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Preamble

This is my fourth (and hopefully final!) paper for my MTS project.  Here is a quick overview of the earlier papers I wrote, as well as my reasons for writing them.

Paper #1  Tentmaking, Paul and Workplace Ministry

Background:   

I wrote this paper because I was wrestling with the question: “Does my work matter to God?”  

If not, then I might as well quit my job and go into full-time missions.  I decided to look at Paul, because he is the prime example of what it means to be a missionary.  My (unexpected) conclusion is that the notion of “workplace ministry” is a better equivalent to Paul’s tentmaking than the notion of “full-time career missions work” that is commonly seen today.  Paul did workplace ministry! And he expected others to “imitate him”.

Paper #2 Community: The Means and Goal of Workplace Ministry

Background:

After writing Paper #1, I decided to look more closely into what workplace ministry is about.

Originally, I was thinking of looking into ministry models.  I wanted to come up with a plan for starting a prayer meeting or bible study group at my workplace.  However, after some research/reading, I realized that I was operating on the model of “ministry as event” as opposed to “ministry as community”.  The goal of ministry is not so much about starting a prayer meeting or bible study, but rather forming Christian community.  The church is not a place or an activity that happens on Sunday mornings.  The church is “the people of God”.  A community.

Paper #3 The Community as Messenger and Message of the Kingdom of God

Background:

After concluding that “ministry is about community” from Paper #2, I decided to look into the relationship between the community and the gospel.  It is common to think of the community as just the messenger who carries the message that “The kingdom of God is here!”.  However, more than merely proclaiming the message, the community is the message.  The life of the community validates the message that it brings.  The message explains the life of the community.

Paper #4 Trinity, Personhood and Community

Background:

At this point, I felt a need to base my understanding of “ministry as community” on more than just pragmatic reasons. We do not do “ministry as community” just because it is effective and works (cf. Church Growth Movement).  Community is not “just another method” of doing ministry.  The Trinity forms the basis for understanding community.  Drawing on the tradition of the Eastern church, the ‘social Trinity’ is the model for Christian community.
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Trinitarian theology provides us with a starting point from which we understand the community and the self.  Yet, at an even more fundamental level, the Trinity presents the divine pattern from which we understand what it truly means to be human.  This paper will step through the views of Augustine (‘relational’ and ‘psychological’ Trinity), Barth (‘modal’ Trinity), Moltmann (‘narrative’ and ‘social’ Trinity), Rahner (‘immanent’ and ‘economic’ Trinity) and the LaCugna, Boff, Zizioulas and Gunton (‘social’ Trinity). This paper will focus on the implications of the ‘social Trinity’ on our understanding of personhood.

Is the Trinity Relevant?

The Trinity does not occupy the thoughts of the typical Christian.  Hall imagines the average Christian layperson asking: 

“... despite the biblical testimony that God is in some way triune, I don’t perceive such a doctrine’s possible relevance for my life.  Why not stay with the testimony of the bible and leave the theological niceties for the theologians to debate?”

Roderick Leupp puts it more eloquently:

“For most people, and sadly for most Christians also, the Trinity is the great unknown.  The Trinity, to use a familiar equation, is viewed as a riddle wrapped up inside a puzzle and buried in an enigma.  A riddle, for how can any entity be at the same time multiple (three), yet singular (one)? A puzzle, for the Trinity is so clearly contrary to any rational thought as not to warrant a second thought from sensible people.  An enigma, for even if the Trinity could be understood, of what practical value, even what religious value, would it have for ordinary people?”

Dorothy Sayers is more brief, “The whole thing is incomprehensible!”

As such, Rahner observes  “Despite their orthodox confession of the Trinity, Christians are, in their practical life, almost mere monotheists.”
  Perhaps it is not surprising then, that the 19th century theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher relegates the doctrine of the Trinity to a few pages at the end of his major theological work Glaubenslehre.

Yet, at the same time the Baptismal Formula at the entry point of our journey into the community faith is a Trinitarian Formula: “...baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit...”  (Matt 28:19b).  Thus, the Trinity cannot be reduced to a mere appendix of the Christian faith
.

Two Heresies:  Modalism and Tritheism

Part of the difficulty is due to the seemingly contradictory nature of the following facts:


1.  The Father is God.


2.  Jesus of Nazareth is God.

3. The Holy Spirit is God

and


4.  God is One.

The early church struggled with two heresies - ‘modalism’ and ‘tritheism’ which arose out of a desire to resolve the apparent contradiction in the above statements.  In response to this, the early church formulated the doctrine of the Trinity in the Nicene Creed.  Before proceeding, it is worthwhile to first examine what the heresies of ‘modalism’ and ‘tritheism’ are.

Modalism

The term ‘modalism’ was used by Adolf von Harnack to describe what was common in the heresies of Noetus, Praxeas (late second century) and Sabellius (third century) who claimed that the self-revelation of the one and only God took place in different ways at different times.  “The divinity of Christ and the Holy Spirit is understood as three different ways or ‘modes’ of divine revelation.  These are three terms for the same God.”
  The objective of modalism is to preserve the unity of God.  The outcome was that the distinctions between the Father and the Son were lost.  This led to the heresy of patripassianism, where the suffering of the Son on the cross was regarded as the suffering of the Father.  Modalism was eventually rejected as heretical.
Tritheism

Tritheism in a sense is the opposite error of modalism.  Whereas modalism stressed that God was one, tritheism views the Trinity as consisting of “three equal, independent and autonomous beings, each of whom is divine”
.  Here, the distinction between the three persons of the Trinity are too severe.  As such, there is difficulty with reconciling this view with the shema “Here, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one.” (Deut 6:4).  Tritheism was also rejected as heretical.

Formulations of the Trinity tend to face the dangers of either modalism or tritheism.  Theologians have tended to develop their doctrine of God by either (1) beginning with the ‘one-ness’ of God and proceeding to the ‘three-ness’ of God (Augustine, Barth), or (2) by beginning with the ‘three-ness’ of God and proceeding to the ‘one-ness’ of God (Moltmann, Boff, Zizioulas).  Those who take the former approach face the accusation of modalism.  Those who take the latter approach face the accusation of tritheism.  According Peter Toon, “Authentic Trinitarianism may be seen as a delicate balancing act between modalism and tritheism.”

On Personhood and Trinity

The Trinity is often described using the words “three persons of one substance”
.  This language can be traced to the creeds (see Appendix).  One difficulty that arises during the debates of modalism, tritheism and Trinity has to do with the definition of ‘person’.
  

There is a the tendency to project our understanding of ‘person’ onto our understanding of God.  When this attempt is made, misunderstandings arise.  How so?  Robert Vosloo identifies two concepts of self: ‘individualism’ and ‘collectivism’.  Gunton traces these two concepts of self back Greek ontology, which understood that “to be is either to be universal [i.e.’collectivism’] or to be individual”
 .

According to Vosloo, “autonomy, individuality, rationality, detachment and freedom”
  are the primary characteristics of the modern ‘individualist’ self.  The self functions in an independent capacity.  This concept of self when applied to the persons of the Trinity leads to tritheism.  

