THE TEAMWORK OF THE TRINITY

How do we work at maintaining balance between relationality and individuality …between the many and the one…between being distinct and being connected?

It is the problem of unity in diversity which exercises our social relationships …and which can, indeed, be observed in every marriage.

Why do we see so few successful Teams?  In marriage or in any other field?  Why did the disciples lobby for the best positions?  Why did Miriam and Aaron object to Moses’ leadership, questioning whether the Lord spoke only through him?

As a result of the Fall, our cooperative genes were attacked by the virus of pride.

Are there any successful teams in the Scriptures?

Yes, a few.  David and Jonathan…Nehemiah’s wall-builders…

However, the list is not large.  Most of the successful alliances came when faced with the extreme conditions of warfare or persecution.  So, it is no surprise that Paul peppers his letters with appeals to “one anothering”.

One team stands alone, eternally, as our guide and model.  When we look at the Trinity, we can recognize a divine team of persons who cooperate undividedly, in order to bring redeemed creatures into the glorious life that they themselves have been sharing for all eternity.

God could have been solitary, like the Muslim Allah, but He isn’t.

God could have been as scattered as the stars, like the thousands of Hindu gods, but He isn’t.

Instead, He chose to be mysteriously One in Three.  Not merely three functions, but three persons.

It is often said that the concept of the Trinity was designed by cerebral Greek theologians several centuries after the simplicity of the primitive church.  Not true.  They extended and defined it, but the teamwork of the three persons permeates the New Testament.

HANDOUT

Here, I’ve selected 15 strong references to the three persons within the same or adjacent sentences.
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This is why each of the three main streams within the early church found it vital to explore the mystery of our Triune God.

1. The Greek Fathers of the Church certainly did go deep…and took their people with them.  By the fourth century, grumbles Gregory of Nyssa (330-395), the debate had become so widespread that:
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Chattering About the Triune God

“If you ask for change to make a purchase, someone philosophizes to you on the begotten and the unbegotten.  If you ask the price of bread, you’re told the Father is greater and the Son inferior.  If you ask is the bath ready, someone answers that the Son was created from nothing”.

We cannot recapture how vivid and how daily was the excitement aroused by the concept of the Trinity.  It was like Sport and Politics, rolled into one.  Coffee bars were full of it!

As Gregory insisted, more formally,—“Every operation which extends from God to the Creation…has its origin from the Father and proceeds through the Son and is perfected in the Holy Spirit” (Placher, Page 72).

2. In the Celtic Church, St. Patrick (390-460) wandered through the Irish countryside picking shamrocks to illustrate the Three in Oneness of our God.

In the poem known as St. Patrick’s Breastplate, he says:


“I bind unto myself the name, the strong name of the Trinity,


By invocation of the same, the Three in One, and One in Three,


Of whom all nature hath creation, Eternal Father, Spirit, Word.


Praise to the Lord of my salvation; salvation is of Christ my Lord”.

3. In the fifth century, in the Latin Church, St. Augustine (354-430) composed his definitive work on the Trinity.  However, he tended to separate the triune character of God from God’s work on our behalf, which made the concept too abstract (Placher, Note 54).

All three branches of our faith…Greek and Celtic and Latin…saw that the NT is saturated with the interplay of the three persons.

Much later, it was the cold rationalism of the Enlightenment that almost banished the Trinity from polite conversation.

The philosopher Kant wrote that the doctrine of the Trinity “provides nothing, absolutely nothing, of practical value”.

Similarly, Thomas Jefferson is worth quoting at length, for Americans, because he is quite typical:
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“When we shall have done away with the incomprehensible jargon of the 

Trinitarian arithmetic, that three are one, and one is three; when we shall

have knocked down the artificial scaffolding, reared to mask from view the

very simple structure of Jesus; when, in short, we shall have unlearned 

everything which has been taught since His day and got back to the pure

and simple doctrines He inculcated, we shall then be truly and worthily

His disciples”.

The Trinity is neither rational nor logical.  It defies reason.  And so a fog descended…and most evangelical churches became in effect Binitarian.  They saw only the Father and the Son: 2 in 1.

