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  Chapter 1

  Something’s Not Right

  Contradictory Images

  The following anecdote was doing the rounds recently. I heard it as a report of an actual conversation overheard on a street corner between two young women. It ran something like this: ‘I like your cross; it definitely suits you. [Pause] I’ve got one quite like it, only mine’s got a little man on it.’ It seems this was not meant as a joke but was said in all innocence. This young woman had no idea who the figure on her cross was meant to represent.

  Jesus is vanishing before our very eyes, perhaps because the different figures we have of him have by now so very little meaning for people, so little connection with the world they live in. For some people he’s the man in the blond hippy beard and the white robe preaching soft-focus goodness, the Bambi Jesus surrounded by toddlers and bunny rabbits, remembered here and there in portraits on the walls of some church vestries and annexes. Others see him in somewhat darker tones as the ultimate authority figure, the ‘pale Galilean’, unsmiling, death-obsessed, God play-acting the role of a human being. This figure is maybe seen as strict and rejecting to people like divorcees and gay people who fail to come up to his high standards of perfection.

  For others again, Jesus is just a minor figure of fun, nothing more than a cue for a joke about loaves and fishes perhaps. And for plenty of others his name survives simply as a meaningless exclamation, an expletive vaguely expressing indignation or even just mild surprise! The idea of taking Jesus seriously would strike quite a few people today as surprising and at first sight perhaps quite amusing.

  Yet for us in our Prozac society there are other sides to this man’s teaching which can still move us. He takes a deliberate stance on the side of the poor and of those whom the rest of us barely notice. He mocks hypocrisy and condemns the complacent heartlessness of those in authority. He speaks in lyrical terms of the generous beauty of the creation. Somehow in modern times this altogether more appealing figure of Jesus has become confused with the ludicrous Bambi figure. Has the other figure, the solemn church establishment figure, survived more clearly in the public imagination? It’s hard to say, but surely it is the confusing mixture of these two parodies of Jesus which people cannot bring themselves to take seriously today.

  These two figures could, moreover, amount to a serious libel on the third figure: the friend of the outcasts and the harsh critic of all power establishments. This situation is very strange indeed when we think about it. Does this other, rapidly vanishing Jesus deserve more of our attention? Can we reassemble some authentic understanding of him before he vanishes entirely?

  Many people think that the current confusing images of Jesus are derived from the Bible, rather than reflecting the many centuries of church authority since it was written. In fact the four narrative accounts of Jesus found in the Bible, put together long before the emergence of this authority, reveal someone far removed from the images which we have inherited.

  Here is a first glimpse. The following extract from one of his most celebrated stories can give us a flavor of how he saw things.

  
    There was once a man who had two sons; and the younger said to his father, ‘Father, give me my share of the property.’ So he divided his estate between them. A few days later the younger son turned the whole of his share into cash and left home for a distant country, where he squandered it in dissolute living. He had spent it all when a severe famine fell upon that country and he began to be in need … Then he came to his senses: ‘How many of my father’s hired servants have more food than they can eat,’ he said, ‘and here am I, starving to death! I will go at once to my father, and say to him “Father, I have sinned against God and against you; I am no longer fit to be called your son; Treat me as one of your hired servants.”’ So he set out for his father’s house.

    But while he was still a long way off his father saw him, and his heart went out to him; he ran to meet him, flung his arms round him, and kissed him. The son said, ‘Father, I have sinned against God and against you; I am no longer fit to be called your son.’ But the father said to his servants, ‘Quick! Fetch a robe, the best we have, and put it on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. Bring the fatted calf and kill it, and let us celebrate with a feast. For this son of mine was dead and has come back to life; he was lost and is found.’ And the festivities began.1

  

  Whatever you make of the idea of God, Jesus certainly stands on its head the historical picture of an august, distant creator which was so often favored and projected by a later church. The God of Jesus sees you while you are still a long way off; his heart goes out to you and he quite forgets himself, running out to meet you, flinging his arms around you and kissing you as his lost child. Where is the stern authority figure here? This God doesn’t frown or scold you or comment on what you’ve done. How can he do this when he is so overjoyed at finding you again? Notice that this God also gives you more than you had ever thought of asking for. He is the home which you left, and come back to. And when you do come back, the festivities begin!

