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Introduction

Descent of the Dove: Knowing and Loving in Spirit and Truth.

Pusey House Theological Conference







The Revd Dr George Westhaver


This book gathers together the papers which were given at a theological conference at Pusey House, Oxford – “Descent of the Dove: Knowing and Loving in Spirit and Truth”. The conference took place between 4 and 6 July 2022, two years after the date initially planned. While this was a significant challenge for the organisers and speakers, and no doubt for those who were getting ready to attend, it was still one of the more minor inconveniences of the strange Covid-19 period. Whether it was relief that we were finally able to gather together, or the gladness that this occasioned, or some other super-added gift of grace, the “Descent of the Dove” conference seemed to be adorned in a special way by the overflowing joy and generosity of the Holy Spirit who was the focus and destination, and no doubt the prime mover and guide, of our time together.


This 2022 conference was the third of a series following “A Transforming Vision: Knowing and Loving the Triune God” (2016), and “Totus Christus: Knowing and Loving the Son of Man” (2018). The papers from these conferences were published by SCM Press: A Transforming Vision (2018) and Christ Unabridged (2020). We are very grateful indeed to James Clarke & Co. for publishing the collected papers of the 2022 conference.


Pusey House was founded in 1884 to be ‘a house of sacred learning’, a place where theological study and engagement with the intellectual life of the University of Oxford is encouraged alongside worship and prayer and in the context of a rich community life. Drawing on the tradition of renewal and ressourcement inspired by the Oxford Movement, we seek to build a community where thoughtful and robust faith is nourished by beauty-inspired worship, promoting serious engagement with contemporary trends and ideas, and forming disciples in Christ for service in the Church and in the world. Uniting the life of the mind with the life of prayer – keeping thought about God and God’s world together with the movement of the heart toward God – is integral to the charism of the House, a dynamic unity which inspires our consideration of serious theological, anthropological, legal, and cultural topics.


Planning and looking forward to “Descent of the Dove”, our goal was to consider the person and work of the Holy Spirit, and the inevitable transformation which any knowledge of, faith in, or encounter with, the Holy Spirit both invites and enables. We hoped that the conference would serve not only the furnishing of our minds, but also the transforming of our lives and communities by the indwelling and work of the Holy Spirit. It is our hope that this book may further these goals, and serve the same Spirit, who blows where he wills and accomplishes ends which exceed all our asking and imagining. As an expression of the conviction that we were seeking not the kind of knowledge which we could claim for ourselves according to human gifts and strength alone, we looked and prayed for the Spirit’s descent in the worshipping life of the Church; the conference unfolded within the normal pattern of worship which sustains and guides our living and working together at Pusey House.


The conference was also inspired by Charles Williams’ 1939 book Descent of the Dove: A Short History of the Holy Spirit in the Church. For Williams, the history of the Christian Church is ‘An operation of the Holy Ghost towards Christ, under the conditions of our humanity’. Williams’ work is not a conventional kind of history, but a speculative reflection on the appearance of God the Holy Spirit in and through that history, manifest especially in the body of Christ, and in the lives and aspirations and ideas of all the members of that body. He is especially insightful in showing how the Spirit knits together those in apparent opposition, and how the loving and wise purposes of God over-rule, or appear through, different forms of human frailty and confusion. The themes and principles which Williams articulates run like golden threads through the papers presented here.


This chapters that follow organize the papers in a pattern which is loosely chronological as well as thematic. To get a sense of the great themes of the conference, you could turn to the final chapter, ‘Living into Communion’, where Rowan Williams reflects on the papers and themes which emerged at the conference, beginning with ‘the place of experience in Christian theology’. He considers how speakers addressed the way in which the Spirit is known and looked for in liturgical and other practices, how the Spirit can be said to shape the way we think about ourselves and the world, and how the Spirit guides our experience of communion with God and with one another in desolation. Williams reflects on what speakers had to say about ‘the nature of life in the Spirit’, and draws together their different approaches to ‘the immanent and eternal Trinity’. Finally, he addresses ‘sanctification and eschatology’. In these comments he refers to papers by Karen Kilby, Bede Professor of Catholic Theology at Durham University, and by Judith Wolfe, Professor of Philosophical Theology at the University of St Andrews, each of whom made important contributions to the conference but whose work is not included in this book. Williams’ analysis and reflections could serve as an introduction as well as a conclusion to this collection.


The first section draws together papers which consider directly, in an exegetical and theological fashion, how the Holy Spirit is known and manifest in the Bible. In the first chapter Wright argues that ‘the early Christians thought of both Jesus and the spirit in terms of YHWH’s return to Zion, the complex event through which the present Temple was denounced and the new Temple both built and inhabited’. Jack Levison describes Wright’s analysis as ‘cinematic in scope, panoramic in perspective’. It is this wide-angle view that makes it helpful to put this chapter, with a more New Testament focus, before the two chapters on the Old Testament. Wright reads both Old and New Testament texts as Christian Scripture. We are able to recognize the high pneumatology of the Old Covenant with aid of the New Testament and specifically through the double lens of Galatians 4 and Romans 8. Wright argues that St Paul ‘tells the story of Jesus and the Spirit precisely as the new Exodus story’. In this new Exodus story, ‘the Holy Spirit takes the role… of the glorious divine presence in the wilderness Tabernacle’. Wright argues that we see here a Christian world where ‘the full divinity of the holy spirit’ is taken for granted.


In “The Human Spirit and the Spirit of God in the Psalms” Susan Gillingham offers a close reading of the Psalms, showing the different ways that ruach is used. She argues that in only four Psalms does this ‘distinctive Hebrew word for “spirit”’ refer to the ‘spirit of God’. On fourteen other occasions in the Psalms ruach describes the ‘human spirit’, while ‘the most common translation of ruach is “wind” or “breath” (human and divine)’. This leads her to describe Christian readings which find the Holy Spirit everywhere in the Psalms, or ‘the person and work of Jesus Christ within the psalms’, as ‘unashamedly eisegetical’. She concludes: ‘it is unlikely that the psalmist understood the spirit of God as an individual distinctive persona in the Godhead’. She also argues that if we seek, nonetheless, to welcome such readings ‘as offering us second layers of important theological meaning to the text’, then we must also be prepared to face the ‘challenging hermeneutical implications’ which that approach entails.


Jack Levison, in his paper “The Holy Spirit Before Christianity”, shows one approach to these hermeneutical challenges and implications raised by Gillingham. He does not, in the first instance, read the Psalms through a Christian lens, but he argues rather that the people of Israel before the birth of Jesus and the formation of the New Testament were already developing the high pneumatology which Wright identified. According to Levison, ‘the origin of pneumatology begins early in Israelite literature and lore, in two Israelite traditions that fused to generate a pneumatology in which the Spirit of God would be understood to be, not so much a power, as a person’. While he does not suggest that this was formulated in specifically Trinitarian terms, he does argue that Haggai 2:4-5 and Isaiah 63:7-14 especially show that there are sources in the Old Testament which present the Spirit as a person. When Haggai described God’s Spirit standing among the people, ‘My spirit stands among you’, and Isaiah characterized the Spirit as ‘the angel’ of God’s presence, ‘the Spirit of the LORD’ who gave his people rest, they ‘introduced the Holy Spirit into the traditions of the exodus’. Reading the Exodus with Haggai and Isaiah means that the God who was present, ‘through a cadre of divine agents – pillars, an angel, clouds, and God’s presence, or pānim’, can be recognized or seen to be God the Spirit.


The next section in this collection invites us to consider the work and person of the Holy Spirit in the context of what Marcus Plested calls ‘the broader symphony of the Fathers of both East and West’. John McGuckin not only offers a thorough examination of the pneumatology of St Athanasius, but he invites us to share in the excitement and the drama inspired by the great Alexandrian’s articulation of ‘an entirely new anthropology, a completely new theandric philosophy’. Athanasius’ description of the ‘reconstitution of humanity’ by the personal and transformative indwelling of the Holy Spirit burst ‘like a supernova onto the antique world’. According to McGuckin: ‘In each of his works, the theologian consistently shows how salvation worked out on the grand scale by Christ’s incarnation and victory over death has to be appropriated on the individual scale by the purification of mind and soul brought about by the indwelling of the Spirit of God.’ Athanasius was not only a champion of the full divinity of the Son of God, but also of the Godhead of the Holy Spirit: ‘If the Holy Spirit were a creature we would have no participation in God in him.’ For Athanasius, the doctrine of the Trinity is ‘God’s own-bridge building’ between eternity and history, and between the divine persons and the personal presence of God in the human family.


