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Introduction


Our worldview shapes how we perceive society, culture, history, and generally everything that goes on around us. Indeed, whether we subscribe to a Christian worldview informed by Christian and biblical principles or hold on to a worldview tainted by either superstition, materialist atheism, or various conspiracy theories matters enormously to our spiritual health and Christian walk. Similarly, our “Godview” or conception of God, that is, how we perceive God and what we attribute to him, matters equally much, if not far more.


The stance taken in this book is unashamedly Arminian, countering the image of God portrayed by high Calvinism and many Medieval scholastics, and is thus in favor of a passionate God, engaging his creation and inviting us to be coworkers, as well as – in due time – fellow heirs.


In what cannot be an exhaustive take on the topics, but rather a theological structure or framework, I will touch upon important aspects of God and of us as created in his image and likeness. While the material could have been arranged differently, I have chosen to loosely order it around the structure of my favorite hymn, Sidney Carter’s “Lord of the Dance”. With the introductory chapter, Wholly Different Yet Audaciously Alike, lining up the opposites to be held in tension and not conflated, the following three chapters, The Almighty Three, Pure Passion, and Ahead of Time, dwells upon God’s nature, loosely echoing the hymn’s introductory “I danced in the morning…”. The Twofold Creation and The Broken Image deals with creation, of the world and of humankind, reflecting the hymn’s “I danced in the moon and the stars and the sun”. The incarnation, described in the hymn as “I came down from heaven and I danced on the earth”, is the topic of Veiled in Flesh. The topics of free will and non-deterministic providence is covered in If You Will and Prearranged, loosely reflecting the hymn contrasting the scribes and pharisees who “wouldn’t follow me” and the fishermen who would and did. The Ransom describes the atonement, when in the words of the hymn, “I danced on a Friday when the sky turned black”, while Breaking News covers the resurrection, reflecting Jesus’ triumphant words from the hymn, “They cut me down and thought I’d gone but I am the dance and I still go on”. The promise of rebirth, “I will live in you if you live in me”, is dealt with in Beyond Innocence, and finally, church life is covered in Kingdom Dance, echoing the hymn’s chorus, “I will lead you all, wherever you might be, I will lead you all in the dance, says he”.


Enjoy the read!










Chapter 1


Wholly Different, yet Audaciously Alike


On the Transcendence vs. the Immanence of God


The enigma of the Trinity has been the cause of controversies from early on in church history, and most likely it is the least graspable of the things of God. Not many people scorn the command of loving your neighbor like yourself, and many unbelievers take no issue with the life lived by Jesus, rather it is his claims and these claims echoed by the church that puzzles and offends.


In principle however, the Trinity makes perfect sense. As a means to make the point, we must take refuge in a simple, but telling analogy. Imagine a two-dimensional world and imagine creatures living in such a world, for instance on the surface of some sheet of paper. Such creatures would know circles and rectangles and so forth, but they would have no experience with cubes, cylinders or similar three-dimensional forms. They probably would be unable to conceive of such forms. You might try to imagine a five-dimensional form or creatures living in five-dimensional worlds, but I suggest you would be hard pressed in doing so. Mathematicians might be able to do calculations on five-dimensional forms, but they are not graspable to us in any simple and straight forward way.


Some might object as to the relevance to God and particularly the Trinity, as if I somehow strayed from the topic. I am not, however, suggesting that God’s existence compared to ours simply consists of adding another dimension or two, but the analogy fits perfectly for illustrational purposes. Given that modern cosmology operates on the assumption of eleven dimensions, the analogy would not even be silly or unscientific. Compared to the Judeo-Christian God, it would seem the ancient Greek and Roman gods were all squarely anchored in time and space, and the same goes for the Norse gods. They might have been perceived as having unusual powers, but still within the confines of creation. Should one imagine a being that transcends time and space and that would even be the author of time and space – and that is precisely the Judeo-Christian position – one should expect nothing but this. Rather than viewing the concept of the Trinity as something paradoxically, even contradictory, it turns out a to-be-expected thing, had one only done some thorough thinking. The illustration is useful not only regarding the Trinity but probably as well on other matters less easily perceived, like the nature of the Incarnation or God’s relation to time. At this point however, we will apply it on the trinitarian question only, for illustrational purposes.


Through this analogy of the two-dimensional world1 even the nature of heresies can easily be explained. One citizen in Flatland sees the cylinder from one end of it and concludes “it is a circle”. Another sees the cylinder at some other time from the side and concludes “it is a rectangle”. The same would apply if the cylinder is thought to intersect Flatland, the slice of such an intersection rendering either a circle or a rectangle. Both citizens of Flatland are right, given the confines of their understanding and perspective.


