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The Muslims have a very distinctive term for the Christians. They call
The Muslims have them "associatore." The wordfirstoccurs in Christian literature in St.
a very distinctive John of Damascus who was born a generation after the Muslim conform to apply to quest of the Middle East (675 CE.). His father was the chief represent e Christians, tative of the Christians to the Caliph who resided in Damascus and
They call them John who spoke Arabic had contact with Muslim thinkers. In his
"associators. " monumental work the Fount of Wisdom, written when he was a monk
at the monastery of Mar Saba in Palestine, he includes a long chapter
on Islam, one of the first efforts of a Christian thinker to respond to the
challenge of the new religion that had arisen in Arabia several generations earlier. " [The Muslims] call us Associators," he writes, "because,
they say, we introduce beside God an associate to Him by saying that
Christ is the Son of God and God." John was not simply passing on
something he had heard from Muslim critics in Damascus or Palestine.
He had studied the Quran and knew that the charge could be found in
the sacred book of the Muslims. In Surah 3, The House of Imram, it
reads: "Say, 'People of the Book! Come now to a word common
between us and you, that we serve none but God, and that we associate
nothing with Him, and do not some of us take others as Lords, apart
from God" (Quran 3.54).
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In the same treatise John of Damascus alludes to an even more explicit
passage from the Quran dealing with the deficiencies of the Christian
doctrine of God. Muhammad, says John, said that there is one God "who
was neither begotten nor has he begotten." The reference here is to Surah
112 which in its entirety reads: "In the Name of God, the Merciful, the
Compassionate. Say: 'He is God, One, God, the Everlasting Refuge, who
has not begotten, and has not been begotten, and no one is equal to Him."
It is clear from this Surah that Muhammad was familiar with the Christian
doctrine of the Trinity, indeed the Quran gives an Arabic translation of
two of the technical terms used in trinitarian theology, begotten and
unbegotten, gen[n]etos and agen[n]etos.

Muhammad was
familiar with the
Christian doctrine
of the Trinity.

To many Christians, not only to Muslims and Jews, the doctrine of the
Trinity appears as a theological construct, useful perhaps as a way of
explaining the manifold ways God is known to us, but not a necessary
teaching of the Christian faith. In the early 19th century when Friedrich
Schleiermacher organized his dogmatics, The Christian Faith, he relegated the doctrine of the Trinity to an appendix. He acknowledged that
the doctrine expressed a fundamental truth about the the union of the
divine and human, but considered it a means of defending something
else, an effort at theological explanation of more fundamental truths, Already in the
not a teaching in its ownright.The doctrine of the Trinity, he wrote, is early church some
not "an immediate utterance concerning the Christian self-conscious- had taught that
ness." In his view there are only two immediate utterances, that the the various terms,
being of God is present in Christ, and that the Divine unites itself with Father, Son, and
human nature in the Spirit who animates the church. Neither of these Holy Spirit, were
simply names that
affirmations requires that one posit a Triune God.
Christians give to
Schleiermacher's approach to the problem was not new. Already in the the ways we know
early church some had taught that the various terms, Father, Son, and and experience
Holy Spirit, were simply names that Christians give to the ways we God's activity
know and experience God's activity and presence, the modes by which and presence.
God is known. In calling God Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, it was argued,
we are only speaking about how God manifests himself to us; we are not
saying anything about the nature of God. The question raised centuries
ago by Sabellius, and echoed by later critics of the doctrine of the Trinity
during the church's history, can be stated as follows: If we take it as
axiomatic that God is one, is there any reason, on the basis of the several
ways God is known to us, to project the plurality of our experience of God
2. Jews, of course, have been critics of the Christian doctrine of the Trinity, but with theriseof
Kabbalism in the medieval period, some Jewish thinkers recognized similarities between
kabbalistic ideas of sefirot (spheres) within God and Christian notions of the divine persons,
and hence acknowledged the place of interdivine relationships within God. As one medieval
Jewish thinker remarked: "The idolators [Christians] believe in the Trinity and the kabbalists
believe in a tenfold God" (David Novak, Jewish Christian Dialogue, A Jewish Justification [New
York 1989], pp. 48-50).
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into the life of God? Why should the manifestations of God be thought
to designate distinctions within the Godhead?
THE DIVINE WISDOM
The first Christians were Jews who recited the ancient words of the
Shema in their daily prayers: "Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one
Lord; and you shall love the Lord your God with all your soul, and
with all your might" (Deut 6:4).4 Jesus quoted the words of the Shema
in answer to the question, "Which commandment is the first of all?"
and the earliest Christians affirmed their belief in the one God. "We
Though the have one God the Father from whom are all things" (1 Cor. 8:6). The
earliest Christians first commandment, according to the Shepherd of Hennas is, "Believe
were in agreement that God is one, who created and completed all things and made all
with their fellow that is from that which is not..." (Herrn, Man.1.1). The first article of the
Jews in confessing creed is "we believe in one God."
one God, from Though the earliest Christians were in agreement with their fellow
the beginning Jews in confessing one God, from the beginning Christianity set itself
Christianity set apart from Judaism by the veneration it gave to Christ. This is apparent
itself apart in the exalted language to describe Christ in the New Testament, "Son
from Judaism of God," "image of the invisible God," the eternal "Word" who is with
by the veneration God, the one in whom the "fullness of the Godhead dwells," "the
it gave to Christ. express image of God's very being;" in hymns in honor of Christ, e.g.,
"God highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every
name" (Phil 2); in the baptismal formula which yoked Christ, a human
being, with God the Creator of all things; and in the early Christian
Eucharist where Christ was celebrated as alive and present in the
breaking of bread. As early as the second decade of the second century
an outside observer, Pliny, the Roman governor of Bithynia, reported
that Christians were in the habit of meeting on afixedday before it was
light to "recite a hymn to Christ as to a god/'5
One of the ways to reconcile the apparent conflict between worshipping Christ as God and venerating the one God, i.e., to offer a rational
account of the shape of Christian language and practice, was to draw
directly on the Greek philosophical tradition. Because of the influence
3. On the doctrine of the Trinity in the early church, see J. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines
(New York: 1958), pp. 109-137; 223-279; Jaroslav Pelikan, TheChristian Tradition (Chicago: 1971)
1:172-225. For a systematic presentation of the classical texts, see Thomas C. Oden, The Living
God. Systematic Theology: Volume One (San Francisco: 1987), pp. 181-225. For contemporary
discussions drawing on patristic sources, see Robert Jenson, The Triune Identity (Philadelphia:
1982) and Wolfhart Pannenberg, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: 1991) 1:259-336. For a
recent historical survey of fourth century developments, see R. P. C. Hanson, The Search for the
Christian Doctrine of God (Edinburgh: 1988).
4. The Sh'ma, as a biblical confession, remained authoritative for Christians. See Gregory of
Nyssa, tres dit (PG 45.1120d).