“[In] the case of collectivism the one disappears into the many.”
  Here, the distinction between the self and other is lost.
  When applied to the persons of the Trinity, the ‘collectivist’ concept of self leads to modalism.

‘Trinitarian’ Hermeneutical Spiral

The above discussion is an example of how our assumptions on the meaning of ‘person’ affects our understanding of the Trinity.  However, instead of using our understanding of ‘person’ to shape our view of the ‘Trinity’, we actually should have our understanding of ‘Trinity’ shape our understanding of ‘person’
.  Human beings are created in the image of God.  God is not created in the image of human beings (as is sometimes our tendency)!  As Schwobel and Gunton write: “The question is not primarily how reflection on human personality can offer grounds for the affirmation of divine personality, but rather how the insights concerning the character of divine personhood can be creatively applied to elucidate the understanding of human personhood”.
  

Unfortunately, we are often only able to talk about what is unknown (i.e. ‘Trinity’) based on our understanding of what is known from our experience (i.e. ‘person’).   Our vocabulary for describing the Trinity is thus limited to the vocabulary we use when we talk about ‘person’.  As a necessary safeguard, there is thus a need for a ‘Trinitarian hermeneutical spiral’ in which our understanding of ‘person’ will shape our understanding of ‘Trinity’ which will re-shape our understanding of ‘person’ which re-shapes our understanding of ‘Trinity’, … ad infinitum.  This ‘Trinitarian hermeneutical spiral’ is valid because  human beings are created in the image of God.  Thus, the nature of God forms a divine pattern from which our understanding of personhood is derived.  Additionally, (with some  caution) we can gain a partial understanding of God by looking at human beings (in the manner that we can understand something about an object by looking at its shadow).  While we cannot equate our understanding of God and our understanding of personhood, we can nevertheless co-relate our understanding of God and personhood.

Thus to return to our earlier discussion, a ‘modalist’ view of God will tend to result in a view of personhood that is ‘collectivist’ and a ‘tritheist’ view of God will tend to result in a view of personhood that is ‘individualist’.  What view of personhood results from a Trinitarian understanding of God ?  This depends on the view of the Trinity in question! (More later…)

Augustine and the Trinity

Trinity occupied much of Augustine’s thoughts.  He devoted almost 30 years of his life (AD 400 to 428) towards the writing of De Trinitate.

The Relational Trinity

Augustine uses several analogies to describe the Trinity.  First, he uses a relational analogy of the Trinity: “So there are three things: the lover, the beloved, and love (amans, et quod amatur et amor).”
  Here, Augustine identifies the ‘lover’ with ‘God the Father’, the ‘loved’ with ‘God the Son’ and ‘love’ with ‘God the Holy Spirit’. This approach roots the nature of God with ‘love’.  

If God were Unitarian... 

A God who is unitarian will result in a deficient view of ‘love’. Love is a relational concept.  Love requires both a subject and an object.  If there is only one person, then, the only way to speak of love is to speak about that person’s ‘self-love’.  If there were no Trinity, and God was only unitarian, then ‘self-love’ would be the only kind of love that God could possess.
 But ‘self-love’ is a rather unusual way of speaking about ‘love’.  Love that is only ‘self-love’ does not seem to be much of a virtue. Even in the context of the Great Commandment, we are told to “Love our neighbour, as ourselves”,  where, the notion of ‘self-love’ is connected with the idea of ‘love-for-other’.

The love of God can either be a property that God intrinsically possesses or a property that is extrinsic to the nature of God
.  If God is solely unitarian, then the only intrinsic type of love that God could possess would be ‘self-love’, since there are no other persons within the being of God to love.   It is only after the creation of humankind (or some other beings) that the unitarian God capable of love other than ‘self-love’, for it is only then, is there an object for God to love, other than God himself.  In this case, there is a limitation when talking about the ‘eternal’ love of God.  The ‘eternal’ love of God can only refer to ‘self-love’.  God’s ‘love-for-other’ had a starting point - namely, at the creation of the human race!  ‘Love-for-other’ appears to be something that is acquired at a later point in God’s existence.  Also, this ‘love-for-other’ is somehow extrinsic to the nature of God, as God requires the presence of another being other than God (since God is only unitary) in order to fully realize it. C.S. Lewis writes, “If God was a single person, then before the world was made, He was not love”
. 

A unitarian God results in a deficient view of love.  The only love that is intrinsic to God is a (somewhat narcissistic!) ‘self-love’. ‘Love-for-other’ is not a property that God eternally possesses - indeed it is extrinsic to the being of God!
  A unitarian God can only be ‘loving’, but a unitarian God cannot be ‘love’.  But even then, to say that God is ‘loving’ is to say that God loves by something other than what is in God’s nature.  God could love merely by ‘choice’. But this is somewhat frightful in that it poses the possibility that God could capriciously choose not to love us and rather condemn and punish us on a whim.  Or God could set a criteria for us in order to merit love.  Again, this is fearful in that we might not be able to satisfy God’s standards.

What are the implication of this conception of love for personhood?  To say that humans are created in the image of God would thus imply that the only love that humans are capable of expressing which is intrinsic to the nature of God is ‘self-love’!  Since the concept of ‘love-for-other’ came into existence the same time for humans as did for God (i.e. at the moment of creation of human beings), the concept of ‘love-of-other’ that humans possess cannot be because humans are in the image of God.  Thus, the concept of a unitarian God seems to be problematic, when ‘love-for-other’ is a key attribute of God that is seen in the NT.

If God were Binitarian...

As Augustine points out that in the context of the Father’s ‘self-love’, there is still a distinction between the ‘lover/beloved’ and ‘love’.
  As such, Augustine proposes that ‘self-love’ could in some way ‘generate’ love.  (It also seems to provide a solution to the conundrum of ‘self-love’ and ‘love-for-other’ that was raised above.  However, this ‘solution’ is obtained at the cost of rejecting a unitarian view of God!)  Augustine’s point though, is not so much to argue against unitarianism, but rather to justify speaking about the ‘mutual love’ of the Father and Son in a meaningful way.  Note that at this point, it seems that only a Binitarian understanding of God is necessary in order to talk about ‘love-for-other’.  However, Richard of St. Victor argues that perfect love must occur in a relationship of perfect equality (requiring two persons) but also that such a relationship (if perfect) must necessarily be outgoing, overflowing to at least one other as a shared communitarian benefit (and so the ‘third is needed).

...so God is Trinitarian!

A fully Trinitarian view enable us to speak of the ‘shared love’ between the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.
  It is only within a Trinitarian (or at minimum Binitarian) theology is it possible to speak of ‘love’ as being intrinsic to the nature of God.  (This point will be examined in greater detail in the section on the ‘Social Trinity’.)  In a Trinitarian theology, it is meaningful to make the statement “God is love” that otherwise would be difficult if God were merely unitarian.

Augustine’s view that Holy Spirit is the relational bond of  love between the Father and Son ascribes a somewhat unusual view of personhood to the Holy Spirit.  The Holy Spirit appears depersonalized and seems to be more like a ‘force’ between the Father and Son.  Nevertheless, it is insightful to understand the nature of God as that of ‘love’.