What is imaginable though, is the unfortunate establishment of some “church of the circle” and of another “church of the rectangle”, both not only affirming the “circle-ness” or “rectangle-ness” of the thing, but adamantly denying the opposite view. As if “God is one” necessarily means “God is not three”, and “God is three” likewise rules out “God is one”.


In a three-dimensional world there is no contradiction, but rather a higher reality if you will. Hence, the main heresy is not the affirmation of a limited view, but the denial of its necessary counterpart. Of course, some views would be an outright lie. The statement “it is a triangle” in the forementioned example would be incompatible with truth, whereas “it is a circle” or “it is a rectangle” are true statements, however limited. It would therefore be entirely wrong to conclude something like “we all perceive something of God from our different perspectives”. For sure, some do not perceive God at all, but it must be acknowledged that even those who do, do so in a limited and incomplete way.


Should some citizen in Flatland admit that both sentences, “it is a circle” and “it is a rectangle”, are true, it might be tempting to overthink this and suggest some amalgamation, like a rectangle with rounded corners or something akin to the “superelipse” figure popularized by the Danish designer-philosopher Piet Hein.2


Strangely enough, such attempts would be even further from the truth than simply maintaining the two somewhat contradictory statements as somehow nevertheless both being true. This is implicitly reflected in the formation of Christian dogmas. The Athanasian Creed seems decided on holding differing views in tension rather than resolving them by falling into some middle ground or mixture. The creed solidly takes aim at neither denying the trinity or the unity of the Godhead, nor denying either the humanity or the divinity of Christ. It is all too easy to understand the yearning for some resolve on such matters, but the creed offers none. If only subconsciously, Athanasius in other words underscores that “it is a circle,” as well as “it is a rectangle,” but in no way suggests any mixture of the two, neither some other, fundamentally different figure.


The notion of a being that is wholly different touches upon God’s transcendence, or in plain terms, God’s “otherness”. That is, not merely being greater and more powerful, though that also is the case, but being essentially different from any created being.


One might say that the creed fails to explain, but the point is less in explaining and more in proclaiming, and while Christianity has often been accused of proclaiming something irrational, even contradictory, as shown above the exact opposite is the case. The creed is a perfectly rational and sensible statement on things that our finite minds cannot fully comprehend. Nevertheless, we can comprehend that such could and would be the case and that a God who transcends our limited understanding makes perfect sense.


Notwithstanding God’s wholly different nature, the Bible counters this with the almost polar opposite statement when God decides to create humankind in his image and likeness.3


Whether this is to be applied solely to some narrow traits, like conscience, free will, and moral responsibility, or it has a wider application, the relation between God and humankind is closer than between humankind and beasts, or for that matter between some imagined Alien lifeform trying to bridge the communicational divide towards humankind. We are already somewhat alike and need not imagine God’s relation to us as having the resemblance of us trying to convey our views and feelings to, say, some intelligent ants. Being created in God’s image really is an audacious statement to make, and it might have felt almost irreverent – if not for the fact that it was God himself who made the statement.


Anthropologists might be of the persuasion that religion developed and as it developed, humankind consciously or subconsciously attributed to God traits which they borrowed from their earthly family and feelings recognizable in themselves. The Bible turns this worldview upside down. When referring to the Father, the apostle Paul presents him as the one from whom all human fatherhood is named,4 that is, human fatherhood within human families is derived from God, in some sort of transposition of his qualities unto us, rather than us projecting our human family structures unto him.


It might be that the Father and the Son differ somewhat from earthly fathers and sons, yet some resemblance there surely is. It might be that the intra-trinitarian relationship differs somewhat from any relationship we know of, yet surely there is some “I” and some “you” involved, each perceiving, feeling, and responding. I am quite content to settle the matter on the simple fact of God revealing himself as such. If the Bible reveals the Father speaking to the Son, and the Son to the Father,5 surely, we can never find a better approximation to this than an earthly father speaking to his son and vice versa. If Greek philosophers better grasped the nature of God, surely God speaks the language of Greek philosophy and could have made himself more precisely known through other words and concepts. Quarreling about such matters is futile.


