning outside of itself. If the appeal
to an analogia communionis could be clearly related to the economy,
then this might offer a useful way forward in seeking to conceptual-
ize the Trinity/Church identity.

Recently, Andrew Louth has worked on the ecclesiological under-
standings to be found in the writings of Maximos the Confessor.48 In
particular, Louth discerns that Maximos suggests that the Church
may be understood as an ‘image and type of God’ by imitating and
representing God’s activity (energeia). ‘It is in this way that the holy
Church of God will be shown to be working for us the same effects
as God, in the same way as an image reflects its archetype.’49 This
identification of Trinity–Church in terms of ‘image’ is a strong tra-
jectory in modern Orthodox writings and is often found in Orthodox
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bilateral ecumenical dialogue statements. However, it is not always
clear what conceptuality or metaphysical framework is implied or
required in this contemporary ecumenical appeal to ‘image’ in ecu-
menical dialogue.

Zizioulas is one of those Orthodox writers who employs the lan-
guage of ‘image’ in his construction of the Trinity–Church identity,50

but he complements this with a conceptuality of event. He argues
that, ‘True being comes only from the free person, from the person
who loves freely – that is, who freely affirms his being, his identity,
by means of an event of communion with other persons.’51 Both
ecclesiology and ontology are imagined in terms of an ‘event of
communion’. This is qualified by his understanding that between the
being of God and human being there is a gulf of ‘creaturehood’. The
being of each human person is ‘given’ to him or her. The event of
communion is possible between human persons, in the form of love
or social or political life. Such ‘natural’ expressions of freedom are
relative, because human being is ‘given’. This clearly resonates with
the conceptuality of ‘gift’. Zizioulas argues that absolute freedom
requires a ‘new birth’, a birth from above, which he identifies with
baptism and the phrase ‘ecclesial hypostasis’. It is through baptism
that the individual human being finds true personhood or ‘ecclesial
being’. ‘[I]t is precisely the ecclesial being which “hypostasizes” the
person according to God’s way of being. That is what makes the
Church the image of the Triune God’.52

Zizioulas echoes Boff’s view that the divine communion may be
found and experienced in the ‘ordinary’ communities of everyday
life, but he also sees the limitations of these expressions and points to
the need for an ‘absolute’ expression of communion in ‘ecclesial
being’. While Zizioulas may have seen the limitations of the Hegelian
structure of Boff’s appeal to history, his own appeal to an absolute
‘ecclesial being’ or ‘ecclesial hypostasis’ is not without its problems,
not least in terms of an articulation of ecclesial reality in terms of
the Other.53

An alternative construction of the identification of Church and
Trinity may be found in the works of Hans Küng on the Church.54

Küng grounds his construction on the notion of the Church as
ekklesia (i.e., called out), an understanding that echoes the works of
both Karl Barth and John Meyendorff. In his discussion of Councils,
Synod in Greek and Concilium in Latin,55 he notes that concilium
comes from the same root as ekklesia.56 In Barth’s understanding,
the Church is God’s convocation, from the Latin convocare ‘to call
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together’. These formulations suggest that there is a dialogical struc-
ture to the divine–human, Trinity–Church relation.

In The Church, Küng argues that the Church as communion be
understood in two senses: that of fellowship in Christ and with other
Christians. He identifies Christ and the Church in terms of the body
metaphor. This he roots in an understanding of the living and effica-
cious presence of Christ in the present, especially in the congrega-
tion’s experience of worship. He is keen to emphasize the reality of
Christ beyond the Church. He appeals in particular to the model of
the body of Christ in which Christ is the head of body, to suggest
that Christ relates to the world as well as the Church. But, most
importantly, he rejects any notion that the Church is a ‘divine–
human’ reality. He argues that there is no hypostatic union between
Christ and the Church. Rather, the Church is a fellowship of
believers ‘in Christ’, and that ‘this relationship of faith is never
altered’.57 Küng’s construction of the Trinity–Church identity is
more restrained in the expression of its claims, which suggests a
different kind of identity from that constructed around an appeal to
‘icon’, or the Eucharist.