In his paper “Acquiring the Wings of the Spirit”, Marcus Plested explores the ‘Experiential Pneumatology’, the experience of God the Holy Spirit, which he finds in the writings traditionally ascribed to St Macarius the Great of Egypt, the disciple of St Anthony. Against the backdrop of what Plested describes as a widely acknowledged and ‘relative deficiency in the Western Christian apprehension and appreciation of the distinct personhood and ministry of the Holy Spirit’, he examines the importance of the spiritual experience: ‘Experience – duly tempered by scripture, tradition, and the judgment of the Church – has long been recognised as a normative theological category in the Christian East in a way it has only very rarely been in the Christian West.’ Because the Holy Spirit ‘only speaks once in direct recorded speech’ in the Bible (Acts 13:2), it is necessary to recognize and know the Spirit in another register, ‘through direct personal experience, or at least through trusting and listening to those who have had such experience’. According to Gregory of Nazianzus, perhaps the greatest theologian of the Christian east, the Holy Spirit is revealed ‘above all through lived experience in the Church – through worship, prayer, and direct mystical experience’. Plested invites us to find a theological account of this experience in the Macarian writings: ‘Macarius’ master-theme is precisely the quest for the perfecting and deifying experience of the Holy Spirit presented as a goal open to, and indeed expected of, all Christians.’


In “The Voice of the Holy Spirit”, Carol Harrison reflects on ‘the ways in which the Holy Spirit is encountered and known in much the same way as Jesus’ voice addressing Mary in the garden’. She invites us to consider both the importance of a certain kind of speaking and hearing, and the way in which that speaking and hearing ‘in the Spirit’ serves to unite ‘those who speak and those who hear’. She contemplates both the elusive character of the experience of the Spirit described by Marcus Plested, and the encounter with the Spirit which was described more dogmatically in John McGuckin’s account of Athanasius. Harrison suggests both why a dogmatic presentation is important, but also why dogma cannot do justice to the encounter with ‘the overflowing benevolence and love of the Holy Spirit’.


As the letter and the Spirit are distinguished by St Paul and by the early Christian writers, so does Harrison distinguish the mere fact of sound from the mood or tone in which it is uttered. It is this tone which gives expression to ‘the non-verbal voice which expresses the inexpressible’, a voice and tone which is fundamentally ‘the voice of love’. Speaking and hearing in this way effects a kind of mutual in-dwelling. The love which has been ‘poured out in our hearts’ is God the Holy Spirit through whom ‘the whole triad dwells in us’. Harrison summarizes her argument in a way that conveys an encounter which is both elusive and powerfully unitive: ‘The bond which unites teacher and pupil, speaker and hearer so closely that they intermingle with each other, dwell in one other, and become one in speaking and listening, is again the voice of love, the Holy Spirit. And once again, it is not so much the precise wording of the text, or carefully chosen expressions, as the particular tone of voice – the voice of love –which conveys the truth and unites people in it.’ This voice cannot be captured or forced by dogmatic formulae even if those formulations gesture toward to God who is and speaks in love. Our ‘praying and singing in and through the Holy Spirit’ transforms and illuminates both the speaker and the hearer more than our attempts, however important and necessary, to describe that love, ‘as when the risen Christ simply says “Mary”, and Mary responds, “Rabbouni”; or when the lover says to the beloved, “I love you”’.


Richard Conrad’s consideration of the tradition which described the Holy Spirit as the Love ‘between’ the Father and the Son takes us from the second section of this book, on the patristic witness to the person and work of the Spirit, to the third section which shows something of the unfurling of pneumatological speculation and experience in the western Church. Conrad begins by examining the procession of the Spirit in both biblical and theological sources before considering those who describe the Spirit as ‘God’s Covenant-Love-in-Person’. His insightful and careful analysis of St Augustine and his ‘mental model’ of the Trinity leads him to argue that referring to the Holy Spirit as the ‘bond of love’ can be misleading: ‘the Spirit is not the love between Father and Son in the sense of enabling this love’. Scholastic authorities including Lombard, Bonaventure and Aquinas resisted any idea of the Spirit as ‘an intermediary’ rather than a distinct person. Conrad presents the complex tensions with which they wrestled. He distinguishes, for example, the Love which is God in terms of ‘Essential Love’, ‘Notional Love’ (describing how the Father and the Son unite in love), and ‘Personal Love’. The overflowing Love of God is manifest both in Christ’s sacrifice and in his two-directional love – love toward the Father and love toward ‘each and every person’. Conrad unites analytical precision and adoring love in his account, concluding by inviting us to ‘speak of the Spirit enfolding, in love and joy, Father and Son who give us the Spirit who proceeds from their love, that He may enfold us’.


The seventeenth-century Portuguese Dominican John Poinsot, called John of St Thomas, developed and systematised the ideas of Thomas Aquinas into what Robin Ward describes as ‘a rich and spiritually inspiring doctrine, confident in the truth that “All who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God”’. Aquinas had already distinguished the gifts of the Holy Spirit from the virtues, ‘because whereas the virtues, even the infused ones, operate in a human mode, the Gifts operate in a superhuman one’. Ward argues that for John of St Thomas, the gifts of the Spirit constitute a bridge between ‘moral and mystical theology’: ‘the illuminations of the Holy Spirit make for an illumination and experience of divine things that stirs the soul to act virtuously in a way which is beyond the capacities of the virtues’. John of St Thomas offers a helpful and compelling image to describe the difference between ‘human zeal and industry’ and ‘the rule and measure of the Holy Ghost’, saying that this difference is like the difference between ‘the laborious rowing of oarsmen and its being moved by sails filled with a strong breeze’. Ward offers this account as a corrective to arguments that characterises ‘the Latin tradition as artificial and deficient in its doctrine of the operations of the Holy Spirit’, an argument presented earlier by Marcus Plested. Rather, Ward argues that the Thomistic account of the gifts of the Spirit which John of St Thomas articulates give a theological grounding to the experiential or affective awareness and agency of the Holy Spirit. According to John’s account, the interplay and inter-penetration of the Gifts and the virtues offers a ‘connatural experience of them and a taste of divine things which is acquired through charity’, a kind of Wisdom which is both the foundation of theological science, but which is also ‘known in affection’ and ‘in accord with an interior taste and experience’.


David Curry frames his discussion of the doctrine of the Holy Spirit in the sermons of Lancelot Andrewes by the ‘two inter-related metaphysical concepts’ which shape Charles Williams’ Descent of the Dove: ‘the Doctrine of Co-inherence and the Dialectic of Kataphatic and Apophatic theology, the Way of Affirmation and the Way of Negation’. Curry argues that Williams’ double affirmation corresponds to Andrewes’ insistence that ‘the mystery of the incarnation’ and ‘the mystery of our inspiration’ belong together as works of the same Spirit. Andrewes describes both the mutual indwelling of God in humanity, and the mutual indwelling or perichoris of the persons of the Trinity, as ‘a kind of circling’. This concept corresponds to Charles Williams’ principle of co-inherence. The Spirit comes down from heaven and blows into the Church, and in another circle or circuit returns into heaven carrying those ‘whose sails it hath filled with that wind’. The great affirmation of this circling co-inherence is that we are made ‘partakers of the divine nature’ through the bridge of what Williams called ‘the holy and glorious flesh’.


Andrewes characterizes the co-inherence which makes the human person a partaker of the divine nature as a ‘royal exchange’: ‘He clothed with our flesh, and we invested with His Spirit’. Curry argues that Andrewes, like Williams, holds this great affirmation of participation in God in a necessary tension with the great negation, the insistence on the radical discontinuity between God and all that is created, including even the humanity which comes to partake of the divine nature. The promise of co-inherence, that humanity is taken into the great circuit from and into God, requires the way of negation alongside the way of affirmation. This idea is explicit in Williams and implicit in Andrewes. In Curry’s words, ‘Andrewes’ sermons are a constant movement around and into the mystery of God without collapsing God into our humanity and world, on the one hand, and without negating or destroying humanity as created, on the other hand’. Curry helpfully and skilfully enables us to see these connections in a way that illuminates each author and cast light on themes presented elsewhere in this collection.


In his “The Dove Descending”, Malcom Guite invites us to ponder the work of the Holy Spirit in creation and in the human person through the poetry of George Herbert, John Milton, Gerard Manley Hopkins, and T. S. Eliot. Inspired by George MacDonald’s invitation to construct ‘an auricular chapel’ which ‘resonates’ with the echoes of poets singing antiphonally ‘across the ages to one another’, Guite considers how the poems of Milton, Hopkins, and Eliot respond to, amplify, and modify the originating ‘call’ of Herbert. Herbert’s poem ‘Whitsunday’ invites prayer to the Holy Spirit: ‘Listen sweet Dove unto my song, / And spread thy golden wings in me’. Guite consider how Herbert seeks ‘to woo’ the Dove who he encounters in Scripture to come within, to become ‘the wings of the winged heart’, to become ‘fruitful’ and ‘to ‘hatch something in us’. Milton responds to Herbert’s chant, evoking the dove-like Spirit ‘brooding on the vast Abyss’, and, like Herbert, inviting this Spirt to come within, to illumine ‘what in me is dark’. Like Herbert, he moves from the dove in Scripture, what is ‘out there and back then’ to the ‘in here and right now’. Without this prayer for a personal indwelling, argues Guite, ‘The Spirit is not doing what the Spirit should do, which is coming upon the Church in and through us.’


