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Introduction

This is a transcript of interviews conducted
as part of the You’re Included series, sponsored by Grace
Communion International. We have more than 130 interviews
available. You may watch them or download video or audio at
https://learn.gcs.edu/course/view.php?id=58. Donations in support
of this ministry may be made at
https://www.gci.org/online-giving/.

Grace Communion International is in broad
agreement with the theology of the people we interview, but GCI
does not endorse every detail of every interview. The opinions
expressed are those of the interviewees. We thank them for their
time and their willingness to participate.

Please understand that when people speak,
thoughts are not always put into well-formed sentences, and
sometimes thoughts are not completed. In the following transcripts,
we have removed occasional words that did not seem to contribute
any meaning to the sentence. In some cases we could not figure out
what word was intended. We apologize for any transcription errors,
and if you notice any, we welcome your assistance.

Our guest in the following interviews is
Robin Parry, editor for Wipf and Stock Publishers. He received a
PhD in 2001 from the Cheltenham and Gloucester College of Higher
Education in England. He is the author of:


The Bible and
Epistemology (with Mary
Healy)

The Biblical Cosmos: A Pilgrim’s
Guide to the Weird and Wonderful World of the Bible

Canon and
Biblical Interpretation (contributor)

Deep Church
Rising: The Third Schism and the Recovery of Christian
Orthodoxy (with Andrew
Walker)

Exorcism and
Deliverance: Multi-Disciplinary Studies (edited with William Kay )

Four Views on
Hell (contributor)

The Futures
of Evangelicalism: Issues and Prospects (contributor)

Great Is Thy Faithfulness? Reading
Lamentations as Sacred Scripture

Lamentations (in the Two
Horizons Commentary series)

Old Testament Story and Christian
Ethics: The Rape of Dinah as a Case Study

Universal
Salvation? The Current Debate (with
Christopher Partridge)

Worshipping Trinity: Coming Back
to the Heart of Worship



 


The interviews were conducted in Scotland by
J. Michael Feazell, D.Min., former vice president of Grace
Communion International.
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A Trinitarian Perspective in Worship

Introduction: This edition of You’re
Included comes to you from the city of St. Andrews, Scotland.
The University of St. Andrews, founded in 1413, is the oldest
university in Scotland and one of the oldest in the
English-speaking world. In its 600-year history, the university has
established a reputation as one of Europe’s leading centers for
teaching and research. St. Mary’s College, the university’s
divinity school, was founded in 1539. The school is still housed in
its original 16th-century buildings. Join us now in St. Mary’s
College Hall as J. Michael Feazell interviews Robin Parry. Dr.
Parry is Theological Books Editor with Wipf & Stock Publishers.
His published works include Worshiping Trinity, Old Testament
Story and Christian Ethics, and Lamentations.

J. Michael Feazell: Thanks for taking
time to be with us today.

Robin Parry: Thanks for having
me.

JMF: What was it that led you into
your study of Trinitarian theology?

RP: It was an experience in my church
one Sunday. I must have read something about the Trinity before
coming out because it was vaguely at the back of my mind when I
went into the meeting. When the meeting began, the leader at the
front said, “Well, everyone, we’ve come here to meet with Jesus.” I
thought, “Okay, I’ve actually come to meet with some other people
as well, but that’s nice.” They went on and they prayed, “Dear Lord
Jesus, thanks for being with us, come and be with us as we sing to
you.” Then we sang a whole lot of songs.

Something near the beginning made me think,
“This is interesting because there’s Jesus talk, but what about the
Father or the Holy Spirit?” There was no mention of them. So I
listened as the meeting went through. Song after song, they were
either what I call “Jesus songs” or they were what I call “You,
Lord” songs, which are the kind of songs about the Lord or God and
it doesn’t say either Father, or Son, or Spirit. In the context of
the meeting, it was clear that the “You, Lord” songs meant Jesus.
All the prayers were about Jesus, and then we had a sermon about
Jesus, but there was no mention of the Father or the Holy Spirit.
We had a sinner’s prayer at the end, but it was a sinner’s prayer
re-cast in a Jesus version, “Dear Lord Jesus, I’ve sinned against
you. I know you love me, you died for me, you rose from the dead,
come and live in my heart.” Then we went away.

By this point I was thinking, there’s
something weird about this. The other thing that was weird was that
nobody else seemed to think there was anything wrong. It just
didn’t click, it didn’t register. I thought, now that’s worrying,
that you can have a whole meeting devoid of any sense of engaging
with the Father or the Holy Spirit in a Christian meeting and they
won’t notice it.

I thought, “Maybe I should go.” I went home
and got a worship album, probably the best-selling worship album in
the world at the time, and thought I’d have a look through the
lyrics and see what they’re saying. I read through the lyrics, and
all the songs were good. On their own, there was not a problem with
any of them. But as I read each song, what struck me… (it was a
recording of a worship event)… looking at the whole thing, there
was not a single reference to the Father or the Holy Spirit
anywhere.