Of the theologians discussed so far, Miroslav Volf is the one who
raises explicit questions about the conceptuality and expression of
Trinity–Church identity.58 He asks what correspondence is there
between ecclesial and Trinitarian communion, where are such cor-
respondences to be found, and what are the limits to such analogical
thinking? In response, he seeks to sketch out the Trinitarian founda-
tion of a non-individualistic Protestant ecclesiology. He argues, as
others have done before him, that the creature can never correspond
to the Creator. Yet, in created reality, he suggests that there must still
be broken creaturely correspondence to the mystery of triunity. Such
correspondence is to be rooted in an eschatological conceptuality
that the world should be indwelt by the divine Trinity, i.e., the world
will come to correspond to God.59 Having begun in reticence, he goes
on to argue that as the divine and ecclesial communion correspond
to each other through baptism, so the churches are imprinted with
the image of the triune God through baptism. The churches share in
a communion that is ontological because it is soteriological.60 Volf
raises important questions, which are crucial for an understanding
of the Trinity–Church identity and, in particular, for an understand-
ing of that identity in relation to the Other. However, Volf ’s answers
to the questions he raises are themselves infected with the problem-
atic he criticizes.
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By way of concluding this investigation of different approaches
to the Trinity–Church identity, I want to take up the argument set
out by John Behr, concerning the problematic of divine–ecclesial
communion.61 Behr presents a review of the use of koinonia in the
conceptualization of the Trinity–Church identity and concludes
that, ‘In this approach, the koinonia of the three Persons of the Holy
Trinity, the very being of God, is taken as the paradigm of the koino-
nia that constitutes the being of the ecclesial body, the Church.’62

The Church as ‘communion’ is said to reflect God’s being as com-
munion, a communion that will be revealed fully (only) in the King-
dom of God. He perceives that such understandings of ecclesiology
fit with what is broadly understood as Eucharistic Ecclesiology, i.e.,
‘it is in the sacrament of eucharist, the event of communion par
excellence, that the Church realizes her true being, manifesting
already, here and now, the Kingdom which is yet to come.’63 His
response to this conceiving of the Trinity–Church identity is remark-
able and perceptive. He questions the way in which Trinity and
Church are juxtaposed. While what is said of the Church is based
upon what is said of the Trinity, the effect of the ‘and’ is to separate
Church from Trinity as a distinct entity that reflects the divine being.
He argues that communion ecclesiology understands the Church to
be parallel to the ‘immanent Trinity’. That is to say, it is the three
Persons in communion, the one God as a relational being that the
Church is said to ‘reflect’. ‘This results in a horizontal notion of
communion, or perhaps better parallel “communions,” without
being clear about how the two intersect.’64

Behr goes on to argue that through his rejection of any socio-
logical understanding of relationality, Zizioulas has jettisoned any
possibility of starting with the human experience of relating to
others, and so rejects any appeal to experience in the construction of
the doctrine of the Trinity. Rather, faith begins with the belief that
God is ‘very koinonia’. Behr identifies the problematic of the a priori
characterization of the Trinity as a communion of three Persons, in
that this approach does not make adequate allowance for the ‘eco-
nomic’ reality upon which Trinitarian theology is based. While
Zizioulas may stress that the Church is not any kind of Platonic
‘image’ of the Trinity, nonetheless he can assert that ‘Church as
communion reflects God’s being as communion’;65 thus Behr argues
that the Trinity and Church remain unconnected.

In order to find an alternative way of conceiving the Trinity–
Church identity, Behr appeals to the work of Bruce Marshall, who
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focuses on three scriptural images of the Church: the people of God,
the body of Christ and the temple of the Spirit. Behr argues that this
way of looking at the Trinitarian being of the Church integrates it
directly and intimately to the relationship between Father, Son and
Spirit, and also attaches the Church to each of the Persons, while not
undermining the notion of the unity of the divine action ad extra.
The Church is conceived in terms of communion; but as a com-
munion with God – as Body of Christ, anointed by the Spirit and
calling upon Abba Father.

Behr’s questions are very important for the future of discourse
concerning the conceptualization of the Trinity–Church identity;
and his focus on the ‘and’ that polarizes Trinity over against Church
as separate entities is crucial; his appeal to the conclusions of
Marshall are, for me, less convincing. What does it mean to say that
the Church is a communion ‘with God’ any more than the Church as
a communion reflects the communion which God is? The possibility
of collapsing the Church into the divine, prevalent in Behr’s con-
struction is surely to be avoided: Küng’s warning that there is no
hypostatic union between the divine and the Church needs to be
heeded.