I understand such might expose me to accusations of anthropomorphism – that is creating God in my image and ascribing to him too many traits of his created beings. I am quite content to rest my case in the mere fact of God making himself known in such ways. Surely, some philosophical concept of how God is or is supposed to be cannot overrule revealed knowledge. For anyone not familiar with the term, anthropomorphism might be explained in the mistaken notion of assuming God really has hands when he refers to these. Obviously, God does not have hands the way you and I have hands, and such is a way of describing God through human words and human knowledge. Most importantly, it is not to be taken at face value, being literally believed. The same goes for the mention of God’s throne, as if it is a reality and he really sits on something.


However, if “arms” might just be some metaphor for God’s strength or God’s ability to act, I might be inclined to ask whether “tentacles” would be an equally valid word? If God has neither arms nor tentacles, then surely any notion that conveys holding, grabbing and so forth would do, right? If you are inclined to object, then you might agree that being created in the image and likeness of God might bear on other matters than moral conscience and self-awareness. One might suggest that God chose the image in which he wanted to appear to us before he created us in that image. One might suggest that words like “hands” are not just random choices to convey a reality which we cannot comprehend anyway, but rather, that words like “hands” are the best possible transposition to our created reality of the true nature of the uncreated God himself. Any sane and simple believer knows God’s mention of his hands to be imagery, but at the same time a true imagery connected to our mutual likeness.


The same can be applied to the meaning of words, though some might ask what difference it makes. Well, for instance, it means that when he says he loves, he really does love. Sure, we cannot imagine what God feels and how he feels it, but if created in his image and likeness some similarity must be assumed.


I suspect Gods feels things quite stronger than we do, but in reflecting on my own perception of love, at least I get a decent approximation. Scripture disallows the notion that God feels something completely and utterly different and just had to pick some human word for this, which does not really correspond, and which could have been replaced by a dozen other words, all equally ill-suited. Being created in his image some similarity exists, and the words chosen better reflects reality than words not chosen. God could have been kindness or he could have been benevolence, but he reveals himself to be love! He speaks of anger or wrath as well, but not about disdain or loathing, and the difference matters as love and loathing are mutually exclusive, while love and anger can coexist and potentially be reconciled.


All such matters might best be explained as a transposition akin to the way some three-dimensional object casts its two-dimensional shadow on the ground. The actual shadow cast is a true reflection of contours and size. Any imagined shadow would illustrate the principle of transposition, but only the actual shadow illustrates reality.


Philosophers and theologians might argue about shadows as a concept, but Reality cast its shadow in the pages of the Bible and in the words and terms revealed therein. Thus, the two images that would appear in tension must both be upheld, that of God’s “otherness” as well as that of our unbelievable “likeness” to him. The latter touches upon the theological notion of immanence, of God’s intimate closeness and presence within us.





1 Coined “Flatland” in 1884 by novelist Edwin Abbott Abbott.


2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Superellipse


3 Gen.1:26


4 Eph.3:14-15


5 Most intimately conveyed in John 17.










Chapter 2


The Almighty Three


On the Trinity


Really, what is a person? There is no denying that this is the central theme of the enigma of the Trinity. Presumably we all would agree that the theological term is not the mirror image of the common use, but how much it differs seems to spur endless discussions. Admittedly, the Trinity is a mere theological invention, and we hardly need the anti-trinitarian to alert us to the fact that the term is nowhere to be found in the Bible. Rather, the term arises from the need to articulate a reality that transcends human understanding, such as we touched upon in the opening chapter.


The mere Biblical facts speak of the Son being worshipped by the disciples in a way only the Father ought to have been worshipped,6 that is, if they distinguished between the Father and the Son, which they surely did, and which Jesus himself did too. It is also conditioned by the fact that they did not harbor any pantheistic notion of deity, which they obviously did not – and which, by the way, tends to lead to self-aggrandizement of believers herein, rather than worship. What happened is entirely inexplicable inside the worldview of strict monotheism of the sort Jews, as well as Muslims and Jehovah’s Witnesses, for that matter, subscribe to.


The distinction between Father and Son likewise is evident. Later theologians would emphasize them not being different from one another, but distinct since the term difference could imply a difference in kind. Still, in layman’s terms, they are not the same one, yet both are God.


A contemporary polytheist might have contended that he as well worshipped several gods who were all different, yet who were all gods – so where lies the problem? “Ah,” the contemporary Christian would answer, “your gods are characterized by being otherworldly beings with supernatural powers invested in them, our God is characterized by such things only one being could possess, say being omnipotent, omniscient and omnipresent. Your gods are merely characterized by that which would also fit our description of angels, and indeed there are thousands upon thousands of angels, all different from one another, yet they are all angels. Our God, though, is above and beyond that.”