5. Epistle 96.
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of Christianity and Judaism on western thought we are inclined to
think of the divine as a category that has only one member (the one
supreme God), but in antiquity the divine was a broad and expansive
category of existence which included many different members. Within
this tradition the most obvious way to deal with the "divinity" of Christ
and the Holy Spirit was to conceive of a hierarchy of divine beings. One
could acknowledge the existence of the one high God, while also venerating lesser deities, who, though they did not rule over the whole universe
as did the one high God, were nevertheless considered divine. "The
person who worships several gods, because he worships one of those
which belong to the great God, even by this very action does that which
is loved by him," wrote Celsus, the second century pagan philosopher.
Influenced by this understanding of the divine, some early Christians
apologists, living in the polytheistic world of ancient Rome, thought it
a shrewd strategy to accentuate the pluralistic character of Christian
conceptions of the divine. Athenagoras, an apologist born in Athens
who wrote in the latter part of the second century, informs his critics,
with barely concealed glee at his cleverness in trumping an adversary:
"Who ... would not be amazed if he heard that folks who are called
atheists bring forth God the Father, God the Son, and the Holy Spirit....
Nor does our teaching concerning the Godhead stop there, but we also
say that there is a host of angels and ministers whom God... set in their
places...." How can we be called atheists, implies Athenagoras, when
we confess not one God but three gods and many lesser divine beings
who are associated with these three? In Greco-Roman society the
pluralism of Christian theology was not an embarrasment; for some it
was a valuable selling point of the new movement.

Some early
Christians
apologists, living
in the polytheistic
world of ancient
Rome, thought it
a shrewd strategy
to accentuate
the pluralistic
character of
Christian
conceptions of
the divine.

Other apologists used similar language. Justin Martyr, for example,
said that Christians honor Jesus Christ as the "son of the true God
himself, and hold him to be in the second rank and the prophetic spirit
in the third rank"8 (1 Apol. 13). Origen of Alexandria even went so far
as to use the term "second God with reference to the Son. In a
discussion with a Christian bishop from Arabia, he said, "we are not
afraid to speak in one sense of two Gods, and in another sense of one
God."1 As a temporary solution these ideas about the plurality of gods
helped early Christian thinkers to explain how Christ and the Holy
Spirit could be divine while retaining the belief that God is one, but
6. Celsus in Origen's Contra Celsum 8.2.
7. Christians, he wrote, honor Jesus Christ as the "son of the true God himself, and hold him
to be in the second rank and the prophetic spirit in the third rank" (1 Apol. 13).
8.1 Apol. 13.
9. Comm. in Joan. 6.202.
10. Jean Scherer, Entretien d'Origene avec Héraclide et les évêques, ses collègues sur le Père, le Fils, et
l'âme (Cairo: 1949), p. 123. Origen explains that it is necessary "to show in what sense they are
two and in what sense the two are one God" (p. 124). ET in Alexandrian Christianity, ed. and
trans, by J. E. L. Oulton and Henry Chadwick (Philadelphia: 1954), p. 438.
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under closer examination such formulations proved unsatisfying and
were eventually discarded. For they seemed to make the Son and the
When some in the Holy Spirit into "assistants" to God, not "associates." Plurality with
churches heard respect to God, however, had impressed itself on Christian thinkers
theologians talk from the very beginning.
about a second Nevertheless, when some in the churches heard theologians talk about
God or different a second God or different ranks of deity, they believed that something
ranks of deity, had gone awry. After all, in becoming Christians they had been delivthey believed that ered from the worship of many gods to serve the one true God. Wasn't
something had this talk of several gods a reversion to the life they had left behind? At
gone awry. the beginning of the third century, Tertullian of Carthage in North
Africa, the first Christian thinker to write in Latin, said that the rank
and file among Christians (he called them the "simple folk") believed
that in preaching "two or even three Gods" the church's belief in one
God was compromised. "We hold," they say, "to the monarchy," the
one single God who rules all things.11 Because they held to the belief
that there was one sole ruler, such Christians were called
"monarchians," that is, adherents of belief in the single (monos) rule
(arche) of God.
As one examines the critics of monarchianism by the church's leading
thinkers, e.g., Irenaeus, Tertullian, or Origen in the early period, it is
evident that something deep within Christian tradition was propelling
Christian thinkers to move beyond received conceptions of God's
oneness and unity. One of the sources for this ferment was, of course,
the
Bible itself, not simply the New Testament, but also the Septuagint.
It is evident that
Within
some Jewish circles prior to the advent of Christianity, "wissomething deep
dom"
(sophia)
was pictured not simply as a divine attribute displaying
within Christian
God's
activity
in
the world, e.g., in creation, but also as a "divine
tradition was
agent,"
carrying
out
God's purposes for humankind. In time "wispropelling
dom,"
though
closely
associated with God and identified with God,
Christian thinkers
came
to
be
conceived
of
as having a kind of independent existence in
to move beyond
the
heavenly
realm.
An
important
text is Wisdom of Solomon 7: "For
received
wisdom
is
more
mobile
than
any
motion;
because of her pureness she
conceptions of
pervades
and
penetrates
all
things.
For
she
is a breath of the power of
God's oneness
God,
and
a
pure
emanation
of
the
glory
of
the Almighty; therefore
and unity.
nothing defiled gains entrance into her. For she is a reflection
(apaugasma) of eternal light, a spotless mirror of the working of God,
and an image of his goodness." (7:24-26). In the Wisdom of Solomon
wisdom is called "the fashioner of all things" (7:22), "an associate in
[God's] works" (8:4V a member of God's heavenly council who exists
from eternity (24:9).
11. Adversus Praxean 3.
12. See in this connection Larry W. Hurtado, One God, One Lord. Early Christian Devotion and
Ancient lewish Monotheism (Philadelphia: 1988), pp. 41-44.
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The New Testament identifies Christ with Wisdom: "Christ the power
of God and the wisdom of God." (1 Cor. 1:24). Hence one of the tasks
of early Christian thinkers was to draw out the implications of identifying Christ with thefigureof Wisdom as a divine agent portrayed in Because Christ
books such as the Wisdom of Solomon and Proverbs. Of course, the is the Wisdom
New Testament had pointed the way. For example, the opening sen- of God, argues
tences of the book of Hebrews use an expression that echoes the book Origen, he is
of Wisdom: Christ is the "reflection (apaugasma) of God's glory and the rightfully
exact imprint of God's very being" (Heb. 1:3). In his treatise On First called God.
Principles, Origen calls attention to the correspondence between such
texts in the New Testament and passages from the Septuagint (besides
the Wisdom of Solomon, also Proverbs 8:22-25) as well as other passages in the New Testament that speak of Christ as the image of God,
e.g., "image of the invisible God" in Colossians (1:15). From these texts,
he concluded that the "wisdom of God has her subsistence nowhere
else but in him who is the beginning of all things." Because Christ is the
Wisdom of God, argues Origen, he isrightfullycalled God. He is also
called the "only-son" of God, the one whose origin is to be found in God.