An alternative way of conceiving the Trinity–Church identity may
possibly be found in the notion that the Eucharist-event can be
understood as a hermeneutical framework. Jean-Luc Marion has
suggested that a Eucharistic hermeneutic could be crafted by using
the journey to Emmaus as a paradigm. In the breaking of bread,
there was both ‘recognition’ and ‘their eyes were opened’. ‘The
Eucharist accomplishes, as its central moment, the hermeneutic.’66

Smit argues that the hermeneutical possibility is rooted in an
exchange which he identifies with the celebration of the Eucharist.
‘The community itself takes part in this hermeneutic only as far as it
lets itself be gathered and converted by Christ, that is, as far as it lets
itself be sacramentally interpreted by the incarnate Word.’67 This
Eucharistic interpretative framework may provide a useful basis
upon which to construct the Trinity–Church identity, and I will
return to this at the conclusion of the chapter. An appeal to a Eucha-
ristic ecclesiology is rooted in the experience of worship and in the
economy of revelation and salvation, providing a useful grounding
for Trinitarian theological reflection. A radical conceptuality of
Church–Eucharist which is attributed to Augustine of Hippo has been
espoused widely during the twentieth century. Nicolas Afanassieff is
credited with the terminology: ‘Eucharistic Ecclesiology’,68 and this
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was also taken up by Henri de Lubac.69 The understanding that ‘the
Eucharist makes the Church; and the Church makes the Eucharist’70

may be interpreted at various levels. First, it can be understood in
terms of the phenomena involved: (a) the liturgical text and action
of the Eucharistic ritual and (b) the community gathered to enact the
liturgy. Second, it may be understood in terms of the metaphor of
the Body of Christ, in terms of (a) the designation of the community
and (b) of the sacramental elements themselves. Third, it may be
understood in metaphysical terms: i.e., in terms of substance, nature,
presence, koinonia, the one and the many. To these I would add a
fourth understanding: that of event conceptuality. The community
gathers and celebrates the liturgy, which, in Zizioulas’s phrase, is a
‘communion-event’. Such is the persuasiveness of this conceptuality
that Joseph Ratzinger wrote, ‘The Church is the celebration of the
Eucharist; the Eucharist is the Church; they do not simply stand side
by side; they are one and the same; it is from there that everything
else radiates’.71 Marc Ouellet makes even stronger claims of such a
Eucharistic ecclesiology, when he writes,

The mystery of the Incarnation comes to completion in the
Eucharist, in the moment that the communion in Jesus’ paschal
sacrifice brings the inner unity of the divine Persons into the
hearts of believers. This Trinitarian unity becomes not only open
and accessible to them, but truly communicated and received in
communion.72

Lest it be thought that such a conceptuality were unchallenged, it is
good to be reminded of Karl Barth’s rejection of any such undif-
ferentiated understanding of Church/Eucharist/God. Barth’s under-
standing is that while God freely enters into communion with men
and women, there is no synthesis with them or bread and wine.73

Eucharistic ecclesiology may provide a good starting place for reflec-
tion in present experience and the economy of salvation, but how the
structure built upon this starting place is put together needs to be
given careful consideration, particularly in the light of the provisos
of Küng, Behr and Barth.

THE CHURCH AND THE OTHER

As well as considering the identification of Trinity–Church per se, it
is also important to consider the doctrines of the Trinity and the
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Church in light of the present-day context of pluralism in the West.
Does the construction of the doctrines of the Trinity and of the
Church allow space for the Other? And in the various structures of
Trinity–Church identity is there space for the Other? Among those
who promoted an appeal to relationality, Colin E. Gunton argued
that ‘A perichoretic unity is a unity of a plural rather than unitary
kind.’74 He develops an understanding of the different roles of the
Son and the Spirit; attributing rationality to the Son and freedom to
the Spirit, which Dan Hardy and David Ford have called ‘non-
order’.75 ‘What becomes conceivable as a result of such a develop-
ment is an understanding of particularity which guards against the
pressure to homogeneity that is implied in modern relativism and
pluralism.’76 Gunton sets out an understanding that ‘Being is diver-
sity within unity.’77 He expounds this conceptuality further, ‘God
appears to be conceived neither as a collectivity nor as an individual,
but as a communion, a unity of persons in relation.’78 Within such a
conceptuality, he argues that there is space for the Other, i.e., a
‘communion-in-otherness’.79