  Feasting is a recurring motif in the four narrative Gospels. Time and again Jesus is pictured eating and drinking with others, people at all levels of society, celebrating together with them. Feasting and celebration do seem to be at the heart of this message. Again it occurs to us that this heart of the message may have been somehow overlain, or diluted, or finessed into something else. How was it changed, and why did people want to change it?

  The puzzle deepens. This gentle teacher of non-violence and the healing of the human heart is executed in bizarre circumstances and for reasons which seem frankly unconvincing. What is behind this? Clues there are in plenty, but can we read them in a way that makes sense of them? Fast-forward several centuries and the image of this man has been altered quite beyond recognition, made into the king above earthly kings and the wrathful judge of all wrongdoers. What mixture of motives could have brought people to preside over this veritable character assassination?

  All this, moreover, seems to culminate in one final, overarching puzzle. If Christianity was a dominant belief system for so long, why in modern Europe has its influence very nearly disappeared altogether? Why, for so many people, has Jesus to all intents and purposes simply vanished? Among many people today, for example, ideas of God and of the supernatural seem not just on balance implausible but simply incomprehensible. This gospel is no longer self-evident. How has this come about? By now we are looking at the alienation of a whole religious faith from its surrounding culture, a rift which in some ways defines modern times.

  A Confusing Legacy

  There was a time in its early centuries when the Christian faith spoke to its own culture with authentic power, speaking the language of its own time. Many centuries later in a very different world, it seems to cling to the world from which it came. Magic and miracle, for example, were very much a part of the world in which people of that time lived every day. Now the continued use of this kind of language can easily persuade onlookers that this is a faith firmly rooted in a past which is long gone, rather than in the vividness of present experience and the inspiration of future hope.

  As we have seen, the picture of Jesus we have inherited from the last 2,000 years is in any case a strange jumble of images, everything from ‘gentle Jesus, meek and mild’ to the stern judge of all the earth. But the problem is more than just one of confusion; there is a dark side to this too. My own childhood was dominated by a very particular image of Jesus, and as a small boy it was hard for me to escape its baleful presence. The bottom line with this Jesus was that you had to believe in him or you would burn in the lake of fire for the rest of time. People said that God loved us, and that we could escape his wrath by simply accepting this love, but what on earth could we have done to deserve this kind of response, and what kind of love could contemplate punishing people so fearfully for the crime of not believing?

  Even stranger, I was asked to believe that Jesus was somehow actually a part of God. As the carol says:

  
    He came down to earth from heaven,

    Who is God and Lord of all2 …

  

  With the best will in the world this sounds to modern ears like space invaders, making Jesus into a strange kind of hybrid creature. In fact this kind of confusing picture has created all kinds of problems for modern minds. Somewhere in my late teen years all these miracles – water into wine, virgin birth and all that – well, they seemed simply unworthy of belief.

  Yet this situation leaves other people dissatisfied, feeling that in this brave new religionless world Jesus may have been dismissed too easily. Jesus for many people today is an anchor, a source of reassurance in a complex, unsettling world, while for others he is an inspiration, giving to life a beauty and a depth it otherwise wouldn’t have. So how can we respond to this? Can we reinterpret some of the more implausible elements in the story as myth, symbolic stories expressing the truth of the heart in a similar way to great fiction? Are some of the more unattractive traits due simply to the distortions of history? Perhaps time itself obscures the clarity of all original vision, piling complication on complication, obscuring the force of its original impact.

  Hindsight and the Appeal to Authority

  Many church people tend to respond to this with an appeal to authority, whether of the Bible or of church tradition, but this tends to leave the wider non-Christian public largely unimpressed. Isn’t relying on authority to back up your beliefs perhaps a bit too easy? More than this, might it even at times have subtly distorted the truth we thought we believed? Historically has it not done much to project an image of Jesus as a stern figure who commands, crowding out the healer, the gentle friend of the friendless? Where is the God who patiently wins our confidence and dares us to love with all our heart?