To say, then, that Christ is the "image of God" means that he shares God's Applied to the
nature in the way that a child shares the nature of his parents.
doctrine of God,
Origen realized that the term "wisdom" was normally used adjecti- the question was
vally as in the phrase "wise man," that is, "wisdom" referred to a whether wisdom
quality or attribute or characteristic of a person. In conventional usage (i.e., Christ) was
wisdom did not designate something that acted as an agent or existed to be understood
independently of something else. Applied to the doctrine of God, the as having its own
question was whether wisdom (i.e., Christ) was to be understood as proper existence,
having its own proper existence, or whether wisdom was a way of or whether
talking about a mode of God's existence in relation to human beings. wisdom was a
In technical theological language the question was whether the figure way of talking
of wisdom was to be "hypostasized," i.e., understood as an indepen- about a mode of
dent entity, albeit within God, what later theology would call "person." God's existence
in relation to
The presence of passages in the Septuagint that spoke of Wisdom as a human beings.
divine agent, indeed as the preeminent divine agent, helped Christians
understand the language of the New Testament and gave them an
initial conceptual framework to expresss, on the one hand, the belief
that Christ is God, and on the other, that he is not simply a divine
attribute or emanation but had his own proper existence. Wisdom,
however, was only one "title" for Christ in the New Testament and
only as it was interpreted in light of other biblical titles, notably "Son
of God" and "Word (logos) of God," were Christian thinkers able to do
justice to the reality that they had come to know in Christ. In his
Commentary on the Gospel ofJohn, Origen discussed these and other titles
at length, e.g., light, door, way, shepherd, king, life, et al., but it was
these three, "wisdom," "son," and "word," that were most important
in formulating the church's doctrine of the Trinity.
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Already in Origen's day the meaning of the term "logos" had become
a matter of dispute within the Christian community. The question was
asked whether "word" was to be taken in its conventional sense to
mean something which has no existence apart from the one who speaks
the word, or whether when used of Christ it had a different sense. The
term "logos" occurs in the LXX version of Psalm 45:2 (44:2) which
reads: "My heart uttered a good word." The "word'l mentioned here
Origen admits and the "word" in the prologue to the Gospel of St. John were taken to
that it is difficult be the same, and some Christians thought the meaning of the term was
to understand plain. "Word" was to be taken in its usual sense, hence it designated
how one can speak "an utterance occurring in syllables," i.e., a sound that disappears as
of a "word" in the soon as it is heard. Applied to Christ this meant that he had no existence
same way that one apart from the Father.13
can speak of a Origen admits that it is difficult to understand how one can speak of a
"Son."Hence the "word" in the same way that one can speak of a "Son." Hence the term
term Word should Word should be interpreted in conjunction with the title "Son," a term
be interpreted in that implies "having life in itself." Though a son receives life from his
conjunction with mother, he exists as a human being independent of her. If the terms
the title "Son." word and son are taken together, it is clear that "the Word is distinct
from God (the Father) and has its own existence." Origen reminds his
reader that in reading the Bible one must discern the "sense" of the
terms used; when one reads the term "door" or "vine" or "way" no one
thinks that Christ is an actual door or a vine or a tree. These terms must
be taken as intended, i.e., to refer to something spiritual that is like a
door or a vine.14 The Word of God, then, must be understood as
something that is like a human word, but is not a human word. The
"Word of God," writes Origen, has its own "individuality, i.e., has life
in itself," and in this way is to be distinguished from word or reason
The Scriptures in human beings "which has no individuality apart from us."15 The
teach, says Scriptures teach, says Origen, that the "Son is other than the Father,"
Origen, that the i.e., has his own proper existence.16
"Son is other than
the Father," Tertullian had come to a similar conclusion, though his reasoning is
i.e., has his own somewhat different. Like Origen he argued that the titles in Scripture
proper existence. should not be taken in isolation; no one title could be taken as definitive
in and of itself, not. word, not son, not wisdom. The Scriptures speak
of the same "power ... now with the name of wisdom, now with the
designation word." The several titles complemented each other. Hence
in answer to those who took Psalm 45 ("My heart has uttered a good
word") to imply no distinction between God and his "word," Tertullian cites other texts applied to Christ that speak of Christ as the "Son."
13. Comm. in Joan. 1.151.
14. Comm. in Joan. 1.152-157.
15. Comm. in Joan. 2.191.
16. Comm. in Joan. 10.246.
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If one argues that the word spoken by the Father cannot be distinguishedfromthe Father, it would seem that the son in Psalm 2:7, "You Equally
are my son, this day have I begotten you," must be the same as the significant is
Tertullian's
father, which is absurd.17
analysis
of the
Equally significant is Tertullian's analysis of the term "word" or "rea*
term
"word"
or
son," logos in Greek, ratio in Latin. He argues that there is a sense in
"reason,"
logos
which reason in human beings, and hence in God, can be understood
to have its own existence. Consider, says Tertullian, that as a human in Greek, ratio in
being made in the image and likness of God "you have reason within Latin. He argues
yourself... Consider how when you deliberate sUently within yourself by that there is a
reason, this same action takes place within you [that takes place in God], sense in which
reason accompanied by discourse (sermo) meets you at every moment of reason in human
your thought, at every impression of your consciousness; your every beings, and hence
thought is discourse, your every consciousness is reason; you must per- in God, can be
force speak it in your mind, and while you speak it you experience as a understood to
partner in conversation (conlocutorem) that discourse which has in it this have its own
veiy reason by which you speak when you think in company of that existence.
[discourse] in speaking by means of which you think"18
Tertullian is making a simple but profound point. As human beings
we think of ourselves as a single person, with our own individual
consciousness, and we look at the world from the perspective of our
unique and distinctive "ego." Yet it is the universal experience of
human beings, because they are rational creatures, that they have
within themselves the power of reasoning. Reasoning is always dialectical, i.e., it involves questioning, saying yes and and then saying no, a
back and forth in the mind as words, ideas, and concepts challenge,
criticize, or confirm each other. This silent dialogue takes place within
the mind without speaking a word. In thinking one becomes aware of
an other within oneself which, paradoxically, is oneself. This other, of
course, takes many different forms depending on the topic and the
purpose of our deliberations, whether we are thinking alone or in
discussion with someone else. Yet the other is always present in the
form of a question, an alternative, a doubt, a contrary proposal or
complementary thought. The very term "deliberation" suggests that
thinking is a form of debate that goes on inside the self.