How may we believe in a God who insists on being imagined as one God, yet persists in displaying Himself in history as three persons?

A relational God designed us in His own image…and He knew that we needed one another…and that we needed Him.  Genesis 2:—“It is not good for the man to be alone…”.

God is social…hospitable…mutual…relational.  This is certainly good news for a person like me who had to break out of his imagined haven as a solitary lighthouse keeper!

God is the original Community, the supreme Society.

To be a person is to be related.  This relational God designed us in His own image.  We are not merely individuals, but persons in community.

“It is not good for the man to be alone…”.

The Trinitarian picture of God is a way of saying that, in Him, the values of both the personal and the social are integrated.  Though He is one, said Hilary of Poitiers, He is not solitary.  Indeed, Father is a relational term…and so is Son.

Jurgen Moltmann has written:
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“The life of God within the Trinity cannot be conceived of as a closed circle—the symbol of perfection and self-sufficiency…the Triune God is the God who is open to mankind, open to the world and open to time”.

For me, meditating on this mystery stimulates a love of friendship…a fresh desire to be connected…a lessening of my selfish introversion and my proud isolation.  I become less of an INTJ!  I commit to cooperation.

The fellowship of Father, Son, Spirit is our exemplar of loving mutuality.  Love is not merely something God does, but is the full expression of His own community.

Love is the most authentic mark of the Christian life.  Love among humans or within God requires community with others and a sharing of the deepest kind.  The doctrine of the Trinity is an account of their precious activity within the overall life of God.

Jesus, for example, is never alone: His Father directs Him and His Spirit supports Him.  So it is with us.  All the resources of God surround us.  Each of the persons of the Trinity is at the service of the others.

Thus, we come to experience the goal of salvation as being part of the divine fellowship, participating in the divine interaction of the Trinity.

Catherine laCugna puts it this way:
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“There is one life of the Triune God, a life in which we graciously have been

included as partners.  Followers of Christ are made sharers in the very life of

God, partakers of divinity as they are transformed and perfected by the Spirit of God…the doctrine of the Trinity is not ultimately a teaching about “God” but a teaching about God’s life with us and our life with each other”.

How essential this is today!  The Internet says learn by distributing information, but our faith insists that we should learn by developing relationships.  And it is relational or embedded truth that will allow us to engage post-modern people who have lost the belief that there is ultimate truth.

When we tackle an issue, we need to do at least three things:

· Decide on our approach

· Develop our understanding

· Work through it in practice

In each phase, Jesus is our primary resource.  He Himself explained that He was the Way (we approach)…the Truth ( we apprehend)…the Life (we experience).  Beyond data to wisdom!

Clearly, God created humanity after the pattern of Himself as Trinity.  Genesis 1:26—“Let us make man in Our image, in Our likeness, and let them rule over…the fish and the birds…and over all creatures”.  So, the Trinity is the blueprint we should follow, as we build our social institutions.  It lays the foundation for a society of brothers and sisters, of equals, in which dialogue and consensus are the basic ingredients for living well together (Boff).

Why do I hammer away at this?  Because men, especially, are competitive, individualistic, uncooperative.  When we look at the countries in which the work of The Navigators has faltered in recent years, we see the corroding effects of the desire that surfaces to “just do it my way”.

Instead, we and our leaders have to learn to compete in giving!  We have to draw their eyes up to the pattern that God displays:
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The Giving Pattern

· The Father so loved that He gave.

· The Son gives Himself, the ultimate gift.

· The Father and the Son give us the Spirit.

· The Spirit gives Himself to revealing Christ.

God is a symphony of giving love…and the incredible thing is that so much of it is directed at you and me!

We live in countries, in corporations, even in churches full of competitiveness, but our Triune God models mutual deference so striking that it rises to mutual glorification, as we see in John 17.  “Glorify your Son that your Son may glorify You”.

Let’s look at our Triune God at three pivotal points as we pursue God’s work in the world.  What is needed, if we are to spread the good news of God’s love in a desperate world?  What is our job?
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Discharging our Responsibilities

· To make it clear, we need to be commissioned.

· To make it possible, we need to be gifted.

· To make it effective, we need to be blessed.