  After many centuries this had perhaps become a faith which saw its origins through the glass of later historical authority and found itself slipping little by little into a very human hindsight logic. According to this logic, Jesus can save us because he is God (and not the other way round), and we should believe this because it has the guarantee of God’s personal authority (and no longer principally because it can fire the heart with its beauty). In this way a gap of mutual incomprehension has opened up between Christian people and those around them. In a real sense they now live in different worlds.

  If Jesus has to be accepted as God without further comment or qualification right at the start, this can have the effect of freezing any chance of honest discussion. Likewise if Jesus is seen as in some way perfect, it can be difficult to see him as a real human being. In fact the image we have of him by now may have lost some of its ring of authenticity and have become strangely two-dimensional. But if we can manage to put to one side the super-structure of authority and perfection, then we may be able to bring this figure more convincingly alive again. Paradoxically it may be helpful to suspend for a time the claim that he is divine, look at the man again with fresh eyes, and then see more clearly why people came to this conclusion about him. Then we too might see more clearly what was humanly appealing about him.

  Where can we find a solid basis for truth outside traditional authority? I think we may find it in the same place as people did 2,000 years ago: among those who listened to Jesus. Does it speak to the heart? If it does, listen to it, trust it as far as you can, and follow where it will lead you.

  Taking our Bearings

  This book is aware of the marvelous awakening in our own time to the awesome scale and detail of our surrounding creation. Discoveries made in various fields of science during the past half-century, from the Big Bang to the genome, from the origins of our own species to the remarkable secret life of the brain, are of a transforming scale and significance. Indeed it’s hard to see how they can fail to influence the ways in which people see themselves. Who knows, this may yet change the whole meaning of a religious faith by the end of the century we have just begun.

  This book also understands Christianity as one among several religious traditions in our shrinking world, each with its own internal legitimacy, and doesn’t hesitate to make comparisons between them.

  A comment about the use of the word ‘God’ in this book. For me this one word sums up the intimate immensity in which we live and move and have our being, wholly out-scaling us and yet closer to us than breathing, a Reality to which we are umbilically joined. In this book I do retain the convention of using the pronoun ‘he’ (and also incidentally a capital ‘G’), but not because God can ever be bound by the limits of a quasi-human personality, let alone those of masculinity. This would surely be an elementary and indeed comical misunderstanding when we are trying to express the mystery and the dazzling glory of existence itself. Incidentally I am also careful to refer, not to Jesus’ experience of God per se, but of his God, his own particular understanding of God.

  I do find it hard to distinguish between God and the universe, between creator and creation. To conceive of God without the creation seems to me entirely futile and without meaning. This astonishing, inspiring universe has been referred to as his handiwork, his signature, his dance, even his autobiography. All these metaphors have their place, and they do remind us that religious language is necessarily imaginative and imprecise, in some ways akin to the language of poetry.

  This faith does rest on a teaching about sickness and healing, about dying, trusting and letting go, and about new life springing up eternally within us. These are powerful metaphors. Maybe there are depths under the surface of conventional twenty-first century Christianity and if we trust enough to dig down we may find foundations which turn out to be stronger than the ones many people rely on today. Who knows, we may even rediscover a comprehensive ‘faith of all truth’, once again embracing both imagination and reason, poetry and science. In this day and age, indeed, perhaps nothing less will do.

  Experts seem to be reaching a consensus that our own species has been around on this earth for anything between 150,000 and 200,000 years, depending on the point at which you start counting. Our recent cousin Homo erectus seems to have survived for rather longer, well over a million years in fact. If we can now find a way through the major crises of our own time, there is no saying for how many more millennia our species can survive and thrive together and cherish this planet and celebrate the sacred gift of life. It’s a big ‘if’. But if we do manage to survive, we will have put this present age of fear and greed and violence well behind us.