It is one thing to construct an understanding of relationality, which
has space for the Other – indeed even an ontology of ‘communion-
in-otherness’ – but it is another to craft a structure that has place for
those who may be considered ‘radically Other’ in regard to the com-
munion of the Church: i.e., the heretic, the excommunicate and those
who do not confess Christ as Lord and Saviour. Küng argues that
the Church has to find space for the heretic and no longer pursue the
role of Inquisitor. He argues eloquently that as Christ’s love is
boundless, no one may be excluded, not even one’s enemies.80 Under-
standings of the Eucharist which include space for the Other are to
be found in the writings of Tissa Balasuriya, Timothy Gorringe and
Anne Primavesi and Jennifer Henderson.81 There are, of course,
alternative voices, which argue that although the Eucharist is to be
understood as making an eschatological community, this does not
sanction intercommunion with the schismatic or heretic. The Eucha-
rist is not a means of achieving unity. ‘The Eucharist is not a means
to an end; it is the end itself foretasted.’82 From a similar perspective,
there are those who argue that the reception of Holy Communion is
related to an understanding of true or right belief. Andrew Louth
argues that in the understanding of Maximos the Confessor, com-
munion is only genuine communion if it is communion in the
truth.83 It is difficult to see where space for the Other is to be found in
such understandings of the eucharistic community of the Church.
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Not only are ‘other’ Christians excluded but so also are the (non-)
religious Others.

The place of the heretic, the schismatic, the excommunicate and
the (non-)religious Other in relation to the Eucharist and the Church
raises profound questions about exclusion and inclusion and the sta-
tus of those ‘outside’ and about space for the Other. How can the
Church respond to demands for tolerance and hospitality? Can the
Church facilitate participation and reciprocity in a universal cosmo-
politan community? One way in which to answer these questions
would be to posit an understanding of certain concepts and realities
as ‘trancendentals’. Hardy argued that ‘sociality’ should be under-
stood as a transcendental in his essay Created and Redeemed Social-
ity.84 Gunton distanced himself from this understanding, arguing
that an ontological conceptuality of relationality did not make
‘sociality’ a transcendental.

Communion is being in relation, in which there is due recognition
of both particularity and relationality. But that does not make
sociality a transcendental, [. . .] It is a doctrine of the personal,
and leaves unresolved the question of the relation of human soci-
ety to the material context within which it takes shape. It is there-
fore ideal rather than transcendental.85

Kant’s understanding of ‘transcendental’ as ‘that which provides
the possibility of experience’ may resonate more nearly with Hardy’s
concept of ‘sociality’ than an ‘ideal’ understanding with its reson-
ances of perfection. There may be a possibility of forging a link
between Gunton’s understanding of sociality and relationality, as an
ideal, and Habermas’ concept of speech acts releasing ‘ideality’ and
in this way overcoming the utopian connotations of the appeal to
the ‘ideal’. Habermas makes his claim for ‘ideal speech communities’
on the basis of ‘the relation of human society to the material context
within which it takes shape’, understood in terms of a rigorous
understanding of human communication.86 In these constructs,
community and sociality are rooted in a dialogical understanding of
the human person, which sits in the tradition of Aristotle and mod-
ern writers such as Macmurray and McFadyen, which I discussed in
Chapter 3. Kant argued for the particular status of categories of
relation, as I have argued elsewhere.87 For Kant, such categories are,
‘pure concepts of the understanding which apply a priori to objects
of intuition in general’,88 and the category of community (reciprocity
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between agent and patient) ‘is not conceivable as holding between
things each of which, through its subsistence, stands in complete
isolation’.89 In Kant’s view, the isolated subsistence of the individual
thing is transcended by its relationality in ‘community’. Hardy
argued that, ‘transcendentals should be understood as the basis for
the real’, which are to be understood as ‘necessary notes of being’
and ‘the presupposed basis for the establishment of knowledge
through argument and agreement’.90 Habermas’ conceptuality of the
‘ideal speech community’ lends support to Hardy’s appeal for social-
ity to be understood as a transcendental.