Turning to Hopkins, and to his poem “God’s Grandeur”, Guite hears an echo of both Milton and Herbert in Hopkins’ description of the Spirit who, ‘over the bent world / Broods with warm breast and ah! bright wings’. While the ‘brooding’ evokes Milton, Guite finds in Hopkin’s poem echoes of Herbert: ‘his [Hopkins’] “bright wings” and his sense of the warm nurturing, the hatching, the making new, the refreshing, have surely come from Herbert’. The poem promises not only the generative work of the Holy Spirit in the human person, but also the renewal of the whole creation.


T. S. Eliot offers the final response in Guite’s presentation, suggesting how these different poems have a kind of simultaneity which helps to construct the auricular chapel for the person who hears the call and response. There is a call and response between the poems, and a call and response between the reader of the poems and the brooding and generative Spirit, the Spirit who is both ‘out there’ and ‘in me’. In Guite’s account, not only is the Spirit generative of new life, but so also is the poetry, which builds the auricular chapel by call and response, and carving out within us a home for the Holy Spirit not only to brood but also to generate new life.


In “Congar and Vonier on the Spirit and the Bride”, Matthew Levering considers what ‘these two twentieth-century Catholic pneumatologists and ecclesiologists’ have to teach us about the Spirit which constitutes and perpetuates the life of the Church. Levering argues that ‘the image of Christ as Bridegroom’ does not receive the attention that it merits in recent Catholic ecclesiology. Indeed, he argues that there is no other image better able to express the intimate and interpersonal communion between God and humanity and between members of the body of Christ so ‘wondrously sublime as the image of God’s bride’. To address this problem, he turns first to the Dominican Yves Congar and his classic presentation of the two-fold marriage of Christ and the Church in both the Incarnation and on the Cross. First, ‘The Word, the Son, decided to marry human nature through his incarnation’, and, secondly, Christ is married to the Church on the cross ‘where baptism and the Eucharist are symbolised by the outflowing of blood and water from Jesus’ pierced side’. The Church is this marriage, and each Christian is drawn into this marriage in different ways in the sacraments of Holy Baptism and the Eucharist. However, Levering points out that this marriage is not only effected, but that Christ seeks to adorn and to perfect this bride, to ‘present the Church to himself in splendour’. Congar teaches that the Church is both ‘holy in its solemn teachings, sacraments, and offices’, and also a flawed Church in need of purification: ‘the Church is a bride that, while holy in one sense, is still deeply burdened by sin in another sense and therefore exists in a dynamic, Spirit-guided state of reform and purification’.


Levering then turns to the Benedictine Anscar Vonier, whose work inspired Congar, but whose emphases are both different and illuminating. Vonier emphasizes especially ‘the relationship of the Church and the Holy Spirit’, a relationship that has no parallel outside the Church: ‘The Spirit of God, a divine Person, is to the scattered Christian souls of all times and all climes a bond of life and union that is not thinkable elsewhere.’ Vonier also distinguishes between the way the Spirit is present in the Church and the way the Word takes on flesh in Christ: ‘The Spirit’s coming is as literal as the coming of the Word: but instead of His taking flesh, He clothed himself in signs.’ In Levering’s words, the ‘Church is a visible sign of the Spirit, not the quasi-incarnation of the Spirit’.


Like Congar, Vonier also underlines that it is the office of the Holy Spirit to sanctify the Church, ‘to make the Church a fit bride; to give her the heart of a bride, the mind of a bride, the body of a bride’. What makes the Church to be the bride of Christ for Vonier is especially her sharing ‘through the Spirit in the catholic fullness of Christ’. This fulness is manifest for Vonier in a broad diversity of charisms, orders, and individuals. In a passage which evokes Charles Williams’ description of the history of the Christian Church as ‘An operation of the Holy Ghost towards Christ, under the conditions of our humanity’, Vonier argues that everything ‘in the history of the Church ultimately comes back to something infinitely positive, something immensely actual, something entirely luminous: the life that is in the Incarnate God’. Considering the different ways that Vonier and Congar describe the boundaries of the church, as well as Vonier’s identification of ‘the bridal Church as the Catholic Church led by the Bishop of Rome’, Levering affirms ‘both Vonier’s enthusiasm and Congar’s caution’. He points especially to Vonier’s presentation of ‘the Church’s Spirit-given beauty’ and concludes with the invitation to all Christians to seek to participate ‘more deeply in the catholic Bride’: ‘The Spirit and the Bride say, “Come.”’.1


The fourth section of this book groups together chapters which reflect on how the Holy Spirit is known and experienced in the interplay of divine light and darkness, in the experience of the presence and absence of God, or revealed in both kataphatic affirmation and apophatic negation. In his “The Role of the Holy Spirit in the Work of the Theologian”, Lewis Ayres seeks to ‘give a theological account of theology’s nature, function, and character’ by reflecting on ‘the place of theological thinking within the divine economy’, and on the theologian within the Church. Ayres articulates a ‘pneumatological understanding’ of the work of a theologian in the Church with the help of Hans Urs von Balthasar and his description of person of the Spirit: ‘the united breath of the Father and the Son is a mysterious someone of his own’. On the basis of Balthasar’s contemplation of ‘the interaction of Son and Spirit in the Church’, Ayres argues that the Spirit is ‘the endless expositor of the one central mystery of the Son coming from the Father and returning to the Father’.


Ayres’ account describes the work of a theologian in shaping and furnishing a symbolic universe, while at the same time making space for what cannot be known or said. On the one hand the theologian guides our ‘entry into an imaginative world that turns us toward the sweep of salvation history and also provides a language for thought and imagination’. On the other hand, the theologian makes us aware of ‘the silence of the Spirit’s presence’. This emphasis on kataphatic light alongside apophatic darkness, on the speech of the Word, and the hiddenness and silence of both the Spirit and the Word, is one of the unifying themes running through these chapters. In Balthasar’s words, the Spirit ‘does not wish to be seen but to be the seeing eye of grace in us’. It is the life of the Sprit, life infused with the theological virtues, which enables the theologian to go beyond what can be seen, and to probe the depths of the ‘Word-silence’. This silence which is beyond discursive grasp means that the theologian is a person of longing, ‘distended between thankfulness for the grace of baptism and hope for the understanding that only further grace can bring’. With the help of Matthias Scheeben, St Thomas Aquinas, and St Augustine of Hippo, Ayres describes ecclesial theologians as those who know themselves to be ‘caught in the inevitable, indeed, God-given tension between the knowledge that faith gives us, and the darkness of that faith’. The theologian both helps us to recognize the Spirit’s hidden manifestation in the ‘symbolic universe, the language of our common faith, of Scripture and of the liturgy’, and at the same time seeks to undercover and hear the Spirit’s voice hidden under the layers of modernity’s scepticism. In this way the Spirit shapes and nourishes the hope of theologians and with them ‘all those who hope for the vision of God’.


In a title which evokes the Byzantine Divine Liturgy of the Orthodox Church, ‘We ask, pray, and implore you: Send down your Spirit on us and on these gifts’, Andrew Louth reflects on ‘the place of the Holy Spirit in the prayer of us all, in all the different rites by which we celebrate the Eucharist’. Louth argues that ‘it is the overshadowing of the Holy Spirit in response to his being invoked that makes Christ present, and therefore makes the Eucharist, and indeed makes the Church’. His description of the Church as ‘epikletic’, as shaped by the invocation of the Spirit, by the Spirit-inspired call of the Church, and by the Spirit’s antiphonal response, evokes Malcom Guite’s description of how poetry may evoke or manifest the Spirit through a form of call and response.


Like Lewis Ayres, Louth emphasizes that the Spirit’s presence is ‘made evident through symbols’. Louth points to Germanos of Constantinople’s description of the celebration of the Eucharist to suggest how the Spirit constitutes the symbolic universe within which we pray and live: ‘The Spirit is seen spiritually in the fire, incense, smoke, and fragrant air: for the fire points to his divinity, and the fragrant smoke to his coming invisibly and filling us with good fragrance through the mystical, sacrificial, and unbloody worship and whole burnt offering’. As in other chapters of this book, Louth considers not only how the Spirit is manifest, but also how the Spirit is present through negation – through the departure of Christ from his disciples, by a presence which is invisible, intangible, mysterious, a presence manifest in lives which are also flawed and incomplete. Louth concludes hopefully, emphasizing the work of the Spirit responding to aspirations which the Spirit also inspires, healing what is wounded and filling up what is lacking, establishing a communion of holy things and holy people: ‘And it is in calling on the Spirit, by invoking the Spirit, making epiklesis, that we find that unity or union in the Body of Christ: not the uniformity of a carefully drilled company, but a uniformity characterised by vigilance, forgiveness, communion, fulfilment, freedom – all ways of making diversity fruitful, not diminishing such diversity in the interests of uniformity.’


