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I (Matthew Barrett) dedicate this book to my students, past and present. The future of orthodoxy is in your hands. I charge you: “Don’t let anyone look down on you because you are young” (1 Timothy 4:12 NIV), but rise up with resilience until the Trinity of Nicaea is once again the church’s first priority. Honor your true elders by contemplating the holy Trinity at the feet of your Fathers. And remember, those who are truly for the church read the Scriptures with the church—the church catholic (universal). I pray your reward is nothing less than a participation in the “grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit” (2 Corinthians 13:14).
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FOREWORD

J. TODD BILLINGS


IN THE COMING DECADES, readers of On Classical Trinitarianism may wonder what occurred in late twentieth and early twenty-first-century theological discourse to necessitate this wide-ranging, multiauthor volume on retrieving a Nicene doctrine of God. Why would this weighty book be needed? After all, the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed is the most widely embraced creed from ecumenical church councils among Christians worldwide. Even Christian communions that eschew historic creeds typically incorporate its basic content into their statements of faith. This occurs not only to assure other Christians that they share a common baptism “in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 28:19). It affirms the Creed’s teaching as faithful to Scripture. With Nicene theology receiving such wide recognition, why compile a book like this one?

Books like this are needed because the landscape of theological discourse about Nicene trinitarian theology has become confused and disoriented. While Nicene theology can be what Christians speak, pray, and sing with a biblical grammar, components of Nicene theology can be used to pursue lesser ends.

An illustration from Alasdair MacIntyre may help us understand our predicament. In the opening of his seminal book, After Virtue, MacIntyre offers an imaginary thought-experiment:


Imagine that the natural sciences were to suffer the effects of a catastrophe. A series of environmental disasters are blamed by the general public on the scientists. Widespread riots occur, laboratories are burnt down, physicists are lynched, books and instruments are destroyed. Finally a Know-Nothing political movement takes power and successfully abolishes science teaching in schools and universities, imprisoning and executing the remaining scientists.1



In MacIntyre’s telling, a later movement seeks to “revive” the natural sciences after this time of deep disruption. But alas, “all that they possess are fragments.” By accessing “half-chapters from books” and “single pages of articles,” they seek to reestablish the scientific practices of “physics, chemistry and biology.” They teach “the surviving portions of the periodic tables” to their children, and use terms such as “‘mass,’ ‘specific gravity,’ ‘atomic weight.’” Yet “many of the beliefs presupposed by the use of these expressions” had been “largely lost.”

MacIntyre admits that this imaginary possibility sounds like the world of “science fiction.” But for the purposes of After Virtue, he describes how “in the actual world which we inhabit the language of morality is in the same state of grave disorder” as the language of science is his thought experiment.2 Terms like justice and the good and rights are employed with only a fragmentary understanding of the history and conceptual architecture that give the terms context, depth, and purpose.

Likewise, across a wide range of Christian traditions, the confession of trinitarian doctrine has been used in ways that fail to inhabit the assumptions, concerns, and ends that led to the use of key trinitarian terms in the first place. Terms and concepts such as essence, persons, simplicity, the economic trinity, and perichoresis are used with great vigor. But they often function like a modern bricolage, with little sense of the origin and purpose of the distinctions within the historic explorations of the meaning of baptismal faith, structured by its trinitarian confession.

Of course, I may be mistaken. In our “information age,” we have unrivaled access to texts, old and new. We are not left with “half chapters of books” and “single pages of articles,” as MacIntyre describes.

Yet, especially in our cultural moment in the West, attention is a scarce commodity. Patience is out of fashion. The historical focus in On Classical Trinitarianism may seem out of touch with the times; but for that reason, it is all the more pertinent and necessary. My hope is that such chapters may help readers enter the slow, crosscultural learning process of carefully listening to the past, retrieving the conceptual architecture and wisdom in a Nicene doctrine of God. Drinking deeply from the past requires patience and fortitude. For “the past is a foreign country; they do things differently there,” as L. P. Hartley famously wrote in his novel, The Go-Between.

In various ways, a considerable range of modern theologians have sought to bypass careful attention to the “foreign country” of the past in their doctrines of God and the Trinity. But in discerning the nature and implications of trinitarian doctrine, there is no shortcut to the slow process of hearing Scripture with the historic church. On Classical Trinitarianism can connect us with fellow travelers, from our own era and earlier ones, who also seek to listen to the strange and illuminating writings from the Christian past in the receiving of Scripture’s testimony to the great mystery of the triune God.

As a companion volume for the path of faith seeking understanding, On Classical Trinitarianism should not be seen as an end point, but a starting place for deeper, more expansive ways of inhabiting the Nicene trinitarian tradition. Neither “Nicene trinitarianism” nor “classical theology” are monolithic categories; the sheer variety of theological and ecclesial standpoints represented within this volume reflects that reality. Nicene theology has limits, as does a biblical grammar of speaking, praying, and singing praise to the triune God. But those limits alert us to dead-ends. As Thomas Oden aptly described, Nicene theology is wide and spacious, with “many mansions.” There is a “vast historic archive of orthodox teaching” reflecting its generativity, and there are “many colors of permissible interpretation” within a Nicene frame.3 We would do well to keep this multiformity of both classical theology and Nicene trinitarianism in mind.

On this pathway, we can lift up our eyes in hope to the God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—who claims us as his own through baptism. As an expression of our baptismal identity, we offer ourselves in gratitude to the Father, who has adopted us as children through his beloved Son through the life-giving work of the Spirit. This is a great mystery that we inhabit, which is beyond our comprehension. Nevertheless, with our minds, hearts, and lips, we are called to join creatures in heaven and on earth in offering praise to the eternal God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
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    THE NICENE CREED


    OR THE NICENO-CONSTANTINOPOLITAN CREED

    — AD 381 —



    
      WE BELIEVE IN ONE GOD, the Father All Governing, Creator of heaven and earth, of all things visible and invisible.

      And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten from the Father before all time, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten not created, of the same essence as the Father, through whom all things came into being; who for us men and because of our salvation came down from heaven, and was incarnate by the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary and became human. He was crucified for us under Pontius Pilate, and suffered and was buried and rose on the third day, according to the Scriptures; and ascended to heaven, and sits on the right hand of the Father, and will come again with glory to judge the living and the dead. His kingdom shall have no end.

      And in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and life-giver, who proceeds from the Father, who is worshiped and glorified together with the Father and Son, who spoke through the prophets; and in one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church. We confess one baptism for the remission of sins. We look forward to the resurrection of the dead and the life of the world to come. Amen.
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    INTRODUCTION


    THE PROSPECT AND PROMISE OF CLASSICAL TRINITARIAN THEOLOGY

    MATTHEW BARRETT



    
      DEFENDING NICENE TRINITARIANISM is like finding your way back to land on the waves of a storm. Such an illustration is fitting in our century, situated as we are on this side of modern theology. However, the illustration itself originates from church fathers who first defended Nicene trinitarianism on those stormy seas between Nicaea of AD 325 and Constantinople of 381. In the wake of Arianism, the task was as frustrating as it was dangerous, since the church fathers did not always know the outcome. Such uncertainly led to moments (sometimes even decades) of pronounced despondency.

      For example, Basil of Caesarea once wrote a letter to Athanasius expressing his despair. No stranger to exile, Athanasius knew the feeling. The letter is revealing because it was written either in AD 371 or 372. Even by the 370s Basil still struggled to muster hope as he evaluated the current state of trinitarianism. In the darkness of the subordinationist storm, like a sailor lost at sea, Basil called on Athanasius to be his captain. Perhaps Athanasius could acquire the Lord’s attention and summon the eternally begotten Son himself to calm this raging wind and sea so that the church might find its way back to the land of the Trinity.

      
        When I turn my gaze on the world, and perceive the difficulties by which every effort after good is obstructed, like those of a man walking in fetters, I am brought to despair of myself. But then I direct my gaze in the direction of your reverence; I remember that our Lord has appointed you to be physician of the diseases in the Churches; and I recover my spirits, and rise from the depression of despair to the hope of better things. As your wisdom well knows, the whole Church is undone. And you see everything in all directions in your mind’s eye like a man looking from some tall watch tower, as when at sea many ships sailing together are all dashed one against the other by the violence of the waves, and shipwreck arises in some cases from the sea being furiously agitated from without, in others from the disorder of the sailors hindering and crowding one another. . . . What capable pilot can be found in such a storm? Who is worthy to rouse the Lord to rebuke the wind and the sea? Who but he who from his boyhood fought a good fight on behalf of true religion?1

      

      Basil called on Athanasius to steer the ship home, but Athanasius died on the raging ecclesiastical seas that tormented Basil not long after Basil wrote this letter. Athanasius did not live long enough to see Constantinople, though we can imagine his pleasure at its resiliency and eventual triumph. After decades of exegetical labor, Athanasius would have been relieved if he had lived long enough to read the creed’s reaffirmation and expansion of Nicaea:

      
        We believe in one God, the Father All Governing, Creator of heaven and earth, of all things visible and invisible.

        And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten from the Father before all time, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten not created, of the same essence as the Father, through whom all things came into being; who for us men and because of our salvation came down from heaven, and was incarnate by the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary and became human. He was crucified for us under Pontius Pilate, and suffered and was buried and rose on the third day, according to the Scriptures; and ascended to heaven, and sits on the right hand of the Father, and will come again with glory to judge the living and the dead. His kingdom shall have no end.

        And in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and life-giver, who proceeds from the Father, who is worshiped and glorified together with the Father and Son, who spoke through the prophets; and in one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church. We confess one baptism for the remission of sins. We look forward to the resurrection of the dead and the life of the world to come. Amen.

      

      The Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed of AD 381—what we now call the Nicene Creed—distinguishes the Son from the Father, as well as the Spirit from the Father and the Son, according to eternal relations of origin. The creed also explicates the essential unity of Father, Son, and Spirit—a unity fortified by the patristic doctrine of divine simplicity—and by means of those same eternal relations of origin. For example, that epic line—“begotten from the Father before all time, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten not created, of the same essence as the Father”—is forever ingrained in the grammar of Christianity.

      With the Creed’s principia theologiae in place, the Nicene fathers could justify the entire sweep of Christian theology thereafter—from creation to incarnation, from redemption to inspiration, from baptism to resurrection. Furthermore, the Creed has a current to it, a compelling rhythm from start to finish that captures that foundational distinction between the Creator and the creature, namely, participation in the likeness of God, and with it, the analogia entis (analogy of being), both of which pervade patristic literature East and West. In addition, the momentum of the creed from the Trinity to redemption to the eschaton aligns with the telos of classical trinitarian theism: the church looks forward to the world that is without end because then she will contemplate the holy Trinity in the beatific vision, the ultimate source of her everlasting happiness.

      Over time the creed defined the life and soul of the church, serving as both an entry point to the Christian life as well as a door to usher the Christian into the afterlife. According to John Leith, the creed was “very early employed as a baptismal creed and was used in the liturgy of the Eucharist from the sixth century.”2 Yet how can a new convert be baptized in the name of the Father, Son, and Spirit if the trinitarian persons lack consubstantiality? How can the church assemble for worship should the Son or the Spirit belong to a dissimilar or inferior nature or will or glory than the Father? Constantinople advanced Nicaea by certain edits and additions (such as the procession of the Spirit), and with time the creed’s adamant assertion of consubstantiality between the persons became integral to the liturgy of the church, certifying true worship.

      Moreover, theologians East and West understood what precommitments were instrumental to professing the creed according to its patristic intentions. Some of these precommitments were hermeneutical. For example, the polemics between the church fathers and the Arians demonstrated that the former exemplified a partitive exegetical instinct that prohibited them from collapsing the form of God with the form of a servant (Philippians 2:6-7). Some of these precommitments were metaphysical. For example, the patristic defense of the Son’s generation required a differentiation between the divine being’s pure actuality and the creaturely being’s passive potency, otherwise the church fathers could not describe the Son’s generation as eternal, immutable, and impassible. Some of these precommitments were theological. For example, to confess the homoousios doctrine the church fathers required a robust understanding of divine simplicity, otherwise their belief in the Son’s eternal generation from the Father’s essence lacked credibility. Some of these precommitments were canonical. For example, to trace Scripture’s variegated ways of appropriating attributes and works to persons of the Trinity, the church fathers understood they must assume the whole canon’s equally adamant commitment to the inseparability of the divine persons. Opera Trinitatis ad extra indivisa sunt. The external works of the Trinity are undivided.

      However, we should not assume each of these precommitments operated in isolation, as if they were segregated from each other and affirmed at random. For example, tracing the Trinity across the economy of salvation was an unreasonable exegetical endeavor apart from inseparable operations, an equally instrumental biblical belief. However, such a canonical trajectory was not viable apart from the metaphysical muscle of divine simplicity. For unless the persons are inseparable in essence, will, and glory—each person subsisting in the same simple divine essence—an indivisible operation is inconceivable. The unity of their operation is untenable apart from the singularity of their will. The hermeneutical, metaphysical, theological, and canonical precommitments of a pro-Nicene trinitarianism may have created many strands, but together they formed a rope that could weather the storm. The timing was exceptional as well. Who can forget that nemeses of Nicaea cast subordinationism under different precommitments drawn from the same disciplines (Eunomius is a case in point).3 Confessing the Nicene Creed did not function according to any set of precommitments, but the church fathers endowed churches with those precommitments necessary to interpret and propagate the creed’s content in a way most faithful to the scriptural witness.

      In the centuries that followed, the church East and West perpetuated that integrated method. “After Chalcedon [AD 451],” says John Leith, the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed “became the most universally accepted of all the creeds.”4 The catholicity of the creed did not mean, however, static reception. Developments occurred to be sure. Scholastic theologians, for instance, cultivated a more elaborate grammar that exposited Nicaea and its precommitments, advancing their reception of Nicene trinitarianism with new challenges in plain view (e.g., Islam, univocity of being, nominalism).5 Even with the advent of a century as divisive as the sixteenth century, the debates that set Roman Catholics and Protestants apart were not disputations over the classical trinitarian theism of Nicaea. As is plain in their confessions and catechisms, for example, Protestants considered an adherence to the classical trinitarian theism of Nicaea, along with its accompanying precommitments, essential to deflating accusations of novelty and heresy. As for their orthodox merits, Protestants claimed they had every right to citizenship in the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church.

      With time the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries gave rise to a Protestant Scholasticism that codified the catholic faith in their schools. Catechisms, confessions, and entire systems of theology were written to that end.6 That process, however, required a renewed focus on Nicaea and its supplementary precommitments. Such a focus did not need to occupy the minds of first-generation Protestants concerned primarily with polemics surrounding soteriology and ecclesiology but now became relevant for subsequent generations as disputations over theology proper resurfaced. For example, the rise of Socinianism proved an expedient motivation for such rehabilitated attention to classical trinitarian theism. The same may be said of the political and ecclesiastical context that moved Reformed, Lutheran, Anglican, and Baptist churches to distinguish themselves on ecclesiastical disagreements but unite themselves around the foundational commitment of classical trinitarian theism.

      Despite over a millennium of growing consensus around classical trinitarian theism’s core tenets, the pain in Basil’s voice as he summoned Athanasius returned in the wake of a new storm: modernism.

      
        REVISIONISM

        Classical Christianity operated from an Augustinian and Anselmian standpoint: fides quaerens intellectum.7 With the birth of the Enlightenment, however, such a starting point could no longer be assumed, nor was it appreciated. Anselm’s approach to faith and reason—credo ut intelligam—was overturned.8 Granted, representatives were diverse, and some representatives were more optimistic than others about their ability to reconcile Christianity and modernist principles. But the modernist project overall epitomized a sweeping change in outlook. In its most aggressive forms, modernism was galvanized by a hermeneutic of skepticism as forms of rationalism fueled naturalistic instincts, instincts framed by a persistent commitment to historicism. Engineered by unprecedented optimism in humankind, anthropocentrism infused the intellectual project. Out of these many defining qualities, some historians consider anthropocentrism “the single, overriding or underlying acid of modernity” because it located the “human at the center of knowledge.”9 But whatever its dominant trait, modernism was a self-conscious revision of Christianity according to Enlightenment principles to one degree or another. Immersed into waters designed to transform Christian theology according to modernist resolutions, modern theology emerged from such a baptism with vigor.

        Modern theology’s revisionism did not bode well for historic beliefs of the church like the classical trinitarian theism of Nicaea. Theologian Stephen Holmes has contrasted the patristic “strictures” that defined the classical trinitarian theism of the pro-Nicene heritage with a wide range of modern theologians well into the contemporary period. His investigation is a telescopic lens that unveils the methods and outcomes of theologians as diverse as Georg W. F. Hegel, Friedrich Schleiermacher, Isaak Dorner, Albrecht Ritschl, Adolf von Harnack, Karl Barth, Karl Rahner, John Zizioulas, Wolfhart Pannenberg, Jürgen Moltmann, as well as more recent theologians such as Robert Jenson, Leonardo Boff, Miroslav Volf, Cornelius Plantinga, and Richard Swinburne. Far from a mere historical survey, Holmes offers a sobering warning. By the conclusion of their projects, modern theologians were convinced they had ushered in a revival of trinitarianism, but Holmes asks what their revisionism has to do with revival at all.

        
          In our accounts of a Trinitarian revival, we wanted little or nothing to do with such strictures. As a result, we set out on our own to offer a different, and we believed better, doctrine. We returned to the Scriptures, but we chose (with Tertullian’s Praxeas, Noetus of Smyrna, and Samuel Clarke) to focus exclusively on the New Testament texts, instead of listening to the whole of Scripture with Tertullian, Hippolytus, and Daniel Waterland. We thought about God’s relationship with the creation in the economy, but we chose (with the Valentinians, Arius, and Hegel) to believe that the Son must be the mode of mediation of the Father’s presence to creation, instead of following Irenaeus and Athanasius in proposing God’s ability to mediate his own presence. We tried to understand the divine unity, but we chose (with Eunomius and Socinus) to believe that we could reason adequately about the divine essence, instead of following Basil, Gregory of Nyssa, Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, and John Calvin in asserting divine unknowability. We addressed divine simplicity, and chose (with Socinus and John Biddle) to discard it, rather than following Basil and the rest in affirming it as the heart of Trinitarian doctrine. We thought about Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, but chose (with Sabellius, Arius, and Eunomius) to affirm the true personality of each, rather than following Augustine and John of Damascus in believing in one divine personality.

          We called what we were doing a “Trinitarian revival”; future historians might want to ask us why.10

        

        Modern theology’s revival has forfeited many of classical trinitarian theism’s precommitments, precommitments necessary to maintain Nicaea’s full integrity. To parse Holmes’s observations and elaborate on each, consider what has been contorted:

        
          	
            1. A lopsided canon: we have fixated on some portions of Scripture while neglecting others, failing to understand that the revelation of the Trinity is a progressive revelation to be interpreted as a whole and with unflinching canonical continuity.

          

          	
            2. A Trinity (and Jesus) engulfed by the economy: as if the Son of God must be inferior in some way to mediate between the Creator and his creation; as if the Creator cannot communicate with the creature or redeem the creature and remain free of domestication apart from a second, subordinate God.

          

          	
            3. A comprehensible trinitarian unity: by setting aside analogia entis—analogy of being—which requires an incomprehensible deity, we approach the divine essence as if we can reason to it by means of a univocity we experience between human persons in society.

          

          	
            4. An impatience with simplicity: declaring simplicity illogical to our finite, complex minds, we dispense with a belief that alone can explain the unity and consubstantiality between Father, Son, and Spirit. We are now left with a God made up of parts, a compositional Trinity.

          

          	
            5. A turn toward social personalities: as if the one essence no longer has three modes of subsistence, as if the persons are not subsisting relations of the simple essence, but possess their own wills and centers of consciousness, each an individual personality in societal cooperation with the others.11

          

        

        These five points could be multiplied, but they are sufficient to convey the discontinuity and incompatibility of modern trinitarian theism with classical trinitarian theism. Holmes’s conclusion—“We called what we were doing a ‘Trinitarian revival’; future historians might want to ask us why”—carries warrant. Announcing a renaissance, modern theologians appeared at the trinitarian banquet ready to showcase the rebirth of true trinitarianism. On closer examination, however, the Trinity of Nicaea was absent, which has thrown into question the claim of “revival” itself. Could it be that the Trinity at the feast bore far closer resemblance to modernist than Nicene precommitments? Roman Catholic theologians have made the same observation. Consider Lewis Ayres and his book Nicaea and Its Legacy. His main concern is “not that modern Trinitarianism has engaged with pro-Nicene theology badly, but that it has barely engaged with it at all. As a result the legacy of Nicaea remains paradoxically the unnoticed ghost at the modern Trinitarian feast.”12

        Both Holmes and Ayres direct their criticisms of modern theology to its offspring as well: the rise of social trinitarianism in the twentieth century. The turn toward social trinitarianism was made possible by the substitution of alternative rules. The pro-Nicene tradition distinguished between God ad intra and God ad extra to discern the nuances between who God is in and of himself and how God works toward the created order. East and West parsed theologia and oikonomia, refusing to conflate God a se and his works in the economy of creation and salvation. Such distinctions “kept the ancients from collapsing God pro nobis (God acting on our behalf, including the fact that creatures exist and, in particular, are in need of grace due to sin and its consequences) into God in se (God as he is in himself transcending creatures).”13

        However, in the twentieth century Karl Rahner changed trinitarian grammar by substituting immanent and economic for theologia and oikonomia. That substitution allowed Rahner to disparage the Trinity of scholasticism with its ad intra–ad extra distinction, claiming the scholastics incarcerated the Trinity, isolating it from humanity. To liberate the Trinity from its quarantine in the heavenlies, Rahner proposed a new paradigm far more compatible with the modernist priority of theistic mutuality: “The ‘economic’ Trinity is the ‘immanent’ Trinity and the ‘immanent’ Trinity is the ‘economic’ Trinity.”14 While debate exists over Rahner’s intentions and how literally to take his rule, Rahner could be quite lucid: “No adequate distinction can be made between the doctrine of the Trinity and the doctrine of the economy of salvation.”15 By collapsing the immanent and economic, Rahner (however unwittingly) extended an invitation to redefine the immanent by means of the economic. A new generation of theologians were born, resolved to take up that solicitation. Following through on the prospect of Rahner’s Rule, some even concluded that the economic constitutes the immanent, including that most influential Lutheran theologian, Robert Jenson.

        To avoid such a conflation, Thomas Joseph White has proposed we dispense with immanent and economic. In contrast to Rahner’s rule, White puts forward several theses that provide an alternative rule for our trinitarian hermeneutic:

        
          	
            1. We encounter the mystery of God’s internal processions of Word and Spirit only ever in the economy in virtue of the missions, and the missions are the processions with the addition of an added effect.

          

          	
            2. Therefore we can understand the economic activity of the Trinity only in light of the eternal communion of persons in the Trinity in their transcendence and unity of action.

          

          	
            3. Furthermore, the three persons of God act as one in virtue of their shared nature and life as God but also act as persons, and we need not posit any opposition of these two ideas.

          

          	
            4. Therefore we can say that all activity of the here persons reflects Trinitarian action in both a personal, communal way, and in a natural way divine action.

          

          	
            5. Finally, if Christ acts, he does so only ever as both God and man, by two natures, operations, and wills: divine and human. Consequently, his human decisions and actions in concrete history manifest and express his divine will but are not identical per se with his natural will as God.16

          

        

        These five theses for trinitarian hermeneutics have become so pertinent because the past half century has experienced the rise of social trinitarianism, which has flourished under Rahner’s new rule. Social trinitarianism may not be uniform due to its many representatives, some more radical than others.17 However, its substitution of pro-Nicene precommitments is conspicuous. At its core, social trinitarianism is a redefinition of the persons. Classical trinitarian theism across the Great Tradition defined the persons as “nothing but the divine essence . . . subsisting in an especial manner” (John Owen).18 That definition proved to be a fortification, allowing the tradition to describe the economy without forfeiting the inseparable operation of the persons, an indivisibility that presumed not only a simple essence but a single will.

        With different (even opposing) priorities than classical trinitarian theism, social trinitarianism’s most vocal and radical representatives (e.g., Jürgen Moltmann) diverted course by recasting the persons as individuals, each with their own center of consciousness, each with their own will. Three centers of consciousness and three wills in the Trinity resulted in a new dynamic, a societal dynamic in which the persons became a community of mutuality (usually with an emphasis on societal love by means of perichoresis).19 The plurality of consciousness and will inaugurated a paradigm change that shifted attention from simplicity and eternal relations of origin to social relationships within a collaborative community, each individual personality unified by voluntary cooperation and reciprocity.20 Such a move would have been unimaginable to classical trinitarians, as demonstrated in Maximus the Confessor’s consistent denial of three wills in the Trinity during the Monothelite controversy in the seventh century. To a theologian like Maximus, three wills is synonymous with three gods, a point he repeats to support dyothelitism in his theology of the incarnation, only to be ratified by the sixth ecumenical council (third council of Constantinople).21

        With no little coincidence and no lack of intentionality, this social Trinity became the paradigm for social activity in this world. Again, its most radical representatives were transparent with their motives, made explicit by their deliberate use of a social Trinity for a new and improved social paradigm, especially in the realms of politics and gender.22 Even if others were less aggressive with their definition of social trinitarianism, this door now opened an opportunity to apply a social trinitarian paradigm to other societal agendas such as ecclesiology (e.g., Miroslav Volf versus John Zizioulas) and liberation theology (e.g., Leonardo Boff). For example, a theologian like Volf may claim to be more modest in his social trinitarianism than his Doctorvater (Moltmann), but in the end he remains a dedicated social trinitarian and one that has utilized his social trinitarianism as a model for his ecclesiology. However, Holmes confronts Volf, calling Volf’s trinitarianism a true departure from Nicene commitments and a self-conscious redefinition of classical trinitarian theism to align with his social priorities in the church and society: “Volf’s doctrine of the Trinity in After Our Likeness is explicitly a deviation from the received ecumenical doctrine. Simply, Volf is choosing to adjust the orthodox doctrine of the Trinity because he does not like the ecclesiological (and social and political) implications of the received doctrine.” In a word, says Holmes, the trinitarianism of Volf is “radical,” fatal to classical trinitarian theism, even if Volf himself will not concede as much.23

        To some the revisionism of the last century may appear a minor infraction, but consider the paradigm shift from the perspectives of the pro-Nicene fathers. For example, with social trinitarianism’s turn toward three centers of consciousness and will, the doctrine of inseparable operations was no longer considered tenable by many, nor its underlying commitment to divine simplicity.24 However, as Lewis Ayres observes, inseparable operations was considered one nonnegotiable requirement for pro-Nicene fidelity. Imagine, then, the reaction of the church fathers if they had lived to see social trinitarianism. In a sobering assessment, Ayres paints an inevitable scene: “Inseparable operation does not mean that the three persons are understood as merely co-operating in a given project. . . . If we were to imagine God as three potentially separable agents or three ‘centres of consciousness’ the contents of whose ‘minds’ were distinct, pro-Nicenes would see us as drawing inappropriate analogies between God and created realities and in serious heresy.”25

        Is Ayres overreacting? Not any more so than the church fathers who understood that any division between the persons threatened the simplicity of the Trinity as well as each person’s consubstantiality. The church fathers were not unfamiliar with “inappropriate analogies between God and created realities,” as their extensive engagement with Eunomius demonstrates. Holmes draws the same conclusion as Ayres, convinced the church fathers would level only the most serious accusation: “I see the twentieth-century renewal of Trinitarian theology as depending in large parts on concepts and ideas that cannot be found in patristic, medieval, or Reformation accounts of the doctrine of the Trinity. In some cases, indeed, they are points explicitly and energetically repudiated as erroneous—even occasionally as formally heretical—by the earlier tradition.”26

      

      
      
        EVANGELICALS JOIN THE REVISIONIST PROJECT

        Social trinitarianism has proved to be without prejudice, influencing every corner of Christianity, leaving its mark on each tradition, not only Roman Catholicism but Protestantism as well. The twentieth century has also proven ironic for Protestant evangelicals, for example. On the one hand, evangelicals have prided themselves on their defense of biblical authority against modern theology’s assault. On the other hand, evangelicals have been swept up by the excitement over trinitarian “revival,” but they have absorbed the revisionist impulse of modern theology in the process.

        Evangelicals have exhibited their proclivities toward modern theology’s revisionism by riding the social trinitarian enterprise of the last century. Some evangelicals may not (or have yet to) apply their social trinitarianism to their social activism. But others have done so with expediency. Regardless, the core commitment of social trinitarianism has been embraced with enthusiasm: multiple wills and multiple centers of consciousness define the trinitarian persons (e.g., Cornelius Plantinga, William Lane Craig, J. P. Moreland).27

        Furthermore, evangelicals have learned their doctrine of the Trinity from theologians such as Wayne Grudem and Bruce Ware, who teach the eternal functional subordination of the Son (EFS).28 The influence of EFS has been extensive, making its way into free churches and nondenominational institutions as well as denominations and their universities, seminaries, and churches. In the process, Grudem and Ware have told evangelicals that EFS is both biblical and orthodox. With time, however, historians and theologians alike now judge EFS to be neither.29 The reasons are many, but consider a few.

        First, by redefining the Trinity as a “society” of “socially related” persons, each defined by separate and exclusive “roles” of authority and submission, EFS is far more indebted to the rules, precommitments, and grammar of modern social trinitarianism than Nicene orthodoxy. EFS only further substantiates its debt to the social trinitarian instinct when its advocates consider the Trinity’s societal roles of hierarchy the prototype for their social agenda, namely, hierarchy in gender roles. The Son’s submission to the Father is their prototype and mandate for the wife’s submission to her husband and a woman’s subordination to men in the church and society.

        Second, if social trinitarians have occupied themselves with answering the charge of tritheism due to their suspicion toward simplicity and turn toward three centers of consciousness and will, so must EFS answer similar charges when its advocates assign exclusive motives to the persons as well as voluntary, person-defining roles of authority and submission. They will deny the charge, but the insertion of authority and submission ad intra requires multiple wills, a charge that is only authenticated further when EFS criticizes the pro-Nicene affirmation of inseparable operations (which depends on one will) as insufficient.

        Third, the claim that persons ad intra can be ontologically equal but functionally subordinate is novel and risks the inferiority they think they avoid. EFS defines the Father as Father because he has “primacy,” “priority,” and “ultimate authority,” possessing a greater glory than the Son. If the one, simple essence has three modes of subsistence, and if each person is a subsistence of the one, simple essence, then EFS must explain how functional subordination does not carry over into the essence itself.

        Fourth, in the spirit of Rahner’s Rule, EFS has collapsed the immanent and economic in a way that is unacceptable even to modern theologians: by means of functional hierarchy in the Trinity. Equipped by biblicism, EFS reads texts on the humiliation of the Son as if what occurs for the purpose of the economy defines the Trinity ad intra, resulting in a Son who is Son because he is submissive to his Father in eternity. Operating by modern theology’s conflation of immanent and economic, EFS fails to acknowledge those partitive exegetical distinctions inherent to Scripture itself (form of God and form of servant; Philippians 2:6-7). As a result, EFS projects what occurs in the missions into the processions, a move most acceptable to modern trinitarian theology.