  Chapter 2

  Setting Out on the Quest

  Did He Really Exist ?

  In the case of some very influential historical characters there is really very little indeed that we actually know about them. Lao Tzu, the founder of Taoism in ancient China, is one such case in point. What we know about Socrates is almost all conveyed in the writings of Plato and Xenophon, but few people would seriously argue that Socrates was no more than a figment of their imagination. Plato and Xenophon were pupils of Socrates and knew him well. However, people do build legends because they need to believe in them. Did King Arthur really exist, or is he a conflation of several different historical characters? This is how some legends grow over time.

  In the case of Jesus some experts argue that we actually have quite a lot of reasonable quality evidence, although the effect of legend formation can also be detected in the biblical record.3 The four New Testament Gospels are a frankly enthusiastic series of apologias written some decades after Jesus died, but it does seem that the sources of some pieces of their narrative are probably much closer to the source, on occasion even first-hand or very close to it. One of the narrators, Luke, expressly states that he has ‘investigated the whole course of these events in detail’ in order to produce ‘an orderly narrative’ providing ‘authentic knowledge’, and that he is ‘following the traditions handed down to us by the original eyewitnesses and servants of the gospel’.4 So clearly the writers are making use of older material. Some of this material, indeed, was evidently in Aramaic, the local language, and scraps of speech in Aramaic are occasionally quoted in the Greek text. On occasion it’s as if the fingerprints of these eyewitnesses are right there on the evidence.

  Apart from the Bible we also have other references to Jesus from major Roman historians. Tacitus, Suetonius and Pliny all mention him briefly, admittedly in all cases looking back at him because of an interest in the growing phenomenon of Christianity in their own time. A slightly fuller treatment is given in the writings of Josephus, a Jewish Roman closer to Jesus in time who is no particular friend of his and mentions him very much in passing, which oddly enough adds to its plausibility. In fact it is often incidental, seemingly unimportant historical references which are the most convincing. For example, Josephus himself reports that a certain James, ‘brother of Jesus who is called Christ’ was condemned in 62 CE to stoning for transgressing the Jewish Law. The reference has no real interest in Jesus as such, merely using him to identify his brother, and adding the ‘who is called Christ’ to distinguish him from all the other Jesuses who shared what was after all a fairly common name. The date at 62 CE is about right, and this James is presumably the brother of the same name who is mentioned in the Acts of the Apostles as the leader of the Christian community in
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  Appendix

  The Logic of Trinity

  It took a remarkably long time to arrive at a consensus on the Christian doctrine of the Trinity. Behind this, we can perhaps discern a final weakening of Jewish influence within this increasingly Greek faith as it continued to spread now more rapidly across the eastern Mediterranean world and then into Italy, Africa and the far provinces of the western empire, into the Gothic kingdoms in the north across the Danube, and into Armenia and Persia to the east. It was perhaps also the expression of a maturing, increasingly self-confident Christian community, and the slow emergence of a canon of Christian scripture and the three-tier authority structure of bishop, priest and deacon.

  The particular understanding of the Trinity which was finally achieved expresses a moment in late classical Greek culture, still enthusiastically immersed in word debates inherited from a dazzling philosophical tradition. Formulae of words recited in churches to this day, like ‘begotten not made’ or ‘very God of very God’, still encode long-forgotten disputes from this foreign world. Perhaps we need to unpack something of what it meant to people then, if we are to make any kind of sense in it now.

  Everywhere We Look

  The idea of trinity is far from unique to Christianity; in fact trinities have arisen repeatedly in human history. Hinduism has the trinity of Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva, or God the creator, sustainer and destroyer-transformer, together dancing the dance of the sacred universe, and this maybe gives us a clue as to why an apparently strange idea like trinity arises. How do we sum up our creation, our entire reality, in one word? Quite simply, a vast conception like a monotheistic God has such widely different aspects – if you like, different jobs to do.

