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CHAPTER ONE

The Trinity: The Theological Problematic

The Christian churches proclaim the mystery of the Trinity as constitutive of who they are, what their origin is, what their goal is, and what the legitimacy is of their claims to mediate God’s definitive revelation and salvation. They proclaim this mystery as the basis of their faith in the Father’s love for us. In Jesus Christ it is the Father’s only Son whom he has sent into the world to save us. They proclaim the Trinity’s presence to us and offer to us a share in their divine life, because the Father and the Son have sent the Holy Spirit into our hearts to dwell within us and divinize us. The churches call Christians to worship the Trinity. The Trinity is central to the church’s liturgy, such as baptism in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, and the Eucharist, in which the Father is addressed, the Son’s paschal mystery is sacramentally represented, and the Holy Spirit is called down (“the epiclesis”) to transform the bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ and to transform the communicants into Christ. Many churches use the Nicene-Constantinople creed, in which the trinitarian belief is confessed, in their liturgies. The Trinity is also fundamental to who we are as humans and Christians because our identity is to be and to live as an image of the triune God. The relation among the persons of the Trinity is presented to Christians as a model of our relation to God. We are called to relate to the Father as sons and daughters, to be animated by the Holy Spirit, and to relate to one another as brothers and sisters.

The Catholic Church and the Orthodox Church proclaim the trinitarian mystery as the center of their life and worship. And at its Third Assembly in New Delhi in 1961, the World Council of Churches put belief in the Trinity as the first article of its constitution: “The World Council of Churches is a fellowship of churches which confess the Lord Jesus Christ as God and Saviour according to the Scriptures and therefore seek to fulfill together their common calling for the glory of the one God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.”1

And yet, this belief that is so central to Christianity is rejected by much of the world. It is of course rejected by Judaism and Islam as inconsistent with the monotheism that is their belief, but also by other world religions, such as forms of Hinduism and Buddhism, that have differing views of divinity and so of what it means to be human. But this belief was also rejected by some religious factions at the time of the Reformation and more broadly during the Enlightenment. For example, in his Religion within the Bounds of Reason Alone, Immanuel Kant acknowledged the value of Jesus as a moral example but expressed the thought that the doctrine of the Trinity was of no practical benefit. Many former Christians of our time in the West continue to be influenced by the presuppositions of the Enlightenment and so hold that the traditional Christian understanding of the Trinity cannot be defended intellectually; it is not coherent or understandable, and should be interpreted symbolically.

There are many Christians who still claim to believe in God as triune, but for whom this belief appears to have little or no effect in their lives. It seems like a museum piece, kept in a place of honor but not having impact upon life. Much reason for this, as we shall see, is the way that the mystery of the Trinity has been taught, or not taught, in the churches. But part of it is also due to the way people’s lives are deeply marked by the Western culture we live in, a culture that in practice is largely naturalistic. That is, many people in practice act as though what is of greatest importance in life is what is here and now in history and as though the resources to gain these benefits were restrictedly human and natural. Whether these people are dedicated to life understood simply individualistically or have a genuine concern for social justice, peace, and ecology, the Christian mystery of the Trinity seems very remote from what is central in life.

There is a great paradox here. What Christians historically proclaim as the mystery that God in his great love manifested to us as his friends, many Christians of our time place little value on, even when they do not actively disbelieve it.

Theology has as its function to show the foundations of Christian belief and the meaning and relevance of this belief. And that is what we seek to do in this volume. But before indicating our approach to this reflection as it refers to the Trinity, we should show some representative efforts among theologians in the twentieth century to reflect on this mystery. First of all (I), however, we will present a sketch of the development of the doctrine of the Trinity in the church so that our examination of the contemporary problematic may be more understandable to those who do not have much background in this area. (We will later fill in this sketch in chapters 2 through 4.) Then we will briefly show (II) some Catholic and Protestant theological approaches in the earlier part of the twentieth century, and (III) some more recent approaches. This will help us learn from these efforts and see major current issues. We shall conclude this chapter by indicating our method and giving reasons for it.