        Fifth, by consequence, the scandal of the incarnation is lost. If the obedience of the Son is an ad intra submission from eternity, then we cannot explain the contrast of Hebrews 5:8: “Although he was a son, he learned obedience through what he suffered” (ESV).30 EFS fails to see why the Son must assume a human nature and human will to submit to the Father, which only confirms its inability to escape the accusation of multiple wills in the Godhead.

        One might object that EFS has reformed itself with its newfound acceptance of eternal generation. Yet even EFS’s recent decision to accept eternal generation rather than reject eternal generation like it had in the past is a decision stained by subordinationism. When pressed to reconsider its suspicion toward eternal generation (and with it, the Nicene Creed), Grudem and Ware used their new affirmation of eternal generation to sanction the primacy, priority, and ultimate authority and glory of the Father over the Son all the more. Here is a true indicator that they do not understand the original Nicene definition of eternal generation.31 In the hands of EFS, the Son’s eternal functional subordination to the Father is now located “within” and must “flow from” the Son’s eternal generation from the Father.32 Has EFS forgotten that the Son is eternally begotten from the Father’s essence? How then can subordination be segregated to the person alone when the person is a subsistence of the divine essence itself?33 Claim as they do that the Son’s subordination is functional not ontological, it is ad intra nonetheless, even person defining. Without submission there is no Son.34 For the Nicene fathers, by contrast, eternal generation was never used as a medium for hierarchy of any kind, but the Nicene Creed presented eternal generation to substantiate the equality and consubstantiality of the Son with the Father. EFS and Nicaea are two different, even antithetical, spirits. Only one can be orthodox. The other is something new altogether, an innovation only conceivable on this side of modern theology. The initial problem with EFS has not been remedied but has escalated with EFS’s attempt to confiscate Nicene vocabulary by means of a subordinationist hermeneutic the Fathers would have recognized and associated with the opponents of Nicaea.

        Previously I said that a truly informed understanding of classical trinitarian theism is no mere affirmation of the Nicene Creed but also an understanding of its precommitments (simplicity, inseparable operations, pure actuality, etc.), many of which are metaphysical and thereby fortify the trinitarian claims of the creeds. Those precommitments span into the perfections of God because classical trinitarian theism is a cohesive presentation of theology proper. Likewise, the same could be said of modern theology’s paradigm for God, a theistic mutualism that has influenced wide swaths of Protestantism.35 For this reason, the evangelical tendency to drift into the waters of modern theology does not begin or end with social trinitarianism but extends to the rest of the doctrine of God as well. To begin with, evangelicals have been influenced by the influx of theistic mutualism (whether they are entirely aware or not), a trademark of modern theology.36 Operating with a univocal outlook on God and the world, the theistic mutualist believes the world is affected by God and God is affected by the world. God is not the unmoved mover of classical theism, but a mover who is himself moved. He changes the created order, but the created order also changes him. For some, such change comes upon God from external subjects; for others, such change in God is willed by God himself. But either way, God changes.

        Granted, various forms of theistic mutualism exist, some more extreme than others. Some will altogether reject classical theism’s belief in a God who is actus purus and a se. Instead, God’s being is in the process of becoming and he needs the world to be complete. Other theistic mutualists do not condition God’s existence and sufficiency on creation. Nevertheless, God must change in some way to ensure his personal involvement with humankind in history. He must be moved by the creature’s actions in some way, otherwise he cannot experience the mutuality necessary for real relationships with those he has made. However radical the theistic mutualist may be on the spectrum—a spectrum that ranges from process theism to open theism to the various theistic mutualisms within evangelicalism—they all share a common commitment to a God who changes by virtue of his relationship with creatures.37 Therefore, many if not most of classical theism’s commitments—pure actuality, absolute aseity, immutability, impassibility, timeless eternity, simplicity, and so on—are incompatible with their interdependent God of reciprocity. For such classical commitments mean God cannot be affected by that which he has created. Persuaded by such incompatibility, evangelicals have been practitioners of revisionism. As a result, classical theism has come under fire by evangelicals in almost every way possible until a version of its commitments are ameliorated to the priorities of their theistic mutualism. Examples are legion, but consider three.

        
          	
            1. Immutability and impassibility. Devoted to what he calls an evangelical reformulation, Bruce Ware believes in an ontological immutability as long as it is accompanied by a relational mutability. Ware rejects open theism’s argument for change in God’s nature, but he also rejects classical theism’s absolute immutability, convinced God at least changes in his relationships with humanity.38 Rob Lister applies Ware’s paradigm to divine impassibility with a similar outcome: God does not experience passions in an involuntary way, as if the creature can force passions onto God’s nature. However, God can experience emotional change within if he is the one to will such emotional change. Therefore, Lister can call God both impassible and impassioned—something classical theism considered oxymoronic—which becomes expedient for a God who desires to reciprocate in his relationship with creatures of passions.39

          

          	
            2. Simplicity. John Feinberg, William Lane Craig, and J. P. Moreland reject divine simplicity, convinced God is compounded by parts, as evidenced by the real distinction between God’s essence and attributes as well as the real distinction between one attribute and all other attributes. Transparent about their biblicist hermeneutic, they conclude that Scripture names different parts in God. Likewise, so should we lest we neglect God’s composite nature and create a featureless, detached deity by consequence.40 Likewise, consider John Frame. If simplicity means God’s essence is his attributes so that his attributes are not really separate from one another, then simplicity is nonsensible. Frame will only assert simplicity if it means God is the sum of his attributes, a collective of attributes in which each one is really different from every other one. Such a revision does not trouble Frame because he unwittingly defaults to a univocity of being in God and the creature. Creaturely language in Scripture may be literally mapped onto God’s being.41

          

          	
            3. Timeless eternity. William Lane Craig believes God was timeless, but once God created the world, he could be timeless no more. With the creation of the natural order and time itself, God entered time and now experiences a succession of moments as he encounters real relations in response to humanity. For Craig, God changed from a timeless being to a temporal being to guarantee a mutuality between himself and the creature.42 Theologians who claim a Reformed identity, such as John Frame, say that God transcends time according to his “atemporal, changeless existence.” However, God has a “changing existence in time” as well. Positing two existences in God, Frame uses the biblical concept of covenant to argue for a temporalist God who exists in time. As history changes with time, so does God: “He really is in time, changing as others change.”43 Or as Frame says in his Systematic Theology, “But the historical process does change, and as an agent in history, God himself changes. On Monday, he wants something to happen, and on Tuesday something else. He is grieved one day, pleased the next.” And to be clear, Frame is not somehow masking such a brazen statement about God within anthropomorphic language: “In my view, anthropomorphic is too weak a description of these [biblical] narratives. In these accounts, God is not merely like an agent in time. He really is in time, changing as others change.” Frame anticipates that one might assume, even still, that God’s first (atemporal, immutable) existence has “real” precedence over his second (temporal, mutable) existence, but he is quick to point out one would be wrong. “And we should not say that his atemporal, changeless existence is more real than his changing existence in time, as the term anthropomorphic suggests. Both are real.”44 Still others, like John Feinberg, do not even entertain a timeless eternity for God. God always has been temporal and always will be.45

          

        

        K. Scott Oliphint also claims the Reformed label but appeals to creation and covenant to say God adds attributes to himself. “God freely determined to take on attributes, characteristics, and properties that he did not have, and would not have, without creation.” These attributes “cannot be of the essence of who he is,” he qualifies. Nonetheless, they do belong “surely to himself.” “In condescending to relate to Adam and Eve, he is, like them (not essentially, but covenantally), restricted in his knowledge of where they might be hiding in that garden.”46 Just as the Son can remain eternal while taking on temporal properties in the incarnation, so God can be eternal while taking on temporal properties by way of his immanence.47 Whether creation, incarnation, or covenant, something new occurs so that God can acquire temporal, even creaturely properties. If not, then how can he experience a mutual relationship with humans according to creaturely, covenantal characteristics?

        The point here is not to provide a critique; many good critiques have already been accomplished by others. Rather, the point is to come to terms with a basic observation of theological history: whatever one makes of these evangelical approaches to God, they are at odds with, even destructive to classical trinitarian theism. James Dolezal issues a bold but necessary and long-overdue observation: “Theistic mutualism, when consistently developed, is like an acid that cannot but burn through a whole host of divine attributes traditionally confessed of God. When its work is done, the result looks rather unlike a variation or refinement of the classical model and much more like a demolition and wholesale replacement.”48 If Dolezal is right, then revisionism may not be a strong enough word; replacement is more fitting.

        Evangelicals should know better. At the start of the twenty-first century evangelicals who became open theist understood classical trinitarian theism to be a unit, a cohesive fabric—unwind one strand, and the rest comes undone. So, when they could no longer believe in one facet (e.g., omniscience), they rejected classical theism as a whole. They knew that their criticism of one feature stemmed from their disdain for the entire system. Therefore, they wrote books such as The Most Moved Mover because they understood that if they attacked actus purus, then all else crumbled in the process, from simplicity to impassibility to omniscience itself.49

        However, many evangelicals who repudiated their fellow evangelicals for converting to open theism have failed to understand the same, which has led open theists to criticize evangelicals for living under the illusion that they can retain or revise aspects of classical theism while operating by mutualist rules. The classical theist and the open theist may completely disagree on theology proper, but they both agree that evangelicals who try to live in the middle are bewitched by an illusion. A glance at some of the most popular responses to open theism by evangelicals reveal an inability to commit in either direction.50 However, a criticism of open theism that is accompanied by a contempt for classical theism is, in the end, a default commitment to remain within modern theology’s mutualist paradigm. One does not have to reach the most radical conclusions of open or process theisms to exist within their mutualist arena and operate according to the rules of their mutualist game. Such is the outcome of an atomized theology proper whose methodology defaults to the individual’s potpourri, resulting in as many amalgamations of theology proper as there are evangelicals. As a result of evangelical revisionism students of theology have been given the impression that to be evangelical is to seriously modify or even replace classical theism, as if “evangelical” and “classical” are antithetical.

        At what point does the rebuke issued by the church fathers (voiced previously by Holmes and Ayres) apply to evangelicals? Our constant penchant for revisionism, even replacement, has so eroded the substratum of an orthodox theology proper that the spirit of lament voiced by Basil of Caesarea can be heard once again. The question now is whether renewal is in our future.

      

      
      
        THE BEAUTY OF RENEWAL: A RETURN TO MYSTERY

        With such alarming accounts of aberration in plain view, this book attempts to move Christians forward, beyond our recent past to a better future. This book is not a devoted, all-encompassing attempt to represent or critique modern theology at large, its social trinitarian offspring, representatives of EFS, or any number of revisionists. While some of these aberrations may be addressed when relevant, this book is something else by design: an invitation, even an opportunity, to introduce Christians today to the prospect and promise of classical trinitarian theism from a historical and theological vantage point. This book, therefore, is a means to that end, providing readers with momentum as they embark on the renewal of Nicaea and its necessary precommitments.

        That word introduce is strategic—this book is by no means an exhaustive representation of classical trinitarian theism. No chapter pretends to be comprehensive either, but each is a brief entryway, opening the door to show the reader yet another vista that deserves to be reclaimed and explored further by the next generation of theologians. The vistas will be many, beginning with the theology of the Nicene Creed and its historical reception across the Great Tradition (part one). Impossible as it is to be comprehensive, these chapters only aim to present a sufficient sample for the reader to latch on to the methodological precommitments of Nicene exegesis and its accompanying metaphysic. Other vistas will summon the reader into the domain of dogmatics, allowing theologians today to display the many ways classical theism serves as the infrastructure for Nicene trinitarianism (part two). Still other vistas will require the application of classical trinitarian theism to recent revisionism, distinguishing the legacy of Nicaea from its counterfeits (part three).

        The contributors have been selected from across Christendom—Protestant, Roman Catholic, and Eastern Orthodox. That strategy does not attempt—like some versions of ecumenism—to overlook differences on matters of soteriology or ecclesiology. But the breadth of contributors from across Christendom is strategic, communicating the weightiness of the pro-Nicene consensus. To depart from the classical trinitarian theism of Nicaea is to depart from a catholicity nothing less than essential to the orthodoxy of the church catholic (universal).

        C. S. Lewis once advocated the classical Christian heritage to his modern students when he admonished them to “keep the clean sea breeze of the centuries blowing through our minds.”51 In that same spirit, this book invites the reader to stand in Lewis’s classroom with open windows, taking in the breeze of a Nicene wind that possesses the power to foster renewal once more. Our hope—indeed, our ambition—is that the reader wearied by the revisionism of the last century will be brought back to life by discovering an ancient way of reading the holy Scriptures, a way that leads the church out of the storm and homeward, as Basil so desired.

        Ultimately, our aspiration is renewal, the kind that recovers the spirit of our fathers. If modern theology dissipates awe by conflating the Creator and the creature with its mutualism and personalism, classical theology is a return to mystery. For we are not concerned with imitating a Trinity remade in our image but contemplating the beauty of the Infinite to participate in the eternal life of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. To that end, we gaze at the beauty of the Lord (Psalm 27:4) because with contemplation comes communion. “For from him and through him and to him are all things” (Romans 11:36).

        “Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Spirit. As it was in the beginning, is now, and evermore shall be. World without end. Amen.”52
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    AS WE LOOK AT the trinitarian thought of the earliest Christian centuries, there are two perspectives that are common but very problematic, approaches that we should take care to avoid. The first approach reduces the fourth-century trinitarian teaching to a formula, “one essence in three persons,” and regards the history of trinitarianism primarily as the emergence of that formula and the defense of the idea that God can be one in essence and three in persons.1 In contrast to this approach, we need to recognize that as important as the concepts of essence and person are, trinitarian theology is not fundamentally about concepts at all. It is most fundamentally about the Father, Son, and Spirit to whom the concepts point, and we need to look at the early history of that theology with that fundamental concern in mind.

    The second problematic approach assumes a sharp dichotomy between the trinitarian doctrine of the fourth century and the earlier teaching of the New Testament (which, this view claims, contains no notion of the idea that Jesus or the Holy Spirit is God), and thus treats the first three centuries as a story of what went wrong.2 I suggest that this view gets the tenor of early Christianity precisely backward. Jews in the first century, steeped in the monotheism of the Old Testament, had little expectation that the Messiah would be divine, although arguably they should have had such an inkling! What pushed the disciples and others toward the affirmation of the Trinity were the words and actions of Jesus himself, and especially the foretold and yet still unexpected fact of Christ’s resurrection. The New Testament documents, inspired by the Holy Spirit to bear witness to the resurrected Lord Jesus Christ, are themselves the beginning and source of the trinitarian confession. Far from a doctrine that emerged later through the imposition of Hellenistic thinking on a Judaic New Testament, the Trinity is a doctrine that would have been inconceivable without Jesus’ own testimony, his resurrection, and the resultant New Testament witness that Jesus is Lord. Absent such witness, there would have been no Christian trinitarianism.

    In contrast to these problematic approaches, we should recognize that ante-Nicene trinitarian theology grew out of the nascent church’s affirmation, based on the New Testament, that Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit are God just as the Father is God. In the second century, this affirmation led to the production of statements that were creed-like in character and served as precursors of the Nicene and Apostles’ Creeds. Over time, these affirmations raised questions about how to make room for the Son and the Spirit within strict monotheism. Certain ways of relating the persons to one another were deemed inadequate, labeled heresies, and addressed in light of Scripture and the church’s emerging tradition based on Scripture. Of these heresies, Gnosticism (including its subset or sibling, Marcionism) and modalistic monarchianism (also known as Sabellianism) were the most pressing, and three major thinkers in the late second and early third centuries—Irenaeus, Tertullian, and Origen—headlined the list of theologians responding to them. In the process, these thinkers and others began to develop the vocabulary that would later become standard in trinitarian theology.

    In this chapter I shall briefly survey these developments in ante-Nicene trinitarianism, and we shall see that the basic shape of the church’s trinitarian confession emerged quickly and remained very stable. At the same time, these early developments constituted a movement from simple confession of faith in the three persons to actual theology articulating how the persons are related, how there can still be but a single God, and so on. These early developments set the stage for the greater reflection, significant conflict, and striking consensus that would be articulated in fourth-century Nicene theology.

    
      SETTING THE STAGE FOR TRINITARIAN THEOLOGY: SECOND-CENTURY CREED-LIKE STATEMENTS

      In spite of its unequivocal affirmation of monotheism, the earliest church was led in the New Testament to confess that this one God has a Son and a Spirit about whom we can and must make the same affirmations. John 1:1 tells us that the Word was not only with God, but also was God. Paul affirms that for us, there is one God, the Father, and in the same sentence he adds that there is one Lord, Jesus Christ (1 Corinthians 8:5-6). Paul further affirms that no one can say “Jesus is Lord” except by the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 12:3), thus associating the Spirit with God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Baptismal formulas (Matthew 28:19) and benedictions (2 Corinthians 13:14) include the Son and Spirit with God the Father. As the church reflected on how to include Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit in its monotheistic understanding of God, it moved in the second century from what could be called an epistemological approach to an ontological one.

      Beginning with epistemology. How do we know that the Son and Spirit are to be included in our confession of the one God? We know primarily because of the life, teaching, death, and especially resurrection of Christ. Paul tells the Romans that it was through the resurrection from the dead that Christ was declared to be the Son of God with power (Romans 1:4). Accordingly, the earliest postbiblical creed-like statements focused on Christ’s life, death, and resurrection as the epistemological basis for our recognition and confession that he is God.3 For example, Ignatius of Antioch, writing circa 107, affirms of Christ:

      
        He is truly [άληθῶς] of the family of David with respect to human descent, Son of God with respect to the divine will and power [κατὰ θέλημα καὶ δύναμιν], truly born of a virgin, baptized by John . . . truly nailed in the flesh for us . . . in order that he might raise a banner for the ages through his resurrection for his saints and faithful people, whether among Jews or among Gentiles, in one body of his church.4

      

      This focus on the events by which we know that Christ is God means that the emerging confession of the Trinity is intimately bound together with the saving actions of Christ’s life. One cannot claim that the Trinity is irrelevant to Christian life, since the very way we know that Jesus is God’s Son depends on the events of his life, chronicled for us in Scripture for our salvation. At the same time, this tight connection between how we know Christ is God’s Son and the fact that he is God’s Son means that the church had not yet considered what that sonship implied about divine life apart from the incarnation. In this passage, Ignatius calls Christ “Son of God with respect to the divine will and power,” a phrase that could be taken to mean that by his will, God chose to create a person whom he would call “son” in some sense. The use of “will” and “power” to describe the way the Father relates to his Son would later be deemed problematic. This is an issue that Ignatius could hardly have thought of, but it shows the downside of the otherwise positive approach of focusing on the life of Jesus as the means by which we know he is truly God’s Son.

      In the middle of the second century, Justin Martyr similarly adopts the life of Christ as his epistemological starting point, but he brings the Holy Spirit into the confession as well. He affirms that we worship “Jesus Christ, who was crucified under Pontius Pilate. . . . For we have learnt that he is the son of the true God, and we hold him in second place [ἐν δευτέρᾳ χώρᾳ], with the prophetic Spirit in the third rank [ἐν τρίτῃ τάξῃ].”5 Here again, the events of Christ’s life are the means by which we have learned that he is the Son of the true God. What is surely most striking to us about this passage, though, is the use of the phrase “second place” to describe the Son and of “third rank” for the Spirit. We correctly regard this statement as suspicious or inadequate, but the question of what exactly it meant to affirm that the Son and Spirit are God, and thus the issue of their equality with the Father, had scarcely yet arisen.

      From epistemology to ontology. Over time, early creed-like statements were reorganized around the persons of the Trinity themselves. An example of this new pattern is preserved in a writing of Irenaeus from ca. 190:

      
        God, the Father, uncreated, incomprehensible, invisible, one God, Creator of all. This is the first heading [primum capitulum] of our faith. But the second heading [secundum autem capitulum] is the Word of God, the Son, Jesus Christ our Lord. . . . By the Son’s hand all things have come into being. And at the end of the time, to gather all together and sum up things, he willed to become man among men, visible and palpable, so as to destroy death and show forth life and perfect reconciliation between God and man. And the third heading [tertium autem capitulum] is the Holy Spirit, by whom the prophets prophesied and the fathers learned divine things and the righteous were led in the way of righteousness, who in the end of the time in a new manner, is poured out upon men, in all the world renewing man for God.6

      

      This statement begins not with the life of Christ, but with God the Father. It explains the Son in relation to the Father before describing the events of his life, death, and resurrection, and it also features the Holy Spirit more prominently. Rather than starting with epistemology—how do we know?—this statement begins with ontology—the persons themselves—and in the case of each person it moves from who he is to what he has done. This is an early example of the pattern that later creeds would follow. Notice also that there is no mention of rank. Father, Son, and Spirit are numbered as the first, second, and third “headings,” but they are not ranked as if the Father is highest, then the Son, then the Spirit lowest of all.

      In a sense, the movement from creed-like statements revolving around the life of Christ to statements organized around the three persons paved the way for a trinitarian theology, not just a trinitarian confession. By reorganizing its statements, the church set up the issues that would later be discussed and resolved theologically—whether the persons are all eternal, how they are eternally related, whether they are equal, how they constitute a single God, and so on. Nevertheless, we should remember that the complex discussions that later dominated trinitarian theology grew out of the confession that Jesus, like the Father, is Lord, a confession made possible by the Spirit. We should not substitute mere concepts for the persons to whom those concepts point.

    

    
    
      THE MATURING OF EARLY TRINITARIAN THEOLOGY: IRENAEUS OF LYONS (DIED CA. 202)

      In the statement from Justin Martyr quoted above, we saw a tendency to subordinate the Son and Spirit to the Father, a tendency that was present in the other second-century apologists—Athenagoras and Theophilus—as well. These apologists, by virtue of their task to explain and defend Christianity to Roman pagans, desired to make connections between Christian thought and the Middle Platonic philosophical thought world around them, in which the “high god” or “the one” was not involved in this world in any way. Creation and any subsequent divine involvement had to happen through intermediaries whose lower status allowed their presence in this world. In such an intellectual climate, the apologists understandably—but nevertheless mistakenly—saw the Logos and the Spirit as such intermediate figures.7

      On this issue, second-century Gnosticism followed a pattern similar to that of Middle Platonism (and the apologists), but in a much more extreme way. In the various Gnostic understandings, a host of intermediary figures called aeons—thirty of them in Valentinian Gnosticism, but 365 in Basilideanism—filled the metaphysical space between the high god and this world, and a bewildering array of cosmic myths sought to account for the production of these aeons and of our world as well.8 Most Gnostic systems also distinguished sharply between the spiritual Christ and the physical man Jesus, and Marcionism sharpened this dualism by dubbing the god who made the universe as evil and subordinating that god to the high God, of whom the spiritual Christ was the messenger.9 It was Gnosticism that drew Irenaeus’s fire in his great work Against Heresies (ca. 180), but his overt rejection of Gnosticism also entailed a tacit correction of similar but less extreme mistakes the apologists had made in their interaction with Middle Platonism.10

      The Son and Spirit in opposition to created beings. In his response to various forms of Gnosticism in Against Heresies 1–2, Irenaeus emphasizes the unity and uniqueness of God (there are no intermediaries who can be called “god”) and the unity of Christ (there is no division between a divine Christ and a human Jesus). As he makes these arguments, he articulates the equality of the trinitarian persons, especially the equality of the Father and the Son. Late in book 1, Irenaeus contrasts the Word through whom God created the universe with the intermediaries postulated by Gnosticism. He writes, “There is one God Almighty, who created all things through His Word; He both prepared and made all things out of nothing. . . . These [all things] He did not make through Angels or some Powers [non per Angelos neque per Virtutes] that were separated from His thought. For the God of all things needs nothing. No, He made all things by His Word and Spirit [per Verbum et Spiritum suum].”11 Notice here that angels and other powers fall in the category of “all things” and were created out of nothing. But Irenaeus clearly places the Word and the Spirit in a different category; they are not numbered among created things.

      At the end of this long interaction with Gnostic and Marcionite ideas of God, Irenaeus summarizes as follows:

      
        If . . . he by himself, by his own will and self-determination, made and ordered all things, and if his will is the [cause of the] substance of all things [substantia omnium uoluntas eius], then he alone will be acknowledged as the God who made all things; he alone is omnipotent and alone the Father who, by the Word of his power, created and made all things. . . . He is the Builder, he is the Creator, he is the Originator, he is the Maker, he is the Lord of all things. Neither is there anyone beside him nor above him; neither a mother, as they falsely assert, nor another God, whom Marcion imagined; neither a Fullness of thirty Aeons.12

      

      Of course, this passage is primarily about the identity of the one true God, in contrast to the myriads of Gnostic gods and aeons. For our purposes, it is important to note that it was by the one God’s will that he made and ordered all things. Anything that exists because of God’s will—because of his intention to make it—is created and therefore not God.

      We should remember that earlier in the century, Ignatius of Antioch had described Christ as “Son of God with respect to divine will and power.” Irenaeus here tacitly draws out the problem with that earlier expression—it might imply that the Son is a creature. Irenaeus himself makes no such mistake. He writes of the one God, “This is the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. Through his Word, who is his Son, he is revealed and manifested. . . . But the Son, always coexisting with the Father [Semper autem coexsistens Filius Patri], of old and from the beginning always reveals the Father [olim et ab initio semper reuelat Patrem].”13 Gone is a system in which a subordinate Son/Word came into existence by God’s will in order to reveal only himself because the high God is too removed from the world to be known. Instead, the eternal Son, equal to and always present with his Father, reveals his Father to the world that the Father has created through him.

      The Son’s eternality and equality to the Father. As Irenaeus turns from his refutation of Gnosticism to an extended positive treatment of the Christian faith in books 3–5, he elaborates on themes that he has emphasized previously: the equality of the Son to the Father and the eternality of the Son. Early in book 3, after a long discussion of biblical passages in which both the Father and the Son are called “Lord,” he concludes, “So, as I have already stated, no one else is named God or called Lord except the God and Lord of all things. . . . It is of him that Jesus Christ our Lord is Son.”14 The apparent logic of this statement is that if anyone is called “Lord,” he cannot be a created being but must be God, yet throughout the New Testament, Jesus is called “Lord,” so he must not be a created subordinate to God but God’s equal Son.

      Later in book 3, Irenaeus deals with the objection that Christ must have come into existence at the time he was born as a man from Mary. He reminds the readers of John 1:1-3 and writes, “For we have shown that the Son of God did not begin to exist then [tunc; that is, when he was born from Mary], having been always [exsistens semper] with the Father; but when He became incarnate and was made man, He recapitulated in Himself the long unfolding of mankind, granting salvation by way of compendium.”15 Here again we see the eternality of the Son. The incarnation was not the beginning of his existence, but the start of a new way of existing, a human existence by which he could recapitulate the history of the human race and restore us to God.16

      Although Irenaeus subtly corrects the problems with the teaching of the apologists by emphasizing the eternality and equality of the Son with respect to the Father, there is an important way in which he continues their earlier proclamation: he ties the confession of who the Son is to the cross. In a passage whose overt purpose is to refute the Gnostic idea that the divine Christ and the human Jesus are different persons, he writes: “Therefore, the Gospel knows no other Son of Man except this one who was born of Mary, who also suffered; nor of another Christ who flew upwards from Jesus before the passion. But it recognizes as the Son of God this Jesus Christ who was born, this same one who suffered and rose again.”17 But even as he started from the cross, Irenaeus still worked backward to the eternal relation of the Son to the Father, and he was the first theologian to stress the eternal generation of the Son, an idea that Origen would develop in more detail later.18

      The Holy Spirit. Irenaeus also has a considerably more developed treatment of the Holy Spirit than other second-century writers. Unlike most of the early church, he calls the Spirit (rather than the Son) “Wisdom,” and he describes the Son and Spirit as the “Hands” through which God works.19 In the process, he specifically contrasts the Spirit with the “all things” God has created, thus stressing the equality and eternality of the Spirit as well as the Son. Irenaeus writes, “I have also largely demonstrated, that the Word, namely the Son, was always with the Father; and that Wisdom also, which is the Spirit, was present with Him, anterior to all creation [ante omnem constitutionem].”20 Irenaeus also emphasizes the equality of the Spirit to the Father and the Son through the way he describes the Spirit’s role in salvation: the Spirit anoints the Son, but this is not what makes Jesus be the Son. It is an anointing in keeping with his humanity, so that through his humanity, we human beings can also be anointed and saved.21

      From these passages we see a significant maturing of trinitarian theology in the writings of Irenaeus. Although he does not use the terminology that would later come to be standard and has some idiosyncratic ways of describing the Son and Spirit, he moves beyond the mere confession of Father, Son, and Spirit to a clear articulation of their equality and eternality. They are not created instruments but divine and equal partners in creation and redemption. With Irenaeus in the late second century, Christian trinitarian theology began to come of age.

    

    
    
      THE DEVELOPMENT OF TRINITARIAN TERMINOLOGY: TERTULLIAN OF CARTHAGE (DIED CA. 230)

      Irenaeus’s younger contemporary Tertullian also wrote against Gnosticism22 and penned a massive tome Against Marcion, as well as writing an Apology against paganism,23 but it was a very different heresy that pushed him to make his mark on trinitarian theology through his work Against Praxeas (ca. 215).24 Around the turn of the third century, modalistic monarchianism was associated with three men named Sabellius, Noetus, and Praxeas. Tertullian claims that Praxeas was the first one to import this heresy into Rome from his native Asia Minor and describes the heresy as claiming that there is no distinction between Father, Son, and Spirit, and thus it must have been the Father himself who became incarnate and who died on the cross.25 In responding to modalism, Tertullian articulated not simply the equality of the Son and the Spirit to the Father (a moot point if they are simply different names for the same person), but also the way in which they are numerically distinct (that is, not the same person) and yet also the same in some yet-to-be-defined sense (because otherwise they would be different gods). Tertullian addresses the distinction and sameness between the persons in two major ways, first by his careful use of pronouns, and second by developing the terminology of substantia and persona.

