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The mystery of the Trinity is the central mystery of Christ-

ianity, and the ~ay that Christianity is to be lived depends pro-

foundly on the meaning of this mystery. It is the thesis of this 

present article that our modern historical consciousness calls us to 

an interpretation of the salvific meaning of this mystery some~hat 

diff~rent from that' given by classical theology, because we have a 

different experi~nce of the ~orld, time and human agency. This 

somewhat revised interpretation is, we claim, called for by Scripture 

itself. To present this thesis and some basis for us, we shall (1) 

present a classical interpretation of the meaning of the Trinity for 

our Christian lives, (2) recall some changes in sensibility our modern 

historical consc~ousness carries ~ith it and some initial implications 

drawn from this for our understanding of the Trinity, and (3).make a 

specific proposal concerning a revision of our understanding of the 

salvi fie meaning of the Trinity appropriate to these circumstances. We 

do al l this ' in simply an introductory ~ay. 

1. A Classical Interpretation of the Trinity as Salvific Mystery 

Perhaps the person most influential in the s~irituality of the 

West has been Augustine, and so ~e may present his way of relating the 
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myster y of the Trinity to our experience of world and timef\ithout, 

however, deny ing the great differences among spiritualities 1n the 

Wester n Church . 

Augus tine was a convert to Christianity through the mediation of 

the Plat on ists and, In particular, the Neo-Platonist Plotinus and his 

interpreter Porphyry.l Through these Platonists he was able to gain 

some understanding of the r e ality of the spiritual or non-material 

order. Through the preach ing of Ambrose in Milan he was able to see 

that t here was some resolution of the tension between the Platonists' 

understanding of God as spiritual and the anthropomorphisms of 

Scripture . ~ore than this, he claimed to find the Christian mystery of 

the Trinity in Plotinus. There he found the Ultimate Principle of 
1,.(. 

reaiity to ~ the One which by a process of emanations gave rIse to 

all lower beings. The first to emanate from the One was the Nous, or 

Understanding, and through this there emanated the World Soul. Lesser 

bein g s , even matter, emanated in order from these. Plotinu~' philoso-

phy was 1n service of a de ep l y religious spirit, for it not only 

showed how lesser reality derived from the One, but how human beings 

may be fulfilled through a return to the One by a process of turning 

from what was ph y sical and outside to what is within us, from what is 

lower in us to wh at is higher and spiritual within us, and from this 

tc rise toward t h e One, thus ultimately becoming alone with the Alone. 

More than once in his life, Plotinus had experienced ecstacy in this 

return, though the fulfillment of this passage was to be found in the 

immortal life of the soul after death. 
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Augustine's understanding of the return of the soul to God IS 

influenced by this scheme to the extent that some scholars have inter-

preted his converSIon as a conversion to Neo-Platonis m rather than to 

Christianity. This is excessive, but it has had enough foundation to 

give it a semblance of truth for some scholars. We can see something 

of the way Augustine interpreted the ascent of the soul to God by his 

reflection on the mystical experience he and his mother had at Ostia 

shortly before her death. After recounting this experience, he 

ref 1 e c ted on it : 

Rising as our love flamed upward towards that Self-same, we 

passed In review the various lev~ls of bodily things, up to the 

heavens themselves , whence sun and moon and stars shine upon this 

earth. And higher still we soared, thinking in our minds and 

speaking and marvelling at Your works. And so we came to our own 

souls, and went beyond them to come at last to that region of 

richness unending, where You feed Israel forever with the food of 

truth; and there life is that Wisdom by which all things are made 

. And while we were thus talking of His Wisdom and panting 

for it, with all the effort of our heart we did for one instant 

. h. 2 attaIn to touc It. 

Here we have an account of a very personal experience, interpreted In 

terms of mysticism as basical l y a way of ~t, paSSIng beyond 

material things to our own interiority, from our knowledge In the 

order of sense to our deeper knowledge in the depth of our soul, and 

hence to God. There are close parallels here with one of the books of 
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Plotinus' Enneads.
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This was an experience Augustine ~~~fcneeQ 
with his mother, Monica. Thus friendshiip and communion with other 

human bein g s are more important In Augustine's spirituality than they 

were fo r P l otinus. This experience IS a transitory eX~e[leR€e of ec-

stacy or rapture which IS for Augustine a foretaste of the joy of 

heaven. 