Psychological Trinity

Augustine attempts to justify speaking about God in a Trinitarian fashion by pointing to the psychological trinity of “mind, knowledge and love” (mens, notitia, and amor) and the related trinity of “memory, understanding and will” (memoria, intelligentia and voluntas)
.  Gunton points out that Augustine has a tendency to develop anthropology in terms of Neoplatonic categories.  For Augustine, the human likeness to God (Imago Dei) must be in the mind or soul
.  Here, Gunton finds a direct link between Augustine and Descarte
 and the later Enlightenment tradition.  Since these categories of mind and soul are more concerned with the inner-nature of a human being, rather than the inter-relatedness of human beings, Gunton sees Augustine’s theology as possessing a tendency towards individualism.  McGrath identifies the influence of Augustine’s theology on Thomas Aquinas’ Treatise on the Trinity as well as Calvin’s Institutes. 
  As such, the view of personhood in much of Western theology during the middle ages had much in common with the Enlightenment understanding of humans as ‘rational individuals’.  In a somewhat ironic twist, Augustine’s formulation of Trinity seems to suggest an individualistic conception of personhood which is precisely what causes our present difficulty in understanding the Trinity!

Barth and the Trinity

Barth places the doctrine of the Trinity at the opening of his Church Dogmatics.  The Trinity becomes the hermeneutic from which he approaches his theology.  Like Augustine, Barth begins with the Unity of God and proceeds to an understanding of Trinity as a differentiated Unity. Unlike Augustine who speaks of a ‘Trinity of relation’ between the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, Barth speaks of a ‘Trinity of revelation’. Since a ‘relation’ cannot take place between two persons unless that person ‘reveals’ themselves to the other person, in Barth’s approach, ‘revelation’ has priority over ‘relation’.  ‘God-in-revelation’ is the category to be dealt with before the issue of  ‘God-in-relation’ can be raised.

Revelational Trinity

According to Barth’s syllogism, “God reveals himself.  He reveals himself through himself. He reveals himself.”
  In order for this to take place, there must necessarily be “the revealing God”, “the self-revelation of God”, and the interpretation of that revelation which is “the revealedness of God”.  Barth identifies God the Father as the ‘revealer’ who is the subject of revelation.  Next, Barth identifies God the Son as the ‘revelation’, who is the predicate of revelation.  Finally, Barth identifies God the Holy Spirit as the ‘revealedness’, who is the object of revelation that enables us to have the capacity to understand this self-revelation after it is revealed by the revealer.
  The differentiating principle is that there are different “modes of being” where this revelation is communicated.  The unifying principle is that these “modes of being” are all participants of one revelation.

Barth roots his doctrine of the Trinity on the analogy of how humans are able to know things (i.e. ‘theory of knowledge’).  Barth’s analogy of ‘revelational Trinity’ is thus similar to Augustine analogy of ‘psychological Trinity’, in that both analogies that derive from the ‘inner nature’ of human beings.

Barth and Personhood

Barth despite using the phrase ‘mode of being’ (Seinsweise) when talking about the ‘persons’ of the Trinity is careful to distance himself from ‘modalism’.
,
  Barth’s preference for the phrase ‘mode of being’ rather than ‘person’ is because the word ‘person’ (persona) as used by the Church Fathers was different from the way the term is understood today.
  (Here, Barth understood persona to mean ‘mask’.
)  It seems rather ironic that Barth avoids the use of ‘person’ which he views as suggesting the heresy of modalism, and chooses instead the term ‘mode of being’ to which he is accused of modalism, the very error he is seeking to avoid!  Jurgen Moltmann thus referred to him as “a late triumph for Sabellianism [modalism] which the early church condemned.”
  

What are the implications of Barth’s notion of ‘revelational Trinity’ to our understanding of personhood?  An initial response would be to say “Humans created in the image of God play a role in revealing God”.  However, Barth could reject this, in that he is not prepared to allow humans to play any positive role in the interpretation of revelation
. On the other-hand, one might object to this interpretation of Barth, by saying that Barth only rejects the role of humans in the interpretation of this revelation.  Thus, humans can still reveal God (to a limited extent).  It is only the interpretation of this revelation that is dependant on the Holy Spirit (‘revealedness’) for fuller comprehension.

The notion that God is a ‘revelational Trinity’ leads naturally to a theology of missions.  Since God is constantly seeking to reveal God-self to humankind, humans are also to be involved in this revelation.  Not only does God reveal God-self to humankind, God reveals God-self to humankind through humankind.  Humans do not merely reflect the image of God, rather, human beings are the image of God.  Human beings thus, have a unique role in the revelation of God that the rest of creation does not have.  What then is the content of this revelation of God?  According to Moltmann, it is to be found within the biblical narrative on God.  How so?

Moltmann and the Narrative Trinity

Moltmann differs from Barth’s views of ‘mode of being’ as the basis on which the Trinity is differentiated.  In fact, he seems to put aside the emphasis that earlier debates placed on ‘unity’, ‘substance’, ‘hypostasis’, ‘persons/modes of being’.  According to Meeks, “Moltmann’s consistent method is to begin with the narrated history of the distinct persons of the Trinity and only then to ask about the unity of the Trinity, not on the basis of an imported theory of substance, self-identical person, experience, or praxis, but on the basis of the story itself.”
 As such, Moltmann’s approach to understanding the distinctions within the Trinity is in “narrative differentiation”.  Moltmann’s approach to principle of unity is by observing that the Trinity is part of one ‘continuing narrative’.

Moltmann and Personhood

Moltmann’s approach of relying on the biblical narrative to understand God, rather than placing an emphasis on the ontological nature of God (i.e. ‘persons’, ‘substance’, etc…), implies a God who can only be known through ‘encounter’.  An examination of the ontological categories of God merely relegates God to the category of ‘it’ in Martin Buber’s “I-it” 
.   Moltmann rejects the ontological approach on these grounds.   Instead, God is the ‘Thou’ in “I-Thou”, who is understood through (‘narrative’) encounter.  

Because of the continuing ‘narrative-of-God’, God is in a dynamic state of becoming.  As the narrative continually shifts, further aspects of God’s nature is revealed.  The implication then is that personhood is not a merely static quality that human beings possess.  The nature of personhood is that it can only be known as part of an ongoing ‘narrative’ just as God is known through ‘narrative’.  

There is a sense that the earlier two conceptions of personhood – ‘individualist’ and ‘collectivist’  are both modern categories of personhood.  The postmodern self is the “construct of a particular community of discourse”
.  As such, the concept of ‘God-in-narrative’ produces an understanding of personhood that in some ways is similar to the postmodern-self who finds meaning in the ‘narrative-construct’ of the community that person belongs to.  Yet, unlike the postmodern-self, this ‘narrative-self’ is drawn into ‘God-in-narrative’ in whom the ‘narrative-self’ is rooted.  Thus the ‘narrative-self’ is not the result of just any arbitrary social construct.  

