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Preaching the Trinity 




John McDade 
First of all some comments about what Christian preaching is.  Karl Barth, the great Calvinist theologian of whom it was said that God let him live so long so that God could find out more about himself, said that preaching is ‘the repetition of God’s promises’, a good formula to remember both when you write your sermon and when you enter the pulpit.  If you are not making ‘real’ God’s promise of himself to humanity, don’t preach at all. 

The preacher needs to be prepared to think through what he holds and what he thinks the Church holds, and to speak in a way that is both ecclesially responsible and personally authentic. The experience of putting things into words as well as we can and speaking them in an effective way to others is at the heart of the most fundamental Christian ministry of all – not priesthood or episcopal office, as some may think – but the ministry of teaching.  When you preach in a way that is both personal and ecclesial, you engage in that core activity of teaching, of enabling people to respond to the God whom they know imperfectly but towards whom they want to move closer in faith and trust.  Try to teach when you preach and try to enable people to believe.

One of the things a preacher does, or should do, is enable the members of the church to recognise the faith that they have and own it.  A good sermon works by taking us to the best of ourselves and enabling us to have faith, and of course it has to be written with faith and delivered in that spirit. (Writing a sermon is often a good way for the preacher to build up his own faith because you don’t know what you think until you write and speak it.)  Good preaching enables a congregation to grasp what it knows in an implicit way and to enable people to get in touch with the deepest, best, believing part of themselves.  So the aim of a sermon is not primarily to provide information, to bemuse, confuse or impress, although these are never far away from the business of writing and hearing sermons, but, coming from the preacher’s faith, to draw out faith in others.  
Most of the time, Christian faith is a background, a set of assumptions, principles, snippets, memories; an atmosphere, a core at the heart of a person, something in the ‘soul’ from where identity comes; a collection of teachings and ideas gathered from the various sources that have acted as beacons and points of reference through our lives, going all the way back to when we were children.  Now a good sermon goes into this back-shop that is usually left in the dark and puts the light on so that we can get in touch with what is there, because in this jumble of selfhood God is active.  
But when you preach about the Blessed Trinity, preaching becomes a more difficult task, and not simply because the doctrine of the Trinity is a subtle teaching not easily conveyed in a sermon.  Strangely, too much complicated Trinitarian theology can land you in trouble and you won’t preach the Trinity in a helpful way at all because your sermon will probably end up full of ideas and technicalities.  ‘”Sabellianism?” I hear you cry.  By no means!’ is not a line that should be heard in a sermon.  It belongs in the technical theologian’s toolkit and is of no real use in preaching about God.  By the time you have told the congregation who Sabellius was and why he was wrong, you will have lost them and they will find the newsletter more interesting than the views of this third century thinker. 
Some highly directive advice but someone has to say it these days: don’t use alternative politically correct language such as ‘creator, redeemer and sanctifier’ in place of Father, Son and Spirit which are thought to remove patriarchal language (God as Father) and some sort of masculinist bias (Jesus was male).  Avoid them for two reasons: first of all, these formulas are designations of the total work of God ad extra, in God’s dealings with the world – to make the world (creating), to act decisively in relation to human freedom (saving) and to enable the creation to become the dwelling place of the holy God (sanctifying).  They are not appropriate ways of designating the dynamic of expressiveness and love within God which is what words about ‘persons’ in God are meant to do.  
But, in addition, an embarrassment about ‘Father’ language applied to God has become widespread, especially among Guardian readers who suspect it of patriachalism, treating God as the dominant male in the cosmos.  I’ve known priests so internally cowed by ideological constraints that they always begin formal prayer with simply ‘God’, and refuse to let ‘Father’ pass their lips in case they offend someone.  They seem to me to suffer from a terror of the imagination rather than genuine understanding, frightened by aggressive women coming over their inner mental horizon, and not able to grasp that words always depend upon their context for what they mean. 

A word such as ‘Father’, on its own, has no invariant meaning as though by uttering the word you conveyed what it meant.  It acquires its meaning only when it is used in a sentence, a narrative, an interpretative context that supplies a framework for how the word is to be understood.  (As the professional linguists say: the sentence, not the word, is the basic unit of semantics.)  The word ‘Father’, in itself, does not carry with it the entire history of patriarchal oppression that has characterised human cultures since the dawn of time.  Only a person in the grip of an ideological mindset would judge that it did, but ours is a strange liberal culture that does not permit nuances of meaning outside certain strict parameters of political correctness. 