We could show that something similar to the above scheme 1S found 

I" 

1n Augustine's interpretation of memory and als o~his view of time as a 

process by which we collect ourselves from multiplicity to an Inner 

unity b y relatin g to God, the realm of the immutable.
4 

But we 

restrict ourselves to noting that when Augustine late in life wrote 

his wor k De Trinitate, he moved further from Plotinus while still 

showing his influenc e . He emphasizes here that the human soul a~ an 

image of God as Triune has an inclination to return to God - a return 

that once mo re Augustine describes as a a movement from exterior to 

interior, from l ower to higher dimensions of the soul and hence to 

God. We must be purified to achieve this process, and this 

purification c ome s from the Incarnate Word through whom we receIve a nd 

contemplate Wisdom. "The truths of faith, the truths concerning the 

Incarnate Word, are the means whereby we pass from the temporal to the 

eternal". 5 

This was the focus of Augustine's spirituality. We should add 

that the events of profane history were not of great intrinsic meanIng 

for Augustine. It means little to a Christian what earthly rule he 

lives under, so long as it preserves a pea'e that allo~s the Gospejto 
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be preached and spread. In De Civitate Dei Augustine recognized 

certain stages o f history but he also emphasized the transcendence of 

the Christian's destiny over that of an earthly state such as the 

Roman Empire, showing that it IS not the ultimate evil for even such 

an earthl y state to pass away. 

We present this as a skeleton example of a classical trinitar-

Ian spiritualit y , whil e acknowledging that even in the West there were 

quite diverse spiritualities. Thomas Aquinas, for example, had a 

different view of human knowledge, ascribed more intrinsic meanIng to 

the political community, and identified the individual more frankly 

with the body-soul composite than Augustine at times did. But I n many 

ways he was an Augustinian - e.g., In his acceptance of an "exitus 

reditus" model of theology (creatures proceeding from God In a 

gradation of lpvels of being and returning to him through Jesus Christ 

) ° b O 

° f d 6 as Word Incarnate, and the Immuta 111ty 0 Go. 

2. Historical the Tr ini .ty 

We would now like to (a) recall very briefly some changes I n 

sensibility and situation In our time that challenge classical 

Christian spirituality such as that of Augustine, 3nd (b) show some 

few ways in which a response to this I1~U-<;ltjon has evoked renewed 

reflection on the Trinity. 

(a) An awareness of the world, time and human agency that we can 

call historical consciousness challenges in our time a classical 

Christian spirituRlity such as that of Augustine. Vatican II noted 

5 



something of this change In our culture In its Introduction to the 

"Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World" (Gaudium 

et Spes ) : 

Today, the human race IS passing through a new stage of its 

history. Profound and rapid changes are spreading by degrees 

around the whole wor l d. Triggered by the intelligence and 

creative energies of man, these changes recoil upon him, his 

decisions and desires, both individual and collective, and upon 

his manner of thinking and acting with respect to things and 

pe o ple. Hence we can already speak of a true social and cultural 

transformation, one which has repercussions on man's religious 

7 
life as well. 

Whereas In much of classical Christianity, what it meant to be 

~'.1mal! was tied in with the e2:~'p~!..lence of nature in ;:;n a ricultural 

ti. . I. r 
society and with a hierarchic~ ~~ forme~ social order_~nd ge~_~r~c 

u~se, all of this h a s changed in our time . In the earlier age, the 

classical experience and understanding of the human greatly inf l uenced 

the theological interpretation of the human person's return to God. 

But today men and women experience the context of their existence much 

more as history than nature, more as human community than interaction 

with nature, more as determined by their decisions in life than by 

tradition and the need to accomodate to the cycle of nature, more as 

determining the future than being determined by the past or present. 

Hen and women of our time consider 

",.11 
portant'l think that its shape wi 11 

history and its future very im­
v,. ow", 

largely depend upon the~ ~ 

6 



decisions and those of the political, economIC and cultural 

institutions of which they are members, experience tensions among 

individuals and societies that threaten the realization of a future 

society more In accord with human dignity, and are torn between hope 

and fear about their future. This sensibility, which is described at 

. b h h' .. . , 8 tImes y t e p rase modern hIstorIcal conscIousness, gIves a 

positive value to secular history and change that IS not found in 

Augustine and other classical spiritualities that were developed In 

rather hierarchical and traditional societies. For many this is not an 

optimistic view. In fact, as Pope John Paul wrote in his first 

encyclical: 

The man of today seems ever to be under threat from what he 

produces, that IS to say from the result of the work of his hands 

and, even more so, of the worl( of his intellect and the 

tendencies of his wi 11 . It IS or can be directed against him. 