I. A Sketch of the Development of the Doctrine of the Trinity

Israel believed in one God, who was to be the focus of their lives: “Hear, O Israel! The Lord is our God, the Lord alone! Therefore, you shall love the Lord, your God, with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength” (Dt 6:4-5).2 This belief and injunction had profound implications for the building of the Israelite community: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself. I am the Lord” (Lv 19:18). God had chosen them to be his people, and committed himself to be their God. He had freed them from slavery in Egypt, entered a covenant with them, given them his care, promises, and guidance, and forgiven them their sins. He was transcendent and immanent, and he was present to his people through many mediators in their long history. With time, his revelations and saving actions and creation itself were ascribed in a special way to God’s word, spirit, and wisdom.

When Jesus came, his ministry revealed further who God is and what dedication to him is. In fact, there is a kind of threefoldness at the root and as the goal of Jesus’ ministry. Jesus spoke of the God that the Jews worshiped as Father. In his parables he showed who the Father was, for example, a father inviting guests to a wedding banquet and the father in the parable of the prodigal son; he affirmed God’s care for his sons and daughters and for creation itself; and he showed who God was by his own healings, teachings, and extension of himself in compassion to the poor and sinners.

Jesus also spoke of himself as Son of this God in a unique sense. This is shown too in his actions. For example, he quoted from the law and prophets of the first covenant, but then added, “But I say to you . . .” (e.g., Mt 5:21-21), thus reflecting a relation to God’s word far beyond that of any of the prophets. He showed an intimacy with the Father in his prayer and his knowledge of his Father’s designs. And he mediated the definitive salvation that God had promised to his people. His people were now to go to the Father through belief in him as God’s unique mediator.

There was too a sense of the power that emanated from Jesus for healing and exorcisms that was ascribed at times, perhaps under the influence of the primitive church’s experience and fuller belief, to the Holy Spirit. And he called blasphemy the sin of ascribing to Satan what in reality came from the Holy Spirit (Mt 12:31-32).

In the apostolic church, there was a belief in God who was present to his people through his Son and Holy Spirit; and there was such a significant development of this belief that the later church doctrine of the Trinity was not an imposition on Scripture’s witness but an explication of it. Paul proclaimed that Jesus was “established as Son of God in power according to the spirit of holiness through resurrection from the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord” (Rom 2:4). And the ecstatic experience that gave rise to Christian conviction and missionary activity was ascribed to the Holy Spirit, sent by the glorified Jesus Christ.

With time, the primitive church in its worship proclaimed “Jesus Christ, who though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God something to be grasped at. Rather, he emptied himself, taking the form of a slave” (Phil 2:5-7). Thus, it suggests Christ’s divinity as preexistent, while it still speaks of God bestowing “on him the name above every other name ... Jesus Christ is Lord” (Phil 2:9, 11), because Jesus accepted even death out of obedience to the Father. The earliest church’s ascription of divinity in power to Jesus in virtue of his resurrection, however, was found inadequate. For example, Mark ascribes Sonship to Jesus at his baptism by John the Baptist; Matthew and Luke ascribe it to Jesus in virtue of his conception; and John’s gospel speaks of a preexistence of the Son or Word: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.... And the Word became flesh” (Jn 1:1, 14).

Similarly, agency is ascribed to the Holy Spirit that seems divine. To the Spirit is ascribed the interior transformation of those who believe in Jesus Christ so that they can become holy (Rom 8), and also their knowledge of the deep things of God, for “the Spirit scrutinizes everything, even the depths of God” (1 Cor 2:10). Christians are asked, “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the holy Spirit within you, whom you have from God, and that you are not your own?” (1 Cor 6:19). John’s gospel that speaks of the Spirit as the Spirit of Truth and the Paraclete seems to speak of the Spirit as a person or one who will support the followers of Jesus as Jesus had done while he was with them.