      Expressing unity and distinction with pronouns. Tertullian carefully uses masculine and neuter pronouns to indicate that in God there is more than one “he” even though there is only one “it.” In order to clarify Tertullian’s thought on this point, I shall modify the ANF translations (in which the translator has used the word “person” not found in the text) to “he” or “it,” as a clumsy but clear way of indicating what Tertullian is doing in Latin. Early in the work, he describes Praxeas’s mistake as thinking “that one cannot believe in One Only God in any other way than by saying that the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost are the very selfsame ‘He’ [ipsum eundemque].”26 Later, in chapter 9, writing not of Praxeas but of the Church’s faith, Tertullian affirms,

      
        The Father, the Son, and the Spirit are inseparable from each other [inseparatos ab alterutro]. . . . Now, observe, my assertion is that the Father is one “He,” and the Son another “He,” and the Spirit another “He” [alium esse Patrem et alium Filium et alium Spiritum]. This statement is taken in a wrong sense by every uneducated as well as every perversely disposed person, as if it predicated a diversity [diuersitatem], in such a sense as to imply a separation [separationem] among the Father, and the Son, and the Spirit.27

      

      This crucial passage emphasizes that the Father, Son, and Spirit are distinct persons—but without using the words distinct and person themselves—who are nevertheless inseparable. Here we see the beginning of theological reflection on the question, How do the persons not constitute different gods? Tertullian’s twofold answer is that they have no diversity among them, and that there is no separation between them. In other words, there is a sameness to the persons (the specifics of which he spells out in more detail elsewhere, as we shall see below) that prevents one from thinking of them as different gods, and there is a unity between them that forces us to think of them as one God.

      Shortly after this passage, Tertullian elaborates by commenting on the Son’s sending of the Paraclete:

      
        Thus making the Paraclete another “Him” from Himself [Sic alium a se Paracletum], even as we say that the Son is also another “He” from the Father [a Patre alium Filium]; so He showed a third degree [tertium gradum] in the Paraclete, as we believe the second degree is in the Son [secundum in Filio], by reason of the order observed in the Economy.28

      

      This passage shows clearly the distinction between the persons, again, without using the word distinction or person. Each trinitarian person is his own unique “he.” Notice, though, that the use of the word gradum, “degree,” might suggest inequality between the persons. But since the context of the passage has to do with personal distinctions, not rank or characteristics or equality/inequality, I do not think we should read very much into this word choice.

      Later Tertullian begins to use the word distinct itself when he writes, “The Father and the Son are demonstrated to be distinct [distincte pater et filius]; I say distinct but not separate [distincte, inquam, non diuise].”29 He then quotes several biblical passages in which the persons speak one to another, and he concludes, “In these few quotations the distinction [distinctio] of the Trinity is clearly set forth.”30 Here we see the language of “distinct” but not “divided,” to go along with Tertullian’s earlier insistence that the persons are not “separate” one from another. The use of masculine and neuter pronouns has led him to the development of the classic language of “distinction without separation/division” that we still use today.

      The words substantia and persona. The second way in which Tertullian indicates the unity and distinction between the persons is by pressing into service several words that would go on to become standard in trinitarian theology, especially substantia. In chapter 2, just after describing Praxeas’s mistake as claiming that the Father and Son are the same “he” (a passage discussed above), Tertullian continues,

      
        As if in this way also one were not All, in that All are of One, by unity (that is) of substance [per substantiae scilicet unitatem]; while the mystery of the dispensation [oikonomiae sacramentum] is still guarded, which distributes the Unity into a Trinity [quae unitatem in trinitatem disponit], placing the three [tres] in their order—the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost: three, however, not in condition, but in degree [non statu sed gradu]; not in substance, but in form [nec substantia sed forma]; not in power, but in aspect [nec potestate sed specie].31

      

      In this passage we see that Tertullian uses the Latin word trinitas of the three persons and that he uses three words to unite them and three other words to distinguish them. Father, Son, and Spirit share the same status, substantia, and potestas, but they differ in gradus, forma, and species. Here Tertullian seems to be drawing on Stoic metaphysics, by which substantia is the single, existent entity together with the qualities inherent in that entity. If one were speaking of physical entities, the substantia would be the stuff of which the entity is composed, but in the case of God, it is the attributes that set him apart from creatures, including his power and condition/rank/status (both mentioned in tandem with substantia in this passage).32

      Using the concept of substantia, Tertullian is able to correct a problem that had shown up previously—how to relate the Son to the Father without implying that the Son is a creature produced by the Father’s will. Tertullian contrasts his teaching with that of Marcion and the Gnostics (who introduce another, or many other, gods) by writing:

      
        But as for me, who derive [deduco] the Son from none other [non aliunde] than from the substance of the Father [de substantia Patris], and (represent Him) as doing nothing without the Father’s will [nihil facientem sine Patris uoluntate], and as having received all power from the Father [omnem a Patre consecutum potestatem], how can I be possibly destroying the Monarchy from the Faith? . . . The same remark (I wish also to be formally) made by me with respect to the third degree [in tertium gradum], because I believe the Spirit is from none other [non aliunde] than from the Father through the Son [a Patre per Filium].33

      

      Here we see a crucial distinction: the Son acts according to the Father’s will, but his existence does not come from the Father’s will. Instead, he is derived from the Father’s substantia. Tertullian locates the monarchy in the Father alone and understands the derivation of the Son and Spirit in relation to the Father. What makes the three inseparable/indivisible is that both the Son and Holy Spirit derive their being from the substantia of the Father. Thus, whatever qualities or attributes characterize God also characterize them. The word substantia draws on the idea of “one thing,” “one it,” developed through Tertullian’s use of neuter pronouns, but makes the concept vastly more specific.34

      Likewise, Tertullian moves from using masculine pronouns to using the actual word persona. In opposition to Praxeas’s idea that the Word is just another name for God, he writes,

      
        But you will not allow Him to be really a substantive being [substantiuum], by having a substance of His own [habere in re per substantiae proprietatem]; in such a way that He may be regarded as an objective thing [res] and a person [persona quaedam], and so be able (as being constituted second to God the Father,) to make two [duos efficere], the Father and the Son, God and the Word.35

      

      Tertullian is moving from the concept of substantia as the qualities that characterize God to an understanding of the Son/Word as an actual entity distinct from the Father but nevertheless possessing that substantia. He calls this alternate entity a substantiuum and a res, both indicating something that exists concretely as a discrete entity, and finally arrives at the word persona. Significantly, both substantiuum and res normally apply to things, but Tertullian needs a word to apply to a “him,” not an “it,” as shown by the fact that duos is masculine at the end of the passage. The word Tertullian settles on is persona. Here again he appears to draw on Stoic ideas about how a given entity is related to and differentiated from others.36

      Later, in chapter 12, Tertullian discusses the divine plurals in Genesis 1:26 and 3:22. He rejects the Jewish interpretation that God is speaking to the angels, as well as Praxeas’s interpretation that God is speaking to himself. Instead, he writes, “Nay, it was because He had already His Son close at His side, as a second Person [secunda persona], His own Word, and a third [tertia] also, the Spirit in the Word, that He purposely adopted the plural phrase [pluraliter pronuntiauit], ‘Let us make;’ and ‘in our image;’ and ‘become as one of us.’”37 Here again, we see the actual word persona.

      Thus, we see that Tertullian’s coining of trinitarian terminology—trinitas, substantia, persona, distinctio without separatio or diuersitas—grows out of the need to explain that biblically, the Father, Son, and Spirit are not simply different names for the same person. If early trinitarianism began to come of age with Irenaeus, it achieved noteworthy terminological precision with Tertullian. Significantly, however, Tertullian’s precision in Latin would long prove elusive for Eastern thinkers. In Greek, the use of masculine and neuter pronouns would continue for many decades as the primary vehicle for expressing unity of substance and distinction of persons, and agreement on a Greek term for “person” would not come until the 360s.

      Lingering problems. In spite of Tertullian’s great contributions to trinitarian theology, his writings do exhibit some significant problems. There are a few passages (Against Praxeas 2.1, 5.2-4, 7.1) in which he seems to indicate that the Son and the Spirit proceeded from God as a part of the economy of creation and redemption, rather than being eternally begotten and eternally proceeding. In at least one instance (Against Praxeas 9.1), Tertullian seems to regard the Son as having merely a portion of full divinity, rather than entire divinity as the Father has.38 I suggest that these passages reflect a pre-Irenaean mindset in which the focus on the economy and on the way we recognize the persons of the Trinity is so strong that it leads to an insufficient consideration of the persons in their eternal relations.

    

    
    
      WRESTLING WITH EMERGING QUESTIONS: ORIGEN OF ALEXANDRIA (DIED CA. 251)

      Origen’s masterwork On First Principles has been the source of controversy since its initial publication (ca. 230), because it purportedly lays out a vision of eternally created souls that fell away from the Logos, of a world created as a place for these souls to be united with bodies and find redemption, and of a final state in which all souls are ultimately saved, but in what may or may not be a bodily state. I write “purportedly” because there has long been dispute about what Origen himself actually wrote, and some of the most (in)famous passages in the treatise may have actually been the work of Origen’s disciples who took his thought beyond his own ideas, or worse yet, of his opponents who were intent on discrediting him.39 While most of the debated passages have to do with Origen’s teaching on the eternal creation of souls and the apokatastasis, this textual uncertainty impinges on our understanding of his trinitarian theology to some degree.

      Despite the ambiguities, I believe we can recognize that Origen made two great contributions to trinitarian theology. First, he focused more attention on the Son as Son, rather than just as Word, and began to probe the implications of divine fatherhood and sonship. Second, and closely related, he more clearly articulated the distinction between the Son and the Spirit while still maintaining the eternality of the three persons. At the same time, a cloud of possible subordinationism hangs over Origen’s trinitarian theology, and this potential problem requires some discussion.

      The sonship of the Son. In the preface of On First Principles, Origen summarizes the apostolic preaching, on which he will elaborate:

      
        First, that “there is one God, who created and arranged all things,” . . . and that this God in the last days . . . sent [misit] our Lord Jesus Christ to call first Israel to himself and second the Gentiles. . . . This just and good God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, himself gave the law and the prophets and the Gospels, who is also the God of the apostles and of the Old and New Testaments. Then again, that Jesus Christ himself, who came, was born of the Father before all creatures [ipse qui uenit, ante omnem creaturam natus ex patre est]. . . . In the last times, emptying himself, he became human and was incarnate; being God, when made human he remained what he was, God. . . . The Holy Spirit is associated [sociatum] in honour and dignity with the Father and the Son.40

      

      Several things are noteworthy about this summary of the rule of faith. First, notice the insistence—in contrast to all varieties of Gnosticism—that the one God made all things when nothing existed. Second, notice that—in opposition to Marcionism—the same God gave us both the Old and New Testaments. Third, notice in particular the clear demarcation between the Son’s eternal existence and his temporal mission. The One who was born before all creatures became human while remaining God as he had always been. This summary thus sets up his long discussions of the Son in On First Principles 1.2 and of the Spirit in 1.3-4.

      Origen begins his discussion of the Son by pointing out that deity and humanity in Christ are one thing and another, and we must first attend to his deity by understanding him as only-begotten Son, Wisdom, and Firstborn.41 (He will turn to Christ as man in book 2.) He then rejects the idea that God’s Wisdom is simply an aspect or attribute of God, and instead argues, “If then, once it is rightly understood that the only-begotten Son of God is his Wisdom subsisting substantially. . . . And how can one, who has learnt to know and think piously about God, think or believe that the God and Father ever existed, even for a single moment, without begetting this Wisdom [extra huius sapientiae generationem fuisse aliquando deum patrem, uel ad punctum momenti alicuius]?”42 Shortly thereafter, he concludes,

      
        Therefore, we acknowledge that God is always [semper] the Father of his only-begotten Son, who was indeed born of him [ex ipso quidem nati] and derives from him what he is [quod est ab ipso trahenti], but without, however, any beginning [sine ullo tamen initio], not only that which may be distinguished by periods of time, but even that which intellect alone is accustomed to contemplate within itself.43

      

      This is an important passage about the eternality of the Son. Not only has there never been a time when the Father did not have his Son, but the end of the passage indicates that even before there were periods of time, there was no “nontime” when the Son did not exist. Later, Arius would argue that while it is true that there was no time when the Son did not exist, there was nevertheless a “once” when the Son was not. Origen here nips that potential conclusion in the bud. God always had a Son. Yet despite this specific and even groundbreaking statement of the Son’s eternality, Origen still insists that he is derived from the Father.44 This is part of what it means to call him “Son.”

      Furthermore, Origen makes clear that the eternal begetting of the Son is not analogous to the begetting of humans or animals. He writes,

      
        It is abominable and unlawful to equate the God and Father, in the begetting of his only-begotten Son and in his giving [him] subsistence [atque in subsistentia], with any generation of humans or other animals; but it must be something exceptional and worthy of God [deo dignum], for which can be found no comparison at all [cuius nulla prorsus comparatio]. . . . For this is an eternal and everlasting begetting [aeterna ac sempiterna generatio]. . . . For he does not become Son, in an external manner, though adoption in the Spirit [Non enim per adoptionem spiritus filius fit extrinsecus], but is Son by nature [sed natura filius est].45

      

      Here Origen is at great pains to stress the nonphysical and nontemporal nature of the begetting. It must be something appropriate to God, so it cannot be a physical process taking place in time. Again he stresses that the begetting is eternal and that the Son does not ever become Son. In this passage, it is important to note the contrast Origen draws between the Son, who is by nature Son, and us, who are adopted as God’s sons (and daughters). This contrast serves not only to distinguish this understanding of Christ’s sonship from second-century adoptionism but also to link Christ’s sonship with ours in a causative way. The one who is by nature Son is the one who makes us sons and daughters by grace/adoption. This concept of “Son by nature/sons by grace” would go on to be widespread in the fourth and fifth centuries.

      Having established the eternal begetting of the Son, Origen also emphasizes that he is identical with the Father in power and work: “As, then, the Son in no respect is separated or differs [inmutatur ac differt] from the Father in the power of his works [uirtute operum], nor is the work of the Son anything other than the Father’s but one and the same [unus atque idem] movement . . . there is no dissimilarity [dissimilitudo] whatsoever between the Son and the Father.”46 This is an early articulation of what later theology would call “inseparable operations,” and Origen argues that this identity of work requires an identity of character; there is not only no separation between them, but no dissimilarity between them either. The Son is derived, and yet eternal, equal, and even identical in character to the Father.

      The distinctness of the Spirit. During a discussion of a single goodness in God, Origen writes, “The primal goodness is recognized in the God and Father, from whom both the Son, being begotten [filius natus], and the Holy Spirit, proceeding [spiritus sanctus procedens], without doubt draw into themselves the nature of that goodness [bonitatis eius naturam in se refert], which exists in the source [in eo fonte], from whom the Son is born [natus est filius] and the Spirit proceeds [procedit spiritus sanctus].”47 By using a different word, “procession,”48 for the relation of the Spirit to the Father from the word he uses for the Son’s relation to the Father, Origen implies that the Spirit is not another Son.

      Origen begins his specific treatment of the Holy Spirit in On First Principles 1.3 by asserting that we need the Spirit for salvation. The Father and Son work in all creatures, but the Holy Spirit works only in believers: “In those alone, I think, who already turn to better things and walk in the ways of Jesus Christ [per uias Christi Iesu incedunt], that is, who are engaged in good actions and abide in God [in deo permanent], is there the work of the Holy Spirit.”49

      Origen insists that this differentiation by which the Spirit works only in believers does not imply any inequality or exaltation of one person of the Trinity above others. He emphasizes, “Moreover, nothing in the Trinity can be called greater or less, for one fount of divinity upholds the universe by his Word or Reason and by the Spirit of his mouth sanctifies all things worthy of sanctification.”50 Here again, we see that the Father is the unique source of deity, and this fact is the primary reason for arguing that there is no greater or less between the persons.

      Origen argues further that the Father’s special ministry is to give life, the Son’s is to give reason. Likewise, “There is again another grace of the Holy Spirit [spiritus sancti gratia], which is bestowed upon the deserving [quae dignis praestatur], through the ministry of Christ and the working of the Father [ministrata quidem per Christum, inoperata autem a patre], in proportion to the merits of those who have become capable of receiving it.”51 Here we see that the work of the three persons is inseparable, because the Holy Spirit’s grace is ministered (ministrata is feminine, directly modifying gratia) through Christ and worked into us (inoperata is likewise feminine and modifies gratia) from the Father.52

      Not surprisingly, another special grace of the Holy Spirit is to give holiness. Origen writes of Christians,

      
        When, then, they have, firstly, from the God and Father, that they should be [ut sint]; secondly, from the Word, that they should be rational beings [ut rationabilia sint]; thirdly, from the Holy Spirit, that they should be holy [ut sancta sint]—they become capable of Christ anew.53

      

      This passage serves both to distinguish the persons and to unite them by virtue of the harmonious interplay of their actions. Furthermore, in addition to giving life, the Spirit gives holiness.

      Possible subordination in Origen’s thought. We have seen from Origen’s discussion that the Son and the Spirit are not merely attributes or aspects of God but distinctly existing entities. Each is clearly a “he” or a persona as Tertullian would call them, although Origen has no single Greek word that can serve as a term for the persons. The three share a common character or substantia as Tertullian would call it, although again Origen exhibits the concept more than a term for it. The Son is begotten, the Spirit proceeds, and both of them are eternal. They do not—as the apologists and Tertullian might be read to say—differentiate from one another only in time as part of the economy of creation or redemption.

      Nevertheless, even though Origen insisted that there is no greater or less within the Trinity, his thought was widely suspected of subordinating the Son and Spirit to the Father. The most infamous example of such subordination comes in a Greek fragment offered in evidence during the sixth-century Origenist controversy and alleged to be from On First Principles 1. This passage clearly describes the Son as “less than the Father” (ἐλλατόνως δὲ παρὰ τὸν πατέρα) and the Spirit as “still less” (ἔτι δὲ ἡττόνως τὸ πνεῦμα τὸ ἅγιον) and ranks the three persons from greatest power to least power.54 But it is quite uncertain whether this passage actually goes back to Origen himself. What does unquestionably come from Origen’s own pen, however, is the idea that the Son was generated by the Father’s will, a problematic concept that we have seen affirmed by Ignatius and rejected (correctly) by Tertullian. In his summary statement at the end of On First Principles, Origen reiterates that the Father and Son are not physical, and he writes that “the Word and Wisdom was begotten from the invisible and bodiless God apart from any bodily passion, as an act of will proceeds from the intellect [uelut si uoluntas procedat e mente]. Nor will it seem absurd, seeing that he is called the Son of love, if in this way he is also regarded as Son of his will [voluntatis].”55

      This notion of the Son’s begetting as an act of the Father’s will sits uneasily both with the equality of the Son to the Father—an act of will is how God makes creatures—and with the eternality of the Son. In fact, it may seem hard to grasp how one so committed to the Son’s eternality could affirm this, and we need to remember that for Origen—at least as far as we can tell from On First Principles as we have it—created beings can be eternal as well. Origen’s insistence on the Son’s eternality may be less significant than we might have thought. If created souls can be eternal, then the Son can also be eternal even if he was created, and this summary statement suggests that this may have been exactly what Origen meant.56 As a result, while Origen’s trinitarian theology probed the concept of sonship helpfully and elaborated on the Spirit’s distinctive work, it may also have provided seeds that would later be picked up in Arian thought to argue that the Son is a creature, made by the Father’s will.

    

    
    
      CONCLUSION: UNRESOLVED ISSUES AT THE DAWN OF THE FOURTH CENTURY

      In this chapter, we have seen that the church’s trinitarian confession emerged as a result of the resurrection of Jesus Christ and the presence of the Spirit, who enabled Christians to affirm that Jesus is Lord. Under pressure from various Gnosticisms and modalism, the church moved from this simple trinitarian confession to a bona fide trinitarian theology. Key to this movement were specific questions related to the Son and Spirit: whether they are eternal or “came out” from God at some point in time, whether they are distinct from God as persons or merely names for the one God, whether they are equal to God or occupy some kind of middle space between him and his creation. As the church wrestled with these questions, its answers to them were somewhat uneven and inconsistent. Irenaeus provided perhaps the most balanced and orthodox trinitarian theology, but without using any of what would later become standard terminology. Tertullian provided the Latin world with the terminology of substantia, persona, and distinctio without separatio that it would use henceforth, but he struggled to see the Son and Spirit as genuinely eternally distinct from the Father and had little to say about divine sonship. Origen probed the depths of divine begetting more than anyone had done previously, but he may not have truly distinguished the Son and Spirit from eternally created creatures. The church’s trinitarian theology was understandably slow in teasing out the implications of its trinitarian faith.

      Thus, as the fourth century began, there were at least two great needs in trinitarian theology. First was the need for agreement on the Greek words used to speak of what Tertullian called the one substantia and the three personae. Origen may have been the first to use ὑπόστασις in contrast to οὐσία, as a way of differentiating the Father, Son, and Spirit,57 but in the early fourth century, there was no consensus on whether ὑπόστασις was a synonym for οὐσία or not, and thus on whether God was a single ὑπόστασις or three of them. The second great need was for a clearer articulation of the relation between the Father and Son, coupled with a distinction between the Son and creatures. Origen’s (alleged?) understanding of eternal creation either reflected a lack of clarity on this crucial question or muddied waters that had been clear earlier, and when Arius would later insist on a sharp line between God and all created things, he felt compelled to put the Son on the creaturely side of that line.

      This second need, while much broader than mere terminology, had a terminological dimension as well. We have seen that Origen had stressed the derived nature of the Son, but the church needed to forge a conceptual distinction between γένητος (“having come into existence”) and γέννητος (“having been begotten”), so that it could write succinctly of the Father as άγέννητος and άγένητος (that is, unbegotten and never having come into existence because he always existed), and of the Son as γέννητος but yet άγένητος (that is, begotten, but yet never having come into existence because he always existed). Furthermore, Origen may have used the word ὁμοούσιος to refer to the Son’s relation to the Father. The word does not occur in his extant writings, but Pamphilius, in his Apology for Origen (early fourth century), quotes three passages from Origen’s nonextant Commentary on Hebrews that contain the word.58 But this word had a suspect past since it had been used by pagan philosophers to refer to corporeal objects.59 More important, the word would go on to have an even more suspect future, since it was allegedly used by the notorious but slippery third-century heretic Paul of Samosata and was thus seemingly condemned by the Council of Antioch in 268 that condemned Paul.60 The fact that the Council of Nicaea would use the word ὁμοούσιος despite its suspect associations would be the catalyst for much of the tumult that engulfed the church in the 340s and 350s, before the word eventually became the watchword of orthodoxy and surely the most famous theological term in Christian history.

      While these two great needs, both significantly terminological in nature, led to the controversy and the brilliance of fourth-century trinitarian theology, we should again remember that trinitarianism began not with terminology but with persons—God the Father, his Son our Lord Jesus Christ, and the Holy Spirit, the Lord who makes us alive. For all the imperfections of ante-Nicene trinitarian theology, it still does Christians a great service by reminding us to place our confession of the three persons front and center in our vision of Christianity.
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    IF WE ARE TO RETRIEVE the Nicene Creed in the twentieth-first century, a close look at the Creed and its development is surely warranted. This is especially true in light of current misconstruals of the Trinity. Social trinitarianism and subordinationism come to mind. There is a better way to conceive the beauty and wonder of the Trinity, an incomprehensible glory reflected in the words of the Nicene Creed.

    Exactly what are we saying and doing when we recite the Nicene Creed as members of Christ’s body, the church? We are affirming our trust in the Holy Spirit’s guidance and empowerment of the church as it studied, contemplated, and articulated the meaning of the gospel as expressed in the Bible and the church’s liturgy. The church’s worship informed and shaped the church’s creedal statements. Lex orandi, lex credendi.

    Quite simply, the Holy Spirit has a history. The Holy Spirit did not stop speaking, guiding, and working at the end of the first century, push the mute button, and tap the speak button back on seventeen years into the sixteenth century, with Luther’s posting of the Ninety-Nine Theses. No, the Spirit has been speaking and acting throughout the church’s history and in special ways in the church’s earliest centuries, when the contours of orthodox Christian belief were honed and shaped.

    The call to express clearly the core of Christian belief continues—and a creed such as that of Nicaea helps Christians learn to read the Bible well, to speak well of God and God’s acts on our behalf in Christ, and to worship well.

    Consider, for instance, the predictably heretical perspective of many evangelicals concerning the Trinity. Evangelical understandings are improving, but a recent poll reported online in Christianity Today found 78 percent of evangelical respondents agreeing with Arius, though they had no idea they were doing so. Jesus, most answered to carefully worded survey questions, was an exalted creature, but not God incarnate. Arius would have nodded his head in agreement.

    For the sake of the evangelical mind, heart, and soul, then, the Nicene Creed beckons to us for its retrieval. The eternal Son an exalted creature? No. Rather, in the terse language of Nicaea, “We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God eternally begotten of the Father, God from God, light from light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, one in being with the Father.” In this chapter, we’ll especially focus on this key phrase from the Creed. If we understand this phrase and a basic outline of its development, the entire Creed clicks into place, phrase by phrase.

    The development of the Nicene Creed, first at Nicaea in 325 CE and later fine-tuned at Constantinople in 381, was a lively, messy, heated, blessed affair that lasted over fifty years. It was an intricate, turbulent, complicated, Spirit-empowered and -guided process; politics and personalities as well as theology and biblical interpretation played a role. People got angry. Heated words were exchanged. Egos sometimes blocked fruitful discussion. People started as friends and ended as enemies. I think of Marcellus of Ancyra and Athanasius. Initially they seemed to be of one mind in affirming the deity of the Son, but later parted ways as Marcellus fell into a modalist view, while Athanasius affirmed both the unity of God and relational distinctions between the persons as to origin within the Godhead. Yet in the midst of it all, God was working.

    Others appeared to start as enemies—I think of the heated disagreements between homoousians and homoiousians—and became much closer friends as the years passed, as their own respective positions became clearer to each other, and because of the common threat posed by Aetius and Eunomius.

    Consider, too, the role of the Roman emperors in the Nicene Creed’s formation. It was a Roman emperor—Constantine—who called for an ecumenical council to adjudicate issues that threatened to pull the church apart. Constantine, a convert to the Christian faith around 312 CE, strongly desired to unite a deeply divided empire; he had no wish for theological disagreements about God to further splinter the church and the provinces.

    Not only so, but with the assistance of Ossius of Cordova as his valued adviser on theological matters, Constantine took an active role in the Council of Nicaea, and proved remarkably adept in helping to navigate thorny theological disagreements.

    It’s fair to say, though, that Constantine was more concerned about unity than about theological technicalities, and the bishops gathered at Nicaea knew the most powerful man in the Roman world was carefully watching developments and observing the personalities involved. In a word, Constantine wanted a united church; he wanted all to sign the dotted line of the Creed, however its words were framed and finely tuned.

    Other Roman emperors also come to mind: Constantius, Valens, Constans, Gratian, and Theodosius. Some leaned in an Arian direction; others supported Nicaea. All were interested in political and religious unity. If unity must be attained using violence or exile, so be it.

    Finally, at the end of nearly fifty years of debate, Theodosius affirmed the conclusions of the church fathers gathered in Constantinople in 381, and exiled recalcitrant or heretical bishops who refused to accept the conclusions and language of the Creed. Suffice it to say, politics and theology intertwined in the ancient Christian world, and remained so for hundreds of years to come.

    Still, despite political machinations and often rancorous proceedings, the bishops gathered in council sensed the Holy Spirit’s guidance and empowerment of their discussion, debates, and ultimate conclusions. As church leaders plumbed the depths of the Scripture, pondered the words of the liturgy, and eventually expressed the Bible’s redemptive storyline in the precise, succinct language of the Nicene Creed, they sensed the Holy Spirit at work, guiding and directing this interpretive process.

    The church fathers understood the language they employed to summarize the biblical witness must be both concise and precise. The point of the Creed was to express and protect the Bible’s teaching about God, not to confuse or muddle it.

    
      THE INTRICATE BIBLICAL TESTIMONY

      For a moment, consider the intricate biblical testimony about God, a witness that is multifaceted.1 For instance, God’s oneness or unity is affirmed in the monotheistic heritage of Israel and is declared by Jesus in no uncertain terms. To this day, Jews and Christians are monotheists; we believe in one God, not many. The teaching that there is only one true God was nonnegotiable for Christ’s first disciples and for the ancient Christians who followed in their train.

      As ancient Christians studied the Scripture, though, they noticed biblical texts presented surprising and initially puzzling teachings. How was the Christian community to understand the odd way New Testament authors wrote about God, God’s Son, and God’s Spirit? A few brief examples must suffice as we lay the groundwork for our understanding of the Nicene Creed.

      Consider John 1:1-18, a series of statements about God, God’s eternal Word, and the incarnation of the Word made flesh. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God” (John 1:1). The Word—the divine Logos (Greek)—was with God when “the beginning” began, a clause in John’s Gospel that deliberately draws our attention to the beginning (Hebrew bereshit) expressed in the very first word of the Hebrew Bible (Genesis 1:1).

      Not only was the Word with God, but “the Word was God.” How should this duality in God be understood and expressed? What theological and linguistic structure could possibly bear its weight and glory?

      John 1:1 surprises us, and it surprised and encouraged ancient Christians. John 1:14 takes us a momentous step further. “The Word became flesh.” In the incarnation, the divine Word is united to the human nature willingly offered to God by the Virgin Mary. How was the church to speak well of the incarnate Word? What words should be used to express this incomprehensible wonder? And what words must be excluded?

      John continues to describe the relationship between the Father and the Son in John 5. The Father’s work is also the Son’s work (John 5:17, 19). Life belongs to the Son as well as to the Father (John 5:21, 26). The Father’s judgment comes exclusively through the Son (John 5:22, 30). These texts unapologetically teach that Jesus is and does what only God—the one he describes as “Father”—is and does. The pressing question? How can this be, if God is one?

      Jesus distinguishes between the Father and himself, for he always imitates the Father (John 5:19), receives from the Father (John 5:26-27), and pleases the Father (John 5:30).

      Later in John’s Gospel Jesus says, “You heard me say to you, ‘I am going away, and I will come to you.’ If you loved me, you would have rejoiced, because I am going to the Father, for the Father is greater than I” (John 14:28).

      If Jesus is the incarnate Word, how can the Father be greater? Are there gradations of deity within the divine being? This text fueled debate among ancient Christians for years.

      Note, too, the explicit threefold character of Jesus’ baptism by John; the Father speaks from heaven as the Spirit descends on the Son (Mark 1:9-11). This triadic structure occasionally appears in Paul’s writing, such as his famous benediction to the Corinthian church: “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ [the Son] and the love of God [the Father] and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all” (2 Corinthians 13:14). Jesus’ command to the apostles to baptize “in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 28:19) was imprinted on the minds of all ancient Christians from the first century CE forward.

      After an extended period of catechesis, new Christians confessed their belief in the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. All Christians entering the church through baptism confessed these words. A comment of Basil the Great states the baptismal confession in the fourth century. Yet he points to significant disagreement about the relationship between the persons and especially regarding the status of the Holy Spirit: “When the Lord established the baptism of salvation, did He not clearly command His disciples to baptize all nations ‘in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit,’ but these men say that we should not rank Him with the Father and the Son. Are they not openly disregarding God’s commandment?”2

      It is clear, then, that while all Christians were baptized in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, ancient Christians disagreed as to what the names meant and how the relationships between the three should be understood.