To join Moltmann’s idea of ‘narrative’ with Barth’s ideas of ‘revelation’, the implication for personhood for the Christian is that Christians are to form communities where this narrative can be heard and God is revealed.  It is within these communities where others are drawn in to join in the continuing narrative with ‘God-in-narrative’ as well as with other ‘persons-in-narrative’. And in the process of doing so, there is a fuller appreciation of ‘God-in-revelation’.  The importance of these communities cannot be understated, for the “postmodern-self” primarily finds meaning within a social construct.  Thus, a community provides the requisite plausibility structure in which the gospel is heard.

Rahner on the Economic and Immanent Trinity

It can be deduced from Moltmann’s methodology that God is known through ‘narrative’, that God is ‘relational’.  The ‘narrative-of-God’ does not stand independent and external to us.  Rather, God draws us into ‘God-in-narrative’.  This ‘narrative encounter’ is relational in nature and not merely intellectual. Perhaps it is not surprising then that Moltmann favours the analogy of ‘social Trinity’ as it deals with an understanding of ‘God-as-God-in-relation-to-humankind’ as opposed to an ontological ‘God-as-God-in-Godself’ approach of understanding Trinity.   

Here, there are some similarities between Moltmann and Rahner.  First, Rahner observes that there appears to be a difference between the ‘immanent’ and ‘economic’ Trinity.   The term ‘immanent’ Trinity refers to the Trinity as the Trinity actually is. The ‘immanent Trinity’ is ‘God-as-God-is’ in terms of God’s nature and being.  (LaCugna uses the term theologia for  this
).   The term ‘economic Trinity’ refers to the Trinity that is revealed  to us through the ‘economy’ of salvation.  The ‘economy’ of salvation refers to the outworking of God’s plan in history for the salvation of humankind.  The ‘economic Trinity’ is thus ‘God-as-God-revealed-to-us’.  (LaCugna uses the term oikonomia
). Now, it is possible that God would only choose to reveal a ‘portion’ of himself to us.  In mathematical terms, this is: 


‘immanent Trinity’  >  ‘economic Trinity’.

If so, then this implies the existence of a ‘hidden Trinity’  i.e., there must be something about the nature of God that is not known to us!  This ‘hidden Trinity’ would be a ‘transcendent Trinity’ in that it would be beyond our ability to comprehend.  Since this ‘transcendent Trinity’ has not been revealed to us, the nature of this ‘transcendent Trinity’ would remain an incomprehensible mystery.  We can only speculate on what the nature of this ‘transcendent Trinity’ is.  

Focusing on the ‘transcendent Trinity’ makes us lose sight of this present world that we live in.  If there is more to God than can be known in this ‘physical’ world, then ultimate reality exists outside this ‘physical’ world - in the ‘spiritual’ world.  And if our real lives come into their fullness in the ‘spiritual’ world, which is the world to come, then there is not much point living in this present ‘physical’ world.  We do not have to concern ourselves with human existence as we know it, because it is all temporary.  An over-emphasis on the ‘transcendent Trinity’ results in a Platonic ‘dualism’ with its distinctions of heaven/earth, soul/body, etc…   God is perceived as a ‘God-up-in-heaven’ (‘transcendent’ Trinity) as opposed to ‘God-here-on-earth-with-us’ (‘immanent’ Trinity).  The view of personhood places greater emphasis on ‘person-with-a-soul’ as opposed to ‘person-with-a-body’.  Drawn to its logical conclusion, ‘real-living’ begins when this ‘person-with-a-soul’ is in ‘heaven’ and not while ‘person-with-a-body’ lives on ‘earth’.  

Rahner’s views on the ‘immanent’ and ‘economic’ Trinity are an attempt to correct this imbalance.  Rahner’s fundamental assertion (Grundaxiom) is that “The ‘economic’ Trinity is the ‘immanent’ Trinity and  the ‘immanent’ Trinity is the ‘economic’ Trinity.”
  Expressed mathematically: 

‘immanent Trinity’ = ‘economic Trinity’

Notice that Rahner draws on Barth’s conception of the ‘revealing Trinity’ in order to arrive at his conclusion.  If God were not a ‘revealing Trinity’, Rahner would not be able to make his assertion at all.  Also notice that God’s ‘revelation’ is seen through how God ‘relates’ to us.  Thus Rahner and Moltmann both find agreement in the understanding of God as ‘God-in-relation-to-humankind’.

(As another aside, Rahner’s identification of the ‘immanent Trinity’ and the ‘economic Trinity’ is not as innocent as it first appears. Consider the question “Would Christ need to be incarnate if Adam and Eve did not sin”?  If the answer is ‘no’, then the ‘economic Trinity’ need not be the ‘immanent Trinity’!  However, it is not within the scope of this paper to pursue this.)

LaCugna also finds Rahner to be a helpful corrective.  How so?  LaCugna traces the split between theologia and oikonomia occurring during the process of writing the Nicene Creed (AD 381). Theologia came to refer the “inner workings of the divine life” which was apart from oikonomia “the work of salvation”
.  LaCugna rejects this division where the inter-relations of the three persons of the Trinity are no longer linked to God’s activity in the world.  LaCugna thus sees Rahner as correcting this misconception.  

Peter Toon, however, sees Rahner’s axiom as being overstated and prefers to say that “the Lord God, whom we know through his self-revelation as the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, is identical with the God who is eternally in himself the Holy Trinity”
.  LaCugna similarly does not go as far as Rahner, preferring only to state that “theology is inseparable from soteriology and vice versa”
.  To reformulate the above statements on the Trinity,

LaCugna on Nicea: 
‘immanent Trinity’ - ‘economic Trinity’ = large difference

Rahner:


‘immanent Trinity’ - ‘economic Trinity’ = zero  difference

Third alternative:
‘immanent Trinity’ - ‘economic Trinity’ = small difference

Rahner may have over-reacted in seeking to equate the ‘immanent Trinity’ to the ‘economic Trinity’.  The third alternative shown above would allow us to say something meaningful about the ‘immanent Trinity’ from our understanding of the ‘economic Trinity’, without fear that a significant portion of the ‘immanent Trinity’ remains unknown and inaccessible.  At the same time, it is also a reminder that our understanding of the Trinity is still limited.  As Gunton writes, “This recognition of being between the Scylla of ‘thinking that we know too much’, and the Charybdis of ‘claiming that we cannot speak at all’, is central to the task of theology proper”
.  

The Cappadocians and the Trinity

The Cappadocian theologians Basil of Caesarea (c.329-379), his brother Gregory of Nyssa (330-c.395) and Gregory of Nazianzus (330-389) developed a doctrine of Trinity that had much influence of the later development of the ‘social Trinity’. According to Leonardo Boff, the Cappadocians held that God the Father was the source and origin of all divinity.  “The Father begets the Son and the Spirit proceeds from the Father.  The Father communicates his whole substance [ousia] to the Son and the Holy Spirit, so both are consubstantial [homoousios] with the Father and equally God.  The Father also forms the persons of the Son and of the Holy Spirit in an eternal process.”
  

Like Augustine
, the Cappadocians begin with the unity of God.  Unlike Augustine and Anthanasius, who sought to safeguard the unity of the Trinity in the ‘substance’ (Latin: substantia) 
, the Cappadocians, sought to preserve the unity of the Trinity in the ‘being’ (Greek: ousia) of the Father (monarchia)
,
.