In “Take not thy Holy Spirit from me: reflections on an essentially Christian prayer”, Ephraim Radner examines the presence and work of the Spirit through another form of paradox or tension. He asks how the Spirit may be known or apprehended to be present in a saving or upholding way in the midst of the kind of absence or negation which comes with mental, spiritual, or physical suffering. In particular, he sets out ‘to consider the tension between faith in the assurance of God’s gift of the Holy Spirit to the believer, and the consistent Christian petition that this gift not be taken away.’ Radner asks provocatively – ‘Is abandonment by the Holy Spirit ever an act of divine grace?’. He considers this question through the lends of the trials and sufferings of St Teresa of Calcutta. In letters which she had asked to be destroyed, but were not, Teresa described her sense of darkness and loneliness, of being abandoned by God: ‘the place of God in my soul is blank – There is no God in me – when the pain of longing is so great – I just long & long for God – and then it is that I feel – He does not want me – He is not there… The torture and pain I can’t explain’. Rather than simply affirm that God was always present in Teresa’s suffering, Radner ‘takes her at her word’, and asks seriously what such divine abandonment might mean: ‘is there really any “place” or “thing”… that exists in independence of God, and apart from God’s intimate grace, and hence about which one could ever truly speak of “divine abandonment”?’


For Radner, the prayer repeated daily in the Anglican services of Morning and Evening prayer, ‘Take not thy Holy Spirit from us’ invites us to live and pray within the paradox that ‘the Holy Spirit’s coming and going is itself the movement of divine grace, equally given and revealed in our abandonment; as in our coming-to-be’. Radner describes ‘the “cup” that Jesus shies away from, yet finally drinks – a gift from his Father!’ as containing a kind of abandonment. There is a kind of faithful witness, a martyrdom, in embracing this abandonment with Christ: ‘Our life, with this range of created, mortal aspects, finds itself just in this strange offering: the Father abandons the Son; the Son is abandoned; the Holy Spirit comprehends this reality, orchestrates it, offers it to God as God, and sets upon all this a story that involves his own occlusion, his very seal’. On the one hand, Radner insists that the suffering entailed in this occlusion or obstruction, this going away of the Holy Spirit, cannot be brushed aside with an easy affirmation of God’s presence. On the other hand, he also insists that ‘although abandonment by the Holy Spirit is real, it is also, or can be also, a mark of the deepest place of God’s self-giving to us’.


Although there is more inspired pathos in this chapter than this comfortable summary suggests, nonetheless Radner invites the reader to live within the tension and paradox of light and darkness, presence and absence, of the Spirit speaking, but in silence, a tension considered in different ways in the chapters of this book. He seems to offer a kataphatic affirmation that God’s gifts include even the taking away, not only of creaturely life and health, but, in some form, of the oft-prayed-for Holy Spirit. This affirmation of abandonment-as-presence comes from within the greater negation or darkness of ‘Jesus dead on the cross’, a negation which is still a proclamation of hope in his presentation. Radner concludes with the same promise of hope and love grasped in negation and darkness: ‘Insert me into His side to wait with Him – oh Holy Spirit: whatever you do, do that.’


In his consideration of how an understanding of God the Holy Spirit shapes theological Ethics, Oliver O’Donovan first contemplates the meaning of the Spirit’s title, ‘The Giver of Life’, life in all its completeness or comprehensiveness. He begins by looking at ‘St Paul’s observation that the Spirit “comes to our aid in our weakness”’. For O’Donovan this means especially that ‘By aiding us in prayer, the Spirit leads out our impotent and self-enclosed life into a conscious aspiration to exceed itself in action’, and such action is the usual consideration of Ethics. From this movement into action, O’Donovan examines how ‘the Spirit leads us further out into communication’: ‘The words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life’. The communication which the Spirit offers is not just data, nor knowledge on the surface, ‘a purely external witness to God’s will’, but rather a ‘living reality’. Because the Spirit gives and communicates life in its fullness, what is communicated is neither purely a matter of cognition or feeling, but rather both, a form of ‘consubstantiality’. On the one hand, ‘no “cognition” that was actually separate from “feeling” would ever constitute real knowledge’. The Spirit gives us life in all its fullness, and ‘feeling is the self-awareness of life itself’, including what is unutterable (the apophatic again) or what is inarticulate. On the other hand, there is no feeing without cognitive content: ‘A feeling is a feeling of something … something beyond ourselves that fills us with itself’. The same Spirit who presents possibilities for decision and action is also ‘our co-agent, setting active life within our reach’.


The Spirit who first gives life, and who then communicates the reality of that life, next leads us ‘to the life of practical reason’. This is another kind of antiphonal response to the Spirit’s communication. Christians, ‘led by the Spirit’, speak both of ‘the divine Spirit working in their midst’, of being ‘dragged by the Spirit, and of ‘a human spirit moving in answer to it’, a ‘choosing for ourselves a path in accord with the Spirit’. O’Donovan goes on to consider how all of our human decisions and actions may be so inspired by the Spirit as to give life ‘to our social and community relations, making them viable in the face of strife’. Here the enemy is the ‘flesh’, ‘a kind of reasoning that is earthly, superficial and inconsiderate’, and the antidote is ‘a love given by God with which we may love those whom we encounter’. This love is ‘the Spirit’s fire by which conflicted humanity is forged into the willing of one will’. The Spirit communicates knowledge and life, which in turn inspires action in and toward divine love, and this love enables us to love God and one another.


Finally, O’Donovan argues that Christian Ethics is ordered by ‘the goal, invisible and indiscernible, the gift of a life yet to come, hidden in the counsel of God, though made present in the Spirit as an “earnest” or “foretaste”’. He argues that ‘without an eschatology, we are likely to think of life in the Spirit as simply a kind of moral maturity’. The Christian understands ‘the moral law’ to have been fulfilled already in Christ, and ‘sealed by the hope communicated by the Spirit’. This hope frees us from the potentially ‘oppressive and crushing’ horizons of our own age, and invites us to discern in the fulness of life which the Spirit gives not only a going out in speech, but a hope which penetrates ‘the closed horizons’ of history.


The final chapter was the paper with which the 2022 conference began, “Romantic Love: the neglected path of sanctification” by Gary Thorne. Considering how our end is in our beginning invites us to step into the divine circling by which the Spirit comes down and raises us up. Thorne considers the search and longing for romantic love through the double lens of the doctrine of the Incarnation and the work of the Holy Spirit. He argues that ‘the enfleshment of the Word’ can be shown ‘to address the spiritual confusion that has accompanied the growth of social media, screens and virtual reality’. Virtual communication might encourage us to think of the work of the Spirit disconnected from bodies or sacraments, even apart from the flesh of Christ. Somehow the body can seem to be part of the problem rather than as the place where our sanctification and healing is worked out: ‘we are doing all we can to leave the flesh behind as the very problem that gets in the way of meaningful relationships’. Rather, in light of ‘our culture’s increasing dependence upon technology, the Internet, and virtual reality’, Thorne argues that ‘the doctrine of the ‘Word made flesh’ redeems the contemporary secular’ and shows the theological importance of romantic love.


To make the argument that the ‘holy and glorious flesh’ of Christ redeems the contemporary secular, Thorne turns to Charles Williams’ Descent of the Dove (1939). For Williams, the history of Christendom is ‘An operation of the Holy Ghost towards Christ, under the conditions of our humanity’, a condensed summary which unites the themes of the Incarnation and the work of the Spirit. Thorne also emphasizes Williams’ articulation of the principle of co-inherence. For Williams, argues Thorne, ‘the history of the Holy Spirit in the Church is the history of the embrace and growth, and the waxing and waning, of the universal and supernatural web of co-inherence’. The Incarnation introduces the primary and primordial co-inherence of the three persons of the Trinity into the created order and into the Church where the ‘whole company of the redeemed… co-inhere supernaturally in Christ’. This establishes the framework for Thorne’s description of how romantic love expresses the longing for the Incarnation and the transformation of human life through the medium of the glorious flesh of Christ and the indwelling and unfurling of the Holy Spirit in time:




Williams’ fundamental claim for Romantic Love is that in its first moment, grace provides a vision of the beloved in glory that is nothing less than the revelation to us of our final cause in our day-to-day lives. More specifically, the vision is of the beloved in heaven who is gazing upon God in Christ. That is, a vision of our beloved experiencing the beatific vision. The subsequent moments of Romantic Love constitute a process “in time” of the transformation of intellect and will, until our resurrected, redeemed soul is re-clothed with its glorious and holy flesh and we too experience that same beatific vision. Thus, Romantic Love begins with a vision that draws us through a sanctification that concludes in the heavenly Beatific Vision when our desire and will are moved by “the Love that moves the sun and the other stars.”