      Note, too, that the triadic patterns in the New Testament tend to be implicit than explicit. And, of course, the church must make sense of the Old Testament. Consider Proverbs 8:22, a verse Stephen Holmes describes as “perhaps the most exegeted text in the fourth century.”3 “The Lord brought me forth as the first of his works, before his deeds of old.” Did God’s wisdom—almost always identified by ancient exegetes with the Word (logos)—have a beginning in time? If so, is the Word a creature? And if a creature, how can John describe the Word as God in the prologue to his Gospel (John 1:1)? How was Proverbs’ description of Wisdom to be understood? What were its implications for the incarnation? Ink would flow like a river as ancient Christian leaders tried to answer these questions.

      There is no developed doctrine of the Trinity in the Bible. The term Trinity never appears.

      A “rule of faith” gradually develops, and was used by the church to summarize key points from the Bible, and was considered their correct interpretation. Tertullian describes the rule’s content:

      
        	
          There is only one God.

        

        	
          This one God is the Creator of the world.

        

        	
          God created “all things” out of nothing “through his own Word who is called his Son.”

        

        	
          This one God “was seen variously by the patriarchs, heard always in the prophets,” and was “at last brought down by the Spirit and Power of the Father into the Virgin Mary, was made flesh in her womb, and, being born of her, went forth as Jesus Christ.”4

        

      

      Other Christians offered different interpretations of the Bible’s meaning. Sabellius (fl. ca. 215 CE) used the Greek word prosōpon to picture the names “Father,” “Son,” and “Spirit” as masks the one God slipped on as the drama of redemption unfolded in human history—much like a Greek actor wore different masks as he assumed multiple roles in a play. To consider these names for God as relational distinctions within God’s essence, Sabellius believed, would necessarily lead to tritheism, the worship of three gods. What the church rejects as modalism is rooted in Sabellius’s thought.

      As the years passed, different proposals continued to surface in creedal form as models for understanding the unity of God and the relational distinctions so clear in Scripture. In the East, Origen’s thoughts on this question were weighed carefully.

      Origen clearly identifies the Father as God, yet stumbles occasionally by portraying the Son as divine but in a subordinate fashion, however slight the subordination may be. Lewis Ayres comments, “The Son for Origen exists in a certain subordination to the Father, and yet Origen’s theology raises questions about the extent to which the Father’s generation of this Word, this Son, is a constitutive part of being God.”5

    

    
    
      A COMPLEX ACCOUNT OF A SIMPLE GOD

      The problem everyone faced in the fourth century CE can be summarized as follows: How can God be one and three—especially in light of the well-nigh universal belief in God’s simplicity? Throughout the fourth century different approaches and solutions are offered for solving this theological dilemma. If God is indivisible and noncomposite, can genuine relational distinctions exist between the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit? If they do exist, how can they best be described?

      The ideas of the Egyptian presbyter Arius ignited a controversy over the nature of God, one related to God’s simplicity. What did Arius believe and why did he do so?

      Around 318 CE, Arius sharply criticized the teaching of his bishop, Alexander of Alexandria. Arius rejected specific statements of Alexander’s teaching: “Always Father, always Son.” “Father and Son together.” “The eternal begotten.” “Neither in thought nor by a single instant is God before the Son.” “Always God, always Son.” “The Son is of God himself.”6

      Arius believed Alexander’s teaching concerning relational complexity within the being of God was dead wrong. Why? To be God is to be “ingenerate,” “unbegotten,” “unalterable,” and “unchangeable.” God is simple, indivisible, and cannot generate another Son who is also God. “We acknowledge one God, Who is alone Ingenerate, alone Everlasting, alone Unbegun, alone True, alone having Immortality, alone Wise, alone Good, alone Sovereign; Judge, Governor, and Providence of all, unalterable and unchangeable, just and good, God of Law and Prophets and New Testament.”7

      Arius and those who agreed with him—let’s call them Arians or the Arian party—refused to affirm that the Son is equal to the Father, because they didn’t believe relational equality and complexity within God was possible. God could not timelessly generate a Son who was equal to God. God’s simplicity precluded this possibility.

      In addition, to say the Son is equal to the Father seemed to Arius to contradict key biblical texts. After all, Arius asked, how could Jesus increase “in wisdom and in stature and in favor with God and man” (Luke 2:52), if he were equal or “consubstantial” with the Father? The Father possessed perfect knowledge. Texts like Luke 2:52 indicated Jesus obviously didn’t.

      Arius’s view is coherent. And it presents a comprehensible picture of God’s being. If the Father and Son are equally God, Arius argues, God’s essence must in some way be divided between Father and the Son. Such cannot possibly be the case. God’s simplicity precludes any relational diversity within the being of God. Or so it seemed to Arius.

      Arius’s commitment to God’s simplicity leads him to propose a different view of the Son than that of his bishop, Alexander. Yes, the Son is “begotten,” but not in the sense Bishop Alexander posits. The Son is “begotten” as a lesser divinity, exalted above all other creatures, with a beginning “before times and ages.” “And before he was begotten or created or ordained or funded, he was not. For he was not unbegotten. We are persecuted because we say, ‘The Son has a beginning, but God is without beginning.’”8

      Arius’s ideas spurred the church to consider different conceptual and linguistic models that preserved God’s unity and acknowledged God’s relational complexity. As is well-known, Athanasius, a deacon of Bishop Alexander when the Council of Nicaea began, played a major role in the proceedings. A preliminary comment and illustration is in order.

    

    
    
      WORDS, WORDS, WORDS

      What are the general configurations of Athanasius’s response, arguments whose contours were shaped in the years surrounding Nicaea (325) and continued to be molded in the furnace of debate for the next fifty years? For Nicaea was just the beginning. Church councils were frequently held in the 340s and 350s at Antioch, Serdica, and Sirmium, and each proposed a creed for the church’s acceptance; some supported the Nicene formula, and some voiced their opposition.

      The outcome of the debates—that of Constantinople in 381—is an extremely condensed, wise, and linguistically precise document, a creed still recited around the world in a variety of ecclesial communities.

      Athanasius demonstrates a deft ability for skilled biblical exegesis and profound theological insight. In Four Discourses Against the Arians, written between 356 and 360, Athanasius argues that Arius’s claim that “the Son is from nothing” and “did not exist before he was begotten” is a biblical and theological dead end.9

      If Arius is correct, Athanasius asked, how could the Son rightly receive such names as “Son,” “God,” and “Wisdom”? If these names do not pertain to the Son by nature—who the Son essentially is—what do they refer to? Arius had suggested they are attributed to the Son because of his participation in the Holy Spirit. Yet Arius’s proposal, Athanasius observed, contradicts key texts from John’s Gospel. In John 16, Jesus clearly teaches that the Spirit “will glorify me, for he will take what is mine and declare it to you” (John 16:14).

      In a helpful illustration, Athanasius comments that

      
        “I in the Father and the Father in me” does not mean (as the Arians suppose) that they are decanted into each other, being each filled from the other, as in the case of empty vessels, so that the Son fills the Father’s emptiness, and the Father the Son’s, each of them separately not being full and perfect . . . for the Father is full and perfect, and the Son is “the fulness of the godhead” (Col. 2:9). Again, God is not in the Son in the same way as he comes into the saints and thus strengthens them.10

      

      Of what, then, does the Son partake in his relationship with the Father? Since this partaking or sharing occurs between the Father and the Son, it must be a sharing of “the substance of the Father.” This is an internal sharing, eternal in nature, rather than the external sharing Arius proposed, one outside the filial relationship of the Son to the Father.

      The Son needs no other intermediary to communicate the Father to him. The unique status he possesses as the eternal Son entails an immediate, timeless, communion of identical substance with the Father.

      What does the Nicene Creed mean when it refers to God as “Father”? Or to “one Lord, Jesus Christ, eternally begotten of the Father, God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, of one being with the Father”? Or a phrase such as “We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds from the Father and the Son”?

      The Creed is referring to relational distinctions expressed in a clear order. The question is, How can these distinctions be best understood and expressed? How does one make coherent theological statements about a beauty and wonder that is itself incomprehensible? Can human language and analogies possibly prove adequate?

      Athanasius argues that an eternal Father necessitates an eternal Son. Could an eternal Father ever be without an eternal Son? “Was he, who is light, without radiance . . . God is eternally; then since the Father always is, his brightness exists eternally.”

      The sun necessarily emits rays. The sun and its rays are distinguishable from each other, yet relationally inseparable. Similarly, then, the Father and Son share the same essence yet are relationally distinct.

      
        We see that the radiance from the sun is integral to it, and that the substance of the sun is not divided or diminished; but its substance is entire, and its radiance perfect and entire, and the radiance does not diminish the substance of the light, but is as it were a genuine offspring from it. Thus, we see that the Son is begotten not from without, but “from the Father,” and that the Father remains entire, while the “stamp of his substance” (Heb. 1:3), exists always and preserves the likeness and the image without alteration.11

      

      Athanasius’s argument and illustration oppose the Arian insistence that the generation of the Son is external to the Father, a generation that occurs in time, even if that “time” is before the creation of the heavens and the earth. Hence, the insistence of Athanasius and other Pro-Nicenes that the Father’s generation of the Son is internal.

      Simply put, the Arians are asking the wrong kinds of questions and providing poor answers to the questions they raise: Do not human fathers “beget” children in time? No human son ever existed before his father begat him. If the analogy holds true, the Father must in some way be prior to the Son to generate him.

      Similarly, how can the Son be the Word, or the Word be the image of God?12 Human words do not exist until they are spoken. Human “speech is a combination of syllables,” signifying a speaker’s thoughts as the speaker chooses to speak them.

      Words, Arius and company believed, do not exist before the speaker voices them, and they cease to exist once they have been uttered. How, then, can God’s Word always exist once it has been spoken? No human analogies exist to demonstrate this is possible.

      That, Athanasius believes, is precisely the point. Arian thinking has an inaccurate starting point. It begins with how things work with humans, with what is possible for humans, and proceeds to use this analogical framework for determining what is possible for God.

      Athanasius concedes that if the Scripture were describing human speech, procreation, or relationships when speaking of God, the Arians would be correct. “Now if they are discussing a man, then they may argue about his word and his son on the human level. But if they are talking of God, man’s creator, they must not think of him on the human level.”13

      Here, Athanasius believes, we discern a fundamental Arian mistake. Human procreation does take place in time and space. Human fathers are older and separate from their children. Begetting does involve division and separation. Not, however, with God.

    

    
    
      SIMPLICITY REVISITED

      Let’s return to God’s simplicity. Both Arius and Athanasius believed that God is simple. They draw, though, drastically different conclusions.

      From Athanasius’s perspective, Arius’s conviction that the Son is divine, yet still a creature, necessitates gradation within the divine being, a notion precluded by God’s simplicity. In Athanasius’s words, “For the Trinity, praised, worshiped, and adored, is one and indivisible and without degrees.”14

      Didymus the Blind, later in the fourth century, makes a similar point. “God is simple and of an uncompounded spiritual nature. He has no ears or vocal cords, but remains a solitary and incomprehensible substance with no particular parts to him. The same must be said for the Son and the Holy Spirit.”15

      The nuanced speech of the church fathers—and the analogies they employ—accomplishes the very thing Arius views as impossible. Athanasius, for instance, writes that the

      
        essence of the Son is not derived from outside, nor was he produced out of nothing, but issued from the Father [ek tēs tou patros ousias] like radiance from the sun itself, nor is alien to another, so too [the nature of the Son] is an outflowing [apporia] of the Father’s essence, without the Father’s essence being divided. For as the sun remains the same, and is not impaired by the rays poured forth by it, so neither does the Father’s essence suffer change, though it has the Son as an image of itself.16

      

      Yes, there is numerical distinction between the persons, but numerical distinction does not denote division within God’s essence. Any proposed ontic division or subordination break against the rock of God’s simplicity. Gregory of Nazianzus makes this very point. “Though there is numerical distinction, there is no division in the being.”17

      Lewis Ayres describes the church fathers’ speech regarding the divine persons as “highly austere.” The fathers will say only so much, and what they say is “strongly shaped by the consequences of the divine distinction and simplicity.”18 “It is fundamental to all pro-Nicene theologies that God is one power, glory, majesty, rule, Godhead essence, and nature. . . . The assertion that God is a unity in these respects is universal.”19

      The words of the Nicene Creed neither pleased everyone, nor displeased everyone. When we read in the Nicene Creed that the Son is “one in being with the Father . . . begotten not made, of one essence with the Father,” we find two words not found in the Scripture—ousios and homoousion—words that some bishops embraced, others questioned, and a few outrightly rejected.

      Some conservative bishops felt uncomfortable with ousios and homoousios because these words were more philosophical in nature than biblical. Could not more biblically couched language be used in framing the creed? For many the words proposed by Athanasius and his supporters signaled a move away from the Bible; bishops in opposition believed the proposed creed was unnecessarily shored up by foreign philosophical premises. Might not the relationship between Father and Son be better described by the word homoiousios? The Son shares a similar essence with the Father, a “like” essence.

      Athanasius was not entirely unsympathetic with this proposal. It’s surprising, indeed striking to note that for the next twenty years after Nicaea, Athanasius rarely if ever mentions the word homoousia. What changes in the 340s and 350s brought ousia once more to center stage?

    

    
    
      EUNOMIUS

      Sadly, more radical personalities and positions appeared, first under the leadership of Aetius and later his secretary Eunomius. Rather than espousing the reasonable position of the homoiousians, the anhoimoians argue—based on God’s simplicity—that the Son is not of the same essence of the Father. Why would Eunomius and his followers say such a thing?

      God’s simplicity appeared at the heart of Eunomius’s objection to both homoousios and homoiousios. God cannot generate a Son, or the Spirit for that matter, for God is simple. God is not a composite being. God’s essence is indivisible and “ingenerate.” Whatever the Son and Spirit are, then, must be unlike—anhoimoios—the Father.

      Eunomius’s position was characterized by analogies often drawn from human examples. Humans, for instance, generate offspring, and the offspring generated are separate and distinct from their parents. The essentially ingenerate God must beget or generate in a similar way. Thus, the Son must be a creature ontically distinct from the Father, “unlike” the Father. What is true for humans determines what must be true for God. This is a fundamental Eunomian error.

      Eunomius believed he had fully comprehended what God’s essence is, a breathtaking assertion. God is not incomprehensible, Eunomius asserts. No, God is comprehensible if we simply think logically. God’s essence is to be ingenerate, and the conclusions we must reach are logically apparent. The Father and the Son share neither the same nor a similar essence. Nor the Spirit. The Son and Spirit are “unlike” the Father. They are creatures. Exalted, yes. But still creatures.

      When Athanasius discerned the direction things were headed with Eunomius and his radical Arian followers, he again raised the banner of the homoousios, and the homoiousians threw in their support. Somewhat ironically, it is likely that Athanasius would have accepted the homoiousian perspective, if not for the horrific position now championed by Eunomius.

      Recall that Arius and many of his supporters upheld the exalted status of the Son, while also believing that God was simple, not composite. The Son is unique among all God’s creatures, yet still has a beginning, one that Arius describes as timeless. The Son is “begotten timelessly by the Father and before ages established.” The Son is “neither eternal nor coeternal nor co-unbegotten with the Father, not does he have his being together with the Father.”20 Statements such as these bear fruit—as diseased as it is—in the thought of Eunomius.

      Should creatures be worshiped, as elevated as they may be? Can creatures save human beings from sin’s horror and devastation? The homousians responded with a strong NO! The incarnate Son, clearly presented as the Savior of the world in the canonical text of Holy Scripture, must share the same divine nature with the Father and the Spirit.

      As Arian perspectives become increasingly radical in the thought of Eunomius and company, Athanasius, Basil, Gregory of Nyssa, and Gregory of Nazianzus developed a model of God’s unity and distinctive relational complexity that preserved the full divinity of the Son and Spirit. The Creed formulated at Nicaea and affirmed at Constantinople (381) expresses this model of God.

      In the 350s, then, the storm developed in its intensity; Eunomian winds continued to blow up to Constantinople in 380, shaking the church. Basil, Gregory of Nyssa, and Gregory of Nazianzus took the baton of orthodoxy from Athanasius at his death in 373. Basil died on January 1, 379, but not before leaving a body of work supporting the conclusions of Nicaea. His work On the Holy Spirit is particularly significant. At Basil’s death the burden of leadership fell on his friend Gregory’s shoulders; it was Gregory of Nazianzus who in 380 CE demolished both the Eunomian position and the attempt by the “Macedonians” to reduce the Spirit to a mere creature.

    

    
    
      GREGORY OF NAZIANZUS AND THE FIVE THEOLOGICAL ORATIONS

      Gregory’s disdain for the intellectual pride of Eunomius and his followers is sharp and stinging. In his First Theological Oration he derides his opponents for their “cleverness” with words. They are “verbal tricksters, grotesque and preposterous word-gamesters—their derisory antics invite derisive description.”21 The Anomoian radicals “have undermined every approach to true religion by their complete obsession with setting and solving conundrums.”22 Gregory scolds them as “naïve and pretentious.”23

      The Arian radicals’ disposition before God is the root of the problem. Rather than recognizing their rational limitations, they are wildly confident in their ability to understand God’s essence and its implications for the status of the Son. Gregory views this spiritual pride and theological confidence are a recipe for disaster.

      Especially in his First Theological Oration, Gregory concentrates his attention on how the Eunomians read Scripture and do theology, rather than the specific errors engendered by their methodology. Gregory is not surprised by the cracks in the Eunomians’ thinking and writing, chiefly because their attitude toward God and their theological method are fundamentally flawed.

      The Eunomians, Gregory proclaims, are people “who delight in profane babblings, and the oppositions of science falsely so called,” enjoying “strifes about words, which tend to no profit.”24

      Gregory speaks a language to the Eunomians he knows they will find “strange” and “contrary.” Why? The wonder of the incarnation should only be expressed in the language of mystery and paradox, two words the Eunomian perspective finds abhorrent. Gregory pulls no punches. At the core of the incarnation of the eternal Son radiates a rationally incomprehensible glory to which the Eunomians remain unaware, blinded by an irreverent and cocksure methodology. Gregory views them as cavalier rationalists who have pridefully shrunk God and God’s wonders and mysteries to the confines of the thimble of their rational capabilities.

      Gregory rightfully insists it is not the right or prerogative of every Tom, Dick, and Harry to plumb the divine mysteries: “The subject is not so cheap and low.” Neither are the mysteries of God’s essence nor works to be paraded before any audience. Instead, there is an appropriate place, time, and audience for studying and expounding divine truth. And there are always important boundaries to preserve.25

      Gregory’s words speak to us today as a timely rebuke to the perennial temptation to separate the exercise of our mind from the development of our character. He stresses the intimate connection between spiritual discipline, spiritual health, and theological insight, a link too often cracked in modern theology—and in the heated debates from 325 to 380.

      Athanasius laid the foundation for many of Gregory’s christological insights. For instance, Athanasius responds at length to Arian exegesis of passages that speak of Jesus’ human weaknesses: Jesus hungers, thirsts, occasionally manifests what seems to be ignorance, experiences anxiety in the Garden of Gethsemane, and so on. How, the Arian party asked, could the church understand as divine a person who manifests such patently human features? Gregory, like Athanasius, is quite familiar with these Arian objections, and employs them to accentuate the wonder and humility of the incarnate Lord.

      Gregory argues that the incarnate Son’s humanity can be explained “in the most reverent sense, and the stumbling block of the letter be cleansed away,” if the Arian objections are “honest, and not willfully malicious.” Gregory contends, like Athanasius, that Gospel passages stressing Christ’s weaknesses pertain to the human nature the Son has assumed on behalf of his sinful, precious image-bearers: “What is lofty you are to apply to the Godhead, and to that nature in him which is superior to sufferings and incorporeal; but all that is lowly to the composite condition of him who for your sakes made himself of no reputation and was incarnate—yes, for it is no worse thing to say—was made man, and afterwards was also exalted.”26

      Gregory delights in the paradoxes manifest in the incarnation, paradoxes that logic choppers like Eunomius disdained. Gregory expected to encounter paradox as he studied the wonder and beauty of the incarnate Son, for the incarnation instantiates the indescribable, incomprehensible union of the Son’s deity with the human nature offered to him through the Spirit by the Virgin Mary.

      Consider just a few of Gregory’s paradoxical beauties: “He was baptized as man—but he remitted sins as God.” “He hungered—but he fed thousands.” “He pays tribute, but it is out of a fish.” “He prays, but hears prayer.” “He is lifted up and nailed to the tree, but by the tree of life he restores us.” “He dies, but he gives life, and by his death he destroys death.”27

      Anomoian confusions can best be met, Gregory believes, by appreciating, embracing, and preserving a fundamental hermeneutical principle: in the incarnation the Son willingly assumes the human condition in order to redeem, renew, and elevate human nature. The Son humbly and lovingly makes our condition his own. Hence, when Jesus cries out on the cross, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” he is not forsaken in his deity; deity can’t forsake deity; God can’t be split into parts. God’s simplicity, the fuel for the fire of Anomoian rejection of the Son’s full deity, actually preserves it.

      Christ, Gregory argues, “was in his own person representing us. For we were the forsaken and despised before, but now, by the sufferings of Him who could not suffer, we were taken up and saved. Similarly, he makes his own our folly and our transgressions.”28

      Gregory’s reasoning demonstrates a key patristic hermeneutical principle. While certain names and attributes of Jesus indicate his inherent deity, other passages denote the Son’s complete humanity. He has fully become what we are while remaining what he has always been. This incomprehensible union of the infinite with the finite, the uncreated with the created, the fully divine with the fully human, offers the exegetical key and resolution for the biblical testimony concerning the incarnate Lord.

    

    
    
      THE DEITY AND PROCESSION OF THE HOLY SPIRIT

      At the Council of Constantinople in 381, the deity of the Holy Spirit was examined and affirmed. Gregory lays important groundwork for this affirmation in his Fifth Theological Oration. In some ways he piggybacks on the wisdom of Basil’s On the Holy Spirit. Basil, like Gregory, is frustrated with “many these days who ask questions only to test others. There is certainly no lack nowadays of people who delight in asking endless questions just to have something to babble about.”29

      The presenting issue? A group known as the Macedonians denied the Spirit’s deity and refused to recognize the validity of the Creed established at Nicaea. Apparently, the Macedonians doubted the deity of the Holy Spirit because the Scripture is largely silent on the subject. Surely such a significant truth, they argued, would have been communicated in clearer terms.

      Gregory responds to the Macedonians by discussing “things and names, and especially of their use in Holy Scripture.”30 More particularly, Gregory posits progressive revelation as a fundamental hermeneutical principle. Scripture presents with increasing clarity the person and purposes of God as God acts to rescue humanity from sin and its horrible effects.

      In Scripture, God unfolds with increasing clarity who he is and what he desires in such a way that humanity is persuaded to change and grow in line with God’s wishes. As divine revelation progressively advances, both Jew and Gentile increasingly perceive and accede to the will of God, moving from a state of immaturity to maturity.

      As for theology itself, through gradual revelatory progression, the deity of the Spirit is more fully revealed, and the wonder and beauty of the triune God is magnified. Gregory points to Jesus’ teaching, particularly in John 14–16, as Jesus skillfully adapts his instruction to the capacity of the disciples to understand and welcome the work and person of the Spirit. The entire revelatory process and progression, both of understanding the Spirit and experiencing the infilling of his presence, is carefully gauged to correspond to the capacity of the disciples to understand and embrace the truth.

      Like “lights breaking upon us, gradually,” Gregory writes, the fuller revelation of the Spirit illustrates “the order of theology, which it is better for us to keep, neither proclaiming things too suddenly nor keeping them hidden to the end.” The revelation of the Spirit’s deity—the Spirit sharing the same divine essence with the Father and the Son—is an essential aspect of God’s increasing, progressive revelation finding its fulfillment in the incarnate Christ.

      Gregory ends The Fifth Oration by describing the relational distinctions between Father, Son, and Holy Spirit with a number of analogies, all of which ultimately break down under the weight of the ineffable burden of glory they are asked to bear. Gregory wisely concludes it is best to leave the illustrations behind as only “images and shadows,” holding instead “to the more reverent conception, and resting upon few words, using the guidance of the Holy Ghost.”31

      How different a methodology and conclusion from the Eunomian logic choppers. How striking a difference from Eunomius, a man who claimed to understand God’s essence on a par with God himself. Indeed, it is Eunomius rather than Arius who is the great archheretic of the fourth century.

    

    
    
      CHALLENGES TO NICENE ORTHODOXY TODAY

      The unity of God and the relational distinctions of the persons of the Holy Trinity are incomprehensible. God is one and God is three. How this can be is an incomprehensible mystery we cannot comprehend, but surely can worship. The beauty of the Trinity overflows, a superabundance that overwhelms and delights.

      God has revealed the incomprehensible trinitarian mystery to Christ’s body on earth, the church. It is our responsibility to preserve and protect the mystery, largely by expressing what it isn’t rather than explaining what it is. This is the legacy the church fathers have passed on to us. It is our inheritance, one to treasure and preserve.

      As we have seen in tracing the Nicene Creed’s development, trinitarian reflection and expression requires careful, disciplined, prayerful, humble, and cautious thinking and words. The analogies we employ, as Gregory warns at the end of the Fifth Oration, easily break under the weight of the divine glory. If we choose to use them, we must do so with great caution and wisdom.

      Ideas have legs, as do the words that express them. In the development of the Nicene Creed and in its final form, we perceive how fragile words are, how delicate; a single vowel might well make all the difference between right worship and blasphemy.

      For the church fathers gathered at Nicaea and later at Constantinople, the challenge was to mine human language—in their case their native Latin and Greek—for words that both expressed and protected the incomprehensible mystery revealed in the glory of the Trinity.

      How could they express, for instance, the relations between the persons in a way that preserved God’s unity and the relational distinctions between the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit?

      The church fathers increasingly understood—it took years—that what distinguishes the persons are the relations of origin. They came to understand that words such as “ingenerate” or “unbegotten” characterized the relation between the Father and the Son, the Son described as “begotten” or generated. Later in 381 greater specificity was given to the relation of origin of the Holy Spirit, who “proceeds” or is “spirated” by the Father and Son. How the relations of origin and the unity of God could be reconciled was incomprehensible. The church fathers acknowledged the incomprehensibility and bowed the knee to worship the wonder and glory.

      What of the social trinitarian model of the Trinity, one attractive to many evangelicals? I believe it cracks against the rock of God’s simplicity. Social trinitarians often analogically picture the Trinity as a family of sorts, with each person a family member. The analogy pictures the “persons” as separate from each other, much like the members of a family sit around the table at dinner time and have a conversation. Divine simplicity precludes such a picture of the “persons.”

      Human familial distinctions derived from the created order simply don’t work when applied to the Trinity. As Lewis Ayres puts it, “God’s existence does not fit in the categories that characterize the created order.”32 There are “‘formal features’ of divine being that should govern all our speech about God.”33

      The Nicene Creed also effectively eliminates the legitimacy of subordinationist interpretations of the divine relations. Each person is fully God, eternally and ineffably in relational communion with the other persons. Communion of this order simply doesn’t exist among human beings. It matches nothing we have experienced. It is an incomprehensible wonder we adore, not comprehend.

      No “person” within the Trinity is “greater” or “less” than another, for the “operations” of the “persons” are one, as is their essence. Gregory of Nyssa is crystal clear on this point: “If . . . we understand that the operation of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit is one, differing or varying in nothing, the oneness of their nature must needs be inferred from the identity of their operation.”

      For instance, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit all sanctify, to an equal degree and with equal power. In Gregory’s words, “And let no one attribute the power of sanctification in an especial sense to the Spirit, when he hears the saviour in the Gospel saying to the Father concerning the disciples, ‘Father, sanctify them in thy name’ . . . As we say that the operation of the Father, and of the Son, and the Holy Spirit is one, so we say that the Godhead is one.”34

      In a word, if God is one, there cannot be subordination within the Trinity; it is an ontic impossibility. Lewis Ayres gets it absolutely right.

      
        Pro-Nicenes assume the impossibility of there being degrees of divine existence, and they assume God to be the only truly simple reality. The generation of the Son and the breathing of the Spirit thus occur within the bounds of divine simplicity. Because God is indivisible the persons cannot be understood to work as three divided persons work. Linking divine simplicity and inseparability of operation draws us inexorably towards the persistent Pro-Nicene assertion that the nature of God is unknowable.35

      

      Yes, there is order within the Trinity, and relational derivation. Order and derivation do not imply, however, subordination; simplicity precludes this conclusion. Whatever we say about the Father eternally generating the Son, or the eternal procession of the Holy Spirit, God’s being—God’s ousia—is one. Yet relational distinctions of origin are eternally, timelessly present. Our thought and speech about God must protect and preserve this wondrous, incomprehensible truth.
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  THE BEGINNINGS OF A PRO-NICENE TRINITARIAN VISION


  ATHANASIUS OF ALEXANDRIA ON THE ACTIVITY OF THE SON AND THE SPIRIT

  AMY BROWN HUGHES AND SHAWN J. WILHITE



  
    THE CONTRIBUTIONS ATHANASIUS of Alexandria (ca. 296–373) made in his writings and his ecclesial advocacy were fundamental to the development of trinitarian theology.1 In this chapter, we focus on Athanasius’s trinitarian vision, namely the activity of the Son and the Spirit in De decretis and Letters to Serapion. From the start, his theology is a matter of exegesis, and his exegesis is a matter of theology. For Athanasius, good and right readings are a matter of proper theology reflective in the creedal formulation. In De decretis, the eternal generation of the Son is tethered to the eternal fatherhood of God. In Letters to Serapion, Athanasius’s pneumatology is grounded in Christology, creation, and the sacraments of the church. Certainly, in both books, he criticizes opponents and deconstructs many of their positions. But Athanasius displays a commitment to a constructive vision of trinitarian theology.

    In the following chapter, we seek to answer the following question: What is Athanasius’s trinitarian vision, especially concerning the origin of the Son and the sending of the Spirit? First, in De decretis, the eternal generation of the Son requires a particular vision of an eternal Father. And to describe such a relation, Athanasius points to the validity of homoousios as giving the sense of the Scriptures. Second, in Letters to Serapion, Athanasius shows how the Holy Spirit as Creator sustains us as creatures in the ongoing triune action of participation in Christ. Without the Holy Spirit, there is no new life in Christ unto transformation and no initiation into the body of Christ in baptism.

    
      DE DECRETIS AND A DEFENSE OF NICENE TRINITARIAN THEOLOGY2

      Trinitarian scriptural exegesis. The trinitarian debates in the fourth and fifth century, while involving several philosophical commitments, were predominantly exegetical. Dogmatic scriptural exegesis was just as central as dogmatic theological discourse. In the debate surrounding the Nicene creedal formation, scriptural exegesis stood at its core.3 And in De decretis (ca. 353), this concern for proper scriptural exegesis continues.4 In what follows, a single line of reasoning will be traced across Athanasius’s scriptural exegesis. Athanasius’s christological exegesis discerns between the properties and activities of the Son eternal and the Son incarnate, thereby opting for a nonunivocal christological exegesis. This forms the basis to discern between the eternally begotten Son and the Son incarnate—not two sons but a way to speak of the two realities.

