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‘We know God as three only as we meet God in Christ’.
What does this mean for the immanent Trinity?
[bookmark: _Toc134728147]Introduction
“In Christ alone, my hope is found…who took on flesh. Fullness of God in helpless babe…This gift of love and righteousness scorned by the ones He came to save…and on that Cross, as Jesus died, the wrath of God was satisfied…here in the power of Christ I’ll stand”[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  Stuart Townend and Keith Getty, ‘In Christ Alone’, Stuart Townend <https://www.stuarttownend.co.uk/song/in-christ-alone/> [accessed 18 April 2023].] 

Passionate voices sing of encountering the divine Christ in person and missional, redemptive activity against a background of God’s triune, loving response to man’s sinfulness. Can we know God’s triune immanence only in ‘meeting’ him in Christ (or the Spirit) in this world? Rooted in each credal statement enshrined in the Nicene and pseudo-Athanasian creeds is a reference to the immanence or the economic activity of the Trinity. They express “an active love of God seeking a deeper knowledge of God”[footnoteRef:2]. Despite doctrinal differences of the major influences on current trinitarian thinking, there is a surprising (and welcome) ‘interweaving’ of perspectives before their divergence into denominational doctrinal stances.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Thomas Williams, ‘Saint Anselm’, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. by Edward N. Zalta, Winter 2020 (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2020) <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2020/entries/anselm/> [accessed 4 May 2023].]  [3:  John Thompson, Modern Trinitarian Perspectives (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 3-4.] 

[bookmark: _Toc134728148]The immanent and economic Trinity
Karl Barth provides a firm starting point within the twentieth century revival of interest in the Trinity. God himself is the essence of all reality, God’s Word the essence of God’s self-revelation and work, which centres upon the ‘Word made Flesh’.[footnoteRef:4] It is God’s dynamic, self-revelatory activity through the Son that reveals God himself. God’s activity as Creator, Mediator and Redeemer is not modalist dogma; he is eternally the triune God, Father Son and Holy Spirit, which “cannot be dissolved into his work and activity”[footnoteRef:5]. God’s speaking in the historical reality of Jesus Christ, by human witnesses, presents the Trinity’s “irreducible diversity … represented as the single act of the one God”[footnoteRef:6].  [4:  Karl Barth and G.T Thomson, Dogmatics in outline. (Martino Publishing: Connecticut, 2014), 26.]  [5:  Paul D. Molnar, ‘Toward a Contemporary Doctrine of the Immanent Trinity: Karl Barth and the Present Discussion’, Scottish Journal of Theology, 49.3 (1996), 311. <https://doi.org/10.1017/S0036930600048213>.]  [6:  A.B. Come, An Introduction to Barth’s Dogmatics for Preachers, The Preacher’s Library (Westminster Press, 1963), 90.  <https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=EVwRAQAAIAAJ>. ] 


More broadly, many Protestants, Catholics and Orthodox alike inexorably espouse a trinitarian mutuality of relationship. All doctrinal discussion about Jesus Christ revolves around people ‘meeting’ God in a communicative, dynamic, relational activity. Jesus Christ is the link between humanity’s past, present and future life[footnoteRef:7], for mankind has relationships, but God is relations he has, “relationship with no remainder”[footnoteRef:8]. Indeed, mankind’s relationship with and knowledge of God occurs uniquely through a personal encounter with God in Christ, God’s revelatory activity within the Trinity, “the Word of the act or the act of the Word”[footnoteRef:9]. Gerald O’Collins S.J. approaches from a different angle, that since humanity bears the imprint of God[footnoteRef:10], God’s missional purpose is humanity’s “fullest possible assimilation to God and participation in the divine presence”, through his ever-present loving and life-giving power in the incarnation, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.[footnoteRef:11] The Father’s omnipresence in the life and work of his Son infers the need for a confessional claim to ‘know’ Jesus as the route to knowing the triune God.[footnoteRef:12] Furthermore, Johannes Deetlefs grounds trinitarian theology in scripture, helpfully defining it as monotheism where [7:  Nicholas Lash, Believing Three Ways in One God: A Reading of the Apostles’ Creed, 2. impr (London: SCM Press, 1994), 30-31. ]  [8:  Lash, Believing Three Ways in One God, 32.]  [9:  Barth and Thomson, 67.]  [10:  Gerald O’Collins, Christology: A Biblical, Historical, and Systematic Study of Jesus Christ (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 110.]  [11:  O’Collins, 111.]  [12:  O’Collins, 323.] 