The concluding section of this book includes both Rowan William’s synthetic reflections on the themes of the conference, as well as Edward Dowler’s sermon preached on the last Evensong of the conference on another poem by George Herbert, “Grace”. Dowler shows that we can appreciate better what the poem reveals about a Christian doctrine of grace by considering how the grace of the Spirit relates to the gift of the Spirit given on day of Pentecost, and how the poem “Grace” logically follows on from Herbert’s poem “Whitsunday”, or Pentecost. “Whitsunday”, says Dowler, ‘concentrates on the particular historical time at which the Holy Spirit was given’. ‘Grace’, on the other hand, ‘is more existentially and experientially focussed’, and presents how what is given at Pentecost ‘is appropriated in the life and experience of an individual living in an ordinary domestic setting’. Dowler draws our attention to how in the poem ‘Grace’, the refrain, ‘Drop from above’, both ‘recalls the event of Pentecost’, while at the same time ‘those words also might propel our minds forward from Pentecost to one of the key liturgical texts of the Advent season: “Drop down ye heavens from above, and let the skies pour down righteousness”’. This anticipation of Advent suggests that the whole of ‘Ordinary Time’, Herbert’s long green Trinity season, and the whole of the Christian life, is the season of the Spirit, an extended Pentecost made present by divine grace. Dowler finds here an affirmation which connects the more lofty theological ponderings in these chapters with the rooted experience of the indwelling and active Spirit beautifying and sanctifying all life, ‘however supposedly ordinary’, and pointing toward an eschatological consummation ‘in the face-to-face vision of God’.
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Desire and Discipline: the Inspiration of the Holy Spirit
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We are gathered here for a conference on the Holy Spirit. I usually try to take the readings for today as God’s specific word for each day, but on the surface at least, today’s readings do not give us much help for our theme. They do not explicitly mention the Holy Spirit, but then maybe that is not entirely surprising. The Holy Spirit has been called the most self-effacing of the persons of the Trinity, seldom drawing attention to the Spirit’s own self, but always directing attention to Christ. Yet our doctrine of the Trinity tells us that the works of God are indivisible – that in everything God does, all three persons of the Trinity are present and so even in readings that do not explicitly mention the Spirit, we can surely still find traces of the Spirit’s work.


We are told in John’s Gospel that ‘The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.’1 The difficulty with that, of course, is that if the Spirit is so unpredictable and impulsive, how on earth do you recognise when and where the Spirit is present? Certain feelings may come over us from time to time in Christian worship, but how do we know whether they are of the Holy Spirit or from our rather overwrought emotions, swayed by a piece of emotionally charged music, the glitter on a set of vestments, or the state of our optimism about life prospects?


One of our readings for today is from the 1 Peter to some of the early Christian churches, and particularly their leaders. In that reading, we perhaps see some of the tell-tale signs of the presence of the Spirit.


One of the Spirit’s works is to enable us to obey the commands of God from the heart. It is to move us from reluctant compliance to external demands, towards a willing – even joyful – obedience. If so, then we can perhaps perceive the work of the Spirit in some of the specific commands that come to us in this text from Scripture. And these may perhaps guide us as we approach these few days together, how we are to treat one another and to approach our theme throughout this conference.


The first command we find in this text sounds so simple, yet runs across the grain of what comes naturally to us – it is the command to: ‘humble yourselves therefore under the mighty hand of God, so that he may exalt you in due time.’2


As it happens, all our readings for today emphasise the importance of humility. The reading from 2 Chronicles puts the spotlight on King Manasseh, one of those on the wrong side of the history of Israel, who worshipped the Baals, provoking the Lord to anger. Yet when he faced military defeat, he had the good sense to ‘humble himself greatly before the God of his ancestors’.3 God heard his prayer and restored him to the throne in Jerusalem, and we are told that ‘then Manasseh knew that the Lord indeed was God’.4 In that great reversal of our instinct, it is pride that leads to a fall, but it is humility – the downward path – that leads to exaltation.


If we had any pretensions left after our Old Testament reading, the Gospel reading strips away any remaining arrogance. Today, we gather in this great city of Oxford, this world-renowned university, for an academic conference addressed by some of the finest theologians and speakers that Pusey House could muster. And yet our reading tells us that we who are gathered here are little more than sheep who have wandered astray and been brought home by a shepherd who refused to give up on us; or we are like simple coins that have rolled into a corner, sought out by their anxious and persistent owner. We are not so much bold intellectual seekers after God as wayward, forgetful sinners, eagerly sought out and pursued by a tenacious, loving Father. We are not seekers after God, but he is the seeker after us, lazy indolent souls. As Rowan Williams puts it, spiritual growth only really happens: ‘ … when you see yourself not as a boldly questing intellectual mystic but as a sick person in desperate need of healing – someone whose reality cannot be completed by their own work and attainments but only by a relationship offered completely from outside.’5 When we see a little humility breaking out among us, that is a sure sign that the Holy Spirit is present.


The second command comes soon after: ‘Discipline yourselves; keep alert.’6 Discipline is perhaps one of the least expected signs of the Holy Spirit. Yet discipline is usually a sign that something profound is going on under the surface. I remember a friend telling me of his rather distracted teenage son who had started watching his diet and going for runs in the evening rather than staying in and playing computer games or watching TV. Surely something was up? Sure enough, a combination of a girl who had wandered into his eyeline and the desire to win more football matches lay behind this remarkable transformation.


Discipline is usually a sign of underlying desire – a longing that overrides everything else in life and demands a sacrifice to attain the object of that desire. For the Christian, desire is shaped by the Spirit. It is the Holy Spirit who inspires in us holy desire – an appetite for God, for holiness, for the people of God, for justice and righteousness.


When a Christian begins to discipline themselves – to read the Scriptures regularly, to come to the Eucharist often, to meet with fellow Christians, to fast, to pray, to give themselves wholeheartedly to serve the poor – something is going on under the surface.


It is a sign that a deeper desire has taken root – the desire for God, for wisdom, for grace. In fact, desire always breeds discipline. The desire for fitness leads to trips to the gym, the desire for a bigger house leads to financial sacrifice, the desire for promotion at work leads to longer hours of dedicated work, the desire for the beloved leads to forsaking others.


In fact, if there is no discipline, then it is a sign that desire is weak, distracted, unfocussed – it is a sure sign that the Spirit has gone elsewhere, to find a more receptive audience.


It is no accident that in 2 Timothy 1, the Spirit is called the ‘Spirit of power and of love and of self-discipline.’ (my emphasis).7 When the Spirit comes, discipline surely follows.


The third command is again surprising and counters expectations: Resist the Devil. ‘Like a roaring lion your adversary the devil prowls around, looking for someone to devour. Resist him, steadfast in your faith, for you know that your brothers and sisters throughout the world are undergoing the same kinds of suffering.’8


Resistance to the power of the Evil One is set in the context of suffering. Satan prowls, lurks, looking for those who are weak in faith to distract them from following Christ and lure them onto less arduous paths.


One true sign of the presence of the Spirit is surely the paradoxical presence of sufferings and struggles and yet the ability to persevere through that very pain.


The author to the Hebrews reminds us that it was ‘through the eternal Spirit [that Christ] offered himself without blemish to God [to] purify our conscience from dead works to worship the living God.’9 The Spirit was not absent on the cross of Christ, but was the very power that enabled Him to persevere through the agony of pain and death to resurrection.


That is what resistance to the power of evil through the stronger power of the Spirit looks like.


What, then, does the presence of the Spirit look like in human life? Mama Laya was part of a group of thirty Christian families in Burkina Faso, who had lived in hiding for six months from Islamist gangs. Her three sons had been killed by militants back in 2019. They had gone hungry for so long that they were reduced to eating leaves from nearby trees. While others had fled from the violence, she was one of those who stayed behind in their villages to look after the disabled, the elderly, or very young children who could not travel to a nearby city that was still under pressure but relatively safer. Some church volunteers from a Christian charity managed to reach them and drive them to safety, and they were given food that they desperately needed. Yet when they were given food, these Christians’ instinct was instantly to reach out to share what they had with Muslim friends and neighbours – many of whom were so touched by this show of kindness that they too decided to become followers of Christ.


That is what resistance to evil in the power of the Spirit looks like. It looks like an old Christian woman, offering food to her persecutors even though she had suffered much: ‘remaining steadfast in her faith… knowing that her brothers and sisters throughout the world were undergoing the same kinds of suffering.’10


If these are the signs of the Spirit’s presence, how might that guide us as we begin this conference?


It might first of all encourage us to treat each other with genuine humility rather than the usual currency of academic life which so often breeds a spirit of competitiveness or harsh criticism.


It might also be an impetus to us to approach these few days within the discipline of prayer and worship, as we are doing today in this service, and to allow these days to build holy desire in us – the kind that leads to a disciplined life – not just to think about the Spirit, but to open our hearts and lives to the Spirit’s gentle work, building holy desire and discipline in us.


And, last, it would urge us to approach our topic not in our normal comfortable, affluent frame of mind, but bearing in mind the suffering church as we think about the Spirit together, remembering our sisters and brothers who cry out to the Spirit to strengthen their witness in time of sorrow – remembering that perhaps the greatest work of the Spirit is to sustain us through the trials and tribulations of this life and to see us through to the day when we see Christ face to face in His eternal Kingdom.


Amen.







	    1. John 3:8 (NRSV).



	    2. 1 Peter 5:6 (NRSV).