      Proverbs 8:22 (“The LORD possessed me at the beginning of his work, the first of his acts”) comes to the fore in De decretis 13-14.5 The Eusebian party understood Proverbs 8:22 to portray the Son as among the created entities of God and those things that have come to be. Adopting this reading strategy, Athanasius ascribes misguided reading strategies to those that affirm such a poor reading but a lack of virtue.6 To understand the sense of the Scriptures rightly, Athanasius lists other proof texts about the Son and then presents a way to read Proverbs 8:22. Athanasius invites the reader to see the significant difference between his reading and the Eusebian reading: “Who is there of right mind who will not see at once that the things which are created and made are external to the Maker, whereas our discourse has shown already that the Son exists not externally but from the Father who begets him?”7

      Athanasius lists several proof texts to convey what is of the Father’s creation and that the Son is begotten of the Father. For Athanasius, Genesis 1:1 displays the creation of creatures. However, Psalm 109:3 LXX (“From the womb before the morning star, I have begotten you”), Psalm 2:7 (“You are my Son; today I have begotten you”), and Proverbs 8:25 (“Before all hills he begets me”) display the eternal begottenness of the Son, a begottenness that is distinct from creation. Athanasius then appeals to John 1. All things have been created through the Son (John 1:3) and these items refer to created things. But John 1:18 (“The only-begotten Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, he has made him known”) assumes the eternal begetting of the Son from the Father. This line of reasoning serves to distinguish the Son from creation in two ways: (1) the Son is not created but rather is from the Father and (2) the created order and the begottenness of the Son are two very different activities of the Father: “Therefore: if Son, then not a creature; if a creature, then not Son. For great is the difference between these. The same one cannot be both creature and Son, as if his being can be considered to be both from God and from outside God.”8 If the Son is created, he is not the Son and is outside of God. But, if the Son is begotten, he is not a creation of the Father and is from God.

      Eternal generation and the immutable eternal Father. Ante-Nicene and Pro-Nicene figures described the Father and the Son through the language of eternal generation.9 Socrates, in his Ecclesiastical History, notes the initial reaction of Arius to Alexander of Alexandria’s homily on the unity of God: “‘If,’ said he, ‘the Father begat the Son, he that was begotten had a beginning of existence: and from this it is evident, that there was a time when the Son was not in being. It therefore necessarily follows, that he had his existence from nothing.’”10 In De decretis, Athanasius tethers eternal generation to the eternal Fatherhood of God. If the Son was not eternally generated, then there was a time when the Father was not.11 The eternal generation of the Son is an eternal act also to secure the eternal fatherhood of God.

      Rather than structuring the early Nicene debates around the divine or created Son, eternal generation serves as a better category. As Athanasius quotes their argument, the denial of eternal generation takes center stage: “Not always Father, not always Son. The Son was not before his generation but he also came to be from non-being. Therefore, God has not always been Father of the Son.”12 To dismiss the doctrine of eternal generation also diminishes eternal Fatherhood and divine immutability. God becomes Father after begetting the Son, and therefore is not immutable. To these concerns, Athanasius upholds a central Pro-Nicene theological argument.

      As one denies eternal generation, one must also consider the eternal Fatherhood of God.13 To counter these sets of arguments, Athanasius distinguishes between the Father begetting the Son and the Father creating humanity. These two distinct acts require a Son who cannot be like humanity and a begottenness that cannot be anything like the act of creating. To be the Son of God is not like Isaac being the Son of Abraham.14 God’s essence is different from humanity, so the Father-Son relationship is unlike that of a human Father-Son relationship. This Creator-creature distinction displays that the Father begets the Son in a way unlike how a human father begets a son or God the Father creates humanity. Humanity is created with matter and thereby passible in nature. To counter the Arian argument, Athanasius notes that it does not matter that the Son is greater or lesser than humans because they both come from God the Father. A primary distinction is the eternal begetting and temporally creating.

      Athanasius’s doctrine of eternal generation is also a distinction between what is proper of God and what makes up the created order. Good readers, according to Athanasius, will read in two distinct ways: items that apply to God will be read in one way, and items that apply to humanity will be read in a different way.15 So, even though “create” could be an activity of both God and humanity, it ought to be read in two distinct ways proper to each agent.16 For God creates from himself and a se, whereas humans must first pray before fashioning; furthermore, humans are spatially confined and sustained by the Word or God, whereas God self-exists and contains all things while not being contained by anything.

      Because God is a se and unlike humanity, the generation of the Son is unlike the way humans generate another human: “The generation of human beings is other than that of the Son from the Father. For the offspring of human beings are in a way parts of those who generate them, since the nature of their bodies not simple but composed of parts and variable.”17 It is here that Athanasius combines the features of aseity, immutability, and divinity simplicity with the eternal generation of the Son.18 As humans depend on other items and are composed of parts, the Father generates his Son in a way unlike that of humanity.19 To remain impassible, the Father eternally generates the Son from a simple nature.20

      John 1:18 appears once more, with a collection of other texts, to signify the generation of the Son from the Father. To those that dismiss the council, Athanasius invites them to investigate the Scriptures in light of the sense of Scripture offered by the council. At this point in his argument, Athanasius is quite content with his defense that the Son is from the Father; rather than offering a further defense of the council’s verdict, he once more attends to the Scriptures to uphold this vision of the eternal Son. He quotes Psalms 44:2; 110:3; John 8:42; 6:46; 10:30; 14:10; and 1:18. The eternal generation of the Son from the Father is a thoroughly scriptural doctrine according to Athanasius. In this string of texts from the Psalms and John, he only adds brief commentary to John 14:10 and John 1:18; otherwise, these texts are merely strung together to support the Son coming from the Father. Of John 14:10, Athanasius states the text “is the same as saying, ‘I am from the Father and inseparable from him.’”21 Concerning John 1:18, Athanasius states, “But what else does ‘in the bosom’ signify but the authentic generation of the Son from the Father?”22 In both of these cases, Athanasius affirms that the Son eternally proceeds from the Father because the Son is inseparable from the Father; and the Son proceeded from the bosom of the Father to indicate generation.

      Athanasius continues a similar line of theological reasoning in §12. He criticizes two kinds of discourse. How can the Son be from God as his own offspring, and they say the Son comes from nothing? And, how can they say that God has been added to the Son so that one would say the Son has not always been?23 For Athanasius, what might the remedy be? We, humans, become fathers of our children in time, but God the Father exists forever as Father that transcends our human understanding: “The generation of the Son exceeds and transcends human conceptions. We become fathers of our own children in time because we ourselves later come into being after formerly not being, but God, who exists forever, is forever of the Son.”24 Any discourse about the Son’s generation of the Father already transcends human reasoning and any analogous mirroring of human parenting. While humans become parents of children in time, God is the eternal Father of the Son. As alluded to in §11, humans display a passible nature in their begetting. For God to remain impassible, the Son ought to be eternally generated. Or, as there was a time when the Son was not, we too ought to say there was a time when the Father was not.

      To uphold these metaphysical realities of God, Athanasius observes the Son as the eternal image of the Father as displayed from the Scriptures. While no one knows the Father except the Son and no one knows the Son but the Father, the Son is the revelation of the Father to those who receive such knowledge (cf. Matthew 11:27). As the Scriptures reveal the Son as the Father’s image, then the Son’s radiance conveys how humanity can know the Father. With no radiance, the Father remains unknown. Quoting Hebrews 1:3 (“who is the radiance of his glory and the expression of his being”) and Psalm 35:10 (“For with you is the fountain of life and in your light we shall see light”), the Son is the light and radiance of the Father.25 And so, Athanasius raises two questions: (1) Was there ever a time when there was no radiance, and (2) how can the radiance be separated from the source?

      
        For who can even conceive that there was once no radiance of light, so as to dare to say that the Son is not always, or that the Son was not before he was begotten? Or who can unloose the radiance from the sun or conceive the fountain as once bereft of life, so as to insanely say of the one who says “I am the Life” (John 14:6) that “the Son is from non-being,” or to say of the one who says, “the one who has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9), that he is alien to the Father’s essence?26

      

      In this case, the Scriptural writers have given us symbols to shape how we know eternal realities. The symbols are not the ends but the means to know further about the mystery of the eternal God.

      How is the Son X of X? A clarification of homoousios and ousias. Athanasius displays two central concerns in the opening section of De decretis. While labeling a few dissenting parties as “Arians,” he identifies their two concerns: (1) Why are nonscriptural terms used in the creedal confession and (2) what is the meaning of ousias and homoousios?27 As Athanasius identifies the concerns of Arius, concurrently placing these phrases on the lips of the Eusebian party, the Son is a creature of God and therefore unlike the essence of his Father:28

      
        For the Word is a creature and a work and foreign and unlike in essence to the Father. Neither is the Son by nature the true Word of the Father nor his unique and true Wisdom, but he is a creature and one of the things made, and is called Word and Wisdom only improperly, for just like all things, he also came to be by the Word which is in God. Therefore, the Son is not true God.29

      

      By quoting Arius, Athanasius distills what he perceives to be the greatest threat: if the Son is created, then the Son is unlike the essence of the Father and is not true God. If ousias and homoousios do not reflect the scriptural witness of the Son, then the Son is unlike Father.

      The Son’s generation from the Father is a necessary category to assign what is proper to the Son. The eternal begottenness of the Son is proper to describe the Son’s eternal origin from the Father. “So if you speak of the Son,” explains Athanasius, “you indicate what is from the Father by nature. And if you ponder the Word, you think upon the one who is from the Father and inseparable from him.”30 Thus, to speak of the Son is to reflect on the Son who is proper to the Father’s nature. To indicate what is from the Father by nature is to reflect also what is of the Father by nature. Athanasius joins together, quite intimately, the nature and person of the Son with the Father. That is, the Son is of the Father and from the Father. The Son shares all the properties that belong to the Father in terms of ousia and is from the Father in terms of generation. The origin of the Son determines the nature of the Son. If the Son is from outside the Father, then he is external to the divine nature. But, if the Son is from and in the Father, then the Son is proper to the Father’s divine nature.31 If you speak of features that occupy the nature, the Son possesses all that is of the Father because he is from and in him. If you speak of the external realities of the Son (e.g., the image of God), it signifies the Son, and nothing is like the Father except that of the Son.

      In De decretis §19-20, Athanasius essentially addresses homoousios and the Nicene expression “from the essence of the Father” (ἐκ τῆς οὐσίας τοῦ πατρός).32 What is the meaning of “from God” when it pertains to the Son? As Athanasius conveys this problem, he notes how the council sought to banish such impious phrases from the Arians and to convey words that are confessed in the Scriptures. The council sought to convey that the Son is from God and not from non-being, and the Word is not a creature but from the Father. According to Athanasius, the Eusebians understood “from God” “to be taken as something in common with us and the Word of God to be no different from us in this respect.”33 The Son is “from God” in the same way that humanity is from God, according to the Eusebians. Athanasius sets forth a different vision, cohering with the vision of the council. The X of X language is further elaborated by council:

      
        So the fathers of the council, seeing their deceit and the machinations of their impiety, finally found it necessary to proclaim the “from God” more clearly and to write “the Son is from the essence of the Father, so that ‘from God’ may not be considered to be the same and equal in the case of the Son as it is with things that have come to be.”34

      

      Athanasius defines “from God” in accordance with the creedal line “the Son is from the essence of the Father.” This additional description is to further the chasm of the Son being like humanity. The Son is not like humanity. Even though all things come from the Father, the Son’s being is from the essence of the Father. He quotes 1 Corinthians 8:6 (“and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things”) in order to show that the Son is not like and other than what has come into being from God.35 Created beings are from the Father through the Son and so the Son is unlike all created things.

      If the Son is “like” the Father, how might this be different from a Son who is from the Father? According to Athanasius, the likeness of the Son must be understood alongside the Son being in one essence with the Father. Whereas “likeness” could denote distinction and separation, Athanasius still employs the term in §20 but includes the phrase alongside shared essence.36 The bishops mentioned, here, refer to those who affirmed the council of the Creed. The party of Eusebius would affirm this but then murmur among themselves that “like,” “always,” “power,” and “in him” equally refer to us and the Son. The bishops argued that the Son is the image of the Father and in all things like the Father. This phrase was not aimed to drive a wedge between the Father and the Son but to convey the sense of source and radiance. In that the Son was always with the Father, to be like the Father is to have the same essence as the Father.37

      The bishops also wrote that “the Son is one in essence with the Father” to convey that the Son is not only like the Father but also “from the Father as the same in likeness, and in order to show that the likeness and inalterability of the Son is other than the imitative likeness that is ascribed to us and which we attain through virtue by keeping the commandments.”38 For Athanasius, likeness is not meant to signify something in opposition to the creedal confession but to convey the same essence, the eternal begetting, and the radiance of the Son. While the Father and Son comprise a different relationship than a human begetting another human, likeness has a different meaning. “But since the generation of the Son from the Father is other than that which pertains to the nature of human beings and he is not only like (homoios) but also inseparable from the essence (ousia) of the Father and he and the Father are one . . . the council, understanding all this, aptly wrote ‘one in essence’ (homoousios).”39 As Athanasius reflects on the anathema in the Creed, he points out the same meanings of the phrases “from the essence” and “of one essence.” If one states that the Son is like the Father, the phrase is not meant to convey something other than the Son as the radiance of the Father.

      The simplicity of God intersects with the speaking about the essence of the Son. If God is composite and therefore compounded by accidental properties, then God is composed of parts. Thus, if we say that something surrounds God in order to complete his essence, then we are not signifying his invisible and mysterious essence.40 God, whose simplicity precludes accidental properties, governs the term “the Son is from the essence of God.” The Son is not an accidental, contingent, or compositional property of God. So, divine simplicity and the presence of the Son are not at odds:41 “But if God is simple, as indeed he is, then quite clearly when we say ‘God’ and name the Father we are not naming something around him, but are signifying his very essence.”42 To name God, one is not naming external accidental properties of God but the essence of God. Athanasius comments that it still remains impossible to comprehend the being and essence of God, even though the Scriptures signify God’s essence. He quotes two texts that highlight the predication of God: “I AM WHO I AM” (Exodus 3:14) and “I am the LORD your God” (Exodus 20:2).

      To begin with the predication of God and divine simplicity, one is better situated to describe the Son: “Let no one be shocked to hear that the Son of God is from the being of God. Rather let him be receptive to the fathers who wrote ‘from the essence,’ according to a purified sense, as more explicit and yet equivalent to ‘from God.’”43 So, to say the Son is “from the essence” of God is equivalent to saying the Son is “from God.” Because God is simple and because the Son is “from God,” then the Son is not external to God’s properties but from God without composition. Athanasius offers one of two options for the Son’s generation. Either the Son is a genuine Son according to essence or the Son, like humanity, is a son by grace according to virtue.44

    

    
    
      THE HOLY SPIRIT AS CREATOR IN ATHANASIUS’S LETTERS TO SERAPION

      In three letters to his trusted friend and compatriot, Serapion, bishop of Thmuis in Lower Egypt,45 Athanasius addresses what he obviously considers an unwelcome development in trinitarian thought: assigning creaturely status (specifically angelic status) to the Holy Spirit. Athanasius dismisses the idea that one could assent to the full divinity of the Son and yet withhold it from the Spirit. In the Letters to Serapion, Athanasius rebuts problematic claims and exhibits fundamental theological principles that undergird his interpretation of Scripture. He begins by dismissing the exegesis of three passages on which the Tropikoi build their theological claim: Amos 4:13, 1 Timothy 5:21, and Zechariah 4:5. These “blasphemous” interpretive moves are what provoke Athanasius to assign the group their first nickname: Tropikoi are those who use such a poor mode of exegesis (tropos).46 In other words, the genesis of their error on the Holy Spirit arises from exegesis.

      Rhetorical strategy, along with a hint of tired and annoyed incredulity, lead Athanasius to pose some version of the following question repeatedly throughout the letters: “For if they do not wish the Son of God to be a creature—and in this matter at any rate their thinking is sound—then how are they content to countenance that the Spirit of the Son is a creature?” (Serap. 1.2.2).47 According to Athanasius, no matter what distinctions they claim, the so-called Tropikoi (tropos) fail to distance themselves from the Arians. Thus, the disparagement of the Holy Spirit is Arianism revisited (Serap. 1.1.2-3).48 The pneumatology that emerges is grounded in Athanasius’s articulation of trinitarian relations and a doctrine of creation. In these letters, Athanasius resists mapping human relations onto the Trinity but instead articulates how the Holy Spirit as Creator sustains us as creatures in the ongoing triune action of participation in Christ.

      For this reason, a large portion of Letter One (and Letter Two) is dedicated to drawing the connection between the Son and the Spirit. Throughout Letters to Serapion, scriptural examples proliferate of the Spirit in unique relation to the Son (i.e., not a creaturely relationship), testifying to the Son, and uniting humans to the Son. In Letter Two (and to some extent in Letter One), Athanasius retreads his own well-traveled path that leads to the articulation of the full divinity of the Son (Serap. 2.2.1-2.9.4). His purpose in doing so, however, is not to change the subject from the Holy Spirit to the Son; there is no change of subject. Instead, Athanasius affirms God as subject. To speak of the Son is to speak on the subject of the Holy Spirit. To speak of the Holy Spirit is to speak on the subject of the Son. To speak of the Holy Spirit and the Son is to speak on the subject of the Father. Trinitarian speech is indexed to the oneness of God even as we speak properly of distinction in relation and activity.49

      Christ and creation: Athanasius and speaking of the Trinity. Athanasius’s trinitarian theology (and therefore his pneumatology and his Christology) shapes his theology of creation. The God who made the stars cannot also be “made of star stuff,”50 no matter how lofty and angelic the degree. God is one and creation is marked by multiplicity. For Athanasius, trinitarian distinction does not have anything in common with the diversity of creation. Therefore, to claim creaturely status of the Son or the Spirit presumes a mixture of what is proper to God and creature stuff in the Godhead. Speaking of God’s unity, then, ceases to have any meaningful predication. Thus, Arians dividing the Son from the Father, or the Tropikoi dividing the Spirit from the Word does not preserve God’s transcendence (as these groups would claim, respectively), but these moves “rupture” the oneness and “mix it with a nature that is foreign,” which “renders the Trinity no longer one but compounded of two distinct natures, because the Spirit, as they imagine among themselves, is different in substance (Serap. 1.2.3-4).51 Any theological claim regarding the Holy Spirit is not siloed from the Son or the Father. Earlier, we explored Athanasius’s hermeneutical principles that guide a faithful, trinitarian reading of Scripture. These principles undergird his dismissal of the Tropikoi’s claim that attributes creaturely status to the Holy Spirit based on Amos 4:13,52 1 Timothy 5:21,53 and Zechariah 4:5.54

      Athanasius gives us boundaries in theological method here. Athanasius claims that trinitarian distinction is not comparable to creaturely diversity. We cannot presume trinitarian generation to be a relational paradigm that we “get” because the names (Father and Son) are familiar, and the relationship seems to have some connection to human fathers and sons. Athanasius’s point is exactly the opposite. Creaturely relationships do not map onto the Trinity. For one thing, the names “Father” and “Son” have “always been stable and always are,” and therefore are incomparable to human relationships that carry the same names (Serap. 1.16.1-2, 6).55 One is not always a father and, while one is a son during their lifetime, no human was a son prior to their birth in a manner comparable to Christ. Creaturely relationships are not indicative of the Trinity and trinitarian relations are not mappable on humans. Athanasius has a zero-sum theology when it comes to God as other.

      Athanasius illustrates these stable and distinct relations of the Trinity by drawing on a variety of scriptural metaphors and references. In doing so, he not only demonstrates the coequality of the Spirit, but also the Spirit’s distinctive relation to the Father and Son in communicating God to creation and uniting us with the divine, the Spirit gives us the “how” of participation. The Father is light, the Son is the radiance, and we see because of the Spirit, who enables us to see Christ. The Father is the fountain, the Son is the river, and we drink the Spirit and in so doing, we drink of Christ. The Father is Father, the Son is the Son, and we are made sons by adoption through the Holy Spirit, and therefore coinheritors. The Father is the “only wise,” the Son is the Father’s wisdom, and we have wisdom through the Holy Spirit, and we gain wisdom (Serap. 1.19.3-6). In short, the Holy Spirit is the answer to where, how, and who: Where is God? God dwells in us and among us. How is God with us and among us? The Spirit is the how. Who is this God who is with us and among us? We know the Trinity because the Father sent the Son through the Spirit who remains with us and among us, the “one perfect and complete living activity and gift whereby [the Son] sanctifies and enlightens” (Serap. 1.20.5). The Spirit testifies to and unites us with Christ, through whom we see the Father.56

      Trinitarian relations: A new, old theological imagination. When we speak of God, we speak of Trinity. And that speaking is circumscribed and limited in referent.57 Trinitarian distinction is only applicable to God, and we must rely on Scripture to form our theological imagination. The Trinity is one, and yet the Father is not the Son, and the Son is not the Spirit. Athanasius writes, “For those who oppose the Spirit, as the great martyr Stephen said, also deny the Son, and those who deny the Son do not even have the Father” (Serap. 1.2.6).58 For Athanasius, trinitarian theology is all or nothing.

      Seeing an opening for claiming creaturely, hierarchal relations, the Tropikoi postulate that the Spirit is another son, or possibly grandson. Their contention is that the term procession is a synonym for begetting; therefore, the Spirit comes out of the Father, just like the Son.59 Athanasius counters this faulty relational calculus by mock questioning what he considers to be absurd questions: “So then, tell us: if the Father is from a father, and if another has been begotten along with him, and they are brothers from that same one, then what are their names? And who is the father and grandfather of this one? Who are their ancestors? . . . How can the Father be a father if he did not come from a father? Or how could he have the Son if he himself had not been previously begotten as a son?” (Serap. 1.15.3-4).60 The mock questions effectively demonstrate Athanasius’s point: trinitarian relations are not comparable in any way with human relations. He puts it even more succinctly by quoting Numbers 23:19 twice: “God is not a man” (Serap. 1.15.4 and 1.16.5).

      According to Athanasius, Scripture clearly delineates the Trinity as marked by a mutual belonging.61 A measure of caution is warranted here, however. Athanasius’s hermeneutical and theological commitment to God as Creator means that the mutual belonging of the Trinity is indexed to God’s same essence that has no corollary in creation:

      
        Hence, the Son is not a creature because of the way in which he belongs to the Father and because he is the proper offspring of the Father’s substance, but is the same as the Father in substance, then likewise the Holy Spirit is not a creature—indeed, whoever says such a thing is impious!—because of the way in which the Spirit belongs to the Son, and because he is given from the Son to all people and all that he has is the Son’s. (Serap. 2.10.4)

      

      What it means for God to be one is what it means for God to belong to Godself: “But if the Son is not a creature because he does not belong to the many, but is one as the Father is one, then the Spirit too—for we must derive our knowledge of the Spirit from the Son—cannot in any way be a creature. For he does not belong to the many but is himself one” (Serap. 2.12.6). God is one, with one will and one activity.62 Triune activity is a kind of mutuality that does not include mutuals that “agree” or “come together” or “find common ground” or “work together.” If we seek to describe unity by assuming distinct beings being glued together ever more tightly, then we are have failed to speak well of God before we have begun.63

      What it means for humans to experience mutuality or to belong cannot be predicated of the Trinity. Instead, humans are drawn into the life of the Trinity by the Holy Spirit to participate as creatures (Serap. 1.23.1-3). The Holy Spirit affects the participation unto oneness. Therefore, Athanasius’s claim is clear: if the many are baptized in one Spirit, then that Spirit must be divine.64 Otherwise, how is this participation effected? Athanasius offers us clarity in how baptism effects participation. Christians are formed into the kind of oneness that creatures in their multiplicity can access through the Holy Spirit, the body of Christ. Christ’s body establishes the capacity for our multitude of bodies to become one, as the fully divine and fully human Christ prayed in John 17.

      In Letters to Serapion, Athanasius offers us an articulation of the Holy Spirit who always points to Christ in the work of the Spirit. The creative work of the Spirit manifests Christ in the world and unites us to God in Christ. If “becoming God” means manifesting a possibility for Trinity-like relations and witness, then we diminish the Holy Spirit’s function of testifying to and uniting us with Christ. This is in favor of a diminished understanding of God’s ongoing creative work in us that sustains our particularity as distinct humans (and therefore comparable to the triune persons)65 and unifies us as the body of Christ. If we ascribe to some kind of direct formative link between triune community and human community over the formation of the ecclesial community as the body of Christ, then we end up diminishing both the Holy Spirit and the Son. We end up back in Arianism, thus proving Athanasius’s point. We participate in the Trinity in Christ through the Holy Spirit and the Spirit forms the ecclesial community. Therefore, the model for our theological imagination of God with us in community begins with Pentecost, not some kind of human-version of trinitarian togetherness.66

      Participation: That we might become God, but how? For Athanasius, ascribing creaturely status to the Holy Spirit is not merely a problem of accurate rendering of the Trinity in the abstract—such a move undercuts God’s redemptive work in us and among us. There is no salvation, no sanctification, no participation if the Holy Spirit is a creature.67 Khaled Anatolios summarizes Athanasius’s absolute commitment to the divinity of the Holy Spirit, noting a recurrent theme throughout the Letters: the Holy Spirit as the “actualization of the dynamism of the divine life.”68 The Spirit must be Creator. Otherwise, there is no “new creation” effect in us for the sake of our salvation. Christ would be dead without the Spirit raising him, and so humans would remain dead in sin without that same resurrection power. The Spirit regenerates and renews (Serap. 1.22.1, 1.24.5-6). If the Spirit is not Creator, the generative life of God in humans would be ineffectual. Our life in Christ would cease, and sanctification would wither like a budding plant without water. The Spirit sanctifies (Serap. 1.23.1-2). Finally, the Spirit must be Creator, or there is no link to the divine life. Athanasius writes, “If the Holy Spirit were a creature we would not have participation in God through him. But if we were joined to a creature, we would become strangers to the divine nature, inasmuch as we did not partake of it in any way” (Serap. 1.24.2).

      As individual temples of the Holy Spirit our connection to the presence and sustaining life of God would be severed.69 There would be no access. As the body of Christ, the church’s connection to the presence and sustaining life of God would be severed. Again, there would be no access and no future. Without the gift of the Holy Spirit, we have no access to Christ and no continuing connection to the divine life. We are “partakers of Christ and partakers of God” and this is only possible through the power of the fully divine Holy Spirit. Granting us this glory and relation cannot be the work of another creature. We “become sharers of the divine nature [2 Peter 1:4] by partaking of the Spirit. . . . For it is because of this that those in whom the Spirit dwells are divinized. And if he divinizes, there can be no doubt that his nature is of God” (Serap. 1.24.4; cf. 1.25.5). For humans to have any kind of access, we must be partakers of. Accessing God is the work of God. The Holy Spirit is the one who facilitates the “of.” Without the Holy Spirit, we would not know the power of “of,” the saving, sanctifying, uniting power of God would be inaccessible.

    

    
    
      CONCLUSION

      An Athanasian vision of the Trinity, as briefly seen in De decretis and Letters to Serapion, details the eternal God as distinct from creation. The Creator-creature distinction influences his scriptural exegesis, theological discourse, and ways of speaking about God. The Son as eternally begotten requires God to be an eternal Father. The presence of the Son necessitates the presence of the Father. The presence of the Holy Spirit necessitates the presence of the Son and therefore the Father as the one who testifies to and unites us to Christ. The Spirit facilitates human participation into the divine life and forms human community. God, in three persons, eternally exists wholly different to creation, acts differently to creation, and forms human relationships through the Spirit into the image of Christ.
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  HILARY OF POITIERS, ON THE UNITY AND DISTINCTION OF FATHER AND SON


  A PRO-NICENE READING AND USE OF JOHN 5:19

  CARL L. BECKWITH



  
    THE COUNCIL OF BÉZIERS condemned and exiled Hilary of Poitiers, in 356. Hilary’s exile to Phrygia, intended as punishment for a contrary faith, proved to be an inestimable gift for him and his Western colleagues. Hilary began writing what we refer to as De Trinitate soon after his condemnation at Béziers. He started with a defense of his faith (books 2–3) and then refuted the anti-Nicene theology of the 350s with an outdated letter by Arius that no one regarded as authoritative (books 4–6). Hilary’s first attempt revealed a remarkable unfamiliarity, true of most Western bishops at the time, with the Eastern trinitarian debates. Hilary soon realized this and immersed himself in a careful study of the Eastern councils, their creeds and anathemas, and the different exegetical strategies employed by Nicenes and anti-Nicenes.

    The decisive event for Hilary, the one that brought clarity and renewed purpose, was the Council of Sirmium in 357 and its stubbornly subordinationist manifesto. Hilary soon thereafter began revising his first draft of De Trinitate. He added book one, thoroughly revised books two and three, added new prefaces to books four to six, and composed book seven, which he described as the first and most important book of his reconceived treatise.1 Hilary’s thorough revision of De Trinitate produced an insightful pro-Nicene critique of contemporary anti-Nicene theologies from the 350s. Although Hilary arrived in exile with a limited understanding of the Eastern trinitarian disputes, he returned as the West’s most able anti-Arian apologist of his day and a principal figure of the pro-Nicene effort.2

    What is it about the Council of Sirmium in 357 that changed everything for Hilary? What did he consider to be of first importance with book seven of De Trinitate? Hilary uses book seven to present the unity and distinction of Father and Son against the extremes of Sabellianism, particularly Photinus of Sirmium, and the Homoians gathered at Sirmium in 357. Most of the revisions made by Hilary to books two and three focused on Photinus and the persistent efforts of the anti-Nicenes to link Photinus to Nicaea because of his association with Marcellus of Ancyra and the latter’s friendship with Athanasius.3 In book seven Hilary directs his attention to the “new heresy” promoted at Sirmium in 357. He refutes their subordinationist theology through careful and lengthy exegesis of key verses from the Gospel of John.

    The following chapter focuses on Hilary’s interpretation of John 5:19 and how he uses it to secure a pro-Nicene understanding of the unity and distinction of Father and Son and their common and inseparable works. I begin with a brief overview of how the verse emerges in the 350s and the distinct ways of reading it in Hilary’s day before turning to De Trinitate. I then show how Augustine received and refined Hilary’s insights, among others, on John 5:19 and used them to read other difficult texts from the Gospel of John on the Holy Spirit. Some evangelicals in our day use John 5:19 and other verses from the Gospel to argue for the Son’s eternal subordination to the Father.4 I end by showing how these evangelicals depart from Hilary and Augustine’s pro-Nicene exegesis and stand closer to the subordinationist commitments of their anti-Nicene opponents.