This seems to make up the malO chapter of the drama of 

present-day human existence in its broadest and universal 

dimension. Man therefore lives increasingly in fear.~ if 

The future seems menacIng to many people In our time. 

An unrestricted orientation in our t~chnolo&ica~ world that sac-

rificed the present and human relations provoked its own antibodies 

that were particularly virulent In North America and ~estern ~~pe In 

the late 1960's and early 1970's but that still have their effects. ------
This was widely called a 'counter culture' and it took many forms.Many 

people lost confidence in institutions and dropped out of the 

7 
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overachieving societies of which they were a part. In a~new 

~fh Th~ \ L 
romanticism, many ~£ . • ~e returned to nature and the natural, and 

sought their guidance from their own interiority or the wisdom of 

those who were close to nature, such as the lore of Indian tribes. 

Associated with this was an explosion of interest in the religions of 

the East, and particularly Hinduism and forms of Buddhism. Many cults 

emerged in the United States, some of which were imports from the East 
,[ --- - - -- --

or hybrids between ~estern and Eastern religions. Many who remained in 

the mainstream accepted aspects of this counter culture. For example, 

many adopted a more de!tached relationship to the Church, considering 
'-' 

themselves spiritual but not religious. These tended to find their 

religion more in communing with nature or"God on their own; they found 

an identification with a concrete religious institution and communi~y 

to be mor(e a hindrance than a help. We can say that some of these 
'--

found an interiority such as that of classical trinitarian 

spirituality appealing and indeed emphasized it more than Augustine 

d 
" 10 df " 

an others dId. ~lnst such counter-cultural movements, we can 

say that Ahe change In human self-understanding that our modern human 

exper ien ce has indu ced IS basically valid, for these experiences show 

us something of what it means to be human. To be human is indeed to be 

involved in history in differing cultures, to shape one's life through 

interacting with the culture and society that are one's environment, 

to restructure oneself progressively as one goes through stages of 

life and as one's environment changes. Many people, however, make a 

total dichotomy between a contemporary understanding of what it means 

8 



to be human and a classical VIew. They have identified being human 

wholly with a pragmatic, utilitarian or consequentialist search for 

results In history, and have lost the sense of an intrinsic meanIng to 

human living. Such a shift has in part contributed to the extreme 

reaction found in the new romanticism of part of the counter-culture. 

But this IS not justified. Human persons engage in their environment 

and direct themselves to a future with a definite human potential In 

view of which certain ways of acting enhance their humanity and that 

of their societies, and others diminish it.ll Amid the great 

pluralism of environments and individual potentials, there is also a 

commonality of human potential that is intrinsically differentiated by 

sex, age, historical circumstances, etc. And the future that one IS 

oriented to IS not only one's own but that of others as well, of our 

individual human community and the larger human community including 

even a succeSSIon of generations connecting us to the past as well as 

to the future. We are, as ecological problems are forcing all to 

recognize now, part of nature as well as historical beings. Neither 

technocracy nor romanticism is sufficient for our present 

self-understanding and guidance. 

(b) There have been attempts to relate the Trinity as salvific 

mystery more positively to history in our time than is found in 

cla~sical theology. For example, the Church at Vatican II acknowledge~ --------------
that there were a number of aspects of traditional Christian 

spirituality that needed modificRtion in our time because of the 

changed situation and sensibilities. In fact, the purpose of Vatican 

9 



II was pastoral and specifically a ceraln adaptation of the Church so 

that its message and life could be communicated In a manner more 

. . 12 
approprIate to our present culture - an agglornamento. In re-

ference to the mystery of the Trinity, the Council stressed its sal-

vific meaning rather than the interior relations among the Three 

Persons of the Trinity. It showed that the orIgIn of the Church is the 

Father's plan and sending of his Son into the world to redeem it. The 

Son fulfilled his mISSIon by his preaching of the kingdom, his 

suffering, death and resurrection. And having ascended to the Father, 

he sent the Holy Spirit to his community to interiorize what he had 

done for them, to evoke a mIssIonary spirit In his disciples, and to 

dwell In his people, leading them tc communIon with Father, Son and 

Holy Spirit as sons 
11 

and daughters. - ihus the source and goal of the 

Church and its work is the Trinity. The Church is a sacrament of 

salvation because it IS a sacrament of the Trinity, and it seeks to 

bring men and women into communIon with the Trinity and t o a 

communio~wit h one another modeled on that of the Trinity. Also, the 

Council's emphasis on charisms of the Holy Spirit given to members of 

the Church has had a profound effect in the Church. The Church has 

turned to the mystery of the Trinity for renewal of its life and 

self-direction in the changing world of today. 