On the basis that ‘sociality’ may be understood as a transcen-
dental, and that the Church is an expression of sociality, it might be
argued that the Church could facilitate participation in a universal
cosmopolitan community. However, serious questions are raised by
the fractured reality of the Church and the ongoing exclusion of the
heretic, the schismatic, the excommunicate and the (non-)religious
Other. In seeking to respond to demands for tolerance and hospital-
ity, the pursuit of Church unity becomes a priority in the quest to
allow the claims of sociality understood as a transcendental to be
lived out. The construction of the Trinity–Church identity in relation
to the question of space for the Other is not only a theoretical con-
cern but is imperative for the churches’ realization of their participa-
tion in the divine communion in and for the cosmos.

EUCHARIST-EVENT AS LOCUS FOR CONSTRUCTING
TRINITY–CHURCH IDENTITY

In conclusion, I want to suggest that the Trinity–Church identity
may be constructed in relation to Caputo’s understanding of event
as incoming of ‘the impossible’, which may also be construed in
terms of the discourse on ‘gift’. Caputo argues that ‘every event
occurs against a horizon of expectation that it breaches’.91 An event
is an excess, an overflow, a surprise, an uncontainable incoming (l’in-
vention), an irruption, a gift beyond economy, ‘something that can-
not be constricted to either the ontic or ontological order at all’.92

This conceptuality of event interprets kinesis, in terms of gift, just-
ice, hospitality and forgiveness, which gives content to an under-
standing of what is to be understood in terms of the outcome of the
divine gifting of koinonia. Such understandings of an irruption of
‘the impossible’, which Caputo puts forward, might be understood
as a metaphor for the Eucharist. On the basis of this metaphorical
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understanding of the Eucharist as an eschatological instance of ‘the
impossible’, I will seek to set out a conceptual framework for the
Trinity–Church identity and for the construction of a hermeneutics
of relationality, which has space for the Other.

A first element in the conceptual framework rests upon Jean-Luc
Marion’s paradigmatic use of the journey to Emmaus. On this basis,
the dynamic movement (kinesis) of the Eucharist making the Church
may be understood as a communion-event in which a hermeneutic
of relationality is not only crafted but in a sense realized, akin to
Marion’s Emmaus paradigm. The event of Christ’s self-offering to
the Father on the Cross is that which interprets the Church as the
Body of Christ in the Eucharist, in Word and Sacrament. The inter-
play between Eucharist and Church in terms of the metaphor of the
Body of Christ brings about an identity which is rooted in the phe-
nomena of community and ritual, and in the intentionality of a
synergy of wills. On this basis, the communion-event may be under-
stood as a ritual and communal event in which the relationality of
the community is interpreted in terms of the metaphor of the Body
of Christ, which is both one and many (1 Cor. 10.17). Furthermore,
the communion-event may be interpreted in broader Christological
terms as a synergy of wills between Christ and the members of his
Body, which instantiates a relationality of communion and the
emergence of divinization which is intentional, moral and virtuous
rather than an ontological merging of human and divine.

A second element rests upon a combining of an appeal to the
notion of event in both Caputo and Badiou, with an understanding
of the divine as gift, or gifting. The communion-event of the Eucha-
rist understood within an eschatological metaphysical framework
might be seen in metaphorical terms as a foretaste of the ‘impossible’
gift. The ‘presence’ of Christ also understood in eschatological terms
as parousia (arrival) might be interpreted as a metaphor for an irrup-
tion of the future into the present as well as a rupturing of the
received understanding of ousia. The parousia of Christ in the
communion-event of the Eucharist ruptures accepted understand-
ings of ontology and allows the subject to emerge: the subject of
Christ whose Body is both one and many. If the Eucharist were to be
seen as a metaphor for an ‘irruption’ of ‘the impossible’, it could
form the basis of the structure of communion not only in terms of
the Trinity–Church identity but also in terms of the space for the
Other.