    
      NICENE AND ANTI-NICENE READINGS OF JOHN 5:19 IN THE 350S

      John 5:19 states three things: the Son can do nothing from himself; the Son does what he sees the Father doing; and the Son does whatever the Father does in like manner. The verse appears with regularity in the trinitarian debates only after the Council of Sirmium in 357.5 The bishops gathered at Sirmium produced a decidedly anti-Nicene manifesto.6 They condemned all substance language, specifically homoousios and homoiousios, on scriptural grounds. The Son’s birth or generation, which they repeatedly state is beyond understanding, conveys for them the Son’s subordination to the Father, who is greater in honor, dignity, glory, and majesty. The bishops guard their language closely. They say the Father has no beginning but offer no corresponding statement for the Son. They never refer to the Son as a creature nor say there was a time when he was not. Although often referred to as Homoians, these bishops never even say the Son is like the Father. They confess that the Son is our Lord and God, who assumed flesh and suffered, and who sent the Paraclete-Spirit to teach and sanctify the apostles and all believers.7 R. P. C. Hanson describes the Sirmium manifesto as a landmark statement in the fourth-century debates. It sought no compromise, made no concessions, and directly and openly attacked Nicaea. The determined subordinationism and uncompromising character of their manifesto made clear to all parties where they stood.8

      Basil of Ancyra and George of Laodicea responded to the Sirmium manifesto in 358 and 359. In their respective letters, they appeal to John 5:19 to demonstrate the likeness of Father and Son according to substance.9 Hilary of Poitiers, also responded to the blasfemia of Sirmium, as he describes it, with his De Synodis, written in late 358 or early 359.10 Hilary uses most of the anathemas from Basil’s synodal letter and incorporates several of Basil’s theological strategies in his response to Sirmium. He argues that John 5:19 shows the equality and inseparability of Father and Son and their unity of nature and power. Hilary expands on these insights in book seven, which he also wrote in response to the Sirmium manifesto, and book nine of De Trinitate.11 Although no Homoian text survives from this early period using the verse, Hilary and George indicate how their opponents understood it.

      Hilary reports that the heretics, that is, those gathered at Sirmium in 357, grant a likeness of power (virtus) but deny a likeness of nature.12 Based on Hilary’s comments, the Homoians interpret the end of the verse by appealing to the beginning. The Son’s acknowledgment that he does nothing from himself, except what he sees the Father doing, indicates for them a likeness in power but not nature. Although similar in works, a distinction in power remains that corresponds to the difference between the Father and the Son. Hilary regards such a position as philosophically and scripturally confused. He contends that we know the truth of something, what it is, “from its nature and power.”13 Power is intrinsic to nature such that power exhibits the sort of nature a thing is by the things it does. When John 5:19 says that Father and Son do all things in like manner, it indicates for Hilary that they have the same power by which they do the same works and therefore they possess the same undifferentiated divine substance.14

      Hilary’s correlation of nature and power becomes a point of emphasis for pro-Nicene theologians. They argue that the common works of the divine persons indicate their common nature and power. Nicene theologians regularly use this exegetical strategy to show how Scripture teaches the coeternity and coequality of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.15 Gregory of Nyssa states this succinctly: “If we perceive that the operation of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit is one, differing or varying in no respect whatsoever, we must deduce the oneness of their nature from the identity of their operation.”16 Oneness of operation indicates oneness of nature. By observing how Scripture assigns certain works to God alone and further ascribes these unique works to Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, Nicene theologians showed how Scripture teaches the indivisible and undifferentiated nature and power of the divine persons.17

      Basil and George stand between the strong subordinationist position of the Homoians gathered at Sirmium in 357 and Hilary’s pro-Nicene insistence on the undifferentiated nature and power of Father and Son. Basil and George differentiate Father and Son in terms of power. The Father acts sovereignly or with supreme authority (αὐθεντικῶς), and the Son subordinately (ὑπουργικῶς), and this indicates for them likeness rather than sameness of nature and power—hence homoiousios rather than homoousios.18 Basil and George insist against the Homoians that the Son is the true Son of God, like the Father in divinity, incorporeality, and activities, but this likeness retains difference and subordination. Basil and his colleagues therefore reject Nicaea’s homoousios because it obscures the difference between the Father and the Son in authority (ἐξουσία) and therefore essence or divinity.19

    

    
    
      HILARY OF POITIERS, ON JOHN 5:19

      Hilary’s reflections on John 5:19 in De Synodis and De Trinitate respond to the Homoian theology from Sirmium 357 and the Homoiousian theology of Basil and George. Hilary regards the Homoian position as contrary to the church’s faith and decidedly in the tradition of Arius. It is blasphemous because it renders the Son a creature and undermines salvation.20 He regards Basil and George as mistaken on homoousios and uses De Synodis to show them and his Western colleagues the compatibility of their teaching with Nicaea.21 Hilary more thoroughly and satisfactorily discusses the verse in De Trinitate, producing the first extended exegesis of it in the history of the church.

      Hilary begins book seven of De Trinitate by identifying Sabellianism and Arianism as two extremes that threaten a proper Nicene confession of faith.22 He rejects the Sabellians who confess a solitary God and the Arians who confess two gods. Although the manifesto from Sirmium explicitly rejects the notion of two gods, Hilary’s characterization is not a polemical exaggeration of anti-Nicene theology. Those gathered at Sirmium confess that the Father is the one almighty God who is distinct and greater than the Son. They regard the Son as Lord and God, God from God, Light from Light, who is subjected to the Father, who alone has no beginning, is invisible, immortal, and impassible.23 Later writers sharing the theological concerns of Sirmium describe their doctrine of God in the manner feared by Hilary. Ulfila, the heralded missionary to the Goths, distinguishes the Son, whom he refers to as our Lord and God, from the Father, “who is the God of our God.”24 Palladius of Ratiaria similarly distinguishes Father and Son. He states, “Jesus Christ, our God, is the true Son of the true God.”25 A difficulty faced by these anti-Nicene figures and exposed by their pro-Nicene critics is how to express faith in one God (Deuteronomy 6:4) and retain the language of God for Father and Son, who are not God in the same way but different gods.26

      Hilary uses the first part of book seven to show the inconsistency of Sabellianism and Arianism and how both refute the other. He begins with a useful grammatical point to express the unity and distinction of Father and Son. They are both one and not one; one in nature (unum) but not one (non unus) as if one were the other.27 The Sabellians grasp that the Son is true God but not true Son; the Arians understand that he is true Son but not true God. The Sabellians recognize the proper nature of God by the things he does. When the Son performs miracles, forgives sins, raises the dead, makes the lame walk, and the blind see, he exhibits the power that belongs only to God.28 Although they see the divine power in the things done by the Son, that they belong properly to God alone, they fail to see the distinction of Father and Son. This leads them to misread John 10:30, “I and the Father are one” (Ego et Pater unum sumus).29 They understand the verse in terms of power only and fail to see that the conjunction (et) and verb (sumus) distinguish Father and Son while the predicate (unum) indicates their undifferentiated nature.30 The Arians, on the other hand, insist that the Father is greater than the Son (John 14:28). They fail to understand the incarnation, that the Son assumed the form of a servant, and therefore is both equal to and less than the Father according to his two natures.31 Although they recognize the Son as a true Son distinct from the Father, they deny his unity of power and nature with the Father. The Sabellians see the nature of God at work but not the eternal Son; the Arians see the Son but not the nature of God. For Hilary both condemn one another while expressing in part the true mystery of the faith.32

      At this point Hilary turns to his own confession of faith. Here we encounter Hilary’s particular terminology for expressing the coequality and coeternity of Father and Son. The Father is God, and the Son is God. They share an undifferentiated nature that is one and the same in name and nature.33 Hilary rejects the error of two gods and its contrary error of a unique and solitary God. He then states this negatively. The true faith knows nothing of a “union” (unio) of Father and Son nor a diversity of gods.34 The faithful confess that the Son is by nature true Son and true God by recognizing the Son’s name, birth (nativitas), nature (natura), power (potestas), and confession.35 All of these terms inform one another for Hilary.

      The Son’s name is God (John 1:1), and he is confessed as God (John 20:28).36 This name expresses his nature. When Moses is designated Pharaoh’s god (Exodus 7:1) or the faithful are called gods (Psalm 82:6), the context shows that their name indicates only a title and not the thing itself. God confers these names on Moses and the faithful: “I have given you as . . .” or “I have said that you are.”37 The Son’s name, on the other hand, expresses his nature, the mystery of his birth, and his eternal relation to the Father. The Son is the Word, who is God, the only-begotten God (unigenitus Deus), perfectly begotten from the Father, as God from God, inseparable from the Father and undifferentiated in nature. The distinction of Father and Son rests with the mystery of the birth. The Son and not the Father is only-begotten; the Father and not the Son is unbegotten or unborn (innascibilis Pater).38 The name God expresses the Son’s nature; the same name expresses the Father’s nature. The name is proper to each because both have the same undifferentiated nature. The two are one (uterque unum sunt). The name expresses their unity; the birth their distinction.39 The Son did not begin to be, as the Arians think, nor did he develop into that which is God, as the Sabellians and Photinus think. The Son’s birth has no beginning as there is no before for the Son.40

      At this point Hilary turns to John 5:19.41 This verse refutes both the Sabellians and Arians by teaching the undifferentiated nature and power of Father and Son who remain distinct but inseparable in doing the same things. Hilary uses his preferred theological terms to explain this. The Son’s name indicates his nature and power and therefore his equality with the Father; the Son’s birth expresses his distinguishing characteristic and therefore his distinction from the Father.42 Hilary simplifies this by referring to the Son’s birth and the nature of the birth. This latter phrase refers to the undifferentiated nature of Father and Son and embraces for Hilary name, nature, and power.43 The two terms together express the unity and distinction of Father and Son. Hilary explains:

      
        Then the Son added: “For all things whatsoever the Father does, the same things the Son does in like manner” (Omnia enim quaecumque facit Pater, eadem et Filius facit similiter). He added “in like manner” (similiter) as an indication of his birth (nativitas) but mentioned “all things” (omnia) and “the same things” (eadem) to show the truth of his nature (natura). In these words, “whatsoever” (quaecumque) and “the same things” (eadem), there can be neither difference nor remainder. Thus he is of the same nature who has the power to do the same things of that nature. When all the same things are done by the Son in like manner (similiter), the similarity of works excludes the idea of a solitary worker, so that all things the Father does, the Son does all the same things (eadem omnia) in like manner (similiter). This is how to understand his true birth and the perfect mystery of our faith, which confesses the truth of the one and undifferentiated divinity of Father and Son because of the unity of the divine nature, so that the Son, doing the same things (eadem), does them in like manner (similiter), and doing them in like manner, does the same things. From this one statement, it is proved that similiter indicates birth and eadem indicates nature.44

      

      The Son reveals his birth and the nature of his birth by doing the same things as the Father. Eadem shows the unity of Father and Son in nature and power; similiter their eternal distinction as Father and Son.45

      Hilary concludes his discussion of John 5:19 in book seven by briefly stating how Father and Son work according to their indivisible nature and power. The Father works through the Son such that the work of the Father is the work of the Son. There is no separation between the work of the Father and the work of the Son because they are one (unum) in nature and yet remain two (uterque).46 It is always the Father who works as Father and the Son who works as Son. Hilary concludes:

      
        He is Son because he can do nothing from himself. He is God because whatever the Father does, he himself does the same things. They are one (unum) because the Son is equal in honor to the Father and does the same things and not other things. He is not the Father because he is sent. The birth alone, therefore, preserves this mystery and encompasses in itself the name, nature, power, and confession, for everything conveyed by that birth must be as the nature from which it is born.47

      

      John 5:19 secures for Hilary the unity and distinction of Father and Son and exposes, in different ways, the false theology of the Sabellians and the Homoians gathered at Sirmium in 357.

      Hilary returns to John 5:19 in book nine of De Trinitate to explain the inseparable working of Father and Son.48 The Father works in the Son (John 14:10) and never apart from him. So too the Son never works apart from the Father. When the Son says he does nothing from himself, he indicates his relation to the Father and that he never acts apart from him. Once again Hilary has his own way of expressing this. Hilary uses auctor and auctoritas to describe the eternal relation of the Father to the Son.49 The Father is the source or principle of the Son and the Son acts according to this eternal relation. Hilary explains this with John 5:17 and John 5:19. The Father works in the Son, who does nothing from himself, because the Father is the auctoritas at work in the Son.50 Hilary continues, “The phrase ‘he is not able’ (non potest) does not indicate weakness but source, for he does nothing from himself, except what he sees.”51 The Son’s seeing does not confer power (virtus) but indicates source (auctoritas).52 The end of the verse brings all of this together for Hilary. The Son does the same things (eadem) in like manner (similiter) as the Father because there is no distinction in power and nature.53 The equal and indivisible power of Father and Son explain their common works. The Son’s relation to the Father as source explains their inseparable works as Father and as Son. The Son works and the Father works; the Son never works apart from the Father nor the Father apart from the Son.

      Hilary is the first theologian in the history of the church to offer an extended interpretation of John 5:19. Although his preferred theological vocabulary will be clarified and expressed differently by subsequent pro-Nicene theologians, his emphasis on the undifferentiated nature and power of Father and Son and their common and inseparable work as Father and as Son remains a point of emphasis for all pro-Nicenes. By the 380s all theologians, whether Latin Homoians or pro-Nicenes, consistently include the Holy Spirit in these discussions. This is especially seen in Augustine’s mature trinitarian writings. He refines Hilary’s insights on John 5:19 and uses them to read other significant verses on the Holy Spirit to show the ordered relation and inseparable works of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

    

    
    
      FROM HILARY TO AUGUSTINE

      Augustine’s mature reflection on John 5:19 appears in several significant trinitarian works written around 419–420.54 His clearest and most concise explanation appears in Tractate 20 on the Gospel of John. Augustine begins, as Hilary did, by stating that the Son’s equality rests in his eternal generation and personal relation to the Father. The Father begets the Son; the Father is not from the Son but the Son is from the Father.55 Therefore, when the Son says in John 5:19 that he can do nothing from himself (a se), he indicates that he works as he is and he always is in relation to the Father.56 Augustine explains:

      
        Since the Son’s power (potentia) is from the Father, therefore the Son’s substance (substantia) is from the Father; and since the Son’s substance is from the Father, therefore the Son’s power is from the Father. In the case of the Son, power is not one thing and substance another, but power is the same thing that substance is—substantia that he is (ut sit) and potentia that he is able to do (ut possit).57 Therefore, since the Son is “from the Father,” for this reason he said, “The Son is not able to do anything from himself” (a se). Since the Son is not “from himself” (a se), he is not able to do “from himself” (a se).58

      

      When Scripture declares that the Father makes all things through the Son, it reveals for Augustine the inseparable working of the Father and the Son according to their mode of origin and the ordering of the divine life. With this in mind, the careful reader of Scripture will understand John 5:19 to mean that the Son does nothing from himself because the Son is not from himself.

      Augustine uses these same insights for the Holy Spirit. John 16:13 states that the Spirit will speak nothing from himself. For Augustine the Spirit does not speak from himself because he is not from himself.59 He speaks as he is, and he is from the Father and the Son. These seemingly ordinary expressions from Scripture convey for Augustine the mode of origin and eternal relation of the divine persons.60 More importantly, these phrases pattern the speech of the faithful to confess, according to Scripture, the indivisible oneness and irreducible threeness of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, who work inseparably according to their indivisible nature, power, and will.61

    

    
    
      ANTI-NICENES AND MODERN EVANGELICALS

      The Latin Homoians of Augustine’s day appealed to John 5:19 and John 16:13 to teach their subordinationist theology. The author of the anonymous Sermo Arrianorum confesses that Son and Spirit are divine but ordered hierarchically.62 The sermon begins with a creedal summary on the relation of Father and Son and the creative and redeeming work of the Son “at the will and command of the Father,” a phrase repeated throughout to underscore the eternal subordination and obedience of the Son to the Father (1-9).

      The second section of the document presents several related theses that clearly and concisely state the distinction and difference of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit as “three substances” who differ in nature, power, and activity (10-31). Here the author uses John 5:19 and John 16:13 to teach the subordination of the Son to the Father and the Spirit to the Son. After stating that the Son is subject to the Father and the Holy Spirit to the Son, the author writes, “The Son can do nothing from himself (John 5:19) but awaits a sign from the Father for every detail. The Spirit does not speak on his own but awaits the Son’s command for everything.”63 Modern proponents of the eternal functional subordination of the Son speak similarly. Bruce Ware, for example, argues that “an authority-submission structure marks the very nature of the eternal Being of the one who is three. . . . The Father possesses the place of supreme authority. . . . The Son submits to the Father just as the Father, as eternal Father of the eternal Son, exercises authority over the Son. And the Spirit submits to both the Father and the Son.”64

      The final section of the Sermo Arrianorum strongly condemns the Nicene faith and any use of homoousios (32-34). The author concludes that Scripture shows the Father commands the Son, and the Son obeys. This indicates that the Son stands beneath the Father and in subjection to him (34). The Son’s obedience and subjection does not belong to the assumption of flesh, to the economy, but is true of the Son before the incarnation, to theology proper (34).65

      The Latin Homoian theology taught in the anonymous Sermo Arrianorum repeats the anti-Nicene position of Basil of Ancyra, George of Laodicea, and Palladius of Ratiaria. As noted above, Basil and George differentiate the Father and the Son in terms of power. The Father acts sovereignly or with supreme authority (αὐθεντικῶς) and the Son subordinately (ὑπουργικῶς).66 Palladius similarly argues that the Father alone possesses “a unique and supreme authority” and that the Son does only what “the supreme authority of his Father has commanded him to do.”67 Modern proponents of the Son’s eternal subordination also favor this anti-Nicene language. The ESV Study Bible, for example, uses Palladius’s language to express the Son’s subordination. Jesus states in John 12:49, “For I have not spoken on my own [ὅτι ἐγὼ ἐξ ἐμαυτοῦ οὐκ ἐλάλησα], but the Father who sent me has himself given me a commandment about what to say and what to speak” (NRSV). The ESV adds “authority,” which is absent from the Greek, and translates, “For I have not spoken on my own authority, but the Father who sent me has himself given me a commandment—what to say and what to speak.”68 The ESV Study Bible explains, “Not . . . on my own authority indicates again that the supreme authority in the Trinity belongs to the Father, and delegated authority to the Son, though they are equal in deity.”69

      For Basil of Ancyra and the other bishops present at the Council of Ancyra in 358, their understanding of the Father’s supreme authority and the Son’s eternal subordination entailed the rejection of Nicaea’s homoousios. Hilary of Poitiers, agreed. To teach the Son’s eternal subordination rejected Nicaea. Bruce Ware stands apart from both. He writes, “To deny homoousios and the full deity of the Son is unthinkable for those who advance this position [the eternal subordination of the Son]. So the charge that our position entails its denial is weighty, serious, and grave, but a charge that we reject altogether.”70 Basil and his colleagues thought the two positions incompatible. Hilary and the pro-Nicenes did as well. Ware does not. From a historical perspective, Ware’s position is neither pro-Nicene nor anti-Nicene. He uses Nicene words (homoousios) with anti-Nicene meanings. As Martin Luther once put it, “Error lies in meaning not words.”71 Evangelicals advocating the Son’s eternal subordination teach a new tradition, a tertium quid, that would be critiqued and rejected by Hilary and Augustine as much as by Basil of Ancyra and Palladius of Ratiaria.

    

    
    
      CONCLUSION

      Hilary writes in the 350s, and his theological language reflects this. He is, in many respects, searching for appropriate patterns of speech to express his pro-Nicene commitments. Subsequent debate and dogmatic reflection will shape the church’s theological grammar of faith in ways that move beyond Hilary’s preferred terminology, even if not his meaning. For Hilary John 5:19 shows the unity and distinction of Father and Son and their common and inseparable works. Augustine and the broader pro-Nicene tradition extend Hilary’s insights to other important scriptural texts on the Holy Spirit and confess that the divine persons work inseparably as they are according to their indivisible nature, power, and will. There is no supreme authority or delegated authority, no eternal subordination, no superiority or inferiority in the divine being of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Gregory of Nazianzus, speaking to those awaiting baptism, expresses this pro-Nicene commitment with pastoral care and clarity. He entrusts to them the confession of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. He continues:

      
        This I give you as a companion and protector for all your life, the one divinity and power, found in unity in the three, and gathering together the three as distinct; neither uneven in essences or natures, nor increased or decreased by superiorities or inferiorities; from every perspective equal, from every perspective the same. . . . Each God when considered in himself; as the Father so the Son, as the Son so the Holy Spirit; each preserving his properties.72

      

      May we with Gregory and all the faithful claim this confession as our companion and protector throughout our lives.
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  THE CAPPADOCIANS AND THE MATURITY OF NICENE VOCABULARY


  STEPHEN HILDEBRAND



  
    THE NEW TESTAMENT does not use the word “Trinity.” It does not say that God is “three persons” (prosōpa or hypostaseis) in one substance. It does not say that the Son and the Holy Spirit are “consubstantial” with the Father. None of these words, nor others still, were handed over to us by Jesus or the apostles; rather they result from the earliest Christians’ effort to reflect on the Scriptures. “The materials for the doctrine of the Trinity,” Mark Edwards writes, “are scriptural, though the doctrine is nowhere stated in the Scriptures.”1 And yet, it has been the consensus of believing Christians of all sorts (Protestants, Catholics, Anglicans, Orthodox, Oriental Orthodox, Assyrian) that a certain way of speaking about Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is not only consistent with the teaching of the New Testament but brings the teaching of the New Testament to maturity and clarity. That way of speaking was developed before the Council of Nicaea but purified, confirmed, and advanced by the Council itself.

    In this chapter, I hope to illustrate how the Cappadocian fathers contributed to the maturity of Nicene vocabulary, and defended and advanced—this is certainly how they saw themselves—the teaching of Scripture.2 These Cappadocian fathers include Basil the Great (of Caesarea), Gregory the Theologian (of Nazianzus and Basil’s life-long friend), and Gregory of Nyssa (Basil’s younger brother, but not his junior in intellect). We cannot separate their work on the best words to use in talking about God from their larger theological context—the whole point to using one word or not using a different word is to protect a certain truth or to avoid a certain mistake. Indeed, their theological vision underwent less development than their estimation of which words to use. Along the way, I will pause to consider points of special relevance and applicability to contemporary trends in the theology of the Trinity.

    
      THE MATURITY OF NICENE VOCABULARY

      Let us begin, then, our treatment of the Cappadocians with an attempt to sketch their theological vision of God. From the outset, we should honor a distinction that they make. They are able to confess the truth about Father, Son, and Holy Spirit largely without recourse to highly technical philosophically derived language. Basil, for example, wrote his On Faith in response to a request from a fellow bishop for a written confession of faith. He writes that he will fulfill this request “in the simplicity of the sound faith,” avoiding words that are not found in Scripture.3 Basil admits that it is sometimes necessary to use technical nonscriptural language and to borrow from pagan thought, as he himself has done, but one can use nonscriptural terms that are nonetheless “not alien from the godly sense of Scripture.”4 Before, however, he gives his confession of faith, he wishes to stress one preliminary point: even the language of Scripture cannot comprehend God who is “inexpressible in word and incomprehensible by mind.”5 Scripture itself teaches this point:

      
        Inspired Scripture is greatly conscious of the unlimited character of knowledge, and the unattainability of the divine mysteries at the present time by human nature, since to each man as he progresses more is always being added, and yet he ever falls short of worthy achievement, until that which is perfect comes, when that which is in part shall be done away.6

      

      With this caveat in place, Basil goes on to confess his faith, and it is little more than a patchwork, beautifully put together, of scriptural quotations and allusions.7

      At the end of the confession, Basil does add two qualifications, each of which uses what we might consider a technical term. First, he says that each name explains to us the characteristic quality (idiotēta) of the one named, and each possesses certain characteristics (idiomata), the Father, those of Fatherhood, the Son, those of Sonship, and the Spirit, those of Spirithood.8 Second, he concludes, “so we believe, and so we baptize into a consubstantial Trinity.”9

      We can see something similar in Gregory of Nazianzus. At a time when words were very much disputed, Gregory both used the words that he thought best and emphasized that words matter less than belief. For example, in an oration on Pentecost, he directly addresses those in his audience who would be distressed by calling the Spirit “God.” “You are distressed by the syllables,” Gregory chides them, “and trip over the word, and this becomes for you a stone of stumbling and a word of offense.”10 The context makes clear that the word they stumble over is “God.”11 He is more concerned that they confess the truth than that they use the right word. “Grant the power of divinity,” he says, “and we will grant you a concession regarding the word.”12 In another oration, he does use the technical language of “properties” [idiotētes], “hypostaseis” and “persons” [prosōpa], but he is very flexible and refuses to “battle over names, as long as the syllables point towards the same notion.”13 In a famous letter, wherein Gregory reports to Basil a criticism that he will not confess that the Holy Spirit is “God,” he asserts that “the truth consists not so much in sound as in sense.”14 Finally, in his final oration delivered at the Council of Constantinople after his ouster had been engineered, he makes the point that it does not matter whether one confesses three hypostaseis or three prosōpa. Those who bicker about such things “disgrace themselves, as if true religion lay for us in names rather than in realities.”15

      On several occasions, Gregory offers summary statements of his faith in the Trinity, sometimes with, sometimes without, the use of technical words.16 In Oration 39, for example, he offers first a compact, technical, and poetic description of the Trinity: three hypostaseis or prosōpa and one ousia or one divinity. The persons are “divided without division,” “joined together in the midst of distinction,” while the union (henōsis) is not a confusion (synchusin), nor the distinction (diaresis) a separation (allotriōsis).17 After this we get a more scriptural and more prosaic explanation that takes one of Saint Paul’s trinitarian formulas as its starting point.18 Gregory explains:

      
        The Father is Father without beginning, for he is from no one. The Son is Son and not without beginning, for he is from the Father. If you understand “beginning” in the sense of time, however, he too is without beginning; for he is the maker of all time, not subject to time. The Holy Spirit is truly Spirit, coming forth from the Father, but not in the manner of a son or by generation, but by procession (if one must create new terminology for the sake of clarity.)19

      

      Here again we see the priority of thought over language, but with the word “procession” Gregory makes an innovation in vocabulary for the sake of clarity, signifying that the Holy Spirit does not have a relationship of sonship with the Father. One thinks here of the more famous text in Oration 31, wherein he again distinguishes procession from generation but struggles to define it. “What then is Procession?” Gregory has his interlocutor ask. He responds sharply, “Do you tell me what is the Unbegottenness of the Father, and I will explain to you the physiology of the Generation of the Son and the Procession of the Spirit, and we shall both of us be frenzy-stricken for prying into the mystery of God.”20 Thus we have a sense of Gregory’s approach. The Scriptures are the foundation; particular terms are used for the sake of clarity and dropped if they get in the way. This does not mean that words are unimportant; it means that truth is more important.21

      Monarchē is a wonderful illustration of this. One sees this over and over in Gregory’s statements of faith in the Trinity.22 Let us consider a famous instance. Gregory begins Oration 29, the third Theological Oration, by distinguishing three types of opinions about God: atheism, polytheism, and monotheism, and then sketches out a Christian vision of the last. Christians hold not the monarchē of a single person (prosōpon), “but the single rule produced by equality of nature, harmony of will, identity of action, and the convergence toward their source of what springs from unity.”23 The Father as the source accounts for both the unity of nature and the plurality of persons. Thus, Gregory says, “there was a monad ‘from the beginning’ (1 Jn. 1:1), that moves into a dyad until it is a tryad.”24 The Son and the Spirit are distinct from the Father because he generated the one and spirated the other; and because he generated the one and spirated the other, they share his nature. Father, Son, and Holy Spirit cannot be separated. To think of the Father without the Son begotten of him and the Spirit proceeding from him is “to strip him of his fatherhood” and to attribute to him a lack of generosity and fecundity.25 So there must be these three. But “there is one nature for all three: God.”26 Gregory goes so far as to say, “the unity [among them] is the Father, from whom and towards whom everything else is referred.”27

      Gregory of Nyssa faced the same suspicions of unorthodoxy that his older brother did. His Ep. 5 is his response to these doubts, most likely coming from the party of Eustathius of Sebaste, of whom Anna Silvas writes, “These doctrinaires were especially suspicious of assimilation to Sabellianism . . . on the part of supporters of homoousios, and morbidly sensitive to any innovation in statements concerning the Holy Spirit.”28 Thus, Gregory confesses his faith in words that will not cause offense. He refrains from using ousia, and he does not call the Holy Spirit (or the Son, for that matter) “God.” His touchstone, of course, is Scripture, and he chose to begin with Matthew 28:19, the Great Commission, and from there to weave in other scriptural texts and allusions. None of the names—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—may be left out of the saving baptismal confession. Gregory writes:

      
        We place all our hope and the assurance of the salvation of our souls in the three hypostases acknowledged by these names, and we believe in the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ (1 Pet. 1.3) who is the fountain of life (cf. Ps. 35:10), and in the only-begotten Son of the Father (Jn. 3.14, 18) who is the Author of life, as the Apostle says (Acts 3.15), and in the Holy Spirit of God, concerning whom the Lord said, it is the Spirit who gives life (Jn 6:40).29

      

      Nothing created can be numbered with the Father,30 and there can be no talk of three gods.31 Twice Gregory mentions three hypostaseis, apparently a term over which neither Homoians nor Eustathians would stumble.32 Confessing hypostaseis in their “distinct properties” and one Godhead, one goodness, one principle (archē), one authority, and one power (1 Corinthians 15.24) keeps one from falling into several mistakes: denial of the monarchy of the Father, polytheism, confusion of the hypostaseis, composition in the Trinity.33

      While Basil and Gregory Nazianzen seem to be more explicit in their statement of the secondary place of words—we can see something of this point in two features of Gregory of Nyssa’s thought. First, like his colleagues, he holds that the ousia of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is “inexpressible in words and cannot be grasped in thought.”34 Moreover, the Father is not more incomprehensible than the Son or the Spirit: “One is not more incomprehensible and another less, but in the Trinity the principle of incomprehensibility is one.”35 Second, in this same passage, Gregory, like Basil and Nazianzen often do, uses hypostasis and prosōpon as synonyms. “The hypostasis,” he writes, “individually and exclusively signified by each of the names corresponds to the titles accorded them,” and “the hypostases therefore are distinguished from each other without confusion in the manner described, that is, of Father and of Son and of Holy Spirit.”36 And just a few lines later, he writes “that which is incomprehensible, inconceivable, ungraspable by reasonings is the same in each of the persons [prosōpa].”37

    

    
    
      THE TRINITY’S INCOMPREHENSIBILITY

      So the first significant point we wish to make about the Cappadocians’ Nicene vocabulary is that vocabulary is less significant than truth. One of the reasons, I think, that the Cappadocians are able to hold this position is their conviction that God is, as we just saw with Gregory of Nyssa, beyond human thought and language.