Thus there is a kind of threefoldness in the early Christians’ consciousness of the mystery of God’s saving presence to them. For example, Paul prays for the Corinthians that “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of the holy Spirit be with all of you” (2 Cor 13:13). This threefoldness is reflected above all in the baptismal formula found at the end of Matthew’s gospel. The risen Jesus instructs his apostles to baptize all nations “in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the holy Spirit” (Mt 28:19).

The articulation of this trinitarian mystery that we call the doctrine of the Trinity and that Christian churches affirm took several centuries. A question arose as to how one relates this belief to the articulations of pre-Christian beliefs by Jews and the Hellenistic world. There were certain unsuccessful attempts to explicate it by Jewish angelology, but as the early church related more and more to the world of Hellenism, use was made of current philosophical articulations of reality. For example, in the middle of the second century the apologist Justin used a Stoic distinction between a word that remains within a knower and one that is expressed externally to say that the Father already had a word within him or “a certain rational power” before creation, and then begot this word as Son or Logos through whom he creates and directs history.

In Monarchianism there was a reaction against such speculation as endangering monotheism, but there were also in the third century those who furthered Justin’s theological reflection. In the West, Tertullian tried to do justice to the threefoldness in God to which Scripture witnesses. He used metaphors in part (e.g., the root, the stem, and the fruit); but, partially with the help of Stoicism, he also used more philosophical terms. He spoke of the unity of Father and Son as a unity of substance, and their distinction as that of persons, terms that became basic for the West’s expression of the mystery. Similarly, Origen in the East articulated the mystery with the help of the philosophy of Middle Platonism. He spoke of the Son and the Spirit as eternal emanations from the Father, as light emanates from the sun. The three are one in being (homoousios) as light is one in being with the sun, but are three hypostases or distinct realities. He tried to do justice to the oneness and the threeness of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, but, like Tertullian, did not adequately articulate the equality of the three. The philosophies they used skewed their theologies.

It was in the fourth century that the crisis of trinitarian belief became most acute; in reaction, the church clarified its belief at the Council of Nicea (325) and later at Constantinople I (381). Arius, a priest of Alexandria, expressed the belief that because the Son was ‘begotten’ there was when he was not. Only the Father is not-begotten, so the Son is not fully divine. In a way, Arius made the categories of Middle Platonism normative; the divine has no origin, everything else does. Counter to Arius, Nicea proclaimed belief in Jesus Christ, “the only Son of God, eternally begotten of the Father, God from God, light from light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, one in being (homoousios) with the Father.” There were many divisions in the church in the decades following Nicea, partly for political reasons, but also because some thought that Nicea’s articulation did not defend the distinction between the three. Athanasius was Nicea’s main defender, and he defended the teaching because the whole of Christian worship and understanding of the effects of God’s grace in our lives, namely a kind of divinization, depended on it. But he did not have a word by which to express what there were three of in God.

In the second half of the fourth century, there were articulations of the distinction between the three that were consistent with Nicea’s teaching. These came primarily from the Cappadocians (Basil, Gregory Nazianzen, and Gregory of Nyssa). The distinctions were based, as scriptural words like ‘Father’ and ‘Son’ indicated, on a distinction of origin and the relations one had to the other, not on a distinction of substance. The East used the words ‘substance’ or ‘being’ to indicate what was one in the Trinity, and the word ‘hypostases’ to indicate that in which they were distinct. During this period too, there was a certain clarification of the divinity of the Holy Spirit. And the Council of Constantinople I (381) clarified the divinity of the Holy Spirit, defining the third person as “the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds from the Father, with the Father and the Son he is worshiped and glorified.”

