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Essay
“To what extent, if at all, is the Doctrine of the Trinity significant in understanding the Doctrine of Creation? Give reasons for your answer.”

“The place given, or not given, to the Trinity is determinative of the character of any doctrine of creation”  [Gunton: Edinburgh, 1977, p53]
One of the most interesting items in the Vatican Museums is a 4th century funerary carving known as the “Dogmatic”, or “Trinity”, Sarcophagus. It appears to depict the three Persons of the Trinity, identically bearded, present at the creation of Eve; and, separately, the figure of the Incarnated Word (seemingly friendly rather than fierce or judgemental) standing between Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. Similar imagery appears on baptismal fonts, but does it have any doctrinal significance? Robin M. Jensen strongly asserts that in a largely pre-literate society, “visual art is a mode of theological reflection” [Jensen, in Hornik & Mikael: Macon, 2003, p36] and that modern interpreters must accord to art objects as much authority as they would to written documents. Can, then, a Nicene period artefact reveal something of an early belief that creation was the work not of an abstract deity or demiurge but of a fully personed Trinity?
Colin Gunton argues that “however remarkable the claim, whatever the origin of the words used to express it, and however incredible may appear the content, there appears to have developed soon after the death of Jesus a widespread Christian confession to the effect that the one through whom God had acted to save the world was also the agent of its creation” [Gunton: Eugene, 1990, 1992, p22: emphasis added]. And yet while there is strong New Testament attestation to Jesus’s authority over the created order - calming waves, healing demoniacs, transforming water (which is always creational) into wine – Western theology appears to have lost sense of Jesus’s authorship; “lost” being the appropriate term since such a belief seems to have been part of 4th century confessional practice, even if subsequently lost to theology. As Karl Rahner admits at the beginning of The Trinity, a majority of the modern faithful are de facto monotheists.
Gunton insists strongly (he calls it an “outrageous generalisation”) that “the only satisfactory account of the relation between creator and creation is a Trinitarian one” [Gunton: Eugene; 1990, 1992, p75] and that Jesus must be considered lord of creation in such a way that He must be understood to be the one through whom it was made, in whom it coheres and to whom it moves” [Gunton: Eugene, 1990, 1992, p34]. There is some textual evidence for such beliefs in the Fourth Gospel, in Hebrews and Colossians, where Jesus is understood to be a creator as well as a redeemer, but John tends to overlook eschatology, breaking the notion that creation is a personal act that permits divine activity in time while preserving the eternity of the divine essence.
The involvement of the three Persons of the Trinity in creation seems to have been lost to Western theology between Augustine, who, still susceptible to Platonic idealism and to Manichaean distrust of material reality, places undue emphasis on creation as “beginning”, through Aquinas, and before Luther, who re-establishes the primacy of Spiritus Creator. Augustine promotes a view of God as pure, timeless mind, when it is in fact through time and the Son’s Spirit-guided labour that God creates a reality that is not merely an aspect of himself. Karl Rahner insists that the creation is the real self-communication of Himself as love and forgiveness, which can only be effected by a Triune nature. The familiar formula of by the Father, through the Son, and with the Holy Spirit, can seem like what Rahner calls “prepositional juggling”, while the traditional distinctions of God the enabler, Christ the creator and Holy Spirit the perfecter carry an awkward whiff of Fordism and divinity as division of labour rather than a relational communion. The concept of a three-personed God, identical in essence but separately hypostatised, is also instinct with a tensing of the salvation story as past, present and future, but complicated by a modern over-emphasis on causality, by a switch from theological to philosophical explanation, and by a strong developmental lag between epistemology and ontology, with one or other assuming undue prominence at different times. Aspects of a triune creation can be detected in the Hebrew Bible, not just in the possibly rhetorical use of plural pronouns, but also in the identification of the Spirit as a creative force and in kings and prophets as putative saviours of a nation, and by extension all humankind. The loss of such an understanding might be attributed to the undue emphasis in Western theology on the historical and prophetic books of the Hebrew Bible and the consequent de-emphasis on the Wisdom literature. G.L. Prestige shows, citing Eusebius, that it is the Logos who “altogether apart from the fact of the incarnation ‘always continuous pervades the whole matter of the elements, and of actual bodies; and as being creator-word of God, stamps on it the principles of the wisdom derived from Him’” [Prestige: London, 1936, 1952, pp35 – 36]. Prestige goes on to point out that while such emphasis seems to downplay the work of the Holy Spirit, “no very sharp line was commonly drawn between their respective activities” in respect of the creation [Prestige: London, 1936, 1952, p36]. This is consistent with Irenaeus’s notion of the Second and Third Persons as the “two hands” of God, not his tools as artificer, but as part of the essential divine nature.