      The importance of this belief in the incomprehensibility of God came to the fore in their polemic with the Eunomians, who emerged as a theological and ecclesial movement in the 350s. The Eunomians, led by Aetius of Antioch and Eunomius of Cyzicus, found a way to combine a cluster of theological positions in such a way that they met with near universal opposition.38 Two of their claims were particularly startling. First, they asserted that the Son is “unlike” the Father in substance (hence, the labels “anomoeans” and “heteroousians”). Second, they asserted that we can know the essence of the Father and his essence is “unbegottenness.” While these assertions seemed then and seem now, on their face, absurd, there is a more sympathetic reading offered by Maurice Wiles and Richard Vaggione. Summing up his own argument, Wiles writes that one can perceive in Neo-Arian thought “a deeply felt religious and soteriological concern—how to affirm the true and transcendent God in such a way that we may know him and worship him as he really is.”39 Eunomius, then, did not claim to know everything that there is to know about God; rather, his point was that God made possible genuine knowledge of who he really is, knowledge of his substance. The Eunomians, Vaggione points out, claimed exact knowledge of God but not complete knowledge of him.40

      For the Eunomians, the knowledge of God is not discursive and is not the product of human investigation or conceptualizing. Like God’s self-knowledge, our knowledge of him is immediate. Thus, for the Eunomians, there must be real knowledge of God or there is no salvation, and this knowledge of God, in order to be real, cannot be a human fabrication, the conclusion of an argument made by a discoursing human mind. Rather, knowledge of God is the knowledge of his name, and his name is “unbegotten.” “When we say ‘Unbegotten,’” Eunomius writes, “we do not imagine that we ought to honour God only in name, in conformity with human conceptualizing [kat’ epinoian]; rather, in conformity with reality, we ought to repay him the debt which above all others is most due God: the confession that he is what he is.”41

      Another way to put this same point is that Eunomius eliminates the “notional level” or “mental space” between the name and its referent.42 That is to say, for Eunomius a name predicated of God does not refer to an idea or a notion but rather to the divine substance itself. The names for God, especially “unbegotten,” disclose God’s substance, not some notion of him. If names of God referred to notions rather than to the divine substance, then we could not know God but only our own passing thoughts. Thus, for Eunomius to posit a notional mediation in our knowledge of God compromises that very knowledge and our salvation too.

      There are two obvious consequences of Eunomius’s theory that are indicated by Eunomius himself and stressed in the scholarly analysis of his thought. First, names predicated of God and creatures are homonyms; they have the same sound but cannot mean the same thing. Names predicated of God and creatures are equivocal. Second, all the different names predicated of God are really synonyms. Thus, Eunomius insists that any name applied to God is synonymous with “unbegotten.”43

      The Cappadocians, of course, wish to affirm our knowledge of God, at one level, as well as, the real communication of salvation. But this cannot be done in a single word. There is a different vision at work, a different economy unfolding. The almighty, infinite, unknowable God created the world and gave us a place in it. He put us in paradise and gave us a commandment, “that we might be of good repute by keeping it.”44 Although he knew what would happen, he “legislated self-determination” and by his commandment “enjoined on us a kind of education for the soul and restraint of feasting, so that what we threw away by not keeping it we might recover by keeping it.”45

      From the beginning, then, God acts for our salvation. Just as God called Abraham, our Lord, the Son of God, called his disciples.46 From his activities (energeiai) in the world, we can “know the greatness of God, and his power, and his wisdom, and his goodness, and his providence whereby he cares for us, and the justice of his judgment, [but] not his very substance [ousia].”47 God’s activities are varied, but his substance is simple.48 “His activities descend to us, but his substance remains inaccessible.”49 More than merely acting for our salvation, God has condescended to use our language—“such is the superabundance of his love for man” that he partook “in speech, the noblest of our gifts.”50 This is why are there many different names predicated of God in Scripture; it is a part of his condescension for us, whereby, in spite of the transcendence of his substance, we can nonetheless arrive at accurate and saving knowledge of him. “The human mind, groveling on earth, and buried in this life on earth, in its inability to behold clearly the object of its search, feels after the unutterable Being in diverse and many-sided ways, and never chases the mystery in the light of one idea alone.”51 It is fitting that a creature made with self-determination, a creature that advances in education and knowledge by its own activity and initiative should “gather” a “concept” (ennoia) of God from his many attributes.52 Basil insists that although we do not know the substance of God, we do know God. Against Eunomius, our rationcination, our gathering of attributes to form a concept, results in a genuine although limited knowledge of God. Moreover, one need not know the substance of God in order to be saved. By his power, the Lord Jesus revealed his Godhead. “We understand God from his power. Therefore we believe in him whom we understand, and we worship him in whom we believe.”

    

    
    

      NOTIONS AND CONCEPTUAL PURIFICATION

      Basil and his brother offer a view of predication of God that differs much from that of Eunomius. In the first place, their theory of names is not limited to God but applies generally. Language does not work one way with God and a completely different way with creatures. Basil does not here think of God in a creaturely way or anthropomorphize him, for the names have to be purified of their terrestrial and corporeal connotations when they are used of celestial realities. Nonetheless, Basil emphatically rejects Eunomius’s equivocal understanding of predication. DelCogliano explains that “Basil’s appeal to purified common usage is a rejection of Eunomius’ equivocity. He agrees with Eunomius that ‘father’ is not applied to God and men in the ordinary, corporeal sense of the term, but disagrees that the name is used equivocally.”53 Conceptual purification makes it possible for Basil to apply names to God and creatures in a fundamentally similar way; it enables his theory to be generalist rather than specific to God-talk.

      The most important difference between Basil’s and Eunomius’s respective theories of names is that Basil posits the “notional level” and the “mental space” that Eunomius denies. This is to say that, for Basil, names refer, above all, to notions rather than things. A name does not grant immediate and exact access to a substance, whether God’s or a creature’s. Even though notions often have really existing referents and can reflect the truth about these things, the relationship between names and notions does not depend on the notion having such a referent. Basil offers the example of the centaur or the chimera.54 They do not exist, and yet the name calls to mind a notion. When notions do correspond with really existing things, in Basil’s theory they always designate properties of the substance rather than the substance itself. This is true of proper names (like “Peter” and “Paul”), absolute names (like “man”), and relative names (like “Father” and “Son”).55 Even though names refer to notions and not substances, it is important to underscore that through notions, one can have genuine knowledge of things and, of course, of God.

      The Cappadocian confession of the incomprehensibility of God’s substance may seem on the surface to support the position of many contemporary theologians that God so transcends human thought and language that all predication, even the names Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, are provisional and time- and culture-bound. On this theory, human language cannot bear the weight of divine revelation, and the eternal cannot be accurately communicated in history. This position was well-summed up in 2000 by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith of the Catholic Church. “The theory,” Joseph Ratzinger writes, “of the limited, incomplete, or imperfect character of the revelation of Jesus Christ, which would be complementary to that found in other religions, is contrary to the Church’s faith. Such a position would claim to be based on the notion that the truth about God cannot be grasped and manifested in its globality and completeness by any historical religion, neither by Christianity nor by Jesus Christ.”56 “The truth about God,” he continues, “is not abolished or reduced because it is spoken in human language.”57 If we can use again the language that we used earlier, it seems that many contemporary theologians not only posit a notional level and a mental space but also posit that this space effectively functions as a wall or a barrier, or perhaps better, a filter through which God’s revelation cannot pass and remain true to him.

      In order to illustrate this point, let us take one contemporary example, although one could adduce many more. In the course of writing a comprehensive Christology, Roger Haight articulates a religious epistemology whose point of departure is radical historical consciousness and the fact of religious pluralism.58 This radical historical consciousness, Haight explains, assumes historical relativism, and “the very claim for the existence of universal truth has become associated with a narrow, sectarian outlook.”59 Here Haight is describing our postmodern situation, and it is not clear to what extent he himself would hold historical relativism and so the impossibility of a “universally relevant revelation.”60 Religious pluralism has a similar effect: How can one’s own religious experience be privileged or normative or universal, when there are so many now and over the course of history who have had radically different religious experiences?

      Our postmodern context demands an epistemological modesty. “Human experience and language about God cannot be correlated with God’s inner life in a non-mediated and descriptively literal way.”61 It is symbol that, for Haight, closes this gap and mediates to us the presence of God. Haight does allow “objective talk or predication about God,” which he describes as “the assertion that something is true because faith really encounters no less than God in Jesus and what is experienced as the Spirit.”62 But what one experiences as a differentiation of so-called persons in God “does not necessarily yield in reality distinct differentiation within God that can be named.”63 Haight’s epistemological modesty (a product of historical consciousness and religious pluralism) entails that what we experience as the economic Trinity cannot be posited to have a correlation in the immanent Trinity. This is modest, indeed—an agnosticism of a sort. We can only speculate about the inner life of God: “There simply are no data on the inner life of God upon which comparisons and differentiations can be made.”64 This means that even though Haight speaks of the possibility of predication about God, history draws a veil—if I may use this image—over his inner life that even he cannot through revelation remove.

      Haight claims Gregory of Nyssa as an ancient precursor for this modern religious epistemology, this conception of symbolic mediation. Haight highlights that for Gregory we know God through his operations, that our language about him represent human conceptions of God that point beyond themselves to the transcendent, incomprehensible God.65 But are Haight and Gregory really saying much the same thing? Do they have fundamentally similar religious epistemologies? Of course, Gregory repeatedly claims that we cannot know the divine substance or the divine nature, but it is one thing to know the divine nature and another to make accurate statements about even the inner life of God on the basis of his self-revelation. Gregory says as much in the very work, To Ablabius, which Haight cites.66 The incomprehensibility of the divine nature does not mean that we cannot have knowledge of God’s inner life; rather it means that our knowledge of him is fragmented while he is simple. Each of the terms that we use for God “contains a particular idea of its own; and you will not find any word among the terms especially applied to God which is without some meaning.”67 Gregory elaborates:

      
        From this it is clear that the divine nature in itself is not signified by any of these terms. Rather is some attribute declared by what is said. For we say, perhaps, that the divine is incorruptible or powerful or whatever else we are in the habit of saying, But in each of these terms we find a particular idea which by thought and expression we rightly attribute to the divine nature, but which does not express what that nature essentially is.68

      

      It is also clear that for Gregory that the energies of God are not economic activities of God, as if the economic obscures the trinitarian character of his inner life. That is, Gregory does not take Father, Son, and Holy Spirit to be a function of economic activity—this seems to be precisely the mistake of his Eunomian opponents. That is, consubstantiality—the homoousion—demands precisely that God is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in himself and not merely in the economy. Basil and Gregory of Nazianzus would hold, as we have seen, the same. So, then, we could definitely call on the Cappadocians to support the transcendence and ineffability of God’s nature, the provisional character of human language and the need to purify it, and the fragmentary and piecemeal character of human knowledge of God. But their religious epistemology is not so modest as Haight’s. They hold that God can and did genuinely communicate his inner life to us, and that he used human language to do it—the veil has been lifted, even though, of course, we cannot comprehend his nature.

    

    
    
      CAPPADOCIANS AND SOCIAL TRINITARIANISM

      There is another aspect of Cappadocian trinitarian theology that finds a resonance in contemporary trinitarian theology, especially that of Basil and his brother. Some will argue that Basil and Gregory’s explanation that ousia is to hypostasis as the general is to the particular, and Gregory’s use of the analogy of Peter, James, and John to explain Father, Son, and Holy Spirit bears a resemblance to “social trinitarianism” of today.69 William Lane Craig sums up the matter when he outlines two “broad models” or “approaches”: social trinitarianism, which emphasizes the diversity of persons and looks to the Cappadocians “as their champions”; and Latin trinitarianism or, as Craig prefers, antisocial trinitarianism, which places great stress on divine unity and looks to Augustine and Aquinas.70

      “Social trinitarianism” is a forest of literature and scholarly debate, and while we cannot here provide a comprehensive map of the forest, we can sketch the forest and offer some clarifications and a few considerations from Cappadocian theology. Here is how Michael Rea and company summarize the “core tenets” of social trinitarianism:

      
        (ST 1) the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit are “of one essence,” but are not numerically the same substance. Rather, the divine persons are consubstantial only in the sense that they share the divine nature in common. Furthermore, this sharing of a common nature can be understood in a fairly straightforward sense via the “social analogy” in which Peter, James, and John share human nature.

        (ST 2) Properly understood, the central claim of monotheism that there is but one God is to be understood as the claim that there is one divine nature—not as the claim that there is exactly one divine substance.

        (ST 3) The divine persons must each be in full possession of the divine nature and in some particular relation R to one another for Trinitarianism to count as monotheism.71

      

      They go on, then, to differentiate the various proponents of social trinitarianism by indicating how they construe “R.”

      
        (Ra) Being the only members of the divine kind.

        (Rb) Being the only members of the community that exists necessarily and that necessarily is sovereign over all that is not divine.

        (Rc) Being the only members of the divine family.

        (Rd) Enjoying perfect love and harmony of will with one another (in starkest contrast to pagan pantheons).

        (Re) Being necessarily mutually interdependent, so that no divine person can possibly exist apart from the other divine persons.72

      

      For example, major proponents of social trinitarianism can be classified as follows. Richard Swinburne holds (Rb), (Rc), (Rd), and (Re); and Cornelius Plantinga, (Rb), (Rc), (Rd), and likely (Re).

      I would like now to turn back to the Cappadocians and present certain aspects of their thought that are relevant to and problematic for social trinitarianism, whichever taxonomy one uses to sketch the range of positions within it. First, social trinitarianism has suffered critique for its struggle to explain unity in the Trinity. For example, Brian Leftow groups the versions of social trinitarianism according to their conception of monotheism: “Trinity Monotheism,” “Group Mind Monotheism,” and “Functional Monotheism.”73 As he sees it, however, none of these efforts to preserve monotheism are ultimately successful. Furthermore, Matthew Barrett has built on arguments like Leftow’s when Barrett says that social trinitarianism’s advocacy for three centers of consciousness and wills is irreconcilable with the Nicene tradition’s belief in simplicity, a belief instrumental to preserving the essential unity between the persons.74 Other chapters in this book by Stephen Holmes and Karen Kilby argue the same.75

      Second, the way that social trinitarians lay out the basic options is typical—a Latin approach that tends toward unitarianism and a Greek (Cappadocian) approach that tends toward tritheism. This typical taxonomy, however, has come under intense scrutiny and looks to be more of a modern imposition onto the past rather than a helpful and accurate classification. On this point, Michel René Barnes’s work is very persuasive. He traces the history of the taxonomy back to Theodore de Régnon and reestablishes an approach that discovers unity rather than division between East and West. Lewis Ayres has contributed significantly to the same effort.76

      Third, we would do well to recall the ineffability of God. One often gets the impression that God is anthropomorphized and that there is a seriously insufficient reckoning with God’s transcendence among social trinitarians. Moreover, one of the important implications of the ineffability of God is that he is beyond number. Basil chastises the Spirit Fighters for counting the Holy Spirit under the Father and the Son, “using the ability to count against the faith.”77 But God cannot be counted in this way. “It is best,” Basil says, “to let what is unattainable remain beyond number.”78 If we must count, we should count piously. With regard to the “particularity of the persons [prosōpa],” Father and Son are “one and one, but with regard to the common nature, both are one thing.”79 We cannot count one plus one and arrive at two gods, “for the power is not divided.”80 Basil here broaches a theme that Gregory of Nyssa will develop. There cannot be two gods where there is a single power and operation.81 Gregory of Nyssa makes a similar point in To Ablabius, and over against social trinitarianism Sarah Coakley picks it up. “Although the hypostaseis have relational ‘distinguishing marks,’ it is only in a Pickwickian sense that they are ‘three,’ according to Gregory”—“we cannot ‘add up’ the numbers in the Trinity in the same way as we count heads at a gathering of humans.”82 The Cappadocian insistence on the ineffability of God and the need to purify our language when we speak of him seems especially relevant to the debates in and about social trinitarianism, wherein social trinitarianism too often applies number to God as it is to creatures.

      Fourth, it is instructive to consider how Gregory considers divine unity in his most famous trinitarian text, To Ablabius. Gregory’s starting point is Scripture, which teaches us that the Father does nothing in which the Son does not cooperate, and that the Son does not act without the Spirit.83 But this is no ordinary, creaturely collaboration. The “action of each in any matter is not separate and individualized.”84 We receive from Father, Son, and Holy Spirit the gift of life, and it is the same life rather than three lives.

      
        The holy Trinity brings to effect every operation in a similar way. It is not by separate action according to the number of the Persons; but there is one motion and disposition of the good will which proceeds from the Father, through the Son, to the Holy Spirit.85

      

      Thus, Gregory concludes that divine unity is really not like the unity among Peter, James, and John, and so, contrary to social trinitarianism, talk of the members of a family or of a community or a mere interdependence of persons really falls short of the mark.

    

    
    
      CONCLUSION

      We can sum up these thoughts on the Nicene vocabulary of the Cappadocians by observing that the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed itself—Nicene Creed 2.0, if you will—reflects the typical Cappadocian way of speaking about God.

      First, Scripture is primary for them just as it is in the Creed. In the main, our way of speaking about God, the Nicene way of speaking about God, must have its foundation in and takes its departure from the language of Scripture.

      Second, the Creed has adopted the Cappadocian assertion of the priority of truth over words. This is most obvious in the clause on the Holy Spirit wherein the truth about the Spirit is communicated without using the word homoousios and even without using the word “God.” One sees this also in the absence of the words hypostasis and prosōpon. It may well be true that especially Basil, who had died before the Council of Constantinople, would have preferred the Creed use these words, especially hypostasis, but one might safely speculate that the condemnation of modalism would have countered his disappointment. For Basil, the whole point of confessing three hypostaseis was to ensure that homoousios could not be given a modalist interpretation.86 The Creed’s “And of his kingdom, there will be no end” (Luke 1:33) does the same work. Basil, one may surmise, would appreciate that this was accomplished with a citation of Scripture instead of the insertion of a technical term. Even though words matter less than truth, they still matter, for they can bring clarity and forestall false readings of Scripture. Homoousios in the Creed is the obvious example of this, and in their own writing the Cappadocians expanded this list of clarifying words to embrace not only prosōpon and hypostasis but also theotēs (Godhead), physis (nature), dynamis (power), and energeia (activity).

      Finally, the Cappadocian way of speaking about God, of deploying a Nicene vocabulary can serve as a model for theologians today. In particular, it can help us steer a way between agnosticism (brought on by historicism), on the one hand, and anthropomorphism, on the other, for both close off for us a participation in the life of God. The whole theology of Basil of Caesarea, Gregory of Nazianzus, and Gregory of Nyssa—and certainly their Nicene vocabulary—serve to protect and preserve this participation.
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  MAXIMOS AND JOHN DAMASCENE


  MID-BYZANTINE RECEPTION OF NICAEA

  ANDREW LOUTH



  
    
      NICAEA AND ITS AFTERMATH

      Much had happened between the Council of Nicaea (325) and the time of Maximos and John Damascene, a time to be seen in political terms as initiated by the Islamic conquest of the Eastern provinces of the Roman Empire. The Islamic conquest took place directly after the death of the prophet Muhammad (632) and within little more than a decade had changed the political geography of the Middle (or Near) East for good. Maximos the Confessor lived through the catastrophe; while John was born in Damascus, the capital of the Umayyad empire, and after serving the caliph for some years as a civil servant in fiscal matters, he became a monk in Jerusalem. He probably played an important role in rebuilding the Byzantine Orthodox presence in Jerusalem.

      Nicaea had established the doctrine that the Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, is homoousios, consubstantial, with the Father. The reception of the doctrine of Nicaea occupied much of the rest of the fourth century, and in the course of the ensuing theological speculation there emerged the key ontological terms for the doctrine of the Trinity, in particular ousia or physis (being/essence, nature) for the one God, and hypostasis or prosōpon (individual substance, person), for each of the three divine persons. This doctrine is generally attributed to the Cappadocian fathers, though for them it was not much more than a suggestion, and hardly used systematically. Nevertheless, this was to be the legacy of those who defended Nicene Orthodoxy: the doctrine of three divine persons or hypostaseis, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, united in the one ousia of the Godhead.

    

    
    
      THE INFLUENCE OF CHRISTOLOGY

      From the fifth century onward, theological debate moved from Trinity to Christology, one of the marks of the christological settlement of the Council of Chalcedon (451) being the redeployment of terms such as ousia and hypostasis to express how Christ was one (divine) person in a divine nature and a human nature (physis). In the wake of Chalcedon, theological debate was led by those who rejected Chalcedon, especially, at the turn of the century, Severos, for a time patriarch of Antioch (512–38). Severos argued that Chalcedon had, by implication, rejected one of Cyril of Alexandria’s favorite ways of describing Christ—μία φύσις τοῦ Θεοῦ Λόγου σεσαρκωμένη, “one incarnate nature of God the Word,” the so-called mia physis formula. Since Chalcedon used trinitarian terminology in Christology, he also claimed Chalcedon had infringed on a distinction fundamental in Greek theology between θεολογία and οἰκονομία. θεολογία refers to the doctrine of God, including the Trinity, and οἰκονομία refers to the doctrine of God’s dealings with his created order, including the incarnation. Furthermore, the distinction between ousia/physis and hypostasis functions differently in the realms of theologia and oikonomia: as Gregory Nazianzen had observed long before, “I say ‘different things’ meaning the reverse of what is the case in the Trinity. There we have ‘others’ in order not to confuse the subjects or hypostases, but not other things: the three are one and the same thing qua Godhead.”1

      Theologians faithful to Chalcedon had their work cut out to respond to the arguments of Severos, but in the course of the sixth century a series of theologians, including John of Caesarea (the Grammarian), Leontios of Byzantium, and Leontios of Jerusalem, began a process of defining more carefully the terms used in theological discourse—ousia, physis, and especially the term hypostasis—so as to meet the objections that the doctrine of Chalcedon, not least in its implicit rejection of the mia physis formula, infringed on the unity of Christ. Out of this debate in the sixth century emerged what has been called by modern theologians Neo-Chalcedonianism (which, if it is understood as clarifying, rather than correcting, Chalcedon, is acceptable). According to Neo-Chalcedonianism, the unique person of Christ is identical with the second person of the Trinity. The mia-physis is affirmed as Orthodox, as well as the so-called theopaschite formula, “One of the Trinity was crucified in the flesh.” This clarified the unity of Christ, as well as locking together the ontological terms used in the doctrine of the Trinity and Christology. The formula was affirmed as the interpretation of Chalcedon at the fifth ecumenical council, Constantinople II (553).

    

    
    
      SIXTH-CENTURY INFLUENCES: NEOPLATONIST PHILOSOPHY AND CHRISTIAN WORSHIP

      The clarification of the Chalcedonian Definition took place in the sixth century, in which there were important developments in Christian metaphysics.2 Though in closing Plato’s Academy in Athens, Justinian outlawed Neoplatonism, its influence continued in Christian circles. In particular, the sixth century saw a continuing tradition of commentary on Aristotle, especially his logical works, interpreted from a fundamentally Neoplatonic perspective. The introduction (Isagoge) to Aristotle’s logic (and metaphysics) by Plotinos’s disciple, editor, and biographer, Porphyry, was fundamental to this work of commentary, on which the Christian clarification of terms such as hypostasis drew.3 The fruits of such definition of terms bore fruit in the next century, when Christians in the East found themselves under Muslim rule, and thus on a “level playing field,” since supporters of the imperial Orthodoxy of the councils could no longer look to the support of the state. Christian textbooks of logic emerged, helping theological controversialists to argue their case, and leading to further conceptual clarity.4

      Another important conduit of Neoplatonic influence is found in the works ascribed to Paul’s convert, Dionysios the Areopagite, who made use of Neoplatonism in developing a compelling vision of the whole cosmos as a manifestation of God, a theophany, irradiating the whole of creation and drawing it back into union with the divine. This vision was shot through with a profound sense of awe before God. Dionysios’s style of theological writing, with its lengthy and overladen clauses, is reminiscent of liturgical language, and in turn influenced the language of the worship of the church. Dionysios himself was probably a monk (or if a bishop, from monastic circles) and illustrates the increasingly important role of the monastic movement in the Byzantine world—and in theology. From its beginnings in early Christian asceticism, monasticism evolved into more formally constituted forms of monastic life from the fourth century onward. Evagrios of Pontos, the “philosopher of the desert,” in his life associated with the Cappadocian fathers, engaged in theological reflection, exercising an influence, not always welcome but undeniably profound.

      Christians had always had a sense of awe before the mystery of God’s majesty. Non-Christian developments in philosophy shared this sense of awe before the ultimate, increasingly thought of in terms of a transcendent divine realm. Dionysios, in drawing on Neoplatonic notions to express his understanding of the cosmos as proceeding from God and returning to him, was doing something that had roots in earlier Christian thought, and chimed in with the expectations and longings of his contemporaries. For Christians, including monks and nuns, liturgical worship more and more reflected this sense of awe in more elaborate liturgical services, not least the Eucharist or Divine Liturgy, and the composition of hymns. In the East, two hymnic forms evolved: the kontakion, a kind of homily in verse, the greatest composer of which was Romanos the Melodist, of Syrian origin, contemporary with Justinian; and then later, around the turn of the seventh/eighth century, the monastic genre of the canon, a prolonged poetic meditation on liturgical and theological themes, woven into biblical canticles (or odes), the backbone of monastic matins. Such verse often constituted carefully composed theological meditation and, as song, entered into the subconsciousness of believers. Likewise, theological concepts came to be more and more a matter for prayerful meditation: not just summaries of the essentials of the faith, but facets of a mystery inviting deeper participation.

      In a curious way, these two developments—an increasingly rigorous scrutiny of the tenets of the faith, and a sense of the faith as like a diamond with manifold facets, drawing one into deeper meditation—made similar demands on the practice of theology. The fourth century had seen theology expressed and developed in commentary on Scripture, polemical treatises, and rhetorically crafted homilies—all the great theologians of the fourth and fifth centuries had been trained as rhetors or orators who delivered their homilies extempore, to the delight and acclamation of their hearers. However, by the seventh century theology was more concerned with the by-then established fathers, their interpretation of the Scriptures, and the decision of councils, made accessible through comments, or scholia, or responses to problems. Even homilies, though still rhetorically crafted, were becoming assimilated to the liturgical worship of which they formed a part—composed in a study and delivered from a pulpit.5 To assist this more focused theological discussion and debate about doctrines such as the Trinity and Christology, extracts were drawn up from the Scriptures and the fathers and often gathered together in catenae (chains) on the Scriptures, or on doctrinal topics. A new genre emerged (going back to Evagrios) of the “century”: a collection of a hundred comments (called chapters) that could either express teaching in easily assimilable form or present ideas in lapidary form, for prolonged reflection or meditation. This certainly encouraged a lack of spontaneity but also fostered a more considered and reflective form of theology, closely related to the life of prayer and worship.

      Histories of dogma often give the impression that, from the fifth century onward, the doctrine of the Trinity had receded from active theological reflection, as theological attention turned to Christology. This is not wholly true, though the doctrine of the Trinity had more or less ceased to be a matter of controversy. What we find is a deepening meditation on the Trinity. Various influences become important: the meditation of monks, such as Evagrios, exploring how the Christian life culminates in union with the Trinity, and liturgical worship, not least as interpreted by Dionysios, seen as drawing worshipers through movement and rhythm toward God and bringing them to the very threshold of divinity, beyond which human (or indeed angelic) reason fails.

    

    
    
      MAXIMOS AND EVAGRIOS

      To come to Maximos’s doctrine of the Trinity, first we should note that explicit trinitarian reflection is rare in Maximos, but when it occurs it takes the form of long apophatic clauses leading Christians to the threshold of human understanding.6 One thread running through his trinitarian thought is his notion of God as μονὰς καὶ τριάς: a tradition inherited by Maximos but in some ways indebted to Evagrios’s seeing the triune God as μονὰς καὶ ἑνάς. This might seem paradoxical, but we shall miss something of what Maximos is concerned to say if we duck the influence here of Evagrios. Another important figure is Dionysios, who, like Evagrios, is generally overlooked, neither of them being regarded as genuinely trinitarian. They are thought to be so much in hock to the prevailing Neoplatonism of their day that the doctrine of the Trinity gets swallowed up in their overwhelming sense of the unity of the ultimate. If any influence at all is suspected, it is treated with suspicion.7 There is more to both Evagrios and Dionysios than this estimate recognizes.

      So far as Evagrios is concerned, I shall draw unashamedly on the scholarship of the Swiss hermit and theologian (now Archimandrite) Gabriel Bunge, who has over the years made Evagrios the center of his scholarly research.8 The generally accepted view of Evagrios—as put forward over the decades by Antoine Guillaumont in a host of editions, articles, and books, though more recently increasingly questioned—is that Evagrios was the fashioner of the “Origenism” condemned at the Fifth Ecumenical Council of 553 (Constantinople II). This is supported by appeal to the Kephalaia Gnostica, which survives only in Syriac, but in two versions, S1 and S2, the first of which is regarded as modified in the interests of sixth-century orthodoxy, and the latter, which contains many of the passages condemned at the Council, regarded as being the original.9 The Evagrios who emerges from this text is, on the face of it, scarcely trinitarian; his thought is dominated by unity, and his mysticism regarded as a mysticism of union, or even absorption, in primal unity. Such an interpretation of, primarily, the Kephalaia Gnostica, is questionable, but I shall not go into it here. Rather, following Gabriel Bunge, I will focus on a work, now ascribed to Evagrios, preserved in its original Greek as Ep. 8 in the correspondence of Saint Basil the Great.10 (Bunge maintains that the trinitarian doctrine found in this letter can also be found in KG, if read properly; that is another matter, though I find his argument very persuasive.) This letter, often called the “Letter of Faith,” Epistula Fidei, is traditionally dated to 381, written by Evagrios from Constantinople to friends back home in Pontos. However, the letter has recently been redated to 383, still written by Evagrios, but by then in Jerusalem or Egypt, and sent by him to Constantinople.11

      In any case, it was written to defend the Cappadocian fathers against the accusation of tritheism. Against this charge, Evagrios maintains that “we confess one God, [one] not in number, but by nature” (ἡμεῖς ἕνα θεόν, οὐ τῷ άριθμῷ, άλλὰ τῇ φύσει ὁμολογοῦμεν: Ep. 8.2.18)—making a distinction between numerical unity and being one and simple. For examples of numerical unity he gives the cosmos, humanity, and angel, none of which are simple by nature. Numerical unity is a matter of quantity, and only applies to bodily entities (which includes angels) and therefore not to God. In contrast to numerable, material reality, he says, “the monad and henad [are] indicative of a simple and incomprehensible being” (ἡ δὲ μονὰς καὶ ἑνὰς τῆς ἁπλῆς καὶ άπεριλήπτου οὐσίας σημαντική).12 Evagrios’s argument here is reminiscent of what we find in Basil the Great’s On the Holy Spirit, where he maintained that the Trinity cannot be numerated, making a distinction between άριθμεῖν (“to count”) and συναριθμεῖν (literally, “to cocount,” usually translated as “to include”). For example, “We do not count the persons of the Trinity, ‘one, two, three’ or ‘first, second, third,’ since God himself declares, ‘For I am the first, and I am after these’ (Isa. 44: 6 LXX, a Greek attempt to represent the Hebrew: ‘I am first and I am last’; cf. Apoc. 1: 8, ‘I am the Alpha and the Omega’), for ‘worshipping God from God,’ we confess the distinguishing characters of the hypostaseis, and rest upon the monarchy.”13 It is to make this point, of the nonnumerability of God, that Evagrios refers to God as μονὰς καὶ ἑνάς—as Origen did in De Principiis.14 Henas designates, as Bunge argues, “the Trinity as the absolute and non-numerical unity of its essence,” while monas refers to the three persons held in that unity.15

      The term monas is also used by Evagrios in Ep. fid. on its own, an example being his interpretation of Jesus’ prayer for unity among his disciples: “Just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you” (John 17:21). “For God, being one, when he comes into each of us, unites all and number perishes at the presence of the monas (άπόλλυται ὁ άριθμὸς τῇ τῆς μονάδος ἐπιδημίᾳ)” (Ep. 8.7.54-56). In other words, the indwelling of God effects in creatures a suppression of number, bringing about a nonnumerical unity, analogous to that which exists eternally in the monad, understood as the nonnumerical unity of the three divine persons. To quote Bunge, “That which unites the creatures among themselves and with God and thus creates that state of non-numerical unicity that Evagrios calls μονάς is nothing other than God himself, in virtue of his own non-numerical unity that holds between the three divine Persons.”16 We have then a fully trinitarian unity in which our final unity with God is effected by, and analogous to, the unity that holds between the three persons of the Godhead.