“confession that there is only one God (against all forms of polytheism) is maintained and emphasised while, at the same time, the biblical revelation that this one God eternally exists in three persons – Father, Son and Holy Spirit (against all forms of modalism) – is confirmed.”[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  Deetlefs Johannes P., ‘Political Implications of the Trinity : Two Approaches’, HTS : Theological Studies, 75.1 (2019), 4 <https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v75i1.5396>.] 

The impact of these broad views strongly encapsulates and exemplifies the immanence of the Trinity, the very essence of God’s identity and characteristics, as knowable solely through his manifestations.

Like Barth, Hans Urs von Balthasar presents God as exercising, as he wills, his absolute freedom to reveal his triune life in the events of Christ, thereby exposing all the complexities of human existence. God’s self-revelation exacts divine meaning out of the totality of human existence. It acts to call people to obedience to enable them to become “the true persons they were created to be”[footnoteRef:14]. The Word brings the perfection of the triune relationships as the ideal communal and social relationships to which human institutions should aspire. Von Balthasar’s Christology illuminates the Trinity’s unerring servanthood of self-giving. God’s final self-giving revelation was the “sacrificed Word slowly dissolving in the words of the Cross…which sums up all…that God had to communicate to us”[footnoteRef:15]. Von Balthasar cogently reveals the essence of God but, despite his different approach, indicates the necessity to encounter God’s activity in the life and witness of Christ for a better understanding of the Trinity’s immanent nature. Indeed, von Balthasar maintains God’s ontological proximity to the world.[footnoteRef:16] [14:  Mark A. McIntosh, ‘Christology’ in The Cambridge Companion to Hans Urs von Balthasar, ed. by Edward T. Oakes and David Moss, Cambridge Companions to Religion (Cambridge, U.K. ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 26.]  [15:  McIntosh, 27.]  [16:  Rowan Williams, ‘Balthasar and the Trinity’ in The Cambridge Companion to Hans Urs von Balthasar, ed. by Edward T. Oakes and David Moss, Cambridge Companions to Religion (Cambridge, U.K. ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 43.] 


Furthermore, German Catholic cardinal Walter Kasper’s approach within Christianity questions the traditional patriarchal concept of Trinity for today’s society and asks novel questions about the trinitarian doctrine in the face of modern atheism. The God of Jesus Christ is the only knowable way to knowledge of the triunity of God. He is God’s self-revelation in Jesus Christ in the Holy Spirit. [footnoteRef:17]. For Kasper, the Church’s confession of faith is both the vital economic activity of the Trinity and the God of Jesus Christ in the Spirit. Salvation rests in communion with the God “who through all eternity is love”[footnoteRef:18]. Kasper’s conclusions suggest a social implication to both economic and immanent Trinity. This dynamic relatedness of the nature of God[footnoteRef:19] is particularly helpful in the field of pastoral ministry. Karl Rahner’s much maligned epigram concerning the mystery of salvation “the ‘economic’ Trinity is the ‘immanent’ Trinity, and the ‘immanent’ Trinity is the ‘economic’ Trinity”[footnoteRef:20] aligns with Kasper in as much as it establishes a firm interplay between developing an understanding of who God is and how/why God acts. The perichoretic Eastern approach captures this more dynamic relationship, which according to Moltmann “links together in a brilliant way the threeness and the unity, without reducing the threeness into the unity, or dissolving the unity in the threeness”[footnoteRef:21].It lays the way open for a much wider application of Christian theology, both in experiential, charismatic worship and ‘individualised’ theologies, rooted in the suffering and oppression felt by sections of humanity.  [17:  Walter Kasper, The God of Jesus Christ (New York: Crossroad Publishing Company, 1997), 315.]  [18:  Kasper, 316.]  [19:  Cf. Thiselton, 163-166. N.B. his reference to Wesley Hill, Jürgen Moltmann, Stanley Grenz and Paul Fiddes.]  [20:  Rahner and Feiner, 22.]  [21:  Karen Kilby, ‘Perichoresis and Projection: Problems with Social Doctrines of the Trinity’, New Blackfriars, 81.956 (2000), 435.] 