Most of this development had happened in the East, but in the West it was above all Augustine who was influential for further development, part of which occasioned serious controversies with Eastern Christianity. Partially against lingering effects of Arianism in the West, Augustine emphatically argued the equality of the three persons: They are one in being, while distinct by their mutual relations. He also sought to clarify the Trinity by very imperfect images of it found in creation, particularly in the spiritual dimension of the human being, where there is both a unity and a threefoldness. For example, the self and memory of self in the preconscious gives rise to knowledge or representation of the self, and both of these give rise to love of the self, such love proceeding both from the self and knowledge of the self. The Holy Spirit, like love, proceeds from both the Father and the Son.

Centuries later, this theology of the Holy Spirit as proceeding from the Father and the Son was integrated into the Nicene-Constantinople Creed in Visigothic Spain and then in Charlemagne’s empire and outposts of Latin Christianity in Palestine. Here it evoked strong opposition from Eastern Christianity as an unauthorized addition to the creed and as faulty theology. Later, patriarchs of Constantinople, Photius in the ninth century and Caerularius in the eleventh century, articulated and used this difference as partial justification for the East being independent from the pope. This difference remains in our time one issue between Latin Christianity and Orthodoxy. The difference represents a difference too of culture and spirituality; it is not simply a matter of words.

In the thirteenth-century West, Thomas Aquinas developed Augustine’s theology of the Trinity in a scholastic milieu and a somewhat more metaphysical mode. This has been the most influential trinitarian theology among Catholics in the modern period. The mystery of the Trinity was also influential in late medieval mysticism, for example, that of Jan van Ruusbroec.

In the Reformation period, the mystery of the Trinity was not questioned by Luther, Calvin, or Anglicanism, though Luther reacted strongly against the use of philosophy in scholastic theology. There were more extreme reformers who applied Luther’s reaction against tradition to the patristic trinitarian doctrine and rejected the use of words in trinitarian doctrine that were not scriptural. Pushing this further, the Socinians interpreted Scripture by reason and found the trinitarian doctrine opposed to reason since obviously three human persons are not one being. Similar impulses are found in Arminianism and in Latitudinarianism and the Enlightenment period in England and then on the continent. For many cultural leaders in the eighteenth century, the understanding of God was influenced more by Newtonian physics and an effort to find a common denominator among religions than by Christian revelation, which seemed to them an authoritarian imposition and a defense of established religion. Pietism’s religious renewal did not stem the erosion of Christian belief in the Trinity, because pietism emphasized devotion and practice and did not foster a vigorous intellectual dimension for Christian life and faith.

In the nineteenth century, there was further erosion of the doctrine of the Trinity for many in the West. Partially, this came from certain attempts to integrate the doctrine of the Trinity as a junior partner to philosophy—as a pictorial expression of reality that philosophy could better express. For example, Hegel interpreted the Christian doctrine of the Trinity as supporting his view of divinity as objectifying itself in the material world and becoming self-conscious in humanity; thus, he integrated the Trinity with creation and history, but in the process lost its transcendence. Left-wing Hegelianism (e.g., Feuerbach, Marx), on the other hand, simply rejected Christianity in favor of an atheistic humanism. The application of the historical-critical method to the gospels seemed to some to undercut the Trinity as a Christian doctrine, since on their premises the earliest gospel, Mark, as closer to the time of Jesus, had more historical value than John’s gospel and was less trinitarian than John’s gospel.

This context constitutes the problem of a trinitarian theology in our time. So much in modern life seems to erode the centrality of the mystery of the Trinity, and so much of modern thought seems to undercut belief in this mystery. The tension between a Christian belief in the Trinity faithful to Scripture and tradition, on the one hand, and our contemporary world, on the other, poses the problem for those who would construct a trinitarian theology today. We will see in the next sections of this chapter some polarities among theologians in their efforts to resolve this tension. And that will set the stage for our own effort through most of this book.