Because of the dialectical character of human reasoning, it is plausible,
argues Tertullian, to speak of a kind of second "person" within us. "So
in a sort of way you have in you a second discourse by means of which
you speak by thinking and by means of which you think by speaking:
discourse itself is another [than you]." Tertullian is not interested in
establishing a truth about human psychology, though he wrote a large
17. Adversus Praxean 7 and 11.
18. Adversus Praxean 5.
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book dealing with the human soul, but in drawing an analogy between
the human mind and the nature of God as God. Human beings were
made in the "image and likeness of God." If it is the case that one can
speak of a "partner in conversation" in the human mind, an "associate"
if you will, "how much more completely... does this action take place in
God, whose image and similitude you are authoritatively declared to be,
that even while silent he has in himself reason, and in [that] reason
discourse." Therefore it is not unreasonable to say that God is not a solitary
monad. "So I have been able without rashness to conclude that even then,
before the establishment of the universe, God was not alone, seeing he
The interpretation continually had in himself Reason, and in Reason Discourse, which he
of the biblical made another beside himself by activity within himself. ,19
titles of Wisdom,
Word and Son
took place in THE RESURRECTION OF CHRIST AND CHRISTIAN REASONING
conjunction with
the account The interpretation of the biblical titles of Wisdom, Word and Son took
of Christ's life place in conjunction with the account of Christ's life as recorded in the
as recorded Gospels. The New Testament presents Christ as a human being born
in the Gospels. of a woman, who lived the life of a child, grew to maturity, taught and
worked miracles in the villages and towns of Galilee, was crucified in
Jerusalem, executed on a cross, and three days after his death raised to
new life. This portrait was indelibly part of Christian thought and
experience. Hence when Christians used phrases such as the "Wisdom
of God" or "Word of God," or said that in Christ "the fulness of God
dwelled bodily," they had reference to a concrete historical person as
well as a divine being who existed in intimate fellowship with God.
What they knew of God's Wisdom or Word was disclosed to them not
only through the Scriptures but also by the life of Christ, i.e., by what
had happened in history. The several titles were complementary and
had to be interpreted in relation to one another. God's Wisdom may
have been known through reading the Septuagint, but the Son could
not be clearly discerned in the Septuagint without first knowing the
Son who lived on this earth.20 As St. Irenaeus put it at the end of the
second century: "according to the economy of our redemption there
are both father and son."21
Irenaeus uses the term "economy," an expression that is puzzling to
modern readers, but essential for understanding the Christian doctrine
of the Trinity. In Christian theology the term "economy" designates
19. Adversus Praxean 5.
20. The term "son" occurs in Ps. 2:7, "You are my son, today I have begotten you," and this
Psalm was interpreted christologically in the early church.
21. Demonstration 47. The importance of the economy is echoed in the liturgy, for example, in
the Eucharistie prayer in the Apostolic tradition which says that in taking on flesh within the
womb of the Virgin, the Word was "manifested as God's son" (Apostolic Tradition 4).
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God's ordered self-disclosure in creation, in the history of Israel and
preeminently in the life, death, and resurrrection of Christ. Hence the
term was used as a shorthand way of referring to the Incarnation and
the events that had followed from God's descent into human affairs,
i.e., to the evangelical history. More than any other term it captured
what was unique to Christianity, and that was, in the words of Ignatius
of Antioch early in the second century, the suffering and (death of
Christ: "Now the gospel has something distinctive; the coming of the
Savior, our Lord Jesus Christ, his suffering and resurrection."

In Tertullian's
view, and in the
view of all
early Christian
thinkers,
thinking about
God has to begin
Tertullian's chief argument against the "monarchians" is that in claim- with history,
ing to safeguard belief in the one God, they ignore the economy, i.e., specifically the
the evangelical history. They do not understand that "while they must appearance of
believe in one God only, yet they must believe in him along with his God in the
economy."24 In Tertullian's view, and in the view of all early Christian person of Christ.
thinkers, thinking about God has to begin with history, specifically the
appearance of God in the person of Christ. Reasoning about God had
to proceed differently now than it had before the coming of Christ. The
rank and file, whom Tertullian condescendingly call the simpliciores,
fail to see this and "take fright at the economy."
The difficulty with the "monarchians" was that they steadfastly hold
to conceptions of God that were formed before the coming of Christ.
Of course, it should be acknowledged that the critics of monarchianism
also suffered from a kind of theological inertia. On certain points, e.g.,
notions of divine impassibility and immutability, they too clung to
older conceptions of the divine. Origen, for example, said that as a
result of "God's descent to human affairs," i.e., the economy, we "have
been able to perceive clearly the true conception of God's nature." Yet
when he states what has been learned he uses conventional Greek
categories: God is "incorruptible, simple, uncompounded, and indivisible." Tertullian was one thinker who realized that the "economy"
required a more radical critique of earlier philosophical notions of
God than his contemporaries. But all agreed that thinking about God
had to begin with the economy, God's ordered self-disclosure in
history. "The human mind," writes Gregory of Nyssa, "can only speak
about God as it is instructed by God's works," i.e., what is disclosed
in the historical revelation in Christ. The "economy" is the engine
that drives trinitarian thinking.

The difficulty
with the
"monarchians"
was that they
steadfastly hold
to conceptions of
God that were
formed before the
coming of Christ.

22. In the Wisdom of Solomon, Wisdom is closely identified with the major events in Israel's
history, e.g., creation of Adam, Abraham, Lot, and Sodom, Joseph, the Exodus, wanderings in
the wilderness, conquest of the land (see chapters 10-12). On this point. Hurtado, 43.
23. Ignatius, Philadelphia™ 9.2.
24. Adversus Praxean 3.
25. Contra Celsum 4.14.
26. Joseph Hallman, The Descent of God. Divine Suffering in History and Theology (Minneapolis:
1991), pp. 51-77.
27. Contra Eunomium 2.154 (Jaeger, 1:270).
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How important the "economy" was in forcing Christians to revise their
ideas of God can be seen in a passage from the fourth-century Latin
theologian, Hilary of Poitier, sometimes called the Athanasius of the
West. Hilary spent most of his life, which spanned the fourth century
(he was born about 300 CE. and died in 367), defending the decrees of
the Council of Nicaea in 325 A.D. He was also a biblical interpreter from
whom we have a Commentary on the Gospel of Matthew and a Commentary on the Psalms (covering aboutfiftypsalms). But his greatest achievement was a large work On the Trinity written at the height of the Arian
controversy. In this work Hilary not only shows he has mastered the
arguments of earlier writers but that he was able to rework them with
great originality. It is from him that I took my title "not a solitary God."