[bookmark: _Toc134728149]‘Individualised’ trinitarian theologies
Whilst John Zizioulas maintains the hierarchical structure of the Trinity within the Orthodox tradition[footnoteRef:22], Barbara Brown Zikmund views the Cappadocian perichoretic understanding of the Trinity differently. For, “to believe in a triune God is to suggest…an inner relational energy within Godself which spills over into the Christian life”[footnoteRef:23]. In contrast to the historically subservient place of women in church, the dynamic internal relationships of the perichoretic understanding of the Trinity, she avers, chimes well with women’s innate psychological state. As God’s children experience God’s love, all people are invited to discover their personal identity through recognising the relational nature of God.[footnoteRef:24] In some respects this view also underpins liberation, black, LGBTQ+ and other theologies, all with their diverse roots and missions, but with the same recognition that Love is the essence of God. Love requires interpersonal relationships, communication and deep emotional and empathetic bonds. Emphatically, for Zikmund, it is the activity of the Trinity by which the triune God’s immanence is known. [22:  Miroslav Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity, Sacra Doctrina (Grand Rapids, Mich: William B. Eerdmans, 1998), 77-78.]  [23:  Barbara Brown Zikmund, ‘The Trinity and Women’s Experience’, The Christian Century (1902), 104.12 (1987), 356.]  [24:  Zikmund, 354.] 

[bookmark: _Toc134728150]Everyday culture as an experiential understanding of the Trinity
The rootedness of love in the perichoretic Trinity also underpins the everyday inter-relationships at the core of community and culture. Culture gives meaning to life; indeed, Genesis 2 brings the surprising twist of God’s creation of Man in the Garden as a “culture maker”, where the garden is “nature plus culture” and “culture is God’s gift to Adam”[footnoteRef:25]. Culture creates spaces for beauty and the potential for what John Paul II called “new epiphanies of beauty” to be created, a revelatory channel between God and humanity.[footnoteRef:26] The God-gifted benefits, in Thomas Aquinas’ terms, bring wholeness, harmony and radiance to life[footnoteRef:27], the joy of reflecting the “communitarian” nature of the triune God.[footnoteRef:28] Kevin Vanhoozer emphasises that Christians hold dual citizenship in both the earthly city of man and the heavenly city of God[footnoteRef:29], where Christian cultural agency is the art of being ‘in between’ Christ and everyday culture. Knowing God, for Vanhoozer, is directly related to the kingdom of God inaugurated in concrete cultural form through the Incarnation. The intimate relationship of the economic and immanent nature of the Trinity is once more emphasised.[footnoteRef:30] Clearly, it is through meeting and knowing the God-Christ in their everyday culture that people can know the triune God. All of this reinforces God’s self-revelatory activity being intimately linked with God’s character. Walter Brueggemann sees this as a salvific “dramatic movement” between God and Israel and God and humans, for “this drama of brokenness and restoration is the primary ingredient of life with YWWH”[footnoteRef:31]. A reading of the Hebrew scriptures is thus vital for Christian faith. It reveals the most explicit way of knowing and understanding God’s triune character and desires in preparation for the Incarnation and all that follows. It explains the very reason that God became man[footnoteRef:32] and enables Aquinas’ wholeness, harmony and radiance for life in all its fulness which finds expression, purpose and completion in the Cross. It affirms the tenets of Faith enshrined in the Creeds, the very truth of a Godly understanding of Being in all its facets which is rooted in the Cross, the Carthusian motto Crux Stat Dum Orbis Volvitur, planted firmly at the centre of reality, the Trinity in being and action.  [25:  Andy Crouch, ‘The Gospel: How Is Art a Gift, a Calling, and an Obedience?’ in For the Beauty of the Church: Casting a Vision for the Arts, ed. by W. David O. Taylor (Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker Books, 2010), 32.]  [26:  Barbara Nicolosi, ‘The Artist: What Exactly Is an Artist, and How Do We Shepherd Them?’ in For the Beauty of the Church: Casting a Vision for the Arts, ed. by W. David O. Taylor (Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker Books, 2010), 106.]  [27:  Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I.xxxix.8.]  [28:  Nicolosi, 107.]  [29:  Aurelius Augustinus, Concerning the City of God against the Pagans, trans. by Henry Bettenson, Penguin Classics, Reprint. with a new introduction (London: Penguin Books, 1984).]  [30:  Everyday Theology: How to Read Cultural Texts and Interpret Trends, ed. by Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Charles A. Anderson, and Michael J. Sleasman, Cultural Exegesis (Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker Academic, 2007), 56-57.]  [31:  Walter Brueggemann, An Unsettling God: The Heart of the Hebrew Bible (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2009), 164-5.]  [32:  Anselm CDH] 