‘Father’ is not to be excluded on the grounds that it evokes the wrong connotations: we have to learn how it is used in Christian speech and in the light particularly of Jesus’ use of the word to .  Instead, ‘Father’ gains its meaning in Christian usage from how Jesus handled it.  ‘Abba, Father’ was the word used by Jesus to designate the one in whom he had total trust and into whose hands he committed himself in the trauma of his death.  On his lips it designates the trusted and faithful God, intimate, life-giving and able to receive his broken body and those gathered into his body, for whom he offered himself, sinners like you and me.  A strange God, clearly, barely glimpsed by regulators of modern speech and thought police. 
But don’t be afraid to speak of God as Father, because it is a hallowed symbol used by Jesus himself to signal summarily the character of the God from whom he comes and to whom he returns.  Interpret its connotations in the light of the parable of the Prodigal Son; familiarise yourself with Rembrandt’s wonderful images of the return of the Prodigal and speak about the two different hands of the Father which are laid upon the shoulders of the son.  Recognise that in the Christian story we tell the ‘sorrowful mysteries of the Father’, the Father whose Son dies apart from him, anguished at the distance between them; a Father who has to bear the evil done against his beloved Son by those who set their faces against him but who, his enemies, will be given not judgement and condemnation but mercy.  Out of this brutal crime of killing God’s beloved Son, nothing less than the fullness of divine love, the Spirit, will be poured out on those who do this.  Again, a strange kind of God who is said to ‘father’ rebellious children by healing and forgiving them: not exactly a nasty ‘patriarch’.  So don’t be afraid to develop this fatherly dimension of God’s dealings with us.  You might also quote the line from Balzac’s novel Père Goriot in which the father of the title has boundless trouble as a result of the behaviour of his two daughters.  At one point in the novel, he said, ‘When I became a father, I understood God’.  Many of your parishioners know only too well the difficulties that their adult children cause them and the anguish they carry in their heart as they ‘bear’ the sins of their children.  A final remark on the topic of God as Father: if you are dealing with the question of the Fatherhood of God, remember that Abba should not be translated ‘Daddy’: it is not a word spoken by a babbling infant, like ‘Dada’ but by an adult responding lovingly to the one from whom he comes: understand it as ‘Dearest Father’.
The worst sermon on the Trinity I heard was from a priest who told us that he would give us, his congregation, what his RE teacher had told him about the Trinity (generally a bad idea), namely, that it was just like an equilateral triangle in which the three sides and the three angles were all the same but they were different, and the divine persons were just like that, all different but forming one (presumably triangular) God.  My head slumped in disbelief, but my saintly mother just said her rosary while this nonsense poured over us.  The preacher treated it as an intellectual conundrum at the margins of our religion, unconnected to any saving mystery that might involve us, a form of celestial Sudoku where you try to put different things (hypostases or sides) in the right place to form a unified pattern (a triangle) of enclosed divinity.

What is wrong with this geometrical nonsense was that the preacher had no sense that the key idea of Christianity, the corner-stone of the whole faith, is the idea that we take part in the very life of God, that God is a self-giving mystery of love of unsurpassable closeness and self-gift, and that human beings are, as they might say in Star Trek, in ‘deep God’.  That is what the doctrine of the Trinity is meant to convey and why, in the end, Christianity offers an experience and a teaching deeper than that found in Islam where God is to be obeyed, but is not known, and is certainly not ‘participated in’.  The  transcendence of the Islamic God does not permit involvement in God as God is – we obey his will – but that involvement in the very life of God is what Christian faith claims and tries to make available.  
The doctrine of the Trinity is what makes the experience of participation true and credible, while still respecting the incomprehensibility of the divine mystery.  What does this mean?   When we deal with Christ, we deal with nothing less than the very expressiveness of God himself, not with someone who carries a message from God about God, as do some prophets.  The medium (Christ) is the message (God’s Word) and we do not have to look for another in whom God might be accessed more completely.  When we deal with Christ and the gift of divine love that we name God’s Spirit, we are dealing with the unsurpassable and final gifts, beyond which we cannot rise, that one day will enfold us and bring us into union with God.  It may be disappointing to your congregation to be told this, especially if your Eucharistic celebration is on the spiritually meagre side, but no more will be given to us but what we are already in touch with by being in Christ under the shadow of the Spirit.  Our death will be simply a deeper entry into the body of Christ, in which we already stand, and a greater covering by the wings of divine love. 
The preacher of equilateral triangles came from a respected tradition, that of looking for vestiges of the Trinity in the creation, and in thee islands, the shamrock has a Patrician pre-eminence.  You could also point to the unity-in-threeness found in a three-note chord which a helpful organist can be persuaded to play at the start of the sermon, or one could  of the different colours that fuse together in the spectrum of white light: each colour is there but there issues only divine translucent light.  But put no great faith in these images because, finally and importantly, they have nothing to do with Jesus Christ and our salvation.  Years ago, Karl Rahner told the Church that the doctrine of the Trinity was ‘a mystery of salvation’, and that it must be treated in a way that conveys God’s saving self-gift in Christ.  His advice is still sound. 
But if you really cannot help yourself, and must bring glorious St Patrick into a sermon on the Trinity, you could do a lot worse than to quote the episode from his Confession where he feels the Spirit as an overshadowing presence praying within him:

On yet another occasion I saw a person praying in me.  I was as it seemed inside my body, and I heard him over me, that is, over the inner man.  There he was, praying with great emotion.  All this time I was puzzled as I wondered greatly who could possibly be praying inside me.  He spoke, however, at the end of the prayer, saying that he was the Spirit. 

It is a wonderful experience that echoes Paul’s teaching about the role of the Spirit in enabling us to pray properly (Romans 8.26): that there is the divine action that supports and urges us to move inwardly towards God in love and trust, a dimension of God’s action, and therefore of God’s being, extended towards us in a reflexive way, turning back towards God, and gathering and enfolding us into union with God.  It is exactly right.  The Spirit is God in his loving, and this love is poured into our hearts (Rom. 5.5); hence no one every prays unaided on their own but always under the over-shadowing action of God’s love.  That Patrick should have such a powerful sense of God gathering him into the inner ‘prayerful’ exchange of love within God makes this experience a more trustworthy expression of what the Trinity means than the image of the Shamrock ever could.  Ditch the little green shamrock, I say, and tell them instead about Patrick and the Spirit. 

The Pauline texts referenced above should always be part of Trinitarian preaching because they are among the most important texts about how God’s sustaining, and almost maternal, presence within us, helping us to speak.  (By the way, there is an ancient Syriac tradition in a work called the Odes of Solomon that treats the Spirit as motherly, understanding the Spirit to overshadow the Virgin at the Annuncation and enabling her Virgin to receive the Son from the Father and share in the Spirit’s maternity.  There is a direct maternal line, one might say, between the Spirit, the Virgin and the Church as ‘mothers of the body of Christ’.  Personally, I like the image of the Spirit as the ‘womb’ in God where the Son is carried, the place in God in which God’s expression of God’s reality is received and from which 
What to say about the Spirit?  Recognise that the language about the Holy Spirit is the part of theology that depends on a wide range of metaphors, no one of which can be said to exhaust what needs to be said; among others, you will find: fire, a spring of water, a seal that marks us and claims us for God, God’s embrace, joy, wind, breath, harmony, union, sweetness, warmth, pledge, eros (desire), the bond of communion, transformer, holiness, balm, beauty, wisdom, etc.  It is incredibly difficult to be specific about the Spirit – that is why so many different metaphors are used – and this is not just because of our feebleness of mind, but because the Spirit is not an object of knowledge that can be ‘viewed’.  The Spirit is what enables us to see, rather than something we see.  Hans Urs von Balthasar wrote that ‘the Holy Spirit does not wish to be seen, but to be a seeing eye of grace in us’ and that is right.  There is no self-presentation of the Spirit as there is with the Word or Son who takes up a particular place among us in the Incarnation.  Instead, the work of the Spirit is to enable us to know Christ, love God, have faith, understand, be united with God and one another, become gifted for God’s service: the Spirit is known only in what it brings about in other things, including us. The Spirit is God’s giving of himself, the Gift that keeps giving even into eternal life, enabling us to say ‘Abba Father’ along with Christ our Lord.
The Spirit reaches out as God’s active loving into the farthest reaches of the creation, in to those realms which are marked by hostility and resistance to God, and causes hearts to soften from stone-like hardness to hearts of flesh able to respond to the gift of divine love.  If you go to Rome, you will see a bus that goes, the indicator says, to ‘Divino Amore’, ‘Divine Love’; when I saw this, I thought how wonderful the Italians are that they could think of running a bus to divine love.  But a doctrine of the Holy Spirit says to us that divine love comes to us in advance of our trying to move to it.  No bus is needed, and you do not need to go elsewhere to be in touch with divine love.  It’s all there, in the measure that God gives to each person.  The Spirit is God loving us, God’s gift of self, so that we come to love in return. 
Finally, I think I should indicate what I regard as the best way of preaching the Trinity.  I began by quoting Karl Barth and I want to return to him because he is the theologian who taught the modern Church to tell the story of Jesus as the story of the Trinity.  He developed a Trinitarian narrative of astonishing simplicity and power in which the technicalities of Trinitarian theology are not needed: just tell the story.  How?  