	    3. 2 Chronicles 33:12 (NRSV).



	    4. 2 Chronicles 33:13 (NRSV).



	    5. Rowan Williams, On Augustine (London: Bloomsbury, 2016), 132.



	    6. 1 Peter 5:8 (NRSV).



	    7. 2 Timothy 1:7 (NRSV).



	    8. 1 Peter 5:8-9 (NRSV). Author’s emphasis.



	    9. Hebrews 9:14 (NRSV), Author’s adaptation.



	10. 1 Peter 5:9 (NRSV), Author’s adaptation.



















I: Hidden in Words, Cloud and Fire

The Holy Spirit in the Bible


















The Early Christians and the Holy Spirit: Some Observations





The Rt Revd Prof N. T. Wright




Introduction


Until fairly recently, many assumed that the early Christians held a binitarian theology. They linked Jesus closely with God the Father, people used to say, but they never really worked out what to say about the Holy Spirit. In this view, it was the Cappadocian Fathers who finally made it fully explicit that the Holy Spirit was also fully divine.


One major task of this paper is to sketch a very different view. But there is another widespread misunderstanding to which the same study of the Holy Spirit provides a radical alternative. Most western Christians have supposed that the scriptural narrative is about earthbound human beings finding their way up to heaven, with God’s grace enabling them to do so despite their sin. Some scriptural passages, in isolation, might appear to support that view. But the biblical narrative as a whole runs the other way. The Book of Revelation ends not with saved souls going up to heaven, but with the new Jerusalem coming down to earth, so that ‘the dwelling of God is with humans’1 – not the other way around. My larger contention here, supporting and further contextualising my focussed argument about the early high pneumatology, concerns the role of the Spirit within this heaven-on-earth narrative as opposed to the normal going-to-heaven story.


I begin, then, with a sharp-edged claim: the first Christian writer (Paul, of course) saw the Spirit as nothing less than the glorious presence of the one God.







The Spirit and the New Exodus


I focus on the two most obvious passages. In Galatians 4 and Romans 8, Paul expounds God’s action in Messiah Jesus, and in the Spirit, in terms of a new Exodus. The prophets had seen the Babylonian exile as a new Egypt-like slavery, the long-threatened result of Israel’s idolatry and sin. New slavery required a new Exodus. When Jesus chose Passover as the moment for decisive action, including his own newly enacted Passover on the night when he was betrayed, this was the story he was enacting. Thus, Paul could write: ‘The Messiah, our Passover, has been sacrificed for us’2. But the Passover story includes other elements, not least the fresh revelation of the name and character of the one God, and the summons to worship this God in a way that had been impossible in Egypt. Pentecost, fifty days after Passover, celebrates the giving of Torah, with the aim of preparing the people for worship.


Torah, of course, is not simply a law-code. What God gave to Moses on Mount Sinai was not simply ten Words plus lots of smaller statutes and ordinances. Moses received the pattern for the Tabernacle, the place where the divine glory would come to dwell, to become the focus of the people’s worship and to lead the people to their promised inheritance. Western theology, particularly in Protestant traditions, has tended to focus on the Law in the narrower sense of a moral code, with all the attendant puzzles of whether the Gospel abolishes or fulfils the Mosaic law, or both, and, if so, how. We have, then, regularly marginalised the main theme, that of the Tabernacle and then the Temple. For mainstream New Testament scholarship over the last three centuries, these, I fear, had appeared both too Catholic and too Jewish, neither of which was congenial for either liberal or evangelical Protestantism. It is only recently that Christian exegesis has caught up with what Jews had long seen as obvious: that Torah and Tabernacle belong together. Torah prepares the people to be the Tabernacle-bearing people, the people in whose midst the living God will come to dwell. Indeed, that word ‘dwell’ is one of many clues in the New Testament, especially for Paul and John, that we are dealing with Tabernacle theology and then, in the larger canonical perspective of the early Christians, a full-blown Temple theology.


In Galatians 4 and Romans 8, Paul tells the story of Jesus and the Spirit precisely as the new Exodus story. The people who were enslaved to sin have been rescued through the Messiah’s death. The living God then comes to dwell in their midst, to lead them to their promised inheritance. The narrative outline as a whole, and many verbal echoes within it, reinforce the claim that Paul is explicitly thinking of these events in terms of the overall Exodus story. At that point, we realise that the old suggestion of an unformed pneumatology awaiting full explication three centuries later simply will not do. In these very early Christian writings, the Holy Spirit takes the role, within this new Exodus story, of the glorious divine presence in the wilderness Tabernacle. There cannot be a higher pneumatology than this.


The surrounding Pauline argument reinforces the point. In Galatians, Paul insists that with the sending of the Son, and the sending of the Spirit of the Son, the one God has at last been fully and finally revealed, showing up as a sham the previously enslaving powers, the stoikheia.3 With the Son and the Spirit, Paul can say: ‘Now that you know God – or rather that you have been known by God – how can you turn back to the powers that are trying to enslave you once more?’ Just as the first Exodus showed the Israelites who their God really was, so with the new Exodus. Israel is my son, my firstborn, so let my people go! And, once you’ve been set free, don’t even think about going back to Egypt! So with Romans 8: ‘you did not receive a spirit of slavery, to return to a state of fear; you received the spirit of sonship, in whom we cry “Abba, Father”’4. So then, Paul declares, all who are led by the Spirit of God are God’s ‘sons’ in that Exodus sense. That ‘leading’ is itself a powerful Exodus motif, with the pillar of cloud and fire going before the people to guide them to the land of promise5 the ‘inheritance’.


Thus, the idea of the Spirit indwelling God’s people is not a static phenomenon, a statement simply of ongoing spirituality. As Paul insists in various passages, it is about the arrabōn, the down payment, the first-fruits, guaranteeing the full inheritance in the end. The normal understanding of Paul’s regular temple theology often falls short here, because of the failure to grasp what many Jewish writers have reminded us: that both the Tabernacle and the Temple are directly linked to the promise of the rescue, repair and renewal of creation itself. Canonically speaking, Exodus 40 (the divine glory coming to dwell in the newly completed Tabernacle) relates back to Genesis 1, 2 and 3: the Tabernacle is a small but effective symbol of new creation. God comes once more to walk in the garden in the cool of the day, to be with his people, assuring them of his ultimate promises. We see this too in Numbers 14, when God pours scorn on the doubts of the despondent spies, as if to say: ‘God will fill the whole earth with his glory, and do you suppose that it will be hard for him to bring you safely into the Promised Land?’ What God is presently doing in the Tabernacle – filling it with his glory – is what he will, in the end, do for the whole of creation.


This theme – the present divine glory in the shrine, pointing to the ultimate filling of all creation – comes to the fore in passages like Psalm 72. The king will do justice for the poor and the oppressed, causing widespread celebration, and in the end the whole earth will be filled with the divine glory. This is in direct parallel to the long-running biblical theme of Temple-building: the king will build the Temple so that the divine glory will dwell in the midst of God’s people. Here, again, the theme of divine indwelling is not static, but dynamic and eschatological: what God is doing in the Temple is what he will do at last for all creation.


The Christological significance of all this I have explored elsewhere. The Messiah is the ultimate Temple-in-person, because God’s word to David through Nathan in 2 Samuel 7 was that whereas David had wanted to build a house for God, God would build David a ‘house’ –in other words, an ongoing royal family. It is not an ‘either/or’; David’s instinct, that God should dwell for ever amidst his people, was right, but the ultimate way for that to happen would not be through a building of stone and timber, but in and as a human being, great David’s greater son. That promise underlies the high Christology of all four Gospels as well as of such Pauline statements as Colossians.


But I focus here rather on the Spirit: if the Messiah, himself the Temple-in-person, is also the Temple-builder, then, as Paul says elsewhere, those indwelt by the Spirit are, both corporately and individually, the Temple of the living God. Ephesians 1, like Galatians 4 and Romans 8, retells the Exodus narrative within the larger new creation story. That sets the stage for the full-dress exposition of salvation and the united Jew-plus-Gentile church in Ephesians 2, ending with the whole building growing into the holy Temple in the Lord, with Gentile believers being built into it together with Jewish believers to form the single ‘dwelling-place of God in the spirit’6. Again, the Greek katoikētērion resonates with many Septuagintal references to God’s dwelling in the Tabernacle or Temple.


My first main point, then, is that Paul’s retelling of the Exodus narrative assigns to the Spirit the role which, in Exodus itself, is taken by the glorious divine presence. As my colleague Jack Levison will explain, this is already anticipated in some second-Temple Jewish writings which spoke of the divine glory in terms of God’s Holy Spirit. But, in Paul, this belongs closely with the many other passages where, despite being ignored by some earlier exegetes, the Spirit is, in fact, aligned closely with the Father and the Son. I think, for instance, of 1 Corinthians 12, where Paul wants to insist that all Christian experience is to be seen as part of a single whole, the body of the Messiah. Even in stressing that identity, he says it three interlocking ways. Varieties of gifts, but the same spirit; varieties of working, but the same kurios; varieties of operation, but the same God working all in all. And that ‘all in all’ anticipates, teasingly, the climax of Paul’s eschatological scenario in chapter 15, where God will be ‘all in all’ when the Messiah has completed the subjugation of all forces opposed to God’s good creation, ultimately death itself.