[bookmark: _Toc134728151]Conclusion
Rahner, von Balthasar, O’Collins, Deetlefs, even Vanhoozer and Zikmund and the many other past and present theologians together with many diverse denominational readings of Christianity and people’s constantly changing contextual culture all emphasise that the immanent nature of God in Trinity is only to be found in God’s economic activity in incarnation. God’s purposeful nature is knowable only through Christ’s death and resurrection. The personal answer to hope and confidence in the world and in the well-being of each person is solely known through the proclamation and reality of Christ’s sacrificial atonement once and for all time on the Cross. All present reasoning points to scripture as the fundamental means by which God is known in the action, mission and words of Jesus, the chronicles, poetry, drama and prophetic words of the Hebrew scriptures and the post-Pentecost events following the Resurrection. The broad range of traditions points towards the revelation of God through personal experience of Jesus Christ by his Spirit, which does not simply point to the divine-human Christ, but Christ actively pointing back to God in His triunity. It reveals the Trinity’s nature and purposes for His beloved creation. Gunton draws the argument back to Barth, that “the triadic revelation bespeaks the very being of God who immanently must be triune for it to be a divine revelation.”[footnoteRef:33] It is logically clear that the more that people come to know the God-ness of Jesus Christ, the more God is revealed. Theology is never static, it responds to each dynamic and changeability of contemporary culture. But the truth remains, the immanent nature of the Trinity cannot be known other than by knowing Jesus Christ. Although he never uses the word ‘Trinity’ to describe his relationship with the multi-faceted nature and activity of God his Father, Jesus frequently refers throughout the Gospels to his Father and the Spirit (e.g. Mt. 11:27; 26:39, 42; Lk. 15:11-32, 22:29-30; 23:46; Jn 14:20, 26). It is through him and the economy of the triune Godhead that ordinary people come to understand something about God and his nature.  [33:  The Cambridge Companion to Christian Doctrine, ed. by Colin E. Gunton, Cambridge Companions to Religion (Cambridge [England] ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997).] 

[bookmark: _Toc134728152]Closing Remarks
This essay set out to explore whether Is it only by meeting God in Christ that we can know God as three. The treatment of Christ-as-incarnate-Word as an independently functioning part of the Trinity is dismissed peremptorily by many leading twentieth/twenty-first century theologians as suggesting bi-/tri-theism. Instead, what becomes clear is the importance of harmony to maintain a balance in the inter-relational tension that holds the immanent and economic Trinity together. Where this will lead in the future will naturally evolve as the world and its questioning about the development of mankind and the universe advances. Mankind’s quest continues to be a search to find relevance for their lives. Knowing God in knowing Jesus Christ not only gives meaning to human life, but draws humanity ever closer to God. Jesus says frequently that he does only what his Father says (e.g. Jn. 5:43; 6:40, 42; 8:28; 12:49; 14:10-14). It is Spirit proceeding from the Father and/or the Son which reveals God’s wisdom, guidance and unwavering love for humanity through the Word. This brings completion to the cycle of knowing God of the Trinity and places the greatest value on finding the way to know God truly only through the Shepherd’s Gate, the Way, the Truth and the Life (e.g. Jn. 10:7-9; 10:11-14; 14:6), for God truly is love and those who worship him worship in truth and love (Jn. 4:24, 23) in the sure hope of life in all its fulness both now and in eternity (Jn. 10:10). 
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