Hilary writes: "We cannot as true believers assert that God is one, if we
mean by it that he is alone...." If God were solitary and alone, that
would give no place for his Word. If, on the other hand, we simply
assert that the Son is a second God alongside of the supreme God, we
deny that God is one. We must, says Hilary, confess: "though he is one
he is not solitary."28
How could a That Hilary would frame the issue in this way is significant. The Allans
faithful Jew and had argued that the Son was not wholly divine. The Scriptures, for
apostle forget the example,called him the "first born of all creation" (Col. 1:15), i.e., he
divine command was "made," and other passages (e.g., Prov. 8:22) suggested that he
to recite the should be ranked as the highest of created beings. In their response,
Shema and make a the defenders of the Nicene formulas (e.g., "true God from true God...
new confession, begotten not made, of one substance with [homoousion] the Father"),
that Christ is God, Athanasius and others tried to show by an exegesis of disputed texts
whenheknew from the Scriptures, that Christ was fully God. The question raised by
that his very life the Arians concerned the status of the Son, not the nature of God. Hilary,
depended on the of course, joined other Nicene thinkers in defending the full divinity of
confession that the Son; but in the passage I have just cited he moves the debate into new
God is one? territory by making it a discussion of the nature of God.
His argument runs as follows. The first Christians were Jews and as
Jews they recited each day the ancient prayer of the Jews, the Shema,
"Hear, O Israel, the Lord your God is one." Since this is so, asks Hilary,
what are we to make out of Thomas' confession, "My Lord and my
God"? How could Thomas have confessed Jesus, a human being, as
"my God" and at the same time pray the Shema? How could a faithful
Jew and apostle forget the divine command to recite the Shema and
make a new confession, that Christ is God, when he knew that his very
life depended on the confession that God is one? Thomas had often
heard Jesus say things such as "I and the Father are one," and "all things
that the Father has are mine," as we know from the Gospel of John.
28. De Trimtote 7.3.
29. See, for example, Athanasius' Orations Against the Arians l:37ff. and passim. Text in PG 26,
ET in NPNF, Senes Two, Vol. 4.
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What is striking about Hilary's argument is that it is so consciously
historical. He explains that the facts of history, i.e., the "economy,"
forced a rethinking of the traditional way of conceiving God. Hilary
envisions a time at the very beginning of Christianity when all Christians were Jews and continued to observe Jewish traditions. His comments indicate that he had asked himself a question that I am sure
many have asked, especially when reading St. Paul. How could a
faithful Jew, formed by Jewish tradition and accustomed to Jewish rites
and prayers, for whom the most fundamental article of faith was that
God is one, how could Paul use such exalted language about Christ
and employ on occasion formulas of greeting that link Christ with God,
e.g.: "the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the
fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all"' (2 Cor. 13.13).
Hilary's answer is that everything was transformed with the resurrection of Christ, and Thomas was the first to grasp the nature of the
change. Once Jesus was raised, Thomas "understood the whole mystery of the faith through the power of the resurrection." For "no nature
is able to rise from death to life by its own power except God's
nature." Now, i.e., in light of the resurrection, Thomas was able to
confess Christ as God "without rupturing his loyalty to the one God,"
for he saw that his confession was not the "acknowledgement of a
second God, nor a betrayal of the unity of the divine nature." The
resurrection of Christ teaches us, says Hilary, that God is not a "lonely
God" or an "isolated God" (in solitudine), yet at the same time it does
not teach us that there are two Gods.31
For Hilary, the resurrection of Jesus was the basis for rejecting a strictly
monistic view of God. One cannot exaggerate the significance of this
reasoning for the development of the Christian doctrine of the Trinity.
The economy not only reveals God's purposes for humankind; it also
discloses the inner life of God. In the words of a contemporary theologian, Wolfhart Pannenberg: "As God reveals himself, so he is in his
eternal deity." Though God is ineffable and his ways beyond finding
out, the Scriptures teach that in Christ we come to know not only the
"face" of God but are able to look within God. A striking text in this
regard was Colossians 1:19, "In [Christ] all the fullness of God was
pleased to dwell." With characteristic boldness, Origen took this passage to mean that through God's revelation in Christ we become
"spectators" of the "depth of God."33
Hilary, then, has reasons to say that through Christ's resurrection the
apostles learned something of God that was not evident prior to the
30. De Trinitate 7.12.
31. Tim 6.19; 7.2.
32. Wolfhart Pannenberg, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: 1988), 1:300.
33. Comm. in Joan. 20.1.
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"economy." He expresses what is implicit in early Christian discussions of the Trinity and states the reasoning that was at work in early
Christian thinking about God. The event in Christ's life that was
decisive in God's self disclosure, the event that sealed and completed
his mission, was the resurrection from the dead. Through the resurrection Christ's unique relation to God was made apparent. In the words
of St. Paul: Christ "was declared to be Son of God with power according
to the spirit of holiness by resurrection from the dead" (Rom. 1; 3).

The event in
Christ's life that
was decisive
in God's self
disclosure, the
event that sealed
and completed THE SON NEVER ACTS ALONE
his mission, was
the resurrection What had been disclosed in the economy gave early Christian thinkers
from the dead. the confidence to explore the nature of God afresh, guided of course by
the Scriptures. Thinking about God could no longer be carried on independently of what had occurred in the evangelical history. In the strict
sense of the term, the argument that God was not a "solitary God" was
not concerned with the doctrine of the Trinity. The debate focused on the
status of the Son and whether the Word (or Son) is an emanation from the
Father or whether he has his own proper identity.
Christian language, however, is resolutely tripartite. This is most
evident in the formula used at Baptism: "in the name of the Father and
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit." But there were also expressions
within the Bible, e.g., the greeting at the conclusion of 2 Cor., "the grace
Christian of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the communion of the
language is Holy Spirit be with you all," or the opening words of 1 Peter: "To the
resolutely exiles ... who have been chosen and destined by God the Father and
tripartite. This sanctified by the Spirit to be obedient to Jesus Christ and to be sprinkled
is most evident with his blood" (1 Pet. 1:2). Of these passages J. N. D. Kelly wrote in
in the formula his book Early Christian Creeds: "In all of them there is no trace of fixity
used at Baptism: so far as their wording is concerned, and none of them constitutes a
"in the name of creed in any ordinary sense of the term. Nevertheless the Trinitarian
the Father and of ground-plan obtrudes itself obstinately throughout, and its presence is
the Son and of all the more striking becuase more often than not there is nothing in
the Holy Spirit." the context to necessitate it. The impression inevitably conveyed is that
the conception of the threefold manifestation of the Godhead was
embedded deeply in Christian thinking from the start...."36
Although the church's language was "tripartite," it would take time
for the doctrine of the Holy Spirit to be subjected to theological analysis.
34. As Origen put it at one point, the heretics either "deny that the individual nature of the Son
is other than that of the Father7' or they "deny the divinity of the Son and make his individual
nature and essence as an individual to be different from the Father" (Comm. in Joan. 2.16).
35. There are, of course, bipartite formulas in the New Testament, e.g., 1 Cor. 8:6,1 Tim. 2:5,
Rom. 4:24. On this point see J. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Creeds (New York: 1964), pp. 19-23.