  Sufi Islam in time produced islam, iman and ihsan, that is (as I understand it), surrender to God’s will, inner experience of God’s presence, and outward integrity expressing this experience in daily life. Buddhism, formally an agnostic system, eventually came upon Buddha, dharma and sangha: the teacher, the teaching and the community of followers. Buddhism has a further trinity in its model of ideal human learning, involving understanding, compassion and action, each in turn liberating the other two until they achieve the eventual supreme harmony of enlightenment.

  In various mystical traditions the number three reconciles the many and the one, the teeming multitude of reality and its ultimate unity. Others have pointed to the three coordinates in the dimension of space, and to the three phases, if that’s the right word, to the mysterious arrow of time: past, present and future. Plato divided the human soul into three: the intellect, the emotions and the will (and also divides his ideal society into three classes), and this echoes the later Christian understanding of the threefold essence of humanity in body, soul and spirit.

  Somewhat later, Augustine of Hippo meditated on the threefold mind of God and stumbled on to a threefold understanding of the human mind itself, coming close to the idea of an unconscious many centuries before Freud’s id, ego and superego. In the mid-twentieth century came a triune model of the brain, recapitulating our long evolution with its reptilian, mammalian and hominid brain, located broadly in the brain stem, limbic system and neocortex respectively.

  But it was the second-century neo-Pythagorean philosopher Numenius who formulated a pagan trinity startlingly close to the eventual Christian formulation.111 The ultimate God was, first, the unfathomable mystery of existence, something beyond all categories or descriptions in words. The second aspect was the creative rational power involved in the world of becoming, similar to the Logos. Finally, the third aspect was God alive within all people and all things, recalling the Stoic idea of world-soul, an idea in some ways reminiscent of the Holy Spirit.

  Numenius, too, had predecessors. Philo of Alexandria, a Jewish philosopher whose work brought together Jewish and Greek thought, was saying something not unlike this during or shortly after Jesus’ own lifetime. It may be from Philo that John took the idea of the Word, the Logos, which was both an agent of God and in a way an aspect of God. Likewise Numenius could possibly have got his ideas from Plato, or from Philo, or indeed from John, or direct from Stoic writing. Thinkers both Christian and non-Christian were trying to span the chasm between the unifying rational force in the creation and the teeming multi-plicity of the world of things, and time and again came on the idea of trinity to express this.

  Jesus, too, although in no sense himself a Trinitarian, was thinking very much in the same problem area: how to bring the transforming otherness of the creator of all things right in among us.

  A Christian Trinity Emerges

  For early Christians, the starting point was the puzzle and the wonder of Jesus’ startling new teaching. God the father of Israel was now translated into Abba, the intimate presence within the heart of every one of us. The idea of the Holy Spirit derived from antecedents in Jewish Wisdom writing. By bringing these two innovations together, Jesus created a new understanding of a God among us, not only passionate about our welfare but dynamically active within and around us. These were transforming innovations, and for a time in the second and third centuries it seemed that the eventual consensus might rest there.

  But the awareness that Jesus himself had been the revealer of all this, and the memory of his deeds and his words preserved in the four Gospels, led to a growing feeling that he must have been more than just the messenger. John’s account in particular shows a Jesus uniquely confident of a special closeness to God. In the words of the writer of the epistle to the Hebrews, he was the author and finisher of the faith. It was Jesus who had created this whole new world, this new way of seeing our humanity.

  It does seem clear from what we understand of Jewish belief of the time that it would have been perfectly natural for Jesus to feel called to be the messenger of God. He could have felt at one with this presence of Abba within, and he could even have felt called to demonstrate his remarkable new vision of the passionate, self-forgetting nature of this God. But would it have even crossed his mind to see himself as a constitutive part of his God, or as in any way co-equal with him? Wouldn’t he have been horrified at such presumption? ‘Why do you call me good? No one is good except God alone.’112 His humility before his God was deeply characteristic. Besides, these were recognizably Greek ideas (Greeks were among his close neighbors in Galilee). Greek gods were like superhuman creatures, but the Jewish understanding was of a God who was sovereign in ways radically unlike any of his creatures.