All this – both Christology and Pneumatology – belongs, in my view, to the larger picture in which the early Christians celebrated in Jesus and the Spirit the long-awaited return of YHWH to Zion. Some exilic texts, notably Ezekiel, speak of Israel’s God abandoning Jerusalem and the Temple to their much-deserved fate. The great exilic prophecies, notably Isaiah 40-55 and the end of Ezekiel, insist that he will return at last, with his glory so obviously visible that the watchmen will lift up their voices and shout for joy at the sight. But even after some Jews returned from Babylon, rebuilt the Temple, and restarted the sacrificial system, there was a puzzling sense that Israel’s covenant God had not yet returned. Zechariah, a post-exilic prophet, insists that he will return; Malachi warns that the Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his Temple. The Temple remained a focus of memory and hope; that is how sacred spaces work. But nowhere do we find any scene remotely like Exodus 40 or 1 Kings 8, with the divine glory filling the Temple. Indeed, when a later rabbi gives a list of the things that were in the first Temple, but not in the second one, the Shekinah, the glorious tabernacling presence, is one of the things – along with various items of furniture – that was known to be missing.


This makes it all the more striking that the New Testament quotes some of those key promises of the divine return, notably Isaiah 40 and Malachi 3, in order to introduce Jesus himself. This is central to early Christology, though routinely ignored in many debates. The early Christians saw Jesus precisely as YHWH in person, returning to Zion at last. Richard Hays’ book on the Gospels’ use of Israel’s scriptures strongly reinforces this. I have argued that Christological point elsewhere. Here, I stress that the same theme of YHWH’s return to Zion is developed in terms of the coming of the Spirit. Indeed, Acts 2 is perhaps the closest we get in the New Testament to a scene like Exodus 40 or 1 Kings 8, constituting the Spirit-filled church as the new-Temple people. It is then no surprise that the sharp controversies in Acts mostly have to do with temples and shrines, whether in Ephesus or Athens or Jerusalem itself. My case, then, is that the early Christians thought of both Jesus and the Spirit in terms of YHWH’s return to Zion, the complex event through which the present Temple was denounced and the new Temple both built and inhabited. This is the context within which the narrative of the new Exodus makes the sense it makes. And that sense is the very centre of early trinitarian theology, even though that word was not used until later. Once we learn to think in terms of the Jewish narrative which underlies so much of the New Testament, the Holy Spirit is indeed invoked and celebrated in ways which only make sense if they are referring to the glorious personal presence and activity of the one true and living God. All that the Cappadocians and others then achieve is to translate this robust early trinitarian theology into other forms of thought and expression. Whether anything is thereby lost, or (as it may be) enhanced, is for others to say. What is certain is that the earliest writings in the Christian world already take for granted what we might later call the full divinity of the Holy Spirit. That is my first main point.







Filling the church, filling the world


I have already hinted at my second main point. But, to make it clear, we need to put one thing firmly on the table. Despite widespread misreading, when Paul speaks of the ‘inheritance’ in Galatians 4 and Romans 8 (and elsewhere), he is not speaking of ‘heaven’. He is speaking of the whole creation, the created order which is to be set free from its slavery to corruption. Paul had already said in Romans 4 that God’s promise to Abraham and his descendants was ‘that they would inherit the world’. This dramatic broadening of the original promise about the holy land is found already in the Psalms, particularly Psalm 2, a favourite text for the early Christians which Paul echoes in Romans 8. ‘ “Ask of me”, says God to the Messiah, “and I will give you the nations for your inheritance, the uttermost parts of the world for your inheritance.”’7 This messianic enlargement of the Abrahamic promises is familiar from pre-Christian Jewish texts, making explicit the implication of Genesis itself, where Abraham’s call was precisely to undo and reverse the sin of Adam – another theme woven tightly into Romans 5-8. One cannot stress too often that, for Paul, the whole world is now God’s holy land. The New Testament does not forget the great scriptural promises about the whole earth being filled with the knowledge and/or the glory of God. Nor does it treat them figuratively as though they refer to a Platonic heaven. It celebrates and reaffirms them, showing that they are fulfilled through the Gospel of Jesus and the power and presence of the Spirit.


In particular, the biblical promise of all the earth being filled with the knowledge, and/or the glory, of God is anticipated in the filling of God’s people with his Spirit. Being ‘filled with the Spirit’ is not simply about a person or a group being suddenly empowered for worship or witness, though, of course, that matters as well. In particular, when Paul speaks of the present gift of the Spirit as the ‘down payment’ or ‘first instalment’ of the final inheritance, this does not mean simply that present possession of the Spirit anticipates the Christian’s ultimate heavenly life. Rather, it is the sign and foretaste of what God intends to do with and for the whole creation. The Spirit-indwelt church and Spirit-indwelt Christian are designed to be what we might call small working models of new creation. Indeed, as we shall see presently, part of the ‘work’ in question is to co-operate with the creator in the present dark and difficult work whereby that ultimate new creation will come about.


I cannot resist drawing attention here to the effect of this way of understanding Paul’s language of the Spirit on questions of Christian ethics. As long as the implicit framework of ethical discourse is that of mediaeval soteriology, whether or not adjusted by this or that protestant reformer, we always end up with the question of which rules are to be kept and by what energy, and whether or not that rule-keeping might have an ultimate effect on our heavenly destination. But once we see the point of it all not as, ‘How do I get to heaven?’, but as ‘How does God the holy creator come to earth to live with us?’, and once we then take the whole Exodus-narrative into account, with the Torah given to prepare the people to be the Tabernacle-bearing community, then what we might loosely call ethical reasoning or behaviour takes place within the eschatological purpose and promise of God dwelling with his people in the combined heaven-and-earth reality of the new creation. The Christian calling, precisely as those in whom the fully divine Spirit really dwells, is to be the advance sign and gift of new creation.


That applies particularly in two areas: holiness and unity. Romans 8 (and, from different though complementary angles, Galatians 5) focusses particularly on holiness. But in Romans 14 and 15, Paul works through the very specific issues that stand in the way of his clear goal: the united Jew-plus-Gentile worship which, as in Ephesians 3, will demonstrate to the world that Jesus is indeed Lord. This, again, is about the present anticipation of new creation. If Paul had known the book of Revelation, he would have celebrated its vision of a single great worshipping family composed of people from every nation, tribe and tongue. When Paul pulls together the argument of Romans chapters 14 and 15, in the paragraph we know as 15:7-13, his carefully amassed scriptural evidence concludes with the messianic text from Isaiah 11: the root of Jesse rises to rule the nations, and in him the nations will hope8. In context, that is the culmination of the Messiah’s work, through his anointing with the Spirit, bringing about the new creation in which the wolf will dwell with the lamb, and so on. Some Jewish thinkers had already seen the animals in this text as symbolic of warring nations. The Isaiah passage highlights the famous promise that, as a result of the Messiah’s Spirit-driven work of reconciliation, the earth would be full of the knowledge of YHWH as the waters cover the sea. Paul, I believe, had this entire passage in mind, deliberately quoting Isaiah 11:10 at this crucial moment – before concluding his exhortation with the prayer that the God of hope would fill the church with all joy and peace in believing, so that they might abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit. That last phrase is climactic and decisive in the Greek, showing what had been under the argument all along. The present filling of the church with the Messiah’s Spirit, evidenced in the united worship of previously estranged peoples, is the present reality which points forward to the eschatological filling of all creation with God’s presence, glory and knowledge. The ‘filling’ with the Spirit is therefore the sign and foretaste not just of the resurrection bodies of believers, but of the ‘filling’ of all creation with God’s glorious presence. That, I dare say, is how biblical eschatology works. And this, I suggest, is central to early Christian pneumatology.







Romans 8: The Present Work of the Spirit


This brings me to one immediate and important corollary, which involves what, in exegetical circles, will be a quite revolutionary proposal. Romans 8:12-30 – the heart of that long and vital chapter – is not basically about salvation. It is about vocation. Of course, salvation is the larger horizon, as in the outer verses, verses 1-11 and 31-39. But the Messiah’s people, those to whom Paul is insisting that there is ‘no condemnation’, are then energised into action: they are ‘debtors’, indebted to the God whose heirs they have become. And, in the dark heart of the chapter, verses 18-28, Paul explains how the present work of the Spirit in believers is part of the truly human vocation which they now share with the Messiah.


