TRINITY AND CHRISTOLOGY: THE TWO PILLARS OF CATHOLIC DOCTRINE

It is safe to say that the doctrine of the Trinity, easily the central dogma of Catholic faith, is misunderstood and under appreciated today. German theologian Karl Rahner remarked that if the Church were to change its mind about the Trinity today, most works on Christian spirituality would not have to be changed at all. Not so Franciscan spirituality! Francis was through-and-through a Trinitarian. Francis, of course, was not an academic theologian, but if the Trinity only matters to theologians in universities, it has nothing to do with our lives a Catholics. There is a reason why so many of the encyclicals of Pope John Paul II began with a reflection on the Trinity: it is the basis of every other doctrine.

Unfortunately, when Trinity Sunday comes along, many priests seem to shy away from any real exploration of the doctrine’s relevance in the lives of the people.  Often dismissed as “Well, it’s a mystery,” the topic turns sometimes to “love” (which could be a very Trinitarian homily) or, even worse, parish finances.
Again, it is probably good to begin with what the Trinity is not: it is not a Divine Committee. The Father, Son and Holy Spirit are not three guys (or even worse, two guys and a bird) sitting around in heaven, plotting the Creation and salvation of the world. That would be tritheism, belief in three gods, and that is contrary to the Catholic faith. Nor is the Trinity merely one God “wearing different hats”: when he creates, we call him “Father;” when he stops by for a brief visit in ancient Israel, we call him “Son;” and when he lives in our hearts, we call him “Holy Spirit.” That’s an ancient heresy, also. The doctrine of the Trinity is that there is only One God who is, at the same time, what we mean when we say “Father, Son and Spirit.”
So, what does that mean? Well, it all started with the ancient Church continuing to ask itself the question Jesus posed to his apostles: “Who do you say I am?” This begins as a Christological issue: who, exactly, is this Jesus? Is he a human being who brings the Word of God to us, like the prophets of old? Is he “God disguised as a human,” like the ancient Greek gods who would pop down occasionally? No, the Church said: he is absolutely God, as much as the Father, but he is also absolutely human: “like us in all ways but sin.” (Hebrews 4:15) As the Church continued to reflect on this question, one-by-one, the answers that were considered inadequate were left by the wayside, until, at the Council of Chalcedon, in 451, the Church declared that Jesus was the complete union of a full human nature and a full divine nature: he was as human as we, and as divine as the Father. Traditionally, this is known as the “hypostatic union,” the union of two natures in one Person. Why was this important to them? Because for the ancient Fathers, salvation was much more than just “paying for sins.” For them, salvation was the union of God and humanity; therefore the Savior must himself be that union.
If Christ is as fully divine as the Father, what does that mean? As noted before, it does not mean two (or three) gods: that is a violation of monotheism. Nor does it mean Christ was the Father in human form: that, too, is a heresy. The doctrine of the Trinity can be summarized in two words: dynamic and interrelated. The doctrine of the Trinity says that the Father is ultimately beyond all expression, the Infinite Mystery, which is, ironically, the Source of everything that exists. That Infinite Silence expressed himself in and through the Word, which is the expression of the Inexpressible, even to the extent that the Word is that same divine nature. St. Augustine theologized that the Holy Spirit is the relationship, the flow of love, from Father to Son, and from Son to Father: thus, there is both distinction (the Father is not the Son or Spirit) and unity (there is only one divinity). Their relationship is so intertwined and so complete that they “mutually indwell” (exist within) each other: “e.g. inside” the Father are the Son and Spirit; “inside” the Son are the Father and Spirit; and so forth. The Gospel of John expresses this poetically in John 1:18: “No one has ever seen God, except the Son, who is at the Father’s bosom.” Remember that word: “bosom.” The Trinity, put succinctly, means that Christians see God as a “community” of dynamic interrelations.
Not every Catholic theology viewed the Trinity in the same way. St. Thomas Aquinas laid the foundation for Dominican theology. St. Bonaventure, however, set the tone for Franciscan Trinitarian understanding: every created thing, from the tiniest particle to the Universe as a whole, is stamped with the “likeness” of the Trinity. Every creature is somehow part of the dynamism of the Trinity (as Bonaventure reminds us, everything comes forth from the Word) and is interrelated to every other created thing.
The Word, which is the Expression of the Inexpressible, became flesh and dwelt among us. This is the Incarnation. Again, Franciscans have had a special way of looking at the Incarnation. Ever since Duns Scotus, Franciscans have maintained that even had their never been any sin, the Incarnation would have taken place because it was God’s first intention to become one with his creation. In fact, humans are created “in anticipation” of the Incarnation: while some theologies struggled with how to “fit” the Word into human nature, like trying to put a foot into a glove, Franciscans saw human nature as created so that the Incarnation could take place (the analogy would be that shoes are made for the purpose of housing feet, so you don’t have to fit two

incompatible things together).
So, for Franciscans, creation itself shares in both the Trinitarian relationships and the union of God and the world: this is why St. Francis can look at creation around him and see Brother Sun, Sister Moon and Mother Earth.
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