Still, while holding onto the One-God-view Jesus the Son distinguishes himself from the Father, as both are distinguished from the Holy Spirit, all of these are facts only a willful anti-trinitarian would dream of denying. It seems we are stuck with a reality not fully comprehensible to us, except for the fact that we can comprehend that it is incomprehensible and ought to be so and therefore take no offence in it, in a way similar to the principles illustrated in the first chapter of this book.


Thus, we confess one God in three persons, yet as mentioned before the meaning of the term person has been debated heavily. Obviously, lessons learned from our human personality does not exhaustively explain the persons of the Godhead, but some traits surely can be identified through Scripture. Firstly, being a person involves being an “I” and somebody else being a “you”, and the “I” knowing it is the “I” and not the “you”. That is, the Father knows he is the Father and not the Son. The Son knows he is the Son and not the Father. And so forth. These are given facts, unless we turn the intradivine relationship into mere play-acting as Oneness Pentecostals would do. It would do no good, either, to claim that it was only the human side of Jesus that represented the ”I” of the dialogue contrary to the Father’s “you”, since there are obvious cases of the eternal Son speaking through the person of Jesus Christ, as in “before Abraham was, I am.”7


Equally certain, the three persons communicate, lay plans, and assign tasks,8 and on top of that, there are affirmative feelings and emotions between them.9 Even if these are not mirror images of similar human incidents, some likeness and resemblance there must be if God’s revelation of himself can be said to reveal anything at all. In a very real and robust way they are somehow interacting, and likely in a way somewhat similar to how we as human beings interact. To deny this would render the notion of the divine persons meaningless, regardless of the differences compared to human experience.


Quoting Olson, “the doctrine of the Trinity says God is one what and three whos – one divine substance shared eqully by three distinct persons”.10 Peckham defines the personhood of the Trinitarian persons as “a subject with self-consciousness, reason, and will”.11 Similarly, McCall declares the divine persons “to be ‘persons’ in a rich and robust sense of the term,” and in stating that there are “genuine interpersonal, ‘I-Thou’ relationships with the triune life”12


Some traits are the cause of more difficult and deeper questions, like does each of them possess a will of his own or do they possess only one will? We might begin by observing that when the wills of humans conflict it would always be caused by circumstances due to human nature and human limitations. Sometimes we disagree because we each have limited and imperfect information. Between omniscient beings there would be no disagreements due to such. At other times we disagree simply because we have conflicting personalities and preferences. Any mutual decision in such cases must take the form of a compromise, but a divine being in harmony and sharing interests and values would not need to compromise on an intra-personal level. Obviously, we would never imagine something along the lines of the Son saying, “I really don’t know about that, Father, but if you insist, I will go along”, neither the notion of them holding a vote in case of disagreement as we as humans might and must do. We might instead perceive the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit always willing the same, as if each of them on their own had arrived at exactly the same decision as the other two.


Thus, Jesus praying in the garden of Gethsemane, I believe, neither represents two wills at odds, whether that be his will and the Father’s will or a human and divine will of his own. Rather, he asks a question fitting for the circumstances, facing and fearing God’s wrath, yet always fully willing to accept the unanswered prayer.


Many analogies have been offered to illustrate the enigma of the Trinity, for instance that of water, ice and steam being of the same material, yet coexisting everywhere in different forms. However, being merely matter and not a living being, quintessential aspects of the Trinity are left out of such analogy, and in depicting differing modes of H2O, the illustration almost leans towards modalism.13 Alternatively, we might instead think of identical triplets. In a sense, they are the same human being, at least as far as our identity is somehow defined by our DNA, akin to ice, water and steam all being H2O. Most likely, said triplets would be very much in unity, as far as decisions and preferences go. Yet, they would necessarily be three persons, each perceiving the world from their own perspective, viewing the others as a “you” opposed to one’s own “I”. Still another analogy might be someone having himself cloned in a younger version, should technology at some point allow this. Such a father could indeed claim that his son was his “spitting image”, akin to Jesus’ own description of his relationship to the Father,14 while they would still be having reciprocal relations to one another. Admittedly, these illustrations on their part fail to fully grasp oneness and coeternity, and it merely underscores that any analogy will fall short in some areas and should not be taken for more than a helpful tool for the mind.


The question of hierarchy within the Godhead has been ferociously debated and often rebuked. I suspect that debate is largely built upon a mistaken projection of our sense of different value attributed to different tasks or different positions.
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