Here, Paul draws not only on Psalm 2 – the Messiah’s sonship and inheritance – but also on Psalm 8, where the truly human one (already interpreted messianically by some Jewish writers) is presently humiliated, but destined to be crowned with glory and honour. Paul has already hinted at this theme in Romans 5:17, where those who share in the gift of the divine diakiosunē will ‘reign in life’ through the one-man Jesus Messiah. Here, he explicates this ‘reign’ or ‘rule’ in terms of the Spirit’s enabling of God’s people for the work of intercession at the place where the world is in pain. Just as the Messiah is at God’s right hand interceding for his people, as in verse 34, so his people are interceding for the world – and this mysterious prayer, precisely at the point where it consists only of inarticulate groanings, is the sign and the means of God’s present working towards the liberation of all creation from its present bondage to decay. Here, Paul invokes another Psalm, 44, one of the agonised prayers of unknowing.


Paul, you see, is not interested in a Platonic, let alone a neo-platonic, flight from the present creation to a different world. He is thinking as a robust first-century Jew about God’s fulfilment of his purposes for creation. How is creation to be rescued from its slavery to decay? By God’s own agonised presence within it. Where is that presence? In the hearts of God’s praying people. The present gift of the Spirit thus enables God’s people to co-operate with God. Romans 8:28, literally translated, declares that God works with those who love him, to work all things for good. Synergism, which would be anathema in soteriology, is central to ecclesiology, to the vocation of those who are saved. The old Revised Standard Version (RSV) got this right, but the new RSV, and most other translations (including my own!) have balked at the idea. What sense can we make of this?


Just as the Spirit bears witness with our spirit that we are God’s children, so in verses 23-26 Paul holds together the present groaning of the church and the groaning of the Spirit. They appear to merge into one. This, I suggest, is the pneumatological equivalent of the famous (and often misunderstood) cry of dereliction in Mark’s and Matthew’s accounts of Jesus’ crucifixion. It is the ongoing application of that unique moment to the continuing anguish of all creation. And Paul indicates that when the Messiah’s people find themselves in that place of apparent weakness, not even knowing what to pray for, they should learn that, at that very moment, the Spirit is interceding – and that the Father, the one who ‘searches the hearts’9, as in verse 27, knows what the Spirit has in mind. Creation is groaning in labour pains10; the church is groaning, longing for the resurrection; and the Spirit is groaning in the midst of it all. The church’s vocation, precisely as the working model of new creation, includes the calling to be in prayer where the world is in pain; because that is how the Spirit applies the accomplishment of Jesus’ death to the places where it is most needed. This, I suggest, is part of Paul’s contribution to the larger question of evil within God’s world. Romans is, after all, supposedly about God’s justice, about God putting the world right. The so-called ‘problem of evil’ has regularly been posed in terms of an assumed Deism: either God is the good and omnipotent controller of all, or he is not. Many have challenged that assumed Deism by putting God’s incarnate Son and his crucifixion at the heart of the question, pointing out rightly that that is where we see God’s response to evil. I am suggesting that, for Paul, in this passage, we must also make central the groaning of the Spirit at the heart of the agonised prayer of the church, itself taking place within the groaning of all creation. The cross shows what God himself has done about evil; the groaning of the Spirit is what God himself is doing about it right now.


Hence the unexpected new reading of Romans 8:28. Fearful of apparent synergism, many have mistranslated this as ‘all things work together for good to those who love God’11. This appears to assign agency to ‘all things’ in a way which might better reflect a Stoic than a Christian position. What Paul says is that God works all things for good with those who love him. The verb is sunergei, ‘working with’, which takes the dative, in this case ‘those who love him’, tois agapōsin ton theon. That phrase, coming earlier in the verse than English translation easily allows, refers back to the previous verse in which God the heart-searcher knows the mind of the interceding Spirit: the God-lovers are those in whom this divine conversation is taking place. This, in turn, resonates with Romans 5:5, where God’s love is poured out in our hearts by the Spirit. And now we discover what that really means. At the very moment of perplexed and inarticulate intercession for the pains of the world, the church as a whole, and every believer within it, become the place where, and the means by which, the love of God is powerfully active, with the Spirit calling out to the Father, the Father knowing the Spirit’s mind, and the whole action resulting in the church being ‘conformed to the image of His Son’12. The Spirit-filled church is thus caught up vocationally into the vital work of divine love, the ongoing lament of the Spirit from the heart of the world’s pain, the ongoing knowledge of the Father as he searches the hearts of believers, and the ongoing shaping according to the pattern of Messiah Jesus. The church’s vocation to prayer, even in the darkness of unknowing – particularly in the darkness of unknowing! – is central to God’s project of rescuing and renewing the whole creation.


This trinitarian vision of prayer, then, in verses 26 and 27, is not an addendum, a footnote on a different topic, as has so often been imagined. It is the very heart of Paul’s exposition of the role of the Spirit in the salvation of creation – and the vocation of the church precisely as the people indwelt by that same spirit and hence called to share in that same intercession. Those he justified, says Paul, them he also glorified – giving to the Spirit-filled church the paradoxically glorious task of sharing in the Messiah’s redemptive sufferings so that the world might be healed.


All this comes about because the Spirit is the mode and means, in the present time, by which the overall intention of God the creator is being fulfilled, namely – to repeat what I said earlier – that God always wanted not to rescue people from earth to take them to heaven, but to come in person and dwell with, in, and amongst his people, filling all creation with his glorious presence. In 2 Corinthians, written not long before Romans, Paul worked through the meaning of Jesus’ crucifixion for the paradoxically glorious ministry of the apostle. It means the vocation of suffering and weakness, of sharing the dying of the Messiah so that the Messiah’s life might also become visible. It means being poor and yet making many rich, being unknown and yet well known, and so on. Now Paul applies that to all believers. The glorious ‘rule’ which believers are promised within God’s new creation is exercised in the present time, not through triumphalism and worldly power, but through suffering and prayer, especially the inarticulate groaning in which the Spirit is calling to the Father from the heart of the world’s distress. This, again, looks like the radical application to the Spirit-filled church of the answer which Jesus gave to the ambitions of James and John in Mark 10. The rulers of the nations boss and bully people around. The church is to be radically different, because the Son of Man came to give his life a ransom for many. The pneumatology of Romans 8 echoes Paul’s aphorism in 2 Corinthians 12: ‘whenever I am weak, then I am strong’13.







Conclusion


Let me sum up what I have been saying and add an extra twist in the tail.


I have argued that we understand Pauline pneumatology best if we see it in terms of the New Exodus theme, with the Spirit playing the role of the divine presence in the Tabernacle or Temple. The Spirit thus fulfils the promise of the return of YHWH to Zion, alongside and in close relationship to the role of the son himself, the logos who became flesh and tabernacled in our midst. The larger scriptural narrative, second-nature to Paul but opaque to many subsequent readers, brings the theme of the coming of God into the sharp focus of the church’s life, simultaneously fulfilling the ancient promises and pointing forwards to the still larger event of the renewal of all creation, the time when, at last, God will be ‘all in all’, when the earth shall be filled with the knowledge and glory of the Lord as the waters cover the sea. That larger divine intention, that God would come to dwell with his human creatures in the renewed heaven-and-earth combined reality, becomes focussed on the second-Temple Jewish hope of God’s return to Zion. Once that is fulfilled in Jesus and the Spirit, the picture broadens out once more to all creation. I have focused particularly on Romans 8, but there are other relevant passages, such as 1 Corinthians 15, mentioned here in passing. I suspect that this whole theme would offer a wealth of fresh reflection to ongoing systematic discussions of the Spirit. And, of course, I have not begun to discuss the parallel themes in John, which would be a wonderful task for another occasion.


But there is one area where Paul is (I think) very clear, but where subsequent theology is not. There has been a renewed interest in recent years in the topic of the Beatific Vision. Some have tried to read this into the New Testament, as though this were indeed the ultimate goal of Christian pilgrimage. However, not only does this buy into what I have argued is the wrong narrative (the story of people-going-to-heaven as opposed to the story of God-coming-to-earth). It also fails to see that in the New Testament it is precisely in Jesus himself, and in the Spirit, that people are invited to see the living God. ‘Whoever has seen me has seen the Father.’14, says Jesus to Philip in John; and John is thereby saying that if you want to see God, you should read his book. Paul would have agreed, but he goes further. In 2 Corinthians 3 and 4, he contrasts his own ministry with that of Moses – not that there was anything wrong with Moses, but because, as scripture itself insists over and over again, Moses’ people were hard-hearted. ‘We are not like Moses’15, says Paul to the Corinthians (to the Corinthians, of all people!). We all, with unveiled face, behold the glory of the Lord as in a mirror. How does that happen? 2 Corinthians 3 is all about the face-to-face relationship of the apostle and the church. The vision of God, says Paul, is what you get when one Spirit-filled Christian looks at another. Those who, in their hearts, know the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus the Messiah must learn to recognise that same glory in one another.


There is, of course, much more to be said about the Beatific Vision in the New Testament, but not less. If we could only learn to read the biblical narrative the right way up, and to recognise the role that the Spirit plays within the great narrative of new Exodus and of YHWH’s return to Zion, all sorts of things might change. And, as I have argued today, pneumatology as a whole would find itself firmly anchored not in later philosophical constructs, but in the early Christian retrieval and renewal of ancient biblical and Jewish faith.
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