The Cappadocians introduced the notion of perichoresis in order to describe the inter-relations within the Trinity. According to LaCugna, “Perichoresis means being-in-one-another, permeation without confusion … [To] be a divine person is to be by nature in relation to other persons.  Each divine person is irresistibly drawn to the other, taking his/her existence from the other, containing the other in him/herself, while at the same time pouring self out into the other”.
 The literal translation of perichoresis is ‘round dance’
.  As such, LaCugna describes the perichoresis of the Trinity  as “an eternal movement of reciprocal giving and receiving, giving again and receiving again”.

The notion of perichoresis implies a highly relational understanding (koinonia) of the Trinity.  As Basil of Caesarea writes, God is “a kind of continuous and indivisible koinonia”
.  The term koinonia needs to be carefully examined.  There is sometimes a tendency to think of the terms ‘person’, ‘being’ and ‘relation’ in the following way: ‘Being’ (or ‘essence’) is the fundamental property that makes a ‘person’ a ‘person’.  A ‘person’ is a ‘person’ not on the basis of what a ‘person’ does.  A ‘person’ just is on the basis of the ‘person’s ‘being’ (or ‘nature’).  ‘Relation’ is seen as a property that is distinct from ‘being’.  Thus, a ‘person’ in addition to just ‘being’, can also ‘relate’.  The term koinonia when used to describe the Trinity could potentially be understood as saying God is “three ‘persons’ who share the same ‘being’ (or ‘essence’) who additionally happen to ‘relate’ to one another in a perichoretic manner”.

According to Zizioulas, this is not the proper understanding of the Trinity!  The above notion of ‘person’ presupposes that a ‘person’ is an ‘individual being’ which incidentally has the capacity to ‘relate’.  To paraphrase Zizioulas, “God has no being apart from communion”
.  Thus, ‘being’ needs to be understood as ‘persons-in-relation’.  A ‘being’ is not merely an ‘individual person’. A ‘being’ without any one to ‘relate’ with is not a ‘being’.  The terms ‘person’, ‘being’ and ‘relation’ are all intimately intertwined. (Perhaps we could call this the trinity of ‘being’ (Father), ‘person’ (Son) and ‘relation’(Sprit)...  But I do not wish to pursue this!  *smile*)  

Unlike Anthanasius who understands that deity of the Trinity is found in the “substance”,  Zizioulas writes “God exists on account of a person, not a substance”.  As such, we are not able to tell what (‘substance’) each person is, but rather who (‘relation’) each person is. 

‘Substance’ as ‘Relation’?

Anthanasius’ understanding could be recast the following way: the common ‘substance’ [ousia] that ‘makes up’ the Trinity is ‘relationship’ [koinonia]! Whereas Anthanasius did not clearly state the exact nature of the ‘substance’ that constituted the Trinity, using Zizioulas insight, it is possible to identify Anthanasius’ then unidentified ‘substance’ as ‘persons-in-relation’. This could be considered a further development of Anthanasius view.  However, it is somewhat puzzling though, to think of ‘relation’ as a ‘substance’ as they appear to be two separate categories. (See Appendix 2 for some analogies from Physics).

The ‘Social Trinity’ and ‘Being’

Zizioulas statement that “God’s being is communion” has profound implications for what it means to be human.  A human ‘being’ is not an ‘individual person’. To ‘be’ means to ‘be-in-relationship-with-other-persons’.  ‘Being’ and ‘relating’ are simultaneous to one another. ‘Being’ is inseparable from ‘relating’. In contrast to the statement “Essence precedes Existence” and Sartre’s Existential rebuttal  “Existence precedes Essence”, the implication of the ‘Social Trinity’ is that “Essence is Relation”.  (The corollary “Existence without relation is Sub-existence” is not far behind.)  The property that makes a human being a human being is the ‘ability to relate to other human beings’. 

Jean Vanier in his reflections about what it means to be human examines the notion of ‘human-doing’ and ‘human-being’, before settling on the idea of ‘human-becoming’.
  To this could be added the notion of ‘human-belonging’.  Being human is not about ‘doing’.  Who we are is not dependant on what we accomplish.  Neither is being human about possessing some ‘substance’ that makes us human.  As Vanier reminds us, being human is a process of growth and change.  So it makes more natural to speak of ‘becoming-human’.  And yet the term ‘becoming-human’ could be misleading in that it could be implied that none of us are really human yet!  Perhaps it better to talk about ‘human-belongings’, where our identity is found in relating with others and belonging to relationships.

What is ‘Relationship’?

The notion of ‘relationship’ needs to be carefully examined as it fundamental to what it means to ‘be’.  This will be examined in the following section.

Heim and Buber on Relationships

Heim identifies three different categories of relation. The first is that two persons can “have an impersonal relation, a connection that does not require personhood”
.  This is a purely functional interaction.  This is similar to Buber’s “I-it” relation.  According to Heim, the second dimension of relationships between persons “involves an encounter with the unitary agency of the other”
.  This is close to Buber’s “I-Thou”, except that the interaction is uni-directional in that one person ‘sends’ and the other ‘receives’.  (Despite this limitation, what is being communicated is still able to affect the ‘receiver’ in a deep and profound way.)  The third dimension of relation “is that of communion [where] one not only encounters another as a person, but in some measure shares in the life of the other person.”
  This is more like what Buber would refer to as “I-Thou”.  Heim proposes an understanding of communion that is deeper than a mere an interpersonal ‘communicating’ of thoughts, feelings and emotions, but an interpersonal ‘sharing’ in the thoughts, feelings and emotions of the other. 

Now, Heim’s claim is that the Trinity can be encountered at all three levels described above.  Thus Heim appears to differ with Buber in that Buber emphasizes the “I-Thou” over the “I-it”.

Heim identifies that the encounter with God is often described in the language of impersonal forces such as fire and wind.  (c.f. Moses, Elijah, Job, etc...).  As such, Heim does allow an “I-it” type of encounter between humans and God, although Heim is careful to stress that this is not God’s full intent.  Heim’s point is that God will allow us to relate at an impersonal level if that is all we seek.

Zizioulas, Barth and Relationships

Zizioulas points out that in order to have relationship, there needs to be a recognition of the ‘other’
.  If there were no ‘other’ present, there would be no one to relate to.  Barth in his interaction with Buber agrees.  Barth writes: “In speaking of ‘I’, the individual does not only make a distinction, but also a connection. ‘I’ does not make sense in isolation, but in relation to ‘Thou’ [i.e. ‘other’]”
. 

There is an “I-Thou” relationship that takes place within all Three persons of the Trinity.  God the Father can only speak of ‘I’ in relation to the ‘Thou’ of the Son.  (And similarly for the other relations).  In fact, it becomes meaningless to talk about a God who says ‘I’ with no one to relate to.  The statement that “God alone is God” (true) does not imply that “God is alone” (false).   Unfortunately, this is precisely the error made by those who say that God is unitarian.   