Barth does it by basing his story of the Trinity on the parable of the Prodigal Son.  As Barth handles it, it is often called ‘The Way of the Son of God into the Far Country’. In his handling of it, the ‘son of man’ is humanity (not Christ who is the ‘Son of God’): ‘the lost son of man’ takes his inheritance, his freedom, and leaves the house of the Father and goes off into the far country of alienation and sin, the place far from the intimacy of God’s house, and there the lost son of man brings self-ruination upon himself.   What does the Father do?  He sends his own Beloved Son, the Son of God, to accompany the lost son of man on all the paths of his forsakenness.  He accepts, as Barth puts it, ‘identity and solidarity with this lost son’, fully sharing the experience of ‘a lost human existence’.  The Incarnation is no dazzling theophany: in it God’s Son enters fully into solidarity with a humanity ruining itself, damning itself, one might say.  The nadir, the lowest point, of the Son of God’s journey ‘away’ from his Father is when he dies on the cross a death in which he expresses the self-alienation of the sinner who has banished God from his heart, crying, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me’.  (Of course, it is not God who has forsaken the sinner, but the sinner who has forsaken the house of the Father and torn himself from the Father’s embrace.

Then, having sealed a bond of solidarity with the lost son of man in the experience of his brutal crucifixion, the Son of God can then bring the lost son of man back to the house of the Father; this is the return movement, ‘the homecoming of the lost son of man’, and of course it is resurrection, the entry into the final state of being united eternally with the Father, just as the Son of God is eternally one with the Father, ‘of one substance’ with the Father as the Creed says.  Barth puts it in these succinct terms:
In the parable, the son comes with his greedy and arbitrary demand, takes his inheritance from the hands of his father, makes his way into a far country, wastes his substance in riotous living... and then suffers want in the famine which comes upon that land... This is the way of man in his breaking of the covenant with God, the way of lost Israel, of the lost 'publicans and sinners', of the lost Gentile world.  It is certainly not in any direct sense the way of the Son of God who is obedient to the Father, the way of Jesus Christ.


       And yet it cannot be denied that the way of the latter is in fact the way into the far country of a lost human existence -- the way in which he accepts identity and solidarity with this lost son, unreservedly taking his place, taking to Himself his sin and shame, his trans​gression, as though He Himself had committed it, making his misery His own as though He Himself had deserved it, and all this in such a way that the frightfulness of this far country, the evil of the human situation, is revealed in its full depths only as it becomes his situation, that of the holy and righteous Son of God (Church Dogmatics IV/2, 23).

Powerful and simple, and in my view the basis of an effective way of telling the story of the Trinity as the story of the Incarnation of God’s Son, for sinners and with sinners, with no closer bond possible between him and them (us), because he is ‘of one substance with us’ in all things, except in his need of salvation.  But nothing that is ours stands outside what he takes upon himself, including the existential horror of being marked by separation from God and forsakenness.  No one who feels forsaken – and we all have either known this or certainly will be asked to drink this cup to the dregs  – will ever be without Christ’, the ‘forsaken one’ who takes upon himself the sins of the world and into whose body sinners and the lost are gathered.  (You will see echoes in all this of the way in which the Epistle to the Hebrews (4.4ff) treats of Christ’s being ‘tested’ as we are, so that he might be a merciful and effective High Priest towards us.)  Karl Barth will say that ‘the Crucified Jesus is the “image of the invisible God” (Church Dogmatics II/1, 123): God images himself most powerfully in the way in which Christ through his death creates a solidarity with the lost so that they (we) might find our way back to the house of the Father.  The Cross of Christ is the icon of God.  Hans Urs von Balthasar draws on these ideas from Barth when he writes:



[in the parable]…the Father not only waits for the spontaneous or constrained return of the Prodigal, but (in the form of his Son) sends out his love into his desolation.  He allows his son to identify himself with his lost brother.  And by this very power of identifying himself -- without keeping a respectable distance -- with his complete opposite, God the Father recognizes the consubstantiality, the divinity of the one he has sent as his redeeming word into the world.



He recognizes that his word, become man, has been able to do what the Father intended when he generated and uttered this word: to make himself audible and intelligible to anyone who does not want to hear any more about God.  In other words, that Jesus could become the brother of the very least and of the lost; that he could reveal more by deed than by word…
In recent years, much preaching about the Trinity has approached it as a community of persons dedicated to the good of the others in God that is the model of the human community.  This has become the default position of many preachers and teachers, and I have to tell you that I think this is profoundly wrong.  
An idea I keep coming back to is a simple one, and perhaps because it’s simple, I’ve tended to trust it and think that it is right: God’s truth cannot be thought but it can be lived.  It may not be a good idea to try to ‘think’ God at all, and it is certainly not for the preacher to ‘think’ God by trying to explain the doctrine of the Trinity in a sermon. 
Surely the real insight is that God’s truth can be expressed by us only by living in a certain way, and this existential enactment of God’s truth – what the Jewish tradition calls halakah, the way of observing the commandments of the Torah and living faithfully in the covenant – is the ‘performative act’ that renders present the actuality of God.   This not the same as a conceptual ‘truth about God’ which is the work of theological grammarians concerned with correcting the vagaries of religious language.  The truth of God, or the truth about God cannot be conveyed through ideas but can only be enacted by living for God and for others in a completely unrestricted way, by accepting responsibility for generating unselfish goodness in the world and by acting seflessly for others, thereby doing God’s work.  An echo of John 9.4, which presents Jesus as saying that ‘we must work the works of him who sent me’: against a Jewish background,  this ‘working’ Go 
The revelation of God that takes place in Christ consists in his living out the mystery of the self-giving God in his life and death.  He lives out the Jewish covenant so completely that his self-dedication to the Father in his death comes to have significance for all human beings, in enabling them to enter into intimacy with the God who loves them and commits himself unreservedly to them through Christ. His knowledge of God is not a second-order conceptual scheme, such as is favoured by religious thinkers – it is not a knowing about God, but a responsive knowing sustained by God’s loving gift of hinself to him, filling him with all the spiritual gifts.  And with these simple statements that are rooted in the life of Jesus himself, the mystery of the Trinity is evoked, but not pinned down conceptually.  There is such a depth of divine self-gift that comes from the Father to Jesus that Jesus can, in his life, nothing less than God’s self-gift to the world, and all this is sustained by the depth of spiritual love that we call the Spirit.    enact God’s love for all gives himself to Jesus so complete