36. Kelly, p. 23.

48

Robert L. Wilken

In thefifthcentury Augustine wrote: "There has not been as yet, on the
part of learned and distinguished investigators of the Scriptures, a By the end of the
discussion [of the Holy Spirit] full enough or careful enough to make fourth century,
it possible for us to obtain an intelligent conception of what also the same thinkers
constitutes his special individuality (proprium).... By the end of the who had written
fourth century, as the teaching concerning the Son was being given its works dealing
definitive form, the same thinkers who had written works dealing with with the status of
the status of the Son began to address the topic of the Holy Spirit. the Son began to
Though their arguments dealt with the distinctive work of the Holy address the topic
Spirit, their reasoning was not dissimilar to that used to discuss the of the Holy Spirit.
doctrine of the Son. That is, they argued for the divinity of the Holy
Spirit from the economy, e.g., the role of the Spirit in the work of Christ,
as well as from the gifts of the Spirit to the church. History, as recorded
in the Scriptures and experience, especially liturgical experience, were
seen as complementary, each serving to illuminate the other.
The reality of the Holy Spirit was evident in the church's life. In the
central prayer in the Christian liturgy, the prayer said over the bread
and wine in the Eucharist (the anaphora), the bishop besought the Holy The reality of the
Spirit to descend on the gifts. In a third century Roman example of the Holy Spirit was
evident in the
prayer, after reciting the narration of the institution of the Eucharist,
church's life.
and bringing to memory the saving death and resurrection of Christ,
he continued: "And we pray that you would send your Holy Spirit
upon the offerings of your holy church; that gathering them into one,
you would grant to all your saints who partake of them to befilledwith
the Holy Spirit...."38 Likewise when a new bishop was consecrated the
other bishops laid hands on the candidate and prayed: "Pour forth now
that power which is yours of your royal Spirit which you gave to your
beloved servant Jesus Christ which he bestowed on his holy apostles....
And by the Spirit of high-priesthood give him authority to remit sins Catechumens
according to your commandments.... Catechumens were baptized were baptized in
in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit and the name of the
trinitarian doxologies were sprinkled throughout Christian worship.
Father and of the
For the Christian doctrine of the Trinity these "experiences" were Son and of the
foundational. They were certain evidence that God's presence among Holy Spirit
his people was not restricted to the time of Christ's sojurn on earth. The and trinitarian
doxologies
Scriptures taught that after Christ's departure the Spirit would be sent
were sprinkled
on his followers: "When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you
throughout
into all the truth..." (John 16:9; also 14:16 and 15:26). Beginning with Christian worship.
the outpouring of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost and continued in the
charisms in life of the church these promises had been confirmed.
37. Defideet symboio 9.19.
38. Hippolytus, Apostolic Tradition 4.
39. Apostolic Tradition 9.
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"Having received the promise of the Holy Spirit, he has poured out this
that you both see (!) and hear" (Acts 2:33). Just as Christ had given
evidence of who he was when he dwelled on earth, so the Spirit gave
evidence of his presence in the sacraments, in the witness of the martyrs
and the lives of holy men and women, in the succession of bishops since
the apostles. Gregory of Nazianzus wrote: "The Spirit dwells among
us, offering us a most clear display of himself."
The opponents of the developing trinitarian theology, however, argued that the Nicene theologians "bring in a strange God [the Holy
Spirit] of whom Scripture is silent."41 Everyone knew, of course, that
Just as Christ had the Spirit was mentioned in the Scriptures, for example, in the baptisgiven evidence of mal formula in Matthew 28 or the triadic greeting at the end of 2
who he was when Corinthians. At issue was whether the redemption in Christ was ache dwelled on companied and completed by the work of the Holy Spirit. In response
earth, so the Spirit to this challenge Christian thinkers pointed to those passages that link
gave evidence of specific actions in Christ's life with the work of the Spirit. "Consider
his presence in the the following," writes Gregory of Nazianzus in his theological oration
sacraments, in the on the Holy Spirit: "Christ is born, the Spirit is his forerunner (Lk. 1:35);
witness of the Christ is baptized, the Spirit bears witness (Lk 3:21-22); Christ is
martyrs and the tempted, the Spirit leads him up (Lk 4:2,14); [Christ] works miracles,
lives of holy men the Spirit accompanies him (Mt 12:22,28); Christ ascends, the Spirit
and women, takes his place (Acts 2:9; 2;3-4).,/42 In the Scriptures Christ's works are
in the succession not presented as activities of the Son alone. God's revelation in Christ
of bishops since is made possible through the presence of the Holy Spirit. The tripartite
the apostles. nature of God is evident in the way Father, Son and Spirit relate to each
other in the events of revelation. Gregory of Nyssa writes: "With regard
to the divine nature... we do not learn [from the Scriptures] that the Father
does something on his own, in which the Son does not co-operate, or that
the Son acts on his own without the Spirit. Rather every operation which
extends from God to creation and is designated according to our different
conceptions of it has its origin in the Father, proceeds through the Son,
and reaches its completion by the Holy Spirit."43
It is sometimes said that the doctrine of the divinity of the Holy Spirit
is a deduction based on the logic of Christian thinking about the status
of the Son. There is some truth to this view, but it does not do justice
to the explicit statements in the Scriptures about the work of the Spirit
40. Or. 31.26.
41. Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 31.1.
42. Or. 31.29. To round out his argument, Gregory gives a list of titles taken from the Scriptures,
a "swarm of testimonies/' as he calls it, for the How Spirit that identify the Spirit in relation to
God (the Father) and Christ: "the Spirit of God," /7the Spirit of Christ," "the mind of Christ,"
"the Spirit of the Lord," et. al.
43. Tres dii (PG 45,1120d); ET in Christology of the Later Fathers, ed. E. R. Hardy and C. C.
Richardson (Philadelphia: 1954), pp. 261-2.
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in the economy. For example, Romans 8:11: "If the Spirit of Him who
raised Jesus from the dead [note that Father, Son and Spirit are involved
in a single activity] dwells in you, he who raised Christ from the dead
will give life to your mortal bodies also through his Spirit that dwells The Son
in you" (Ro: 8:11). Athanasius of Alexandria cites this passage in his always acts in
first Letter to Serapion, an important document from Christian antiquity conjunction with
expounding biblical texts on the Holy Spirit. In the same letter he also the Holy Spirit,
cites 1 John 4:12-13. "If we love one another, God lives in us, and his never on his own
love is perfected in us. By this we know that we abide in him and he in On that point
us, because he has given us of his Spirit," glossing that verse with the the Scriptures
are clear.