A unitarian view of God results in a weak notion of relationship.  Relationships become secondary to the notion of ‘being’. Here ‘being’ can only be conceived of in ‘individualistic’ terms, like ‘rationality’ or ‘autonomy’.  A ‘Social Trinitarian’ view of God places primary importance to ‘relationships’.  Ideas such as ‘rationality’ and ‘autonomy’ become secondary. In contrast to Descarte’s “I think, therefore I am”, the slogan of the ‘Social Trinity’ is “I relate, therefore I am”.  Thus, the value of a person is not found in the individual abilities that the person possess (‘intelligence’, ‘beauty’, etc...), but in the fact that the person is someone to relate to.

‘Other-ness’ and ‘Difference’

Connected to the idea of ‘other-ness’ is the notion of ‘difference’. Here Zizioulas makes the careful distinction between ‘difference’ and ‘division’. Without ‘difference’ which allows us to distinguish between the ‘self’ and the ‘other’, there can be no relation.  Thus ‘difference’ is ‘good’.  In fact, ‘difference’ is a necessary condition for relation.  However, ‘division’, which can sometimes be the result of this ‘difference’ is ‘bad’.  The end result of this ‘division’ is ‘distance’, which is very ‘bad’, because ‘distance’ is an obstacle to relation. Zizioulas describes the process of how ‘difference’ leads to ‘distance’: “‘different’ beings become distinct beings: because [when] ‘difference’ becomes ‘division’, ‘distinction’ becomes ‘distance’”
.

It is the fear of the ‘other’ that drives us towards two possible paths.  One such path is ‘isolation’ where all relationships are excluded.  The other path is to seek the company of those who share the same fear of the ‘other’.  The end result of both these paths is still isolation, which in the former is complete, while the latter is partial.

What is remarkable though, is the Trinity reveals that ‘otherness’ is absolute! As Athanasius’ Creed states: “neither confounding the Persons”.  Zizioulas points out, “The Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit are absolutely different, none of them being subject to confusion with the other two.”
  Thus, the example of the Trinity shows us that the ‘other’ is not to be feared.  The ‘other’ does not threaten community, rather the ‘other’ is a prerequisite for it.

‘Free-from’ vs. ‘Free-for’

In order for the ‘other’ to be able to ‘relate’, the ‘other’ must possess a measure of ‘freedom’.  The ‘other’ must first possess the freedom to be totally ‘other’.  Without ‘freedom’, there can be no ‘other’.  Here, Zizioulas distinguishes between two notions of freedom.  There is ‘freedom- from’ the ‘other’ and there is ‘freedom-for’ the other
.  ‘Freedom’ has ‘direction’.  This ‘direction’ is either ‘towards’ or ‘away’ from the ‘other’.  ‘Freedom-from’ the ‘other’ is movement ‘away’ from the ‘other’ and leads to ‘distance’ and isolation.  ‘Freedom-for’ the ‘other’ is movement ‘toward’ the ‘other’ and leads to communion.

Zizioulas insight is to identify the notion of ‘freedom for the other’ with ‘love’:


“We can love only if we are persons, 

allowing the other to be truly other and yet be in communion with us.

If we love the other not in spite of his or her being different

but because they are different from us, or rather, other than ourselves,

we live in freedom as love and in love as freedom.”

‘Love’ allows the ‘other’ to be totally free to be ‘other’.  Without ‘freedom’ there can be no ‘other’.  Without the ‘other’, there can be no ‘relationship’.  Without ‘relationship’ there can be no possibility for ‘love’.

Hierarchy and Subordination

A God who is unitarian has only one model for relationships – that of ‘monarch to subordinate’, that of the ‘superior-being to inferior-being’, for this is the only type of relationship that a unitarian God can have with humans. A unitarian God cannot model service to others.  Rather, humans are God’s servants. Thus the only response for human beings is ‘submission’ more so than love
. As such, a unitarian concept of God leads to the view of hierarchy within communities. With this as a model of relationships, humans can justify subordinating others to their authority.

However, within the Trinity, there is also the notion of the Son submitting to the will of the Father. “The Son is no less than the Father, but has voluntarily submitted himself.”
   Here, a distinction needs to be made between ‘role’ and ‘worth’. There is equality in ‘worth’, but difference in ‘role’. Cottrell writes: “From the second century onward a concept of the Son’s subordination to the Father has been combined with a concept of the full equality among the Three. Each is seen to be fully, equally and eternally divine, although in their relationship to one another, the Father assumes supremacy and the others a subordinate role.”
 ‘Subordination’ within the Trinity does not mean ‘inferiority’
.  In fact, it gives us a basis for understanding ‘humility’ and ‘submission’ in human relationships, for both these exists within the divine Trinity.
Trinity and Creation

According to Vosloo, God is identified as the ‘self-giving God’, the ‘other-receiving God’ and ‘God-in-communion’
. Although, Vosloo does not use the term ‘love’, this is implied in his understanding of God.  To relate Vosloo’s ideas with Zizioulas, ‘God-in-communion’ allows us to speak of the Trinity as ‘love’.  To be ‘self-giving’ is one aspect of love.  To be ‘other-receiving’ is also another aspect of ‘love’.  To enter into ‘communion’ is to love
.  Vosloo’s categories will now be ultilized and extended in the following discussion:
Creation is not merely an act of sovereign fiat by God, but an act of ‘love’.  How so? The ‘self-giving God’, desires an ‘other’ to whom God-self can be given to.  For when there is an ‘other’ to give to, the ‘self-giving’ nature of God-self finds a fuller expression than if there were no ‘other’ to give to. The ‘other-receiving God’, desires for an ‘other’ to be received into God-self.  For when there is an ‘other’ to receive into God-self, the ‘other-receiving’ nature of God finds a fuller expression than if there were no ‘other’ to receive.  The ‘God-in-communion’ longs for an ‘other’ to be in communion with.   For when there is an ‘other’ to be in communion with, the nature of ‘God-in-communion’ finds a fuller expression than when there is no ‘other’ to be in communion.   Thus, God creates in order for there to be an ‘other’ whom God can ‘love’.  

And yet, the ‘self-giving God’ in giving love does not diminish the capacity to give love that is in the being of the ‘self-giving God’.  And the ‘other-receiving God’ in receiving the other does not reduce the capacity to receive ‘others’ that is in the being of the ‘other-receiving God’.  And ‘God-in-communion’ in sharing love does not divide the capacity of communion that is in the being of ‘God-in-communion’.  Love given is not love diminished.  Love shared is not love divided.  Rather, it is in giving and receiving and sharing that the nature of love reaches its full expression.

‘Love’ desires to give to the ‘other’ the greatest gift that ‘love’ can give.   The greatest gift that the ‘self-giving God’ can give is the ‘self-giving God’. ‘Love’ desires to receive the ‘other’ despite the ‘other-ness’ of the ‘other’.  The most absolute ‘other’ that a ‘other-receiving’ God can receive is the ‘other’ who is most ‘distant’ from God. ‘Love’ desires the ‘other’  to be drawn into the most intimate relationship that ‘love’ can provide.  The deepest relationship that the ‘God-in-communion’ can draw the ‘other’ into is ‘God-in-communion’. Giving is love. Receiving is love.  Communion is love.  God is love.