The most striking thing about the Dogmatic Sarcophagus is that the two Creation/Eden scenes are friezed in the upper register with the marriage at Cana, the miracle of the loaves, and the raising of Lazarus, thus bringing creation and final resurrection into the same visual/thematic plane. This is doctrinally sound as well as visually striking. Though Karl Barth almost slides into the curious position of asserting that covenant precedes creation as a pre-temporal compact with a mankind not yet formed, it is clear that in almost all the ancient creation myths (and calling them such reinforces the faulty emphasis) weight falls on creation as event and not as a superficially tensed but covenanted experience of present enjoyment and aid when required and, almost uniquely in the Christian case, expectation of “future” perfection. The ancient demiurges do not simply bring into being; they also sustain, providing food, confounding enemies, protecting from harm. Christian eschatology – which cannot be separated from understanding of the creation – leads through the sinful confusion of creator-worship with creation-worship to renewed and completed adoration of God. But placing too much emphasis on either creation-as-event or Last Things leads to a denigration of the creation as our lived reality. Confusing worship of God with worship of “nature” (including “human nature”) may be the source of our Fall, but failure to enjoy the creation as the freely-willed gift of God threatens to deliver a theology which wobbles between the abstractly mechanistic and the pantheistic; even Aquinas falls victim to a drift into pantheism. Irenaeus is arguably the first of the Church Fathers to show that joyful enjoyment of the creation (shaped by the Logos and as embodied in the bread and wine of Eucharist), is not sinful; it is, after all, “very good”. Athanasius starts on a similar line, but his Trinitarianism is directed against a different heresy and takes a different path.
Interestingly – Gunton makes repeated note of this – there is a strong correlation between ascriptions of real humanity to Christ and those passages which indicate Him as creator. In obedience to the Father and through the perfecting action of the Spirit, the Logos comes into a realm to which he stands not just as creator but as upholder. The imagery of the Dogmatic Sarcophagus, fascinatingly, is one of abundance and the attitude of Adam and Eve, in common with a great deal of early Christian art, is devoid of shame. Kenotic theology again overstates an event against its timeless qualities; kenosis implies plerosis, otherwise the compact between God - who if his otherness is to be maintained and our theology protected from necessitarianism, can only be distinguished from mankind via a Trinitarian theology - and mankind can only be distant, mechanistic and uninvolved, in the direction of a strand of modernity that elevated science over religion and “nature” over mankind.
Almost all delayed reactions to acknowledged evil involve over-reaction; our current environmental foolishness is a strong case in point. Gunton warmly endorses a healthy return to measured anthropocentrism and to the concept of human “dominion” over nature, which is not the same as exploitation and closer to Irenaeus’s implied connection between living-worshipfully-in-the-world and confessional celebration. Aquinas’s account of creation only takes account of Genesis and makes nothing of the evidences of the New Testament; but then Aquinas was writing against the background of a feudal governance in which joyless tribute to the sovereign entailed despoliation of the natural resource, a pattern that has continued in modified form into industrial modernity and fiscal economics. The natural world understood as a freely-given gift that contains and represents the higher gift that is its covenanted direction would be treated very differently, still as our unique and special home, but one whose upholding is dependent on God (who seemed to be cut off from the creation by the scholastics) and whose enjoyment is only a quotidian measure of the joy to come. In the Summa Theologia, Aquinas acknowledges that creation is end-directed and that redemption and perfection are not simply the end – in both senses – but the very purpose of a non-necessary creation itself.
In place of the hierarchical progression of realities proposed by neoPlatonism, Christian theology proposes that there are two realities: God and his creation, in which mankind reigns supreme “in the image”, a term which as strongly points to moral and teleological responsibility as it does to a flattering godliness; emperors placed their own images in statuary and on coinage as a reminder of where tribute should be ultimately directed, and the human stamp is likewise. If God and creation are not to be kept distinct forever, over some incommunicable event horizon expressed by “creation” as a very abstract fiat, there has to be a sense of creation-as-gift, as responsibility and as promise, and that only seems possible via a triune creator, who both economically and immanently (Rahner’s great conjunction) guarantees that Godhead is relational rather than absolute, actual rather than abstract and as meaningful in the temporal realm as in the eternal.
The Dogmatic Sarcophagus was made at a time when the parousia was still expected imminently, so the temporal binding of first and last things was very close indeed. It juxtaposes Eden with miracles and with the final raising of the dead, so confirming that first creation and its perfecting are inextricably bound together through the Old and New Adam, and that the Second and Third Persons of the Trinity are present in all. It is suggestive that the Sarcophagus captures the moment when Eve (child-scaled) is brought to life, all this in anticipation of the climactic day of creation, on which God “rests” in anticipation of the “rest” that precedes the Resurrection. Eve, who is conventionally villainised in a warped theology, provides the womb that will one day deliver the incarnated Word into the world he shaped out of nothingness, with love and out of his Father’s free will. As Francis Watson expresses it, God is labour, love and rest, expressed “not in the firm of a passive, static presence, but in an active, dynamic, self-transcending movement towards the emergence and reproduction of life and breath” [Watson; Edinburgh 1994, p 144]. Thus the creation is inherently Trinitarian. Our problems in understanding this lie in the unavoidable recognition that our doctrines are now hedged and insecurely bounded as speech-acts and text, forever colliding with the insufficiencies of verbal language. Sometimes, like creation itself, what is called for is an image.
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