God’s communication of himself to Jesus is so complete that every aspect of Jesus’ identity, his fully human reality and personhood, conveys the expressiveness proper to God.  God’s communication of himself is what later tradition calls the ‘Word’ and will develop into 
 When Jesus speaks about God, he expects people to understand him; when Trinitarian theologians speak about God, they know that people will not understand them.  Jesus depends upon very simple stories and metaphors by means of which his listeners are given what they need to understand.  Why is it difficult for theologians, and preachers influenced by theologians, to do what Jesus did in his teaching?
One of our troubles as Christians is that we have developed incredibly intricate theological schemes that are meant to cast light on the simple business of loving God by following Christ, but often over-complicate the whole business. Christians who become Muslims are often thankful that they no longer have to negotiate the intellectual complexities of Christology (how can Christ be both divine and human?), salvation (how can the brutal death of Christ convey divine love?) and, the Daddy of them all, the Trinity (how can three divine persons be one God?).  They find in Islam a faith that avoids all those complicated schemes that play such a central role in the Christian religion.
Recognise that Christianity is the most theologically fertile of the three Abrahamic monotheisms, with the most highly developed metaphysical underpinning for its claims, especially about God, and that is both its strength and its weakness.  The positive side is that itt tries to think things through as rigorously as it can, at times at the expense of claiming to know more about God than we can actually know.  What exactly is meant by a divine ‘hypostasis”?  Do we really have any idea?  Bernard Lonergan used to say that it is whatever there are three of in God, and you do not know what a divine hypostasis is.  In similar vein, Karl Barth and Karl Rahner, when they examine what ‘person’ means when applied to Father, Son and Spirit, conclude that you have to remove from the word all the misleading, modern connotations of individual selfhood that it has acquired across the centuries or you will end up affirming that there are three Gods; and they judge that when you evacuated the word of its ordinary connotations, you end up with a highly abstract designation that is virtually without any content at all, an empty cipher such as ‘mode of being’ or ‘mode of subsistence’.  
Are these great Christian thinkers wrong to de-construct revered terminology in this way?  No, they are preserving the divine mystery because theology is not a way of colonising God with our concepts, like planting a flag in Antarctica and claiming it for Britain.  We are  constantly tempted to speak about God with more precision than we can actually have.  Theologians need to be more like sentries than colonisers, protecting the divine mystery from excessive conceptualisation on the part of over-ambitious humans. 
Christianity, especially its Western form, has become a very complicated religion for a very good reason: it needs to be able to show how Jesus is significant for the nature the God-world relationship: if in Christ God gives himself unsurpassably to the world – surely this is what is contained in a doctrine of Incarnation – then what must be the case if this is to be true?  Then you cannot but develop an account of the Trinity as a way of showing how God can give himself through the medium of a human person, Jesus of Nazareth.   There is no comparable pressure felt within Judaism and Islam, both of which accord an imprecise status to the texts by which God’s reality is supremely conveyed, namely Torah for Jews and Qur’an for Muslims. By contrast, Islam seems to me to evade the question of the status of the Qur’an as ‘uncreated’, which, if thought through properly, would point towards its having a hypostatic identity within the Godhead, but that is the Christian road not travelled by Muslims.  Judaism has put strict limits on theological speculation and developed a religious identity more concerned with practice than with theological teaching. But recent scholarship by both Jewish and Christian scholars points to the emergence of the doctrine of the Trinity within a Jewish matrix.  
Finally, I offer Ten Commandments that might guide how we should preach, and how we should not preach, about the Trinity:

1. Don’t talk about shamrocks and triangles.  There is only limited value in three- note chords, or colours in the spectrum of white light.

2. Don’t try to explain technical Trinitarian questions.  Connect it with the story of Christ.  

3. The doctrine of the Trinity is the Christian doctrine of God and it is ‘a mystery of salvation’ (Karl Rahner).  It is how Christians experience the one, simple, indivisible, ineffable reality of God.  It is how Christians connect with God in prayer: to the Father, with the Son, in the Spirit.  We never pray alone.  

4. We should not claim to know too much about God.  The best theologians say that God is ‘ineffable’ – the mystery of God cannot be expressed in words.  Again, you can live the mystery of God – and that is what Jesus and the saints to – but you cannot think it.  The doctrine of the Trinity is not a way of bypassing the mystery, but perhaps it is a way of trying to say what the mystery is, namely God as love, self-giving love coming in unsurpassable closeness to us.

5. God can only be known in that eternally still movement of utterance and love which he is.  God is known by participating in the movement of love and gift which God is.  It is not a matter of knowing about God but of being connected with the self-giving reality which God is.  You do that by prayer and by living out an unrestricted commitment to the demands of love and goodness (also known as Christian discipleship)
6. Don’t use alternative politically correct language such as ‘creator, redeemer and sanctifier’: these are designations of the work of God rather than alternative versions of ‘Father, Son and Spirit’.  Don’t use ‘Mother’ as an acceptable alternative to ‘Father’: it is not your job to revise the Church’s liturgical or theological language.  Don’t be afraid to speak of God as Father, always remembering that the doctrine of the Trinity treats of the sorrowful mysteries of the Father as central to God’s dealings with us.  Remember the line from Balzac’s Père Goriot that speaks about a father’s broken heart that enables him to glimpse the broken-hearted love of the heavenly Father for his wayward children: ‘When I became a father, I understood God’.   
7. What for Christians is the mystery of God?  There are three possible answers: 

a. Christianity is a radical reading of the closeness of God (Karl Rahner), but it never forgets that God is characterised by the otherness of divine glory and holiness.  There is always a tension between a ‘near god’ and a ‘far god’: God as immanent and God as trasncendent.  Christians are all too keen to domesticate the divine and they can lose sight of the radiant mystery of holiness before which humans rightly tremble. Don’t treat God as a cuddly toy.