God is love.  And God creates as an expression of that love.  For when there is an ‘other’ for God to love, God’s love in a mysterious way finds deeper fulfilment than when there is no ‘other’ for God to love. Ken Fong uses the imagery of ‘kiss’ to describe the loving intimacy of God’s act of creation.
  God ‘kissed’ Man into existence by breathing His breath of life (ruach) into Man. Pinnock comments on Fong saying “God creates out of a super-abundance of His love”
. 

As humans created in the image of God, one of the highest acts is to create an ‘other’ to whom we can give our selves to. To create an ‘other’ to whom we can receive and enter into communion with.  For in the creation of an ‘other’ to love, we are somehow mirroring the activity of God himself.  Perhaps, it is no accident that the human act of creation (procreation) is also called ‘making love’!

To revisit the creation narrative:  God in creating Man is not satisfied that Man is alone, for alone-ness strikes against the core of ‘God-who-is-not-alone’.  And so God creates Woman from the ‘being’ and ‘person’ of Man by taking a rib from Man’s side.  Thus, Woman shares also in the ‘substance’ of Man.  While they are two, they are also one.  And when Man and Woman are joined, they create a Child.  This Child ‘proceeds’ from Man and yet also ‘proceeds’ from Woman
.  So in yet another way, Humanity mirrors what is in the being of God.

Trinity and the Fall

The tragedy of the Fall is the breakdown of the relationship between Humanity and God and the breakdown of relationships in the being of Humanity. Our incapacity to understand the Trinity is sometimes said to be caused by difficulty in translation.  (e.g. What does the Greek ‘hypostasis’ translate into in Latin?).  Or our incapacity is due to the limitations of language.  (e.g. Can words  be used to describe God?)  Or our incapacity is due to the inability of our minds to comprehend the being of God.  (e.g. How can finite humans understand the infinite God?)  However, our incapacity to understand the Trinity is not merely due to translation, language or intellectual ability.  Rather our incapacity is due to the Fall!  For if the Fall had not happened, humanity would be in communion within humanity-self, just as God is in communion within God-self.  The communion that would be within our very experience would allow us to understand God-in-communion.  It is the Fall that has brought about distance and isolation in our relationships that causes us to think that a ‘human being’ is an ‘individual’, even though a ‘individual’ that has no ‘relationships’ is not a ‘being’.  Our faulty notions of ‘being’ and ‘person’ are due to the Fall.

We are unable to understand the Trinity because of sin.  Sin makes the communion that is in the being of ‘God-in-communion’ beyond our experience.  It is only when we are able to experience communion on a personal level are we able to understand it fully.  When we want to describe something, we typically use a reference point from that which we wish to describe is compared with.   At the risk of over-simplifying, there are two ways in which we can describe something: We can either say ‘this is like that’ (kataphatic), or by saying ‘this is not like that’ (apophatic).  While the statement “the being of God is communion” appears to be kataphatic, our understanding of “communion” is apophatic because of sin.  Our sin isolates us into thinking of ourselves as individuals.  Our sin causes us to fear relationships and community, for the closer the relationship we have with another, the deeper the wounds the other is able to inflict upon us. It is sin that produces the difficulty in understanding how Three Persons can be One being!

Trinity and Redemption

The Fall is an intolerable situation for God.  To accept the result of the Fall is to accept ‘distance’ and separation.  This goes against the very intent of creation itself.  Thus, the God of love who creates humans to have communion, is moved to restore this broken communion.  This is the nature of love.  God acts to restore communion with humans even at the risk of  breaking the communion that is within ‘God-in-communion’!
  The ‘self-giving God’ risks everything (even God-self!) when giving, in order to receive the ‘other’ into communion.  This happens at the Cross.  Moltmann writes “There is no loneliness and no rejection which he has not taken to himself and assumed in the cross of Jesus.”
  “The Son suffers dying, the Father suffers the death of the Son. The grief of the Father here is just as important as the death of the Son.”
  (Here ‘death’ is understood as ‘separation’ and a breaking of divine communion.)

Despite the Fall and separation, God who remembers the first ‘kiss of creation’, longs deeply for fallen humanity.  So God gives the second ‘kiss of re-creation’ in order to bring us back into communion.  Fong identifies this second ‘kiss’ as the Holy Spirit that is breathed into Christians to give new life
.  This enables humanity to return not only to ‘God-in-communion’, but also to return into ‘humanity-in-communion’ where the renewed ‘humanity-in-communion’ is the recovered image of ‘God-in-communion’
.  

Trinity and Eschatology

The tragedy of death is not so much that existence is ended, but that communion is broken.  A God who is communion and desires communion will not allow communion to be broken by death.  God must in some way overcome death to enable us to have eternal communion with him.

Thus, in the final eschaton God will restore all communion that is broken by (physical) death.  However, God in desiring to restore communion still freely permits the ‘other’ to be ‘other’.  True communion requires freedom.  Forced communion is no communion.  Thus, any ‘other’ who does not wish to participate in communion with God will be allowed to do so.  Unfortunately, there is only one word to describe eternal separation from the communion of God.  Hell.

Trinity and Community

The Trinity forms the basis for understanding community life.  

Without delving too deeply into political theory, societies tend to have two basic approaches in deriving the laws which govern living in society.  One approach uses the ‘individual’ as the starting point
. The ‘individual’ is of paramount importance.  As such, laws are derived from the ‘rights’ of the ‘individual’
.  These laws exist to protect the individual. Thus, you do not steal, because that would violate the individual’s right to property. 

An alternate approach is to view the ‘community’ as paramount importance
.  Here, laws are seen to safeguard the community
. Any person who harms the community is to be punished.  A person who steals is punished in order to prevent that person from stealing from others in the community.

Notice that both the above are ‘anthropocentric’ approaches to understanding laws.  Regardless of whether the ‘individual’ or ‘community’ is used as the starting point, both conceptions of laws have human beings as the point of departure.  A Christian thus might object to the ‘anthropocentric’ approach, preferring instead a ‘theocentric’ approach to deriving laws.  A Christian would say that laws are God’s commands.  Hence, you do not steal because God commands it.  As such, the law is not merely to protect the right of the individual or to preserve the welfare of the community, but the actual command of God.

However, more than arbitrary decrees, the commands of God stem from the character of God. Laws ultimately stem from the ‘being’ of God.  Does the Father steal from the Son? No!  Then we should not steal from the other.  Does the Son lie to the Spirit? No! Then we should not lie to one another. God in God-self is the basis from which we understand all laws.  In fact, the laws are a ‘self-revelation’ of God’s character. The intent for humanity is to reflect the very being of God.  God in God-self is the example of how we should live.  As humans created in the image of God, we are not to do anything that is contrary to the Three Persons that form the being of God
.    

Trinity and The Kingdom of God
The understanding of the phrase ‘kingdom of God’ should not so much have its emphasis on ‘kingdom’ but rather on ‘God’.  An emphasis on ‘kingdom’ tends to make us focus on institutions such as the ‘Church’ or the ‘State’ in which the ‘kingdom of God’ is to be realised.  An emphasis on ‘God’ will focus us on  the ‘being’ of God.  