  At the same time, it perhaps began to dawn on Jesus that he had to challenge the power of the kingdoms of this world directly and not just in words. This seemed to fit the idea of the suffering servant described in his scriptures, a servant-leader whose suffering could move people and galvanize them into a change of heart. Perhaps he was being led to enact that very special role, and become that special servant of God himself. So it does seem that everything arises from Jesus’ developing understanding of his own role. But it would take his followers a long time to arrive at a systematic understanding.

  True, there are several passages in the New Testament which seem to come close to a Trinitarian view of the role of Jesus. Right at the end of Matthew’s Gospel, the terms Father, Son and Holy Spirit are mentioned together for the first time in the same breath.113 Others would say that an isolated text like this is unrepresentative of thinking at the time, and may indeed bear the hallmark of a later addition to the text. In John’s later account, Thomas also does address Jesus as ‘My Lord and my God114’, but thinking of the time more typically describes Jesus as a great servant raised up by God, a great prophet, comparing him to Moses or Elijah, for instance.

  Other places in the New Testament accounts are perhaps more typical of late first-century ways of thinking, where words are used which strain to express the inexpressible – words like the wisdom of God, the light which lights everyone, the reflection of God’s glory, and the exact imprint of God’s very being. Unambiguous Trinitarian doctrines came a long time later.

  Paul is sometimes seen as an early Trinitarian, his great benediction to the Corinthians being quoted in support of this: ‘The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit, be with you all.’115 This does have a Trinitarian feel about it, but looking closer, in Paul’s formulation the idea of God the Father is not used – perhaps it was not yet in current usage. Jesus is clearly Lord in the daily life of his followers; and the living presence, the fellowship, of the Holy Spirit is confirmed. But God in Paul’s blessing does seem in some way separate and unique. This view apparently fits the broader picture of how people seem to have thought in the first century.

  A good deal of the time, the early Trinitarian debate seemed to circle around the relationship of Jesus with God the Father. The role and status of the Holy Spirit, having enjoyed such early prominence after the Pentecost experience, apparently lagged behind for much of the time in the following centuries. Perhaps it was too anarchic and personal, and didn’t fit easily within the growing hierarchical thinking of the period. Apparently it wasn’t until the first Council of Constantinople, as late as 381 CE, that the Holy Spirit was unambiguously declared to be part of the Trinity, not just an emissary of God.

  By late classical times, one more final change was taking place. Early theology had pictured Jesus as uniquely close to God but clearly subject to him – his servant, in fact – raised up by God with special authority. John has Jesus say, ‘The Father is greater than I am.’116 Indeed it was his obedience and subjection to the will of God which had marked Jesus out. At the Council of Chalcedon in 451, by contrast, Jesus is finally declared the co-equal of God the Father, confirming a crucial shift from the earlier understanding. The doctrine of the Trinity in its late classical form had finally been established.

  However, by this time another change was taking place. Jesus’ own remarkable vision of God was being increasingly replaced by an earlier understanding in the minds of many ex-pagan Christian converts. For the emperor Constantine and for many others, God had become once again the war god of the pagans, and Jesus therefore was like his lieutenant. In time, God and his Son had become so august and distant that Mary and all the saints were required to mediate for poor helpless humankind. Access to the Father and the Son had become the prerogative of a whole hierarchy of priestly gatekeepers.

  Seeing Jesus in this way robbed him of the last vestiges of his humanity. If the new public faith required an exaggerated obeisance before him, very much as you would make to a despotic ruler, this would have the effect of removing him from any public discussion or debate. In time it became a heinous offense, justifying a display of great public anger, to call his status into question in any way. This put authority into the hands of a hierarchy and its leaders, and very soon it became an equal offense to question them either, for were they not God’s authorized deputies? In this way the faith of Jesus was carried forward and proclaimed, but in a darker form, with stress on atonement, sacrifice, human unworthiness … and control.