There have also been new theological articulations of the Trinity 

that seek to integrate history more than previously. For example, ~~~ l 

Rahner reacted against the common Catholic emphasis in theology of the 

Trinity on the problem of how there could be three persons In one God, 

10 



and he emphasized that the mystery of the Trinity is a salvific 

mystery and should be considered from that perspective.
14 

Jurgen 
/..---- --=---"--..-:-; 

~-~n approached the ques t i on of God in his Theo logy of Hope from 

the perspective of apocalyptic and later from that of the crucifixion. 

The question of God is an answer to the problem of evil that we 

experIence, and the Christian answer to this IS God's promIse of the 

apocal yptic kingdom that will be given to us through the parousia or 

second comin g of Jesus Christ, and that evokes in Christians today an 

effort to change the world toward justice. Who God is 1S tied up with 

the kingdom; he is the power of the future that comes to us from the 

future .
IS 

This book was criticized for downplaying the significance 

of the present and the past. In a later book, The Crucified God, 
--.~ 

~mphasized that God identified himself with human suffering 

in the cross of Jesus Christ. He articulated the mystery of the 

Trinity from the perspective of the cross. On the cross the Father In 

love suffered the deliverance of the Son to death, and the Son 

experienced abandonment by the Father. It is in virtue of this rupture 

that the distinction of Father and Son was eternally constituted. And 

the rupture was overcome by the unifying impact of love that is the 

I 
., 16 

Ho y Sp1rlt. Holtmann thus considers that God is Triune in virtue 

of what happens In history. 

3 . Historical Consciousness and the S~~~~~, of the Trinit 

How can we articulate the salvific meanIng of the Trinity I n a 

way that can give more positive importance to history and our 

11 
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responsibilities for it than Augustine seemed to do? In an answer to 

this, Scripture is the key, for a theology of the Trinity in our time 

1S wholly dependent upon and secondary to the basis on which the first 

Christians articulated its beginnings. 

The evangelists wrote the gospels from the perspective of the 

fuller faith they had after the resurrection and the coming of the - --- - -------
Holy Spirit. Approaching the synoptics from this perspective, we 

recall that the center of Jesus' ministry was his proclamation of the 

kingdom of God and his making this present to the people. That is, he 

proclaimed amd made present to the people God's offer of his 

definitive and never-to-be-surpassed intervention to save them and 

give them communion with himself. The beginnings of the revelation of 

the mystery of the Trinity are found in Jesus' mediation of the king-

dom, for it could not be understood without his revealing something of 

the interrelationship among the Father, Jesus and the Spirit. 17 By 

Jesus' initiative to preach to the poor and heal the sick, he was 

showing God's own attitude of mercy and initiative to seek us and save 

us. By his words and deeds he was revealing that God was love in the 

sense of having the total initiative in offering salvation out of 

mercy. To express this he constantly called God Father (e.g. In the 

parable of prodigal son, Lk 15:11-13). Jesus engaged in his ministry 

from the secret sustenance of his intimacy with the Father, an 

intimacy shown in his long periods of prayer and which he expressed by 

calling God Abba (Mk 14:36) In a way unique to himself and 

unparalleled in Judaism. He showed that there was a mutuality and 

12 



reciprocit y between himself and his Father (Mt 11:25-27) that allowed 

him to speak so confidently of the Father. - While there IS very 

little that Jesus said of the Spirit In his public life, there was a 

theme of a dynamis or power comIng from Jesus In his exorCIsms and 

healings that, under the influence of later Christian reflection, was 

ascribed to the Spirit of God (see Lk 11:20; Ht 12:28). He was 

understood to be a charismatic, one anointed by the Spirit and filled 

with the Spirit eLk 2:15, 31, 67). We should add that while the saving 

intervention Jesus offered was primarily a liberation from the evil of 

sin and Satan, and a communIon with God, it had implications in the 

political order in reference to the oppreSSIon that the Jews 

experienced under Roman rule. What Jesus offered was the way to peace 

even In the political order, and a rejection of Jesus' offer of the 

kingdom was foreseen by Jesus to be a rejection as well of that peace 

18 
eLk 19:41-44). One cannot understand Jesus' mediation of the 

kingdom or salvation without understanding his relationship with the 

Father and the Spirit. In this sense the mystery of Trinity IS a 

salvific mystery. 