words from the Gospel, "Those who love me will keep my word, and
my Father will love them, and we will come to them and make our
home with them." (John 14:23) From these and other passages
Athanasius concludes that through the gift of the Holy Spirit we share
in God's life and become heirs of God with Christ. "The Spirit," writes
Athanasius, "is no stranger to the Son."46
The Son always acts in conjunction with the Holy Spirit, never on
his own. On that point the Scriptures are clear. To be sure the Bible
does not make explicit statements about the divine status of the Holy
Spirit; but neither does it say explicitly that Christ is "God" without
qualifier. In the Scriptures, however, the Spirit is called a gift of
living water (John 7:39) that brings life to those who receive it. He
is the one who "gives life" to our mortal bodies (Rom. 8:11). Unlike
creatures who receive life from someone other than themselves, the
Holy Spirit bestows life and sanctification. Commenting on the
phrase in John 1:13, "begotten of God," Cyril of Alexandria wrote:
"Those who have been reborn by the Spirit through faith are called
and indeed are begotten of God." When the Spirit dwells in us we
become "temples of God" (1 Cor. 3:16; 2 Cor. 6:16).47 Only God could
rise from death to life, and only God can bestow life. Again and
again Christian thinkers argue that in the Scriptures the activity of
the Spirit is the work of God, a point echoed in our century by Karl
Barth. "According to these statements [in the Scriptures] the work
of the Holy Spirit in revelation is a work which can be ascribed only
to God and which is thus expressly ascribed to God."49
44. See in this connection Theodore Stylianopoulos, "The Biblical Background of the Article on
the Holy Spirit in the Constantinopolitan t r e e d / La signification et l'actualité du lie Concile
Oecuménique pour le Monde Chrétien d'aujourdhui (Geneva: 1982), pp. 155-173.
45. Also 2 Cor.l:21-22: "But it is God who establishes us with you in Christ and has anointed
us, by putting his seal on us and giving us his Spirit in our hearts as a first installment."
46. Epist. 1 ad Serap. 19-20.
47. Cyril of Alexandria, Comm. in Joan. 1.13; 1.9 (Pusey 1:136).
48. Athanasius, Ep. 1 ad Serap. 1.23.
49. Karl Barth, The Doctrine of the Word of God. Prolegomena to Church Dogmatics, being Vol. I,
Part I (Edinburgh: 1936), p. 467.
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The fathers also observed that in some passages the biblical writers
speak not only of the work of the Spirit in the economy, but also of the
Spirit's life within God. An important text is 1 Corinthians 2:10: "The
Spirit searches everything, even the depths of God. For what human
being knows what is truly human except the human spirit that is
within? So also no one truly comprehends what is truly God's except
the Spirit of God/' In his book on the Holy Spirit, written in the late
fourth century, Basil interpreted this text (he cites it twice) along lines
similar to those that Tertullian had pursued in his discussion of the
term "word." He writes: "But the greatest proof that the Spirit is one
with the Father and the Son is that He is said to have the same
relationship to God as the spirit within us has to us." As God is
revealed, so is the internal life of God.50
BIBLICAL LANGUAGE AND DIVINE KINSHIP

The shape of the classical doctrine of the Trinity was given by the Holy
Scriptures. The church fathers insisted that the Scriptures held a privileged place in Christian thinking. Consequently they were chary of
efforts to "translate" its terms and concepts into a conceptual idiom
that was thought to be more intelligible. To be sure some thinkers, for
example Gregory of Nyssa, drew on philosophical terms and concepts
to aid in expounding the Bible. Yet even Gregory believed that the
biblical language was irreplaceable. This is apparent in a fascinating
exchange between Gregory of Nyssa and a fellow bishop who was
sharply critical of the creed adopted at Nicaea. The question had arisen
whether the biblical terms, "Father," "Son," "Holy Spirit," could be
replaced by other terms that were more precise philosophically. In
place of Father, Son and Holy Spirit, Eunomius had substituted what
he considered more appropriate expressions: "the highest and most
In place of the authentic being" to designate the Father; "the one who exists because of
Father, Son and that being and after that being has supremacy over all the rest" for the Son;
and a "third ... subject to the one because of causation and to the other
Holy Spirit, because of the activity by which it exists" for the Holy Spirit.
Eunomius had
substituted what The difficulty with Eunomius' proposal, says Gregory, is that in the
he considered name of precision and accuracy, he ignores the scriptural names of
Father, Son and Holy Spirit, which have been used by Christians in all
more appropriate parts of the world since they were first handed on by the apostles. It is
expressions. neither "pious nor safe to alter the text of the creed [or the Bible] in this
new direction," says Gregory.51
50. Despiritu soneto 40. John of Damascus cites 1 Cor. 2:11 at the beginning of fid. orth. No one,
he writes, knows the Father except the Son (Matt. 11:27) and the Holy Spirit "who knows the
things of God as the spirit of man knows the things that are of him" (fid. orth. 1.1). Basil also
dtes Romans 1:26, "the Spirit himself intercedes for us." Some said this indicated that the Spirit
was inferior to the Father because an intercessor is always inferior to a benefactor. Basil
responds with the verse about the Son that occurs a few lines later. "He is at the right hand of
God, and intercedes for us" (Rom. 8.26,34; spir. sanct. 50).
51. Contra Eunomium 1.158 (ed. Jaeger 1:74).
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Now one might reply that Gregory, by appealing to the authority of
Scripture and tradition, ignores the real issue: How is the language of
the Scripture to be adapted, and perhaps reformulated, so that it
becomes intelligible to people who have been formed in a Hellenistic
culture? Eunomius' translation of the scriptural language was based
on a judgment as to what was philosophically intelligible within
Greco-Roman culture. The language of the Bible, as interpreted by
Christian tradition, cut against the grain of what were considered well
grounded conceptions of the nature of divinity.
Gregory was, of course, as much aware of the philosophical difficulties
of traditional conceptions of the divine as was Eunomius. Yet he
defends the scriptural language and offers arguments as to why it
should be preserved and more, why it is to be preferred over the terms
proposed by Eunomius. The words one uses, argues Gregory, cannot
be indiscriminately exchanged, as though what they designate will
remain the same no matter what the vehicle. Words carry connotations
and associations, they are not simply referential. They bear dimensions
of meaning that would be lost if they are replaced by other terms. This
is particularly true of metaphorical words such as Father and Son. The
term Father, for example, is quite different from "supreme and absolute
being," and Son from "one existing after the other," because when the
words Father and Son are spoken, the listener recognizes at once "the
proper and natural relationship to one another" that the terms imply.
These terms signify a relationship that the others do not. By abandoning the terms "Father" and "Son" Eunomius does not simply jettison
the biblical language, he also abandons "the idea of relationship which
enters the ear with the words."