Such an understanding would require a radical re-evaluation of
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the understandings of the Church as community in terms of the
postmodern take on hospitality and inclusion. A final element would
be an appeal to the economy of salvation and the world of particulars.
The radical relationality of the Eucharistic community, structured
around the metaphor of ‘the impossible’, would emerge from the
particulars of the event, an event in which the members of the Body
would be companions (from con pane, i.e., with bread: companions
are those who share bread together) with Christ and with each other,
in the fellowship of the Holy Spirit. Each member of the Body would
become in Zizioulas’s words a ‘eucharistic hypostasis’ with his or her
‘roots in the future and [. . .] branches in the present’.93 The core
particulars of the communion-event, the anamnesis of Christ and
the epiclesis of the Holy Spirit, draw the Church into the perichoretic
divine dance that pushes against the ‘limit’ towards ‘impossible’ hos-
pitality and gift-giving, allowing space for the Other. As the Eucha-
rist makes the Church, the Church encounters the Divine Three and
enters into communion with them. In the action of the communion-
event of the Eucharist, the Church as Body of Christ is revealed as
and becomes ‘relational’. On the basis of the Emmaus paradigm set
out by Marion, I would argue that there is no deus absconditus lurk-
ing behind this action, but, rather, what is known in the economy of
the communion-event is be understood to refer to the immanent life
of the divine.

The structure of the Trinity–Church identity raises many ques-
tions, not least concerning the space for the Other. I believe that it is
possible to structure the concept of communion in ways which are
open to the concerns of contemporary philosophy and the pluralist
reality of contemporary Western societies. On the basis of Davies’
appeal to creatio ex nihilo as the basis for ontology, Hardy’s under-
standing of sociality as a transcendental and Marion’s Emmaus
paradigm, it may be possible to construct doctrines of the Trinity
and the Church that allow the structure of the Trinity–Church iden-
tity to hold together radical alterity with an understanding of com-
munion, which is neither homogenizing nor hegemonic. On such a
basis, the functionality of the doctrine of the Trinity could be
claimed not only for the churches and for their ecumenical
endeavour but also for human societies in general in the search for a
universal cosmopolitan community.
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AFTERWORD

In this guide, I have sought to provide access to sources, to interpret-
ative moments, to the means of expression and symbolization, to
epistemological questions and to the application of the doctrine of
the Trinity in terms of the Other and the Church. There are certainly
other fields of enquiry which could have been pursued, such as the
discourse concerning the Trinity and pluralism and non-Christian
traditions. As I look back over the guide, I am aware of two medieval
responses to the doctrine of the Trinity. The first relates to Bernard
of Clairvaux, one of the founders of the Cistercian reform of
Benedictine monasticism. As a sign that the doctrine of the Trinity
was both problematic and yet also a profound mystery, Bernard for-
bade preaching on Trinity Sunday within the Cistercian order, an
injunction which I understand was only changed as a result of the
reforms made following the Second Vatican Council. A recognition
that the doctrine of the Trinity emerges from the human encounter
with mystery is also something for each and every student of the
doctrine to bear in mind. The second example relates to Thomas
Aquinas. In this instance, he reflected on all his writings, but I would
suggest that the doctrine of God as Trinity is core to those writings.
A year before his death, Thomas had some kind of mystical
experience that led him to cease his writing. He is attributed with
the following quotation: ‘All that I have written appears to be as
much straw after the things that have been revealed to me.’ Again,
this reminds all engaged in reflection on the doctrine of the Trinity
that human words are always going to be inadequate for the
endeavour.

In conclusion, I cite the opening clauses of the ‘Athanasian Creed’
which evokes the limits of language and the sense of mystery, as well
as the existential dimensions of believing in the Trinity:
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Quicunque Vult, commonly called the Creed of Saint Athanasius1

Whosoever will be saved: before all things it is necessary that he
hold the Catholick Faith.

Which Faith except every one do keep whole and undefiled:
without doubt he shall perish everlastingly.

And the Catholick Faith is this:
That we worship one God in Trinity, and Trinity in Unity;
Neither confounding the Persons: nor dividing the substance.
For there is one Person of the Father, another of the Son: and

another of the Holy Ghost.
But the Godhead of the Father, of the Son, and of the Holy

Ghost, is all one: the Glory equal, the Majesty co-eternal.
Such as the Father is, such is the Son: and such is the Holy Ghost.
The Father uncreate, the Son uncreate: and the Holy Ghost

uncreate.
The Father incomprehensible, the Son incomprehensible: and the

Holy Ghost incomprehensible.
The Father eternal, the Son eternal: and the Holy Ghost eternal.
And yet they are not three eternals: but one eternal.
As also there are not three incomprehensibles, nor three

uncreated: but one uncreated, and one incomprehensible.
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