Let’s briefly observe God in action, for us, in each of these three essentials:
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1.   The Commissioning

Matthew 28:16-20

“Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit…”.

2.   The Gifting


1 Corinthians 12:4-6

“There are different kinds of gifts, but the same Spirit.  There are different kinds 
of service, but the same Lord.  There are different kinds of working, but the same God works all of them in all men”.

3.   The Blessing


2 Corinthians 13:14

“May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all”.

Here, surely, we have the ideal of teamwork.  It is organic and relational.  And, marvelously, it is teamwork for our benefit.

The Trinity encompasses our interdependence as people, our need to work together.  It also encompasses our directional, purposeful nature, our need to move forward to achieve and make things happen, our individual hopes and fears.  We are made in the image of a relational God who is always stretching the bounds of the possibilities of creation.

The apostle Paul experienced this.  Thus, when he comes to write about the people of God, in his church-focused letter to the Ephesians, he cannot help underlining for us that we are to be the togetherness-people, the cooperative community, the consummate team.

Together…together…together.

To what end?  Ephesians 1:10—“To bring all things in heaven and earth together under one head, even Christ”.

I define a team as those who need one another to accomplish a purpose.  This is true of God Himself and it is true of us who are His agents.  The purpose is to bring all things in heaven and earth together under one head.

If this is so, we should expect the final act, the end of history, to be explicitly Trinitarian.  And so it is.  Let me close with some thoughts from the last two chapters of Revelation in which John struggles to express the inexpressible in human words.  This is our future…

At the end, when God creates a new heaven and a new earth, for His will to be perfectly expressed, we read in Revelation 21 and 22 that:

1. The Spirit says Come (22.17)…having shaped and prepared the people of God.

2. The Son confirms that He is coming soon…sending His messenger to prepare the people of God (22.16).

3. The Father stands ready to receive the people of God and to preside over the marriage of His Son.

The New Jerusalem is expressly Trinitarian:
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Our Future Home

1. This city of perfect goodness excludes all who are impure (21.27).  It is the Goodness of the Father, a holy city.

2. This city of perfect beauty, of pure gold as clear as glass (21.18), does not need the light of sun or moon, because the divine glory illuminates it (21.23).  It is the Beauty of the Son, a radiant city.

3. This city of perfect truth excludes all who practice falsehood (22.15).  It is the Truth of the Spirit, declaring and revealing the very throne of the Father and the Lamb.

In short, this city shines with the brilliance of the glory of the Triune God (21.11).

And what is this city?  It is us.  It comes down “prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband” (21.2).  It is “the bride, the wife of the Lamb” (21.9).  It is the city of redeemed humanity, inscribed on the gates with the names of the 12 Tribes and on the walls with the names of the 12 Apostles.  Human names!  And it is a city of worshipers.  All of us who carry the name of God (22.4) will fill the city and will reign forever and ever (22.5).

Result?  No more death (21.4).  No more curse (22.3).  It will be a time of the healing of the nations (22.2).  “I am making everything new” (21.5).

As Miroslav Volf writes in his study of the Church as the Image of the Trinity—
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Our Future Glory

“The future of the church in God’s new creation is the mutual personal indwelling of the Triune God and His glorified people”.


“Jehovah—Father, Spirit, Son—


mysterious Godhead, Three in One,


before thy throne we sinner bend;


grace, pardon, life to us extend”.









Edward Cooper, 1770-1833

“Behold what manner of love the Father has bestowed upon us, that we should be called the Sons and Daughters of God…and so we are”.
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NOTES

1. The Psychological Analogy.  Moves from unity to plurality.  Augustine to Anselm to Aquinas to Barth.  My mind exists…and it exists by knowing and loving.  “And so there is a certain image of the Trinity: the mind itself, its knowledge, which is its offspring, and love as a third; these three are one and one substance”.

Danger: implies that God is only one person, with a complex internal life.

2. The Social Analogy.  Moves from plurality to unity.  Richard of St. Victor, 12th century, to Moltmann.  God is love.  It would be disorderly of Him to love supremely that which is not perfect, for the creation is not supremely good.  Therefore, the Father and the Son need one another.  However, perfect love requires a third person with whom to share the perfection and to make it visible.