Reflections of the first Christians on the post-resurrection ex-

experIence also show the same reality, though now in a new context. 

James Dunn, a highly respected New Testament scholar, writes: 

After Jesus' death the earliest Christian community sprang 
--,-- ~ -

dir~ectly from a sequence of epochal experiences of two distinct 
-..../ 

sorts - experiences in which Jesus appeared to individuals and 

groups to be recognized as the one who has already experienced 

13 
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t he eschatological J esurrection from the dead, ~nd experIences of - - - .-~- -

religious p.cstasy and enthusiasm recognized as the manifestation 

of the eschatological Spirit. 
19 

How is God's salvation mediated by Jesus and the Spirit In the per-

spective of the early Church? It IS through answering this that we 

understand somethin~ of the Trinity as a salvific mystery for us 

today. What we present here are just a few fragments of this large 

theme in the New Testament, but fragments honest to its thrust. 

"Salvation" in the f'>ew Testament {;;j initially f future ~, as 

In fact IS "kingdom". In the Our Father, we pray "thy kingdom come" 

(Lk 11:2). Paul did nol use the word "kingdom" much; In speaking to 
~ -. -- -~--------. 

the Gent i les, it was more appropriate to use the word !, =..!:.}:!~..!.i.9!! ". 

This IS what God's kingship offered through Jesus Christ. But this 

salvation is something for which we still hope. Paul writes: "Now that 

we have been justified by his blood, it IS all the more certain that 

we shall be saved by him from God's wrath" (Rom 5:9). Salvation IS an 

eschatological gift that Jesus gained for us through his death and 

resurrection and we receIve through faith. 

To understand this, it IS important to recall that the early 

Christians interpreted the resurrection of Jesus in the context of 

apocalyptic literature . The apocalyptic understanding of salvation IS 
--== 
above all given by the book of Daniel. The author of this book 

pr~claimed God's salvation to people who were being persecuted by 
'--' 

.~, !1t ; 0chus Epipha:1~s IV fo, their fidelity to their Jewish religious 

customs and who experienced their human inc~pacity to bring about 

14 
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their liberation. In a serles of ViSions the author assured them that 

{< IC 
very soon, in the age to corne as distinct from the present age 

dominated by evil, God would take the 
• .. . (0 
Initiative to save them. In a 

--------- --- ----._-- _ _____ 0 

passage that the New Testament authors found fulfilled in Jesus, 

Daniel spoke of a vision in which he saw: 
0""---

One like a son of man coming on the clouds of heaven. When he 

reached the Ancient One and was presented before him, He received 

dominion, glory, and kingship; nations and peoples of every 

? 

<j~&.....-<.b (:> 

language serve hi~ . His dominion IS an everlasting dominion that ' r 
( sha 11 not ( I ~, /) /}Jw~ 7C..{J.) ~ 

be taken away, his kingship shall not be destroyed Dan /' ~~~ U~-~· 

\ _ 7 : 12 -1 4 ) . 

This dominion or kingship that the one like a son of mAn would 

receive and exercise in an everlasting manner was understood i.n the 

Q;jJJ'(;;.p~ --, uuu ~ / 
'" ~ e, ul",';Ye ~~. 

early Church to have been given to Jesus and would be exercised by him 

when he came again at the Parousia. The resurrection of the dead, as - ----
well as the kingdum of the son of man, was a part of the promise of 

apocalyptic literature (Dan 12:1-3). The first ascription to Jesus of 

a title of divinity was possibly in reference to this Lordship he 

would exercise when he came again. The early Christian prayer, 

marai atha!, "Come, Lord Jesus" (Rev 22:20; 1 Cor 16:22) may reflect 
/ 

l 20 
thiS. The first use of the word "salvation" In the early Church 

referred to this mysterious future event that Jesus would brinJrbout. 