b. What distinguishes Christianity is the sense of participating in the life of God, and this is not simply what awaits us, but it characterises our life even now.  (There is an important contrast with Islam where God’s will for humanity is known, but it backs off from holding that God’s life is something we participate in. 
c. God’s contact with us is real because God creates us (the present tense is important here), binds himself to us through the humanity of Christ (we become the ‘body’ of the Incarnate Son of God) and deep in our hearts evokes responsive love from us (God’s Spirit is poured us in us without measure).  We are in ‘deep God’, already in touch with the reality of the final blessing (which is nothing other than God himself); through an engagement with Christ and the urging of divine love within us, we are already ‘there’, at the only point at which we can truly be ourselves, namely ‘in Christ’ and ‘in God’. No more will be given to us than the gift  we’re already in touch with.  We may ask God for many things, but the only thing that will be given to us, in answer to even the deepest prayer, will be God himself.   That’s why we have Mass, and whatever the Trinity is about, the sign that conveys it is Eucharistic. 
8. God is the unoriginate mystery of expressive self-bestowal: the reality of God is that God simply is (the Father): from this reality comes a movement of expressiveness that conveys God as God is (the Word) and a self-bestowal by which God conveys himself in love (the Spirit).  

9. The Holy Spirit.  ‘The Holy Spirit does not wish to be seen, but to be a seeing eye of grace in us’ (Hans Urs von Balthasar).  There is no self-presentation of the Spirit; it does not come in objective ‘form’ such as we have with the Incarnate Word known, touched and heard in Jesus of Nazareth.  The Spirit is known only in its effects, in what the Spirit does, and the sign of the completed work of the  Spirit is the Blessed Virgin Mary, the model of the Church and of all humanity in its reception of the divine presence.  She is the ‘Ark of the Covenant’ prefigured in the Jewish Scriptures.  The Spirit conveys the self-gift of God so that God comes to be in all and for all.  The Spirit is God loving us, God’s gift of self, so that we come to love in return.  The Spirit is God’s movement of ecstatic delight whereby  the spirit is the bonding, with an analogy to human love.  if you must use images, make them vigorous: fire, spring of water, seal, God’s embrace, joy, wind, breath, harmony, union, sweetness, warmth, pledge, eros, communication, transformer, holiness, balm, beauty, wisdom.  The key text is: 'God's love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us' (Rom 5.5).    The Spirit is, simply, God’s desire or God’s desiring.  The Spirit is the indwelling holiness of God, no less present in creation than in redemption, active in the lives of all, but most clearly in the lives of religious believers who know Christ.  

10. All humans are in touch with the only God there is, namely the God whose self-expression and self-bestowal come to us in Christ and the Spirit.  Always work and speak with the assumption that God is at work in the lives of all always and everywhere, that his work is not controlled by us and that his work in bringing people into union with Himself is unfinished.  ‘People live profound lives’ (Marilynne Robinson): remember this, and never underestimate the extent to which people live out the mystery of God in the most ordinary and surprising ways.  The doctrine of the Trinity tells us what there is in God that makes ‘living a profound life’ real and significant because all human life is lived out in ‘deep God’.  It tells us that God is a movement of expressiveness that can take an ordinary human life – someone who lived in Nazareth (‘Can any good come out of Nazareth?’ asks Nathanael (Jn 1.46) – and make it an unsurpassable mediation of the divine presence: hence Jesus is the form that God’s Word takes when God comes to us ‘for us and for our salvation’.   God is no less a movement of self-gift that we call God’s Spirit or Love.  So, God’s eternal existence (Father) is expressive (Word) and unitive (Love) and when you live out a Christian life with Christ in the Spirit, you’re living out the mystery of God in a conscious way, folding yourself back into the eternal reality of God, and able to live the most profound life possible.  Enjoy!  After all, it’s what you are made for.
� J. Duffy, Patrick in His Own Words (Veritas, 1985), 23.