II. Some Earlier Twentieth-Century Theological Reflections on the Trinity

What we are presenting here is in no way a complete account of a theologian’s interpretation of the Trinity, but simply an indication of his or her distinctive starting point and some implications of this. Our point is to see how some major theologians view this mystery in the midst of the tension between the Christian tradition and the present. The rather radically opposed suggestions for addressing this tension that these theologians manifest show us some major issues that a trinitarian theology must address today. I apologize for the difficulty this section may present to the reader or student who comes to this topic for the first time, but I think it is important to see what the current problem is before addressing it. For the most part here we are recalling theologians who have significantly departed from classical theologies of the Trinity; these efforts in particular show us the current issues.

1. Catholic Theological Reflections on the Trinity

Among the most prominent Catholic theologies of the Trinity during this period we must place neoscholasticism, Vatican II, and Karl Rahner.

The dominant Catholic theology of the Trinity during the pre-Vatican II period was that of neoscholasticism or neothomism. While some very fine work was done in the history of the development of the Christian doctrine of the Trinity, systematic theology generally followed Thomas Aquinas’s treatise on this mystery. It treated the one God first (his existence and attributes) and then the triune God. Here the central question was how there could be three persons in one God, and for this the Augustinian psychological analogies were used, but as they were put into a more metaphysical mode by Thomas. The procession of the Word from the Father was illuminated by the analogy of how our own conceptual word proceeds from both the thing known and our act of knowledge itself, and the procession of the Spirit was to some extent made intelligible by how our act of love proceeds as a willing of the good does from the good and knowledge of the good. The distinction of persons was explained by the relations each had to the other in view of these processions, not by distinction in being or substance. At the end of the tract there was a study of the missions of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. This was a very sophisticated study; Bernard Lonergan’s study of the Trinity during this period was one of the better treatises in this style.

The Second Vatican Council was a pastoral council and so had no systematic presentation of the trinitarian doctrine. Much of its pastoral concern was centered on articulating the mystery and ministry of the church in a way suitable for our time. And it is within this context that it speaks of the Trinity. Thus it speaks of the Trinity not as it is in itself, as theology has traditionally done in the West, but as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are actively engaged in saving us, or in reference to the economy of salvation. In the very beginning of the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church (Lumen Gentium), the council shows that the origin of the church is trinitarian. The Father planned to save fallen humanity and sent his Son who by his life, death, and resurrection fulfilled the will of the Father and restored all things. When Jesus had risen and ascended, he sent the Holy Spirit “in order that he might continually sanctify the Church, and that, consequently, those who believe might have access through Christ in one Spirit to the Father” (LG 4). This shows that the goal as well as the origin of the church is trinitarian, because the whole purpose of the church is to bring human beings into union with God and one another. In fact, it is a sacrament of such salvation, as the council writes: “the Church, in Christ, is in the nature of a sacrament—a sign and instrument, that is, of communion with God and of unity among all men” (LG 1). The Trinity is both the source and the model for the unity of saved humanity: “the universal Church is seen to be ‘a people brought into unity from the unity of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit’” (LG 4).3

Specifically, Vatican II went far beyond earlier Western teaching to relate the whole of the Christian mystery and life to the Holy Spirit, having in all some 258 references to the Holy Spirit. It brought the Holy Spirit into its definitions of the church and the liturgy, and its renewal of the sacraments. Specifically, it noted that the church is not constructed only by way of institutional means, but also by the great variety of gifts that the Holy Spirit distributes throughout the church (LG 12). The Holy Spirit also works in other Christian communions, is the source of the ecumenical movement (UR 2), was working in the world before Christ was glorified and “at times visibly anticipates apostolic action, just as in various ways he unceasingly accompanies and directs it” (AG 4).4 The whole missionary activity of the church has its roots and origin in the missions of the Son and the Spirit (see AG 2). Vatican II thus gave a very different thrust to reflection on the Trinity than neoscholastic theology did.

After Vatican II, Karl Rahner critiqued neoscholastic treatises on the Trinity
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