      Thus we find in Evagrios’s designation of God as μονὰς καὶ ἑνάς a way of understanding the Trinity: μονάς indicates the holding in that unity which is designated by ἑνάς. And the coupling, μονὰς καὶ ἑνάς, indicates the permanent state of union in the one God of the three divine persons, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The term μονάς is also used, as we have seen, to express the unity of the human intellect with the divine unity of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, ἑνάς. The union of the intellect with God is analogous to the union of the three divine persons in the one God—the difference, that the notion of analogy implies, being that with God the unity represented by monas is permanent. However, with human beings it is attained by a process which is the whole purpose of Evagrios’s ascetic theology to elucidate.

      This understanding of the spiritual life as preparing the intellect to receive a γνῶσις (of the Trinity) that lies beyond our knowing is fundamental to the trinitarian theology of Maximos. Yet the terminology has changed, in comparison with Evagrios: μονὰς καὶ τριάς has replaced μονὰς καὶ ἑνάς. So Maximos the Confessor in the second century of his Chapters on Theology and the Economy begins thus:

      
        There is one God, because there is one godhead; a monad without beginning and simple and beyond being, and without parts, and indivisible; the same monad and triad; the same wholly monad, and the same wholly triad; the same wholly monad according to being, the same wholly triad according to the hypostases.17

      

      Compare that with two later chapters, 8 and 16.

      
        One who is healed of the breach caused by the Fall, is saved first from the passions, and then from impassioned thoughts. Next it is severed from nature and the logoi of nature, then from conceptual images (νοημάτων) and the knowledge relating to them. Finally, when it has passed through the manifold principles relating to divine providence, it arrives unknowingly at the very logos concerning (or around) the monad (εἰς αὐτὸν άγνώστως καταντᾷ τὸν περὶ μονάδος λόγον). Then the intellect contemplates its own immutability, and rejoices with unspeakable joy, because it has received the “peace of God which transcends all intellect.”18

      

      And,

      
        He who has to some degree been initiated into the logos of the monad invariably discovers the logoi of providence and judgment.19

      

      With these chapters we are en plein Évagre: attaining the monad is beyond what can be achieved by ascetic struggle (that is, πρακτική) and natural contemplation, but once we have been initiated into the logos of the monad, we come to understand the logoi of providence and judgment (of which Maximos gives a painstakingly Orthodox interpretation in Amb. 10).20

      But Cap. theol. II.8 makes clear that μονάς, monad, has much the same meaning for Maximos as to Evagrios: in unknowing the nous comes to discover the meaning of monad by experience, the experience of its own deification, signaled by the divine attribute of άτρεψία, immutability. Furthermore, this is received (εἰληφῶς). Cap. theol. II.1 presents one with the μονάς, identical with the τριάς—a one-in-threeness and three-in-oneness where number is evidently transcended, though here Maximos makes nothing of number.21

      The difference between Maximos and Evagrios is obvious, but what Evagrios means by μονάς καὶ ἑνάς is identical with what Maximos means by μονὰς καὶ τριάς. In both cases μονάς functions to indicate the bond of unity within the Godhead, which is also how creatures participate in the final state of μονή, rest in God. Maximos, as is well-known, replaced (in fact, reversed) the Origenist triad of rest-movement-becoming (μονή-κίνησις-γένεσις) with the triad γένεσις-κίνησις-μονή to describe the course of the rational creature as it advances to union with God.22 It is μονάς, understood as the bond of union with God, that, once attained, brings the rational intellect to its final state of rest, μονή.

    

    
    
      THE BACKGROUND OF MΟΝΆΣ AND TΡΙΆΣ IN CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY

      It will perhaps be useful at this point to sketch in the background of the use of μονάς and τριάς that comes to assume such importance for Maximos. A brief survey of the terms μονάς and τριάς in Christian theology reveals that the Christian use of τριάς for God could have been in reaction to the Pythagorean use of μονάς for God. At least this is what we are told by Athenagoras in his Legatio: κατὰ τοὺς Πυθαγορικοὺς . . . μονάς ἐστιν ὁ θεός, τοῦτ’ ἔστιν εἷς (“according to the Pythagoreans . . . God is monad, that is, one”).23 It is Theophilos of Antioch, roughly a contemporary of Athenagoras, who seems to be the first to use τριάς for God: a triad consisting of θεός, λόγος, σοφία—God, word, wisdom.24 Μονάς continues to be used by Christians, however. An interesting example, which seems to foreshadow the way μονάς is used by Dionysios, can be found in a famous passage in Clement’s Stromateis:

      
        We shall understand the method of purification by confession, and the visionary method by analysis, attaining to the primary intelligence by analysis, beginning at its basic principles. We take away from the body its natural qualities, removing the dimension of height, and then that of breadth and then that of length. The point that remains is a unit (μονὰς), as it were, having position; if we take away position, we have the concept of Monad (νοεῖται μονάς). If we then take away everything concerned with bodies and the things called incorporeal, and cast ourselves into the greatness of Christ (εἰς τὸ μέγεθος τοῦ Χριστοῦ), and so advance into the immeasurable by holiness, we might perhaps to the conception of the Almighty, since we know not what he is, but what he is not.25

      

      Monad here means, on its first occurrence, just unit. But on its second occurrence it means something more like that in which we attain union—not unlike the use of μονάς found in Evagrios and Maximos (also found in the Areopagite).

      It is not until Gregory the Theologian that we find μονάς and τριάς used together of the Godhead, though, as we shall see, what Gregory does is to couple the terms μονάς and τριάς, rather than developing a habit of using μονὰς καὶ τριάς.

      Besides the use of μονὰς καὶ τριάς as a regular way of referring to the Christian Godhead (perhaps not as frequent as one might imagine), there is plenty of evidence of playing off μονάς against τριάς. There is also tantalizing evidence of ascribing to God μονάς and τριάς, in which the δυάς is passed over. Two striking examples occur in Gregory the Theologian, in his Or. 23 (the second on peace) and Or. 29 (the third Theological Oration).26 There is something similar in Saint John Damascene’s treatise on the Trisagion, which makes clear its Neo-Pythagorean provenance, but little else.27

      We find something somewhat similar in Dionysios: as with Maximos it seems that μονὰς καὶ τριάς represented what Evagrios had meant by μονὰς καὶ ἑνάς. Dionysios’s doctrine of the Godhead is trinitarian, though expressed in his own largely unique vocabulary (doubtless to avoid the “anachronism” of an author claiming to be of the first century making use of post-Nicene terminology). In chapter 2 of the Divine Names, Dionysios expounds his understanding of the Trinity in a combination of technical terminology and vivid imagery. He introduces a contrast between “unions” (ἑνώσεις) and “distinctions” (διακρίσεις) among the names applied to God, which can furthermore be qualified as unified or as distinct (or distinguished). This gives four categories: unified unions, distinct unions, unified distinctions, and distinct distinctions. Unified unions are names attributed to the Godhead itself, or to all the persons of the Trinity equally—names such as being, godhead, goodness—also called “common names,” echoing Cappadocian usage. Distinct unions refer to the distinct persons of the Trinity, names such as Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Unified distinctions apply to the Incarnation. Distinct distinctions to the divine “processions and manifestations” (640D), or the works of providence.28 He also uses the imagery of the Trinity: three lamps giving a single radiance,29 or “the Father is the originating Source of the Godhead, and the Son and the Spirit are divine shoots, and, as it were, flowers and transcendent lights of the divinely fruitful divinity.”30 There are evident reminiscences here of Prokline Neoplatonism and its sources in the Chaldaean Oracles, but what is being expressed in this terminology seems recognizably Cappadocian. Also, it is reminiscent of Evagrios, in this sense: this doctrine of divine names expressing union and distinction, unified and distinguished—thus forming four interrelated categories—entails an understanding of these divine names that reach from the being of the Trinity to the union of creatures with God, their deification through the “distinct distinctions.” The heart of the Christian life is not separate from our apprehension of the Trinity, but that apprehension defeats conceptualization; it is found “in unknowing.”

      Elsewhere Dionysios affirms that the thearchy is hymned as μονάς and τριάς, sometimes expanding what he means by the terms, as in Divine Names 1.4—“as monad and henad through the simplicity and unity of an undividedness that transcends nature . . . and as triad through the trihypostatic manifestation of a fertility beyond being.”31 The same language of monad and triad occurs in his account of the Trinity at the end of Divine Names:

      
        The deity beyond all, hymned as both monad and triad, is not discerned by us or any other of the beings as either monad or triad but, in order that we might truly praise his transcendence of any kind of union and divine generation, we name him as beyond any name by calling him God in a triadic and unique way, acknowledged by beings as beyond being.32

      

      Dionysios also talks about monad and triad separately. Once, famously, he addresses God as Τριάς, in the first word of the Mystical Theology,33 and refers to God as triad—triad beyond being,34 triad as sole source (ἑναρχικὴ τριάς),35 triad beyond goodness.36 It is also striking that the last two chapters of Mystical Theology, which list what is to be denied of “the source of all,” do not include either μονάς or τριάς.37

      Dionysios, then, makes use of μονὰς καὶ τριάς in relation to God; nevertheless it is not his customary expression: θεαρχία or “the source of all” is much more common. He also reflects on the two terms “monad” and “triad,” and in his occasional reflections on monad, in particular, we can detect echoes of Pythagorean notions of the monad, as found in Plotinos and Proklos.

      Furthermore, not to be overlooked in exploring the antecedents of μονὰς καὶ τριάς as applied to God, moreover, is Justinian’s Edictum rectae fidei, to be dated to 551, which begins with a confession of faith in God the Trinity:

      
        We confess therefore that we believe in Father and Son and Holy Spirit, glorifying Triad one in being, one Godhead, whether nature, being, power, authority, in three hypostaseis or persons, in whom we are baptized, in whom we have believed, and by which we rank together, separating the properties, and uniting the Godhead.

      

      Then follows a passage based on confessing God as monad and triad, beginning with a quotation from Gregory the Theologian:

      
        For we worship monad in triad and triad in monad, holding in paradox the distinction and the union,38 the monad in accordance with the principle of being or the godhead, the triad in accordance with the distinguishing characteristics, or hypostases or persons (for it is divided without division, so to speak, and united in separation; for the godhead is one in three and the three in which the godhead is, or rather to speak more precisely, which the godhead is, are one), each one God, yet only beheld by the intellect which separates what is inseparable, God conceived of as three together with one another by identity of movement and being, since it is necessary to confess the one God and proclaim the three hypostases, or three persons, each with its distinguishing characteristic.39

      

      The importance of this passage from Justinian’s Edictum Rectae Fidei is that, in contrast with the theologoumena we have been discussing, this statement, as an imperial edict, had the force of law throughout the Byzantine Empire. It is interesting to note that the Edictum makes much of the apophatic of our apprehension of God, while being at the same time rooted in the baptismal confession.

      There are two points to notice about the use of μονὰς καὶ τριάς in relation to God. First, and most obviously, the paradox implicit in this coupling of oneness and threeness—a paradox, even more precisely an antinomy, that represents a kind of insurmountable roadblock to reason’s search to understand God. The other point to notice is the way in which the affirmation of God as μονὰς καὶ τριάς seems invariably to introduce, or be part of, a celebration of God’s being in long, rhythmic clauses, often reminiscent of liturgical language. Hans Urs von Balthasar noticed this union of the apophatic and liturgical in Byzantine trinitarian theology, tracing it back to Dionysios the Areopagite, who, in truth, only makes explicit what can be found in fourth century theologians such as the Cappadocian fathers and Saint John Chrysostom,40 saying in his discussion of the Areopagite in Herrlichkeit that “the three-in-oneness of God . . . is clearly expressed in dogmatic-liturgical form, but as a whole is consigned to the darkness of the unsearchable mysterium.”41 This is something Vladimir Lossky had already asserted: “The revelation of the Holy Trinity, which is the summit of cataphatic theology, belongs also to apophatic theology.”42

    

    
    
      THE TRINITY IN MAXIMOS

      Let us come back to the central topic of this chapter: the trinitarian theology of Saint Maximos the Confessor and Saint John Damascene. So far as Maximos is concerned, we also need to note the unsystematic nature of much of his theology, marked more by allusion than developed argument. This is something he shares, to some degree, with Evagrius: a point repeated by Daley in the context of Evagrius’s relation to the Cappadocians, that “Evagrius writes largely . . . either in aphorism or in commentaries or brief, learned scholia on scripture—not in polemical treatises, pastoral sermons, or artistic rhetorical composition.” (Maximos does, of course, engage in polemical treatises, but only as a last resort, and not in relation to the Trinity.)43 Nevertheless there are several places where Maximos initiates a sequence of thought that lead into the doctrine of the Trinity: at the beginning of his second Century on Theology and the Economy, sometimes thought to constitute his “revision” of an Origenism he found in many respects sympathetic, and at the beginning of his treatise known as the Fifteen Chapters, which introduces the five centuries ascribed to him in the eighteenth century Philokalia that follow the two Centuries on Theology and the Economy. In both passages we seem to find a rare spurt of systematic exposition of the doctrine of the Trinity.

      The passage from the second Century we have already looked at in connection with exploring the resonances of Evagrian trinitarianism in his theology:

      
        There is one God, because there is one godhead; a monad without beginning and simple and beyond being, and without parts, and indivisible; the same monad and triad; the same wholly monad, and the same wholly triad; the same wholly monad according to being, the same wholly triad according to the hypostases.

      

      There follows a long passage in which this wholeness in wholeness is spelled out in detail: detail that rather puts the Athanasian Creed in the shade! What is striking is the clear distinction between the ontological status of the unity of the Trinity (the μονάς), and that of the hypostaseis (the τριάς). That ontological distinction sometimes takes the form of distinguishing between being, εἶναι, and existing, ὑφεστήναι (used particularly in the Ambiguum 1 ad Thomam).44 Maximos does not explicitly extend this ontological distinction to humankind (though many who appeal to Maximos do just that). He does, however, use another, related distinction—between λόγος τῆς οὐσίας/φύσεως and τρόπος τῆς ὑπάρξεως, principle of being/nature and mode of existence—which he does apply to created reality, but even then, that is not his primary concern.45 Also striking, at least to ears attuned to the Byzantine Liturgy (especially to the anaphoras), are the liturgical echoes of the passage. Balthasar, of course, notes this, but does not pick it up in his subsequent reflections in Cosmic Liturgy. In his later Herrlichkeit, however, he comments on the literary style of Dionysios’ theology thus:

      
        If the manner of theology is “holy measure,” its sound is “holy celebration.” Because God is in all things and above all things, being and knowing can only be a festival and a “dance,” a continuous “celebration” of the glory that communicates itself and holds sway in all things and above all things, a “hymn,” a “song of praise,” which has its own laws which must be followed in everything from its basic conception, the choice of point of view, right down to the least form of expression. . . . The style strides along so consciously loaded, draped with so many sacred garments, that it makes any haste impossible and compels us not only to follow him in his train of thought but also to join with him in his mood of celebration.46

      

      Maximos is clearly indebted to Dionysios, and everything that Balthasar says here of the Areopagite could be applied equally to the Confessor.

      Similar to this passage from the second Century is the first chapter of Capita XV:

      
        The Good that is beyond being and beyond the unoriginated is one, the holy trihypostatic monad, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; an infinite conjunction of infinites; having a principle (λόγος) of being, together with how it is, what it is, and of what kind it is, altogether inaccessible to beings. It evades every intellection of intellective beings, in no way issuing from its natural hiddenness, and infinitely transcending any knowledge of any kind (πάσης πασῶν γνώσεων . . . γνώσεως).47

      

      This bristles with the technical language developed in the wake of Chalcedon, while at the same time denying that there is any way in which created beings can penetrate the hiddenness of the Triune Godhead (exactly Balthasar’s contrast between “dogmatic-liturgical form” and “the darkness of the unsearchable mysterium”). And yet, this is not just apophatic theology in the sense of a theology of negation or denial. The reference to God’s κατὰ φύσιν κρυφία, his natural, or essential, hiddenness seems to me to express an attitude of awe before the mystery of God, rather than a program of human logic. This is even more evident in two other notable passages about the Trinity in Maximos’s works, in On the Lord’s Prayer and in the Mystagogia, passages that are clearly related: both painstaking expansions of the opening phrases of Justinian’s Edictum rectae fidei.48 The latter, from the Mystagogia, states that the Word leads the soul

      
        to the knowledge of theology made manifest after its journey through all things, granting it an understanding equal to the angels as far as is possible. He will teach it with such wisdom that it will know God to be one, one nature and three hypostaseis, a trihypostatic monad of being and a consubstantial triad of hypostaseis; monad in triad and triad in monad; neither one and another, nor one beside another, nor one through another, nor one in another, nor one from another, but the same in itself and by itself and next to itself, and with itself, both monad and triad.

      

      There follows an elaborate explanation of what “monad and triad” does not mean, concluding with

      
        the godhead, one and only, undivided and unconfused and simple, incapable of diminution or deviation, existing as wholly monad in accordance with its essence, and the same wholly triad by its hypostaseis, a sole ray shining in the single form of one triple-splendoured light. In this light the soul now equal in dignity with the holy angels, having received the luminous principles which are accessible to creation concerning the godhead and having learned harmoniously with them to praise the one godhead triadically without keeping silent, is brought to the adoption by grace through a corresponding likeness.49

      

      The context here is the epitome in chapter 23 of the whole argument of the Mystagogia, summarizing how, through a life of ascetic struggle and participation in the holy mysteries, the soul is led by the Word to a contemplative awareness of God, whose nature is expressed in the austere terms of conciliar Orthodoxy. The exact (and exacting) exposition seeks to prevent any misunderstanding that would frustrate true encounter with God, but what is granted to the soul, bringing it to equal dignity with the angels, is not exactly understanding in any human sense, as it is beyond any conceptualization. This formulation bristles with technical logical and metaphysical terminology, but used solely to an apophatic end, that is, the denial of a host of ways of misapplying these carefully defined concepts.

      In the form found in On the Lord’s Prayer, “mystical theology,” as Maximos calls it, teaches us

      
        to know one nature and power of the godhead, that is, one God, contemplated in Father, and Son, and Holy Spirit, as it were a single uncaused Intellect (νοῦς), subsisting essentially, the begetter according to being of a single Word/Logos without beginning, and the source of a single eternal Life, subsisting essentially as the Holy Spirit: triad in monad and monad in triad.50

      

      And there follows the same exacting analysis as found in the Mystagogia.

      Compared with the passage from the Mystagogia, this passage, alluding like the other to Justinian’s Edictum rectae fidei, expounds the doctrine of the Trinity in much the same way, albeit more concisely. Again, technical logical/metaphysical terminology has an apophatic purpose, to avoid any misunderstanding of the notion of God as monad and triad, but expressed in measured passages that echo the rhythm of the Byzantine anaphoras, and convey a sense of passing into the trinitarian mystery.

    

    
    
      THE TRINITY IN JOHN DAMASCENE

      There is something very similar in Saint John of Damascus, a theologian indebted to the Confessor in many respects, though in other respects seemingly deaf to him, not least in completely passing over Maximos’s signature doctrine, his theory of the logoi. It is only recently that the extent of the Damascene’s contribution to the doctrine of the Trinity has become clear, for large swathes of the Exposition of the Faith have long been attributed to a work ascribed of Cyril of Alexandria, On the Most Holy Trinity, and thus thought to be borrowed by the Damascene. It has, however, been demonstrated by Vassa Kontouma that this work belongs to the fourteenth century and itself heavily plagiarizes John’s Exposition of the Faith,51 thus restoring these “citations” to the Damascene and revealing his originality as a theologian.

      The first fourteen chapters of his Expositio Fidei, or On the Orthodox Faith, are concerned with the Trinity.52 He begins with an uncompromising assertion of God’s unknowability; we only know God through revelation, in the economy from creation to Incarnation, and even in this revelation, God remains hidden.53 He then goes on the discuss the interplay of knowing and unknowing in relation to God.54 When he turns to the Trinity itself, he bases himself on the early chapters of Gregory of Nyssa’s Catechetical Oration, in which the doctrine of the Trinity is developed from considering the triad of God, his Word, and his Spirit. This manifestation of God through his Word and Spirit belongs to the divine economy (John has already introduced the distinction between θεολογία and οἰκονομία: Expos. fid. 2, ll. 3–4). Nevertheless, what is revealed in the divine economy is

      
        God without beginning, without end, eternal and everlasting (αἰώνιός τε καὶ άίδιος, uncreated, unchangeable, unalterable, simple, uncomposed, bodiless, invisible, untouchable, uncircumscribed, infinite, ungraspable (άπερίληπτος), incomprehensible, inconceivable,55 good,56 just, almighty, creator of all creatures, ruling over all, all-seeing, caring for all,57 exercising authority, judge. And that he is one God, or rather a single being, and that he is acknowledged and is in three hypostases, Father, that is, and Son and Holy Spirit.58

      

      This passage has a strikingly liturgical ring, which is present even more clearly when he comes to sum up his understanding of God specifically as Trinity later on:

      
        We believe consequently in one God, one principle without beginning, uncreated, unbegotten, indestructible and immortal, eternal, infinite, uncircumscribed, without definition, infinitely powerful, simple, uncomposed, bodiless, without flux, beyond suffering, unchangeable, unalterable, invisible, the source of goodness and justice, intelligible light, unapproachable, power recognizing no measure . . . one being, one godhead, one power, one will, one activity, one principle, one authority, one lordship, one reign, in three perfect hypostases acknowledged and venerated with a single veneration, believed in and worshipped by every rational creation, united without confusion and distinguished with no separation—which is a paradox. One Father and Son and Holy Spirit, in which we are baptized. For so the Lord commanded the apostles to baptize, saying “Baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.”59

      

      This remarkable passage makes an epitome of the whole development of patristic trinitarian theology (and alluding very clearly to the wealth of intellectual traditions that constitute its tributaries), full of technical terminology and profoundly apophatic, which at last comes to rest on the final words of the risen Lord to his disciples as he sends them out to preach the gospel and baptize in the name of the Father, of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit (Matthew 28:17-20).

      However, for all the technical precision of the language, the Damascene is quite clear that we are only gesturing toward a mystery beyond our understanding. He makes a point of asserting the complete lack of continuity between the uncreated Godhead and everything created. God the Trinity is μονὰς καὶ τριάς: a unity admitting of distinction, but there is no analogy between the unity of the persons of the Godhead and the unity of persons represented by the human race. About this John is quite categorical: “It is necessary to know (χρὴ δὲ εἰδέναι) that it is one thing to be beheld in reality and another to be beheld in thought and concept.”60 There is a sharp contrast between being known πράγματι, “in reality” and being known λόγῳ καὶ ἐπινοίᾳ, “in thought and concept.” Using this distinction, John affirms that in the Godhead the oneness is real and the distinction between the persons something discerned, whereas in the case of creatures the opposite is the case: the distinction between persons is real, and their unity only discerned, if at all.61 From this, it is clear that though both the uncreated and the created can be seen to combine unity and distinction, they do so in radically opposed ways. The intellectual lineage of this way of distinguishing the unity of the Trinity from any kind of unity in the created order is different from the lineage of the distinction between numerical unity (found among bodily beings) and the “absolute and nonnumerical unity” of the divine essence, that we earlier traced from St. Basil and Evagrios through to Maximos. Nevertheless these two approaches converge very neatly.

      This distinction between the uncreated and the created finds further confirmation later in Exp. fid. 14, where John discusses his notion of the coinherence, περιχώρησις, of the persons of the Trinity (already introduced in Exp. fid. 8. 263), a notion that, in a trinitarian context, marks his own contribution to the theological tradition. There he says:

      
        There is rest and abiding of the hypostaseis in one another: for they are not distant from nor emanate from each other, having an unconfused coinherence (περιχώρησιν) in one another, not eliding one another nor compounded one with another, but as possessing one another. For Son is in Father and Spirit, and Spirit in Father and Son, and Father in Son and Spirit, there being no running together, or commixture, or confusion. And one and the same in movement, for there is one emergence and one movement of the three hypostases, which it is impossible to behold in created nature.62

      

      The last phrase refers us back to the discussion in Exp. fid. 8, ll. 223-37, mentioned above, which underlines the ontological difference between uncreated and created being, and sees the perichoresis of the persons as belonging to divine, uncreated reality, in contrast to created reality where hypostases are separate from each other.

      Another place where John introduces something of his own to the Christian theological tradition is in relation to the procession of the Holy Spirit, an issue that was later to feature large in the growing rift between Greek East and Latin West. By John’s time the issue had hardly reached the attention of the East. Nevertheless the careful way in which he expresses the nature of the Spirit’s procession is now seen as a way of putting the Spirit’s procession from the Father that meets some of the reservations of the West. According to the Damascene, the Spirit is to be understood as “proceeding from the Father and resting in the Son” (Exp. fid. 8. 173), and a little later he denies that the Spirit can be said to be “from the Son,” even though he is called the “Spirit of the Son” (referring to Romans 8:9). For this title derives from his being “made manifest and bestowed on us through the Son.”63

      Maximos and John Damascene are together in affirming the fundamental distinction between the uncreated and the created—a distinction that imposes an apophaticism on any creaturely understanding of the Godhead. However, on one point there seems to be a difference. For Maximos, the austerely defined doctrine of God as monad and triad is presented—both in On the Our Father and the Mystagogia—as the mystery of the God to whom, through a process of mystagogia, preeminently in the Divine Liturgy, we are being assimilated by deification, θέωσις. There is really nothing of this in the Damascene: God as monad and triad is the one we glorify and worship; θέωσις has little place in the Damascene’s theology. When he mentions deification—and it is rare—it is more likely to be in connection with the deification of Christ’s human nature as a result of the hypostatic union.64 Deification seems to be, like the doctrine of the logoi, a central doctrine of the Confessor to which the Damascene is deaf.

      Nevertheless, for both of them, the technical conceptual terms that enshrine the doctrine of the Trinity shield the mystery from prying reason, and recall the way in which the monad and triad is approached through the language of worship: “hymned as both monad and triad” (Dionysios), “we worship monad in triad and triad in monad” (Justinian, quoting Gregory the Theologian), and God “glorified in triad and in monad” (John of Damascus). Our speculations limp and finally come to nothing as we approach the divine mystery.

      For both there is a firm conviction that reason—purified reason, that is, freed from the irrational urges of the lower parts of the soul—may take us toward the mystery of the Trinity, but cannot conceptualize it. The intellect with its powers of insight and understanding remains on the threshold of the mystery. Maximos, however, is clear that this threshold can be crossed. He comments in his Mystagogia on the response, “One is holy, one is Lord, to the glory of God the Father,” to the priest’s exclamation, at the fraction of the consecrated Lamb in preparation for Holy Communion—“Holy things for the holy.” He speaks of our being led “unknowingly to the unknowable monad through the ‘One is holy, etc.,’ being deified by grace and made like him in accordance with participation by means of an indivisible identity, so far as is possible.”65 This places in a sacramental context something we have already encountered in a more mystical context in the Century of Theological and Œconomic Chapters: “[The intellect] arrives unknowingly at the very logos concerning (or around) the monad (εἰς αὐτὸν άγνώστως καταντᾷ τὸν περὶ μονάδος λόγον).”66 For Maximos there is a “mystical” aspect of crossing the threshold to the immediate presence of the Trinity, which takes place beyond knowledge.67 John Damascene has little to say of this, but joins Maximos in seeing the Divine Liturgy as taking one to the very threshold of an unknowing knowledge, alluded to in the liturgical overtones of their delineating the austere Orthodoxy of the Councils.

    

    
    
      EPILOGUE

      Reflection on the Trinity continued in Byzantium, but intermittently, often sparked off by polemic with the West, for example, over the question of the Filioque. There is, for instance, some trinitarian reflection in the ninth-century Patriarch Photios, mostly in the form of letters responding to problems put to him. A little later, there is a remarkable verse composition, Χιλιοστιχὸς Θεολογία—“Theology in a 1,000 lines”—by the diplomat Leo Choirosphaktes, which is devoted, as the title suggests, to the doctrine of the Trinity (continuing, after a long gap, the verse meditations Gregory Nazianzen and Synesios of Cyrene).68 This is one of the earliest works in the Byzantine world to manifest the influence of the Damascene. John Damascene’s influence was largely exercised through his Exposition of the Faith, translated into Arabic by the tenth century, where it undergirded John’s influence as the church to which he had belonged adopted Arabic as the language of theology, and soon into Slavonic and Georgian. In 1150, the Exposition of the Faith was translated into Latin as De Orthodoxa Fide by Burgundio of Pisa, which extended John’s influence among the thirteenth-century Scholastics, including Thomas Aquinas, not least in so far as the doctrine of the Trinity was concerned. Because the Latin translation was divided up into four books to match the four books of Peter Lombard’s Sentences, the basic textbook for the teaching of theology in the rising universities, On the Orthodox Faith came to be the most convenient means of access to the Greek patristic tradition, not only for the medieval schoolmen, but for theology in the West in general, an influence still felt as late as Schleiermacher.
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