Zizioulas reminds us that the “being of God is communion”. The invitation to ‘enter’ into the kingdom of God, is related to the invitation to ‘enter’ into communion with ‘God-in-communion’.  An invitation to ‘receive’ the kingdom of God, is related to an invitation to ‘receive’ what the ‘self-giving God’ has to offer - namely God-self! The declaration that the kingdom of God is ‘here’ is related to the declaration that communion with God is ‘here’ and available through Christ.  The statement that the kingdom of God is ‘within you’ related to the idea  that the ability to commune with God is somehow ‘within us’, through Christ.  The call to ‘repent’ is a call to align our lives so that our relationships match the internal life of ‘God-in-communion’.  Thus, the ‘kingdom of God’ needs to be seen as being closely related to ‘God-in-communion’! 

Christian community is vital for the communication of the kingdom of God.  Renewed ‘humanity-in-communion’ is a powerful image of ‘God-in-communion’.  As Christians enter into communion with God and with each other, we become a sign and foretaste of the kingdom of God.  As Leonardo Boff tells us, the ‘social Trinity’ becomes the model from which we understand how our societies should be
.

Renewed ‘humanity-in-communion’ represents ‘God-in-communion’ by inviting others to ‘enter’ into communion with ‘humanity-in-communion’.  The renewed ‘humanity-in-communion’ is called to offer ‘humanity-self’ to the other, for the other to ‘receive’. The presence of the renewed ‘humanity-in-communion’ whose inter-relations are able to mirror (in a limited way) the inter-relations of ‘God-in-communion’ is thus able to declare that the kingdom of God is ‘here’.

However, more than just a model for understanding an ideal society, the Trinity needs to be seen as the means of realizing this society.  Jesus does not simply serve as a model from which we understand how a human is to live in this society
.  Rather, we are able to share in the divine communion through the enabling of the Holy Spirit because of what Jesus has done on the Cross.

Without the involvement of the Trinity in the life of the renewed ‘humanity-in-communion’, ‘humanity-in-communion’ becomes impossible.

Conclusion

As humans created in the image of God, the Trinity plays an important role in forming our understanding of what it means to be human.  This paper has traced the development of Trinitarian thought, moving from Augustine, Barth, Rahner, Moltmann, LaCugna and the Cappadocians to finally focus on the ‘social Trinity’.  Zizioulas’ statement that “the being of God is communion” is used to derive our understanding that “to be human is to relate”.  We are not ‘human-doings’, ‘human-beings’ or ‘human-becomings’ as Vanier writes, but rather ‘human-belongings’. According Boff, the Trinity is the model for what society should be.  However, the Trinity not just models relationships, but also enables us to accept the ‘other’ who is ‘free’ to be ‘different’. Finally, Vosloo’s categories of God (as ‘self-giving’, ‘other-receiving’ and ‘God-in-communion’) are extended to shape our understanding of Creation, the Fall, Redemption, Eschatology, Community, and the Kingdom of God.  Humanity-in-communion is not merely called to reflect ‘God-in-communion’, it is the reflection of ‘God-in-communion’. This reflection gains clarity when the inter-personal life of the renewed ‘humanity-in-communion’ is aligned with that of ‘God-in-communion’.  It is then that the renewed ‘humanity-in-communion’ is in a position to declare through its life and message that “The kingdom of God is here, Repent!”.
Appendix 1


The Terms used in the Eastern and Western Views of Trinity

There is an additional historical complexity during the discussion between the Eastern and Western churches in that the Greek hypostasis was translated into the Latin substantia!
 However, there is a difference in the understanding of the terms of the Athanasian Creed.  LaCugna identifies the subtle differences between the Eastern (Greek) and Western (Latin) understanding of the Trinity
.  This is illustrated in the following table:

Greek


English

(from Greek)
Latin
English

(from Latin)

hypostasis


person
substantia
person

ousia


substance,

Being


persona
modality

“three hypostaseis 

in one ousia”


“three persons
in one substance”
“three personae

in one substantia”

“three modalities
in one person”


Paul Owen identifies the issue that is at the heart of the debate between the Eastern and Western church: “[Does]  the font of Deity, reside in the Father’s person, or in his being? .. the Eastern Church insists [that] the font of Deity resides in the Father’s person, ... [the Western Church insists] the font of Deity resides in the Father’s being.”
  The conclusion of the Eastern Church, is that the Spirit must then proceed from the Father alone, since the Son does not possess the Father’s person.  In the case of the Western Church, it is meaningful to say that the Spirit proceeds from both the Father and the Son, since both the Father and Son share the same ‘essence’.

Appendix 2

Three Analogies from Physics on the nature of ‘Substance’ and ‘Relation’

(1)  In Classical Newtonian Physics, there is the notion of ‘particle’
 and ‘wave’
.  From a Classical point of view ‘particles’ and ‘waves’ are fundamentally different
.    However, the startling result of Quantum Mechanics is that at the quantum level, ‘particles’ can behave like ‘waves’. And ‘waves’ behave like ‘particles’.  According to Quantum Mechanics, ‘wave-particle duality’ is a fundamental property of nature
.  ‘Substance-relation duality’ could be considered analogous to ‘wave-particle duality’.  In both cases, properties that are disparate at first glance are in reality related.

(2)  In Classical Newtonian Physics, ‘time’ and ‘space’ are considered two fundamentally different entities.  ‘Space’ has ‘three-dimensions’ and time has ‘one-dimension’.  However, the startling result of Special Relativity is that ‘time’ and ‘space’ are actually not independent from each other.  Rather, the ‘space-time continuum’ needs to be considered as one ‘four-dimensional’ entity
.  ‘Space’ is just a ‘projection’
 of this ‘four-dimensional’ entity.  Similarly for ‘time’.  The ‘space-time continuum’ can function as an analogy of the ‘substance-relation continuum’.  Both are attempts to meld two seemingly different concepts into one whole.

It may seem paradoxical to talk about ‘wave-particle duality’ and ‘space-time continuum’.  However, all physical evidence points in that direction.  Thus, perhaps it is not so paradoxical to talk about ‘being’ and ‘relating’ as inseparable
 but rather two ‘aspects’ of some ‘more fundamental aspect’.

(3)  The discussion between ‘substance’ and ‘relation’ is similar to the question in Physics concerning ‘particles’ and ‘fields’.  The issue is whether ‘particles’ should be considered as being fundamental to nature or whether ‘fields’ should be considered fundamental.  It is possible think of ‘particles’ generating ‘fields’.  Or alternatively, somehow ‘fields’ producing ‘particles’.  It depends on how you interpret the equations
.  The idea of ‘particles’ is similar to that of ‘substance’ in that every material object can be thought of as being made up of ‘particles’.  So how does one ‘particle’ know that there is another ‘particle’ nearby?  Through the ‘field’ that each particle possesses that allows that ‘particle’ to interact with other ‘particles’.  Thus, a ‘field’ can be considered as analagous to ‘relation’.  So what is a material object?  The ‘particles’ that make up the object? Or the ‘fields’ that allow that object to interact with other material objects?  Maybe both.  This is analagous to the question of what is a human being – the ‘substance’ that humans possess, or the ‘relations’ between persons.  Perhaps Physics is a just a special case of Theology…  Or is it the other way around?  *smile*
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Trinity Joke
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