It was soon realized, however, that Jesus was already exercIsing 

this Lordship, this saving kingship and power. He will not begin to 

exercise it only when he comes again. Jesus entered into this exercise 

15 
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of his savlng power through being exalted to God's right hand, l.e. 

through being glven a share In his dominion. It is from there that he 

has sent his Holy Spirit - the eschatological gift (Joel 3:1-5). It IS 

the exalted Jesus who continues to be with his disciples (Mt 28:20). 

It is he who celebrates the anticipation of his messianic banquet with 

his followers in the eucharist in which he also sacramentally 

symbolizes and recalls his suffering and death for us - that great 

sign of the Father's love for us (Rom 8:32).21 It is he who sends 
\-,-

his disciples on their mission as the Father had sen~ and works 

through them, who is the head of the Church and whose body his 

followers constitute. The point we are makiug is that the Christ or 

Son of God who is operating now to save us IS Jesus Christ who has 
, 

gone into t he fulness of the future kingdom and from there already 

acts In this world to exerCIse the saving power of the age to come 

through his Spirit and for and on and through his disciples. 

. . .//-~ . 
It IS true that In the ~rch the moment at whIch Jesus is 

declared divine IS pushed back further and further - to the resurrec-

tion (anticipation of the mystery of the Parousia), to the baptism of 

Jesus, to his conception, to the first point of creation and to before 

creation, until we have the latest New Testament Christology In the 

p~olog~e to Jo~~s~spel. But Jesus Christ as he comes to us from the 

I 
Father now is the one who has gone before uS into the fulness of the 

kingdom and exerCIses his saving impact upon us from there. 

The Spirit he has given U~ is the po~er and life of the age to 

come already operative in this life. The exalted Jesus sent his Spirit 

16 
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to the community of his disciples (Acts 2) to gIve them savIng power, 

to transform them interiorly, to move them to proclaim the good news 

throughout the world (Acts 1:8). This Spirit leads Christians to pray 

to God as Abba (Rom 8:15) as Jesus did, to live hy the Spirit, to be 

the temple of God (1 Cor 3:16), to confess that Jesus is Lord (1 Cor 

12:3), to have and exerCise charisms for the upbuilding of the body of 

Christ, to pray and long for Christ's comIn g , etc. As St. Paul writes, 

"We ourselves, although we have the Spirit as first fruits, groan 

inwardly while we await the redemption of our bodies. In hope we were 

saved, but hope is not hope if its object IS seen" (Rom 8:23 -24). 

This theme :could be dev~loped at much greater length, but the 

point that I wish to make through this recall of Scripture's teaching 

is that, counter to the way Augustine envisaged the Son and the Spirit 

coming to us and evoking our return to the Father, what is central in 

the New Testament is that the Son and the Spirit come to us from the 

kingdom or the age to c ome into which Christ entered and from which, 

I 
as the fulness and liberation of history, he is already exercising 

that saving influence that will be apparent when he comes again. In 

this sense the Spirit and Son come to us from the future. And they 

evoke our union with the Father not by disengaging us from history but 

by centering us on where the true liberation and fulfillment of 

history is found. It is true that the eternal Word became flesh and 

dwelt among us to reveal God. And in this sense the Origin of all the 

. . ~ 11 22 wcrld ccme to us 3~d ca11s us to return to the OrIgIn 0L 5 • But 

the point at which Jesus became <l "life gIVIng spirit" (l Cor 15:45; 
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- - --- - ----------------------- - _ ._- ._. __ .... _ . . 

see also In 7:39 ) was his resurrection and exaltation - his entrance 

into the world to come. It 1S from the age Christ 
' -- -

and the Spirit now come to us with thei ~ sa ~i~~ influence and mediate - --
our return to God. Thus by returning to the beginning -- I 

o the fulness of of history and the world but by opening ourselves 

oppression s that people suffer from others In this present world. It --_._---- .•. -'-------------------------
has a political dimension. 
--~ 

This r e newed biblical understanding that the savlng prespnce of 

God is mediated to us from th e age to come helps us to rearticulate 

aspects o f the Christian message 1n a wa y that meets men and women In 

their self-understanding, without imposing on them dimensions of a 

classical anthr o p o logy that were .excessively dependent upon the 

culture o f t hat time. Th is he lps us to plac e the challenge of the 

Christian me s sa~e 1n a transcendence that embraces history and its 

tasks rat her than disengages us from it. And it he lp us to present the 

Christian message in its relation to what men and women find their 
'---' 

greatest anxieties to be. This invol ves a shift from an earlier ------------------theolog y of the Trinity but not a dismissal of it. That theology has 

been primaril y one that dwelt on the Father, Son and Holy spiri~in 
their eternal re l ations with one another within the Trinity. What the 

apocalyptic understanding of the kingdom directly affects is our 

interpretation o f the missions of the Son and the Spirit in the 

- - - " - - -

,-:'\ 
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present order of salvC!.~j_on. Even here, this new context for 
... ---- --

interpretation of the missions incorporates much that earlier 

theologians said rather than contradicts it. 