The words
one uses,
argues Gregory,
cannot be
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though what
they designate
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The point to be
noted is that the
terms Father and
Son, are directly
related to the
The point to be noted is that the terms Father and Son, in contrast for revelation of God
example to words such as Logos or Wisdom, are directly related to the in Christ, i.e.,
revelation of God in Christ, i.e., to the economy. The term father is to the economy.
seldom used in the Old Testament to speak of God. It occurs in some
key passages, e.g., in the oracle to David, transmitted by the prophet
Nathan, that God will establish an everlasting kingdom in which he
will be a "Father" to the house of Israel (2 Sam. 7:14). It also occurs
occasionally in the prophets, but it only appears eleven times in the Old
Testament with respect to God, whereas in the New Testament Jesus
invokes God as "Father" over 170 times. The New Testament intensifies the identification of God as Father.52 Gregory realized that the
terms Father and Son, which came into general use among Christians
because of God's appearance in Christ, imply a "kinship" between
Father and Son that is at the heart of trinitarian theology. By abandoning the terms Father, Son and Holy Spirit, Eunomius is forced to jettison
the very thing that is most distinctive of God.
52. On this point see Janet Martin Soskice, "Can a Feminist Call God 'Father'?" in Speaking the
Christian God: The Holy Trinity and the Challenge of Feminism, ed. Alvin F. Kimel, Jr. (Grand
Rapids: 1992), p. 88.
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The idea of kinship suggested that "relation" is a primary characteristic
of the divine life. The term "father," for example, does not designate
God's "nature" but an internal relation within God. Likewise other
terms
that were used in trinitarian theology, for example, "unbegotten"
How this truth,
(agen[n]etos)
and "begotten" (gen[n]etos) were not abstract terms to
that relations
speak of what is characteristic of divinity; "unbegotten" (the term used
between the for God as the source of all things) is a relative term like the word
"persons" of the Father. It names the "relation in which the Father stands to the Son,
Trinity was and the Son to the Father," writes Gregory of Nazianzus. The proconstitutive of found truth, learned from the economy, that the Son (or Wisdom or
God, was lived Word) was not simply an emanation from God but must be conceived
and experienced as an "other" (a "co-speaker," or associate), gave "relation" a primary
by Christians is role in conceiving of God. As Robert Jenson writes: "The original point
most evident of trinitarian dialectics is to make the relations between the identities
in the church's ... and therewith54the temporal structures of evangelical history, constiliturgy. tutive in God." God's work, as presented in the Scriptures, is never
the activity of a solitary God.
How this truth, that relations between the "persons" of the Trinity was
constitutive of God, was lived and experienced by Christians is most
evident, as already noted, in the church's liturgy, preeminently in the
anaphora, the great prayer said over the gifts of bread and wine and in
the rite of Baptism. But it also took root in Christian spirituality and
speculative theology as can be seen in a book written by Richard of St.
Victor, a twelfth-century Latin theologian. If we agree, he says, that
God is love, as we learn from the First Epistle of John, then we can say
By making love that this love is exhibited first and foremost in the love between the
the central feature Father and the Son. Of course, some would say that the primary form
of the relation of love that is found in the Scriptures is the love God has "toward his
of the persons, own creation." But such love, responds Richard, can hardly be called
Richard was able "supreme love," for how could God love one supremely who is not
to accent not only deserving of supreme love?55
the plurality of
Richard is an earlier scholastic, and in the fashion of medieval theology,
pei'sons but also he presents his argument, not in thefashionof the church fathers, i.e., by
the distinctive citing scriptural texts (except as a starting point), but by drawing infercharacter of ences from what is already known. Hence he says: in order that "fulness
the relations of love might have a place within God" it was necessary that a divine
within God. person have a relation with an "equally worthy person," and such a
person would, perforce, have to be divine. For just as love demands a
plurality of persons, for one cannot love unless there is an other, someone
to receive the love, so "supreme love demands equality of persons."
By making love the central feature of the relation of the persons, and
not the analogy of the mind as had Augustine (who had explored the
possibilities of a trinity of love in his De Trinitate), Richard was able to
53. Or. 29.16. "These names (Father and Son) make known a genuine and intimate relation../
54. Robert Jenson, The Triune Identity (Philadelphia: 1982), p. 119.
55. De Trinitate 3.23; ET by Grover Zinn, Richard of St. Victor (New York: 1979), pp. 374-376.
56. De Trinitate 3.7.
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accent not only the plurality of persons but also the distinctive character of the relations within God. That is, he found a way that made
"plurality" or "associates" within God philosophically compelling; in
giving the Holy Spirit an equal place in the divine life, he helped make
philosophically theology genuinely trinitarian, not simply binitarian.
In a remarkable passage that could only be written by someone who
loved God but had also experienced human love Richard wrote, The Muslim
"Where equal benevolence exists in either person it is necessary that critics were
each with equal desire and for a similar reason should seek out a sharer correct. The
of his excellent joy. For when two persons who mutually love embrace Christians were
each other with supreme longing and take supreme delight in each associators.
other's love, then the supreme joy of the first is in intimate love of the
second, and conversely the excellent joy of the second is in love of the Because of the
first." But then he adds: "As long as thefirstis loved by the second, he economy, they
alone seems to possess the delights of his excellent sweetness. Simi- found it necessary
larly, as long as the second does not have someone who shares in love to say that God
for a third, he lacks the sharing of excellent joy. In order that both may the Father had
be able to share delights of that kind, it is necessary for them to have asssociates.
someone who shares in love for a third."57 In Augustine the Spirit was
the love that binds the Father and the Son, in Richard love was a third
person without whom the love of the Father and the Son for each other
was incomplete.
The Muslim critics were correct. The Christians were associators. Because of the economy, they found it necessary to say that God the
Father had asssociates. What is more, in response to the Muslims,
Christian thinkers urged that such a way of conceiving God was
preferable not simply because it was reasonable, but because it was
found in the biblical tradition that Muslims shared with Christians and
Jews and was evident in the Quran. In discussion with Muslims, John
of Damascus does not begin with arguments about the nature of God
If God is not
in general. The Quran, he notes, speaks of the "Word" and also of the
"Spirit." In saying that the Word and the Spirit are "outside of God," and solitary and exists
hence in "trying to avoid making associates of God," Muslim thinkers always in relation,
have "mutilated God." "It would be better to say that God has an associate there can be no
than to mutilate God and deal with him as if he were a stone, or wood, or talk of God that
any of the inanimate objects. Therefore you accuse us falsely by calling us does not involve
love. Love unites
Associators; we, however, call you Mutilators of God."
Father, Son and
Hilary's phrase "not a solitary God" was felicitous. In its original
setting it was a tentative effort tofinda way of explaining that after the Holy Spirit, love
coming of Christ it was no longer possible to conceive of God as a brings God into
solitary monad. Though God was still confessed as one, God was not relation with the
alone. But it led to more. If God is not solitary and exists always in world, and by love
relation, there can be no talk of God that does not involve love. Love human beings
unites Father, Son and Holy Spirit, love brings God into relation with cleave to God.
the world, and by love human beings cleave to God. D
57.DeTrinitate3.15.
58. See Augustine, De Trinitate, book 9.
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