  It hardly needs to be said that today this authoritarian, establishment view of the Trinity is still widely influential, firmly lodged in our unconscious after all these centuries. Doesn’t this view need to be thoroughly shaken out of mainstream Christian belief? Doesn’t it cut across the Kingdom teaching of Jesus pretty comprehensively?

  Trinity and Us

  Some would maintain that the doctrine of the Trinity was at root really little more than a Greek form of words, making a quintessentially Greek sense of Jesus’ original teaching. In the fourth century the so-called Cappadocian fathers (Basil, Gregory of Nyssa and Gregory of Naziansus, who worked in Cappadocia, a Roman province now situated in central Turkey) had finally arrived at an adequate form of words to achieve this. Their view sees God as the single essence and sacred wonder of our total Reality, and the Trinity as the three energeia or channels through which this Reality interacts with human experience in the Christian gospel. (I hope this short summation in modern words does justice to the full idea.)

  People today have a picture of God consisting of three persons, in unity together but at the same time three distinct persons in an eternal, pre-existing Trinity. But this recipe for confusion does seem to have arisen from a fateful early ambiguity in the original Latin word persona (and its Greek original prosopon). Three personae apparently doesn’t have to mean three ‘persons’ in the modern sense of three individuals, but can equally mean three masks or three faces, like the energeia of the Cappadocian fathers. This understanding is surely simpler and more convincing, is it not?

  Quite incidentally, it does also seem somewhat closer to Jewish and Muslim ways of picturing God, who is one but has many names, and not too distant from the Hindu pantheon, in which all the gods are avatars (or personae, we could almost say) of one God. More importantly, though, this simpler understanding of the Trinity authentically reflects back Jesus’ own teaching. Jesus enacts in himself this ego-less creator who is alive within all his creation and from his own infinite creativity continuously gives himself away. That’s the bit that matters, isn’t it, more than the precise status of personhood within the Trinity?

  Today some people are happy to assent to a belief in the traditional Trinity, believing that its very strangeness in some way helps to express the strange mystery of our existence. For others, the Trinity simply expresses Jesus’ message that God is among us. However, many Christian people today, although they see no particular problem in assenting to the doctrine of the Trinity, don’t really find it much of a living inspiration in their faith either. This doctrine is no longer self-evident. For many people its power to illuminate and inspire has faded.

  The Brazilian Leonardo Boff sees in the doctrine of the Trinity an echo of three tendencies which he sees in human society: ‘upward’, ‘outward’ and ‘inward’ tendencies which ideally need to achieve some kind of balance. Another theologian, John Haught, refers to the Christian Trinity as an ‘eternal divine drama’, expressing nothing less than the dynamic rhythm of life, death and resurrection (or rebirth) underlying the entire created universe. At first sight these attempts to rethink the meaning of trinity for today appear to be trying to shoehorn an old doctrine to fit new perceptions, apparently in an attempt to salvage a way of thinking which maybe no longer speaks naturally to our own times.

  The formulation of trinity by the neo-Pythagorean Numenius may be worth restating here precisely because of its philosophical clarity. There is God the magnificent mystery of our whole creation; God the rational principle behind the world of becoming; and the living God who indwells every single created thing and every one of us. The Christian Trinity in some ways echoes this splendid vision but it cannot match its elegant, concise comprehensiveness. Indeed the Numenius version may be for some a clearer reformulation of trinity specifically for today.

  The Christian Trinity, though, was never intended as an elegant philosophical formulation, but as a way of understanding the teaching of Jesus, and this teaching adds a vital dimension which Numenius misses entirely. In Numenius there is no therapy, no antidote to the exile of the human heart. The God Jesus saw is an overwhelmingly generous, self-giving, self-forgetting presence within us, and this can inspire us, take us right out of ourselves, and save us from our headless, fearful ego. This teaching of Jesus will stand the test of time whether people understand it in Trinitarian terms or not. It speaks to the heart. Is this not the very core of his gospel?
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