Danger: implies that there are three Gods.

3. The word for Spirit is feminine in Hebrew, neuter in Greek, masculine in Latin.
4. Leonardo Boff, a Catholic priest in Brazil, writes of the tensions that   we see in the political realm.  He argues at length that Capitalism emerges from the dominance of the One…and that Socialism imposes the dictatorship of the Many.  Capitalism tends to let individuals amass power, whereas socialism averages and collectivizes individuals.  Both, he points out, need the redemptive medicine offered by the Trinity.

5. “As soon as I begin to contemplate the Unity, the Trinity bathes me in its splendor.  As soon as I begin to think of the Trinity, I am seized by the Unity”…St. Gregory the Theologian.

6. “We have seen the true light, we have received the heavenly Spirit, we have found the true faith, we worship the undivided Trinity: for the same hath saved us”…the Orthodox Liturgy.

7. Perichoresis is not easily translatable.  It goes beyond mutual indwelling to be close to interpenetration. As I developed our Global Society some years ago, I thought of a progression through interaction to interdependence to interpenetration.  Perichoresis is first developed by the two Gregorys and by Basil in Cappadocia.  Also, by John of Damascus.
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THE TEAMWORK OF THE TRINITY

Some NT References to the Interactive Trinity

I Corinthians 12:4-6
Spirit



Lord



God

II Corinthians 13:14
Lord Jesus Christ

God



Holy Spirit

Romans 8:11

Spirit



(God)



Jesus

Romans 15:15-20
Christ Jesus

God



Holy Spirit

Galatians 4:4-6

God



Son



Spirit of His Son

Ephesians 4:4-6

Spirit



Lord



God and Father

Titus 3:4-6


God



Holy Spirit


Jesus Christ our Saviour

Matthew 28:19

Father


Son



Holy Spirit

Luke 1:35


Holy Spirit


Most High


Son of God

Luke 3:22


Holy Spirit


Voice from Heaven
Son 

John 14:16


(Jesus)


Father


Counselor 

John 16:15


Father


(Jesus)


Spirit

Acts 1:4-5


(Jesus)


Father


Holy Spirit

Acts 2:33


(Jesus)


Father


Holy Spirit

Acts 2:38-39

Jesus Christ

Holy Spirit


Lord our God

********************

Participation in Ephesians

Ten occurrences of the Greek prefix Sun

2.19     Citizens together

2.21     Joined together

2.22
Built together

3.6
Heirs together….members together….sharers together

3.18
Together with all the saint

4.3
In the binding together of peace

4.16     Joined together….held together
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Handout 2

PERICHORESIS

in

THE PRAYER OF THE SON TO THE FATHER

John 17

1. The mutual and supportive intimacy between Son and Father:


17:1 - "Glorify Your Son that Your Son may glorify You.


17:10 - "All I have is Yours and all You have is Mine".


17:11 - "We are One".


17:20 - "You are in Me and I am in You.

2. The ways in which we are drawn into the dynamics of their relationship:


17:9 - "I pray for those You have given Me, for they are Yours".

17:11 - "Protect them by the power of Your name....so that they may be one as We are One".

17:16 - "They are not of the world even as I am not of the world".

17:18 - "As You sent me into the world, I have sent them into the world".

17:19 - "For them I sanctify Myself, that they too may be truly sanctified".

17:21 - "That all of them may be one, Father, just as You are in Me and I am in You".

17:22 - "I have given them the glory that You gave Me, that they may be one as We are One".

17:23 - "I in them and You in Me".

17:26 - "That the love You have for Me may be in them".

The Father gives us the Son….the Son asks the Father to protect us when He departs….the Son invests in us the glory that the Father gave Him….the Father sends the Son who then sends us….and the connections are summed up in love.

Not only our love for this giving God, but our love for one another.

Not only the unity of this giving God, but our unity with one another.

“The whole dance or drama or pattern of this three-personal life is to be played out in each one of us or (putting it the other way round) each one of us has got to enter that pattern, take his place in that dance” C. S. Lewis in Mere Christianity.
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