- ---------
For example, ~e can ~gr~th tradition that the visible mISSIon 

of the Son or Word took place 2,000 years ago in Jesus of Nazareth, 

the Word Incarnate, and that he won salvation for us through his life, 

ministry, suffering, death and resurrection. A visible mission of the 

Holy Spirit occurred at Pentecost at the beginning of the Church. But 

that visible mission of the Spirit and the invisible mission of both 

the Son or Jesus Christ and the Spirit~ tak~l~ce in the Church 

and our lives now comet to us from the age to come, \ the ful~es~ of the r__ ._ --------__ 
future kingdom. Christ wi 11 save us and fu lly reveal the Father when 
'--~'--" 

t( (A 

he comes agaIn, but he IS doing so pa r t i a I 1 Y now. He speaks to us now 

In the Church through recalling wha t he sa i d and did during his 

earthly ministry. In our future-oriented world, it IS appropriate that 

we recover the future dimensions of revelation and its present 

communication to us without losing our faith that God has spoken to us 

his definitive Word. The invisible mission of the Spirit within our 

hearts now in time is to lead us to the ful~ess of history, free us 

from fixations on the present that block this future from our care, 

and transform us even here In history so that we seek to instantiate 

the kingdom within history as we can, even at the cost of the cross. 

We may conclude by briefly comparing this view with an aspect of 

Holtmann's position and of a classical position on the relation of the 

Trinity to time. ~hile it agrees with Holtmann's position that God 

19 

Q 
( 

n 
:/ 



• 

exerCIses his savIng influence on us from the future and that God by 

this see k s to lead us not only to self-transformation but 

transformation of the 1oI0rld, it differs from him in that it does not 

make the Trinity depend for its constitution on history. And IoIhile it 

agrees loIith classical theology that the Trinity IS eternal and In no 

dependent upon history for its existence, it differs from t-he :)3)' 

it~ viewt~ the loIay the Trinity has a saving influence upon us, 
o..S 

because it sees this at presentAmediated by Jesus Christ exalted at 

God's right hand and thus comIng to us from the age to come or the 

I 
fulness of the future. A classical theology might say that the Trinity 

is eternal and relates to all points of time by one divine act and the 

'nolol of eternity' that can touch all points of time in one act. Thus 

the re IS no future for God, and he has the same immediacy to each ~c~ 
point of time as to every 

~ 
other. But in answer to this, loIe can say ./ --------- -_ .. _-_.-

that the T:jnit x 's : aving influenc~~ed by the ma~- ~~sus ,J_ ,} (-e.. 
'---=------- ------=-----------:::: ~-Vl-l) ~, / 

in his position as Lord of the kingdom to come~ ~(~ego~ ~~~ 
_~O<D-V~ ~/ 

Christ 

mediated to us through the ultimate future of history. One cannot 

argue directl y from characteristics of God's relation to human beings 

In virtue of creation to such characteristics in virtue of redemption 

or the kingdom. ~or can one argue directly from the latter to the 

former. 
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22. The tendency in Augustine and other Fathers to concentrate on 

this aspect of the Trinity's presence to us and restoration of us 
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logical dimensions of the mystery may be due in part to the fact 

that classical non-Christian peoples considered people's union 

with the Sacred was through myths and rituals that restored them 

to the origins of things. Mircea Eliade speaks of the way that 

initiation rituals in traditional societies "abolish profane, 
<.. -

chronological Time and recover the sacred Time of myth," and 

myths recount what the gods did at the origin of the world. See 

M. Eliade, Myth and Reality (New York, Harper Torchbook, 1968) 

140 and passim. Plotinus' view did not emerge without the 

influence of religion, and Augustine's view was, as we recalled, 

influenced by Plotinus. 
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