Intriguingly, the story of Jesus was
completely collapsed, so there were references about God’s
transcendence, there were references about the imminence and
presence of God, but there was no reference to the Incarnation, the
story of Israel, creation, no reference to the ministry of Jesus.
One song referred to his death and resurrection. There were no
references to the Ascension, the giving of the Spirit or the return
of Christ. The whole thing was collapsed into “my experience of God
now.” I thought, “That’s really worrying. As a worship event (which
this was a recording of), it’s completely un-Trinitarian.”

It’s terrible once you’re led to this, you
start listening for it… In subsequent weeks I listened to the songs
and the prayers and so on, and I found regularly the Father and the
Spirit either hardly mentioned or not mentioned at all. It was
terrible.

I then started looking at a Vineyard worship
album. I went through every Vineyard album published over an
eight-year period, something like eight years, maybe five to eight.
I went through the lyrics to see how many of them mentioned the
Father, the Son, and the Spirit, how many mentioned two, and if so
which two, how many mentioned all three. It was shocking. When you
looked at the whole corpus of songs, all the songs were fine. I
have no problem with any of them in particular, but when you look
at them as a whole, there was no sense of Trinitarian balance. This
is what alerted me to the issue of, when we worship, is our worship
fully Christian, or is it slipping into something that’s almost
Unitarian in practice, or what Karl Rahner calls “mere monotheism.”
If somehow we discovered that the Trinity wasn’t true, would it
make any difference to the way we did anything? Would anyone even
notice?

That was the thing that set off my flags and
got me thinking that I needed to look into this and see if I can do
something constructive about it, which is what I tried to do by
writing the book [Worshiping Trinity] and talking to worship
leaders and song writers and so on after.

JMF: After your teaching (and you’ve
done a lot of work in it), what is it about Trinitarian theology
that you find the most compelling and exciting?

RP: It’s hard to put your finger on
one thing and say that’s the thing. In the same way, when I
was a kid, I used to have a favorite color: green. Whereas now, I
can’t abstract a single color. Green’s beautiful when it’s
alongside of these other colors, but it’s the interplay.

If there was one thing that I keep coming
back to about Trinitarian theology, as I conceive it, is this sense
that in the person of Christ… It came to me through one of the
concerns raised when I started saying we need to be more
Trinitarian, intentionally Trinitarian, in the way we worship.
Somebody said, “Yeah, but shouldn’t our worship be Jesus-focused,
because we’re Christians and the Gospels are Jesus-focused,
shouldn’t we be Jesus-focused? I thought, “That’s true. We
are Christians and we should be Jesus-focused.” Then it dawned on
me, to be Jesus-focused is to be Trinitarian because it’s precisely
in the incarnation of Christ that the Trinity is revealed. By
definition, if you are focused on the Jesus who is revealed in the
Gospels, the Jesus that the church believes in, if you’re that kind
of Jesus-focused, you will be Trinitarian. You can be
Christocentric Trinitarian – it sort of follows.

I keep coming back to this sense that in the
person of Christ, God has completed this work of salvation in the
Savior, inscribed in his flesh, our humanity is redeemed. In the
risen body of Christ, God has done all that needs to be done to
save us. Now, through the work of the Spirit, God is working to
join people to Christ to participate in that salvation.

I keep coming back to this thought, and it
keeps inspiring me, because it takes the pressure off. I think, I
can have hope because it’s God doing this. It’s not about me doing
this or anyone doing this. I look at the statistics of how churches
are doing, and I think, this isn’t good. Then I think, God’s doing
this. God has completed this work in Christ. There’s no way he’s
not going to finish it. There’s no way that the Spirit’s been
caught by surprise.

All analogies of the Trinity have their pros
and cons. I like Irenaeus’ image: two hands of the Father. It has
its downsides, but one of the upsides is it gives a lovely way of
thinking about salvation. You have the Father, whose intention is
to draw humanity and people to himself, so he does this by
stretching out the hand of his Son. Then he reaches out the hand of
his Spirit, and through the Spirit he draws us to Christ. Then
through Christ, he draws us to himself. We’re held in this
Trinitarian embrace where the Father, through the Spirit, draws us
through the Son to himself.

I love that image and this sense that it’s
God that does this. It doesn’t depend on us in the end. God, the
Spirit, enables us to participate, and we engage, and it’s a
subjective engaging with God in our relationship with God. But it’s
not something we do. It’s not earning anything with God or
achieving anything with God. It’s being enabled by God to
participate. Even our response to God is, as Matt Redmond says, a
gifted response, a response that God enables us to make.

JMF: If Christians don’t have some
kind of understanding of the Trinity and the relationships within
the Trinity and how we’re drawn to that and so on… (and many don’t
– it’s common to go into a church that doesn’t have a Trinitarian
point of worship or preaching. Even though they believe in the
Trinity as a fundamental doctrine, most members don’t think about
it and they wouldn’t be able to explain it if they were asked.)
What do they lose? They’re Christian, they have faith, they’re
saved by grace and they walk in Christ and so on to the degree that
they can. But what are they missing? What could they have, if they
better understood?

RP: Their experience of God is
Trinitarian even if they don’t realize it, because there’s no other
way of encountering God, because there is no other God to
encounter
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