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The Holy Spirit — A Person?
Reflection on the Spirit’s Trinitarian Identity

BERND OBERDORFER

Is the Holy Spirit a person? “Strange question,” some might answer, “of
course it is. Doesn’t the classical Trinitarian dogma speak of ‘one divine es-
sence in three persons? And the Spirit is obviously one of them!” But oth-
ers might doubt this, and common sense is on their side. “If you personal-
ize the Spirit,” they might say, “you will get a ghost.” That means that if we
simply analogize the Holy Spirit to a human person, we will arrive at the
concept of an invisible entity, appearing here and there, “wherever it wants
to” (John 3:8), doing strange things in supernatural ways. How should we
come to believe that this is the shape of God’s presence in the world, as
Holy Scripture puts it? ,

In fact, the question of the Spirit’s ‘personality’ is a very complex
one. Historically we should ask how and in what sense the concept of per-
son was introduced into the fourth-century discussions of the Trinitarian
being of God — and how and in what sense the term was used for the
Spirit’s identity. We will see that there were strong reservations about the
use of the term for the distinct Trinitarian hypostaseis (modes of being) in
general, and that it was enormously difficult to integrate the Holy Spirit
into a model of ‘personal identity’ which was developed with reference to
the Father and the Son. Further, we have to consider the meaning of per-
son itself. Person, in the fourth century, did not mean the same as it means
in the modern age, and we need to reflect on the relevance that shift bears
on the use of the term in Trinitarian theology. But, even more impor-
tantly, today as well as in ancient times, person does not simply mean indi-
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viduality with self-consciousness. The concept of person essentially implies
the dimension of the social resonance in the many different spheres of
private and public life. Personality is more than hermetic, isolated indi-
viduality, more than I actually know of myself, more than I can con-
sciously display of myself. To put it simply: The way people see me is part
of my personality. Thus, the question of whether and how we can call the
Holy Spirit a person cannot be solved by asking whether and how the
Holy Spirit can be described in analogy to a self-conscious individual. In
the biblical witnesses, however, one of the crucial characteristics of the
Spirit is to produce a sphere of public resonance of Christ and his mani-
festation of God. Thus, to call the Holy Spirit a person (or — as Michael
Welker put it — a “public person”), could help to develop a more ade-
quate concept of person in general. Yet, even with such an elaborated con-
cept of person we will have to ask whether or not the use of the term per-
son makes a full understanding of the biblical witnesses more difficult
and, consequently, of the Trinitarian identity of the Holy Spirit. In any
case, as I would like to outline at the end of the paper, personal and
nonpersonal conceptions of the Spirit’s very being should complement
and explain one another.

The Development of the Trinitarian Terminology —
and the Holy Spirit

It is extremely important to see that the Trinitarian question arose from the
problem of Christology.? If Jesus Christ fully manifests and represents God’s
eternal will, and if his destiny is decisive for the eternal destination of hu-
mankind, then it is of the greatest soteriological relevance that there is no
ontological and epistemological difference between him and God. In a very
early text, we read in 2 Clement 1:1: “We must think about Christ the same
way we think about God.” This became, so to speak, the headline to the dis-

1. See his Gottes Geist: Theologie des Heiligen Geistes (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neu-
kirchener, 1992), pp. 259-313; ET: God the Spirit (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1994), pp. 279-341.

2. For the development of Trinitarian theology in the early church, see my Filioque
(Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2001), pp. 37-128, and my article, “Trinitit. III:
Dogmengeschichtlich, 1. Alte Kirche,” in H. D. Betz (ed.), Religion in Geschichte und
Gegenwart: Handwirterbuch fiir Theologie und Religionswissenschaft (4th ed.; Tiibingen:
Mohr Siebeck), 8:602-8.
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cussions of the following centuries. The question of the Son’s relation to the
Father with reference to their common divine character was the catalyst for
theological reflections, eventually resulting in the Trinitarian dogma. Not
coincidentally, the homoousios formula of the Nicene Synod of 325 was used
only to define the eternal being of the Son. In short, the Trinitarian question
was — for the time being — hardly more than a binitarian question.

Two factors in particular left the question open to an ‘expansion’ to
trinitarianism. First of all, the Christians’ strong consciousness of being a
spiritual community, a community constituted by the Holy Spirit. Sec-
ondly — and most influentially — Christ’s command to “baptize in the
name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit” (Matt. 28:19), which
was the liturgical formula recited in every ceremony of baptism. Interest-
ingly, in the Creed of the Nicene Synod the Holy Spirit is simply named
without any explication. But the fact that it had to be named at least shows
that integrating the Spirit into the understanding of the eternal being of
God has always been a challenge. Only when, more than thirty years later,
some bishops in Libya publicly contested the full Godhead of the Spirit,
was theology forced to reflect explicitly on that question. Quite character-
istically, the arguments for the Spirit’s full Godhead then were analogous
to the arguments brought forward in favor of the Son’s: if the Spirit is only
a power of God and not God himself in the full sense, then we cannot be
certain that we really encounter God in the preaching of the gospel and in
the sacraments, and we will not have the certainty that the God who dis-
plays himself in the revelation of Christ (communicated to us “in the
power of the Spirit”) is identical with God’s very being.

Historically thus the Trinitarian question emerged from a binitarian
focus. Consequently, the categories of Trinitarian theology were developed
by reflecting on the Father-Son relation, and the Holy Spirit had to be inte-
grated into this model in a second step. To put it in a formal and abstract
way, the question to be solved was: how can we articulate real distinctions
within the Godhead and nevertheless maintain its undivided unity? There
are two aspects to this question. First of all, what categories can we use to
distinguish a plurality of real ‘entities’ within the one God? Secondly, how
can we describe these different ‘entities’ in their respective ‘individuality’?
That means: What is the Father, what is the Son, what is the Holy Spirit,
and what are their respective relations?

The discussions of the fourth century concentrated on the first aspect,
resulting in the famous ‘Cappadocian’ formula mia ousia — treis hypostaseis.
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This formula, taken as such, does not display its origin in the reflection on
the distinction of the Father and the Son. The term hypostasis (subsistentia,
mode of being) is neutral and technical, which does not show any preference
for a specific model to describe the ‘individuality’ of Father, Son, or Spirit.
But if we take a closer look at the attempts to define the distinctions between
these three hypostaseis, we can clearly see that it was the Father-Son model
which was decisive. The differentiation of the hypostaseis was based upon the
concept of origin, which obviously emerged from the semantics of the rela-
tionship between Father and Son. So as the ‘individuality’ of the Son was de-
fined by his ‘eternal generation’ (gennésis), the ‘individuality’ of the Spirit
also had to be derived from its origin in the Father. Yet it is significant that
the Greek church fathers came up only with the colorless term ekporeusis
(processio, a going forth). While it is biblical (John 15:26), it does not say any-
thing specific about the Spirit’s mode of being. According to the Greek theo-
logians, it is enough to know that the Spirit proceeds from the Father in a dif-
ferent way than the Son does. The concrete mode of this different way
remains arrétos (unexpressed, even inexpressible); it must not (and need
not) be described. In the Greek writings, only a few ideas can be found about
the identity of the Spirit in its relation to the Father and the Son, about the
Spirit’s ‘function’ in relation to the Father and the Son, and about its rele-
vance for the divinity of God. According to Gregory of Nazianzus, for exam-
ple, the Holy Spirit is a divine hypostasis because it ascribes holiness and a
spiritual character to God (“God is holy,” “God is spirit”) and thus also to the
Father and the Son. Gregory also says that the Spirit’s function in relation to
the Son is to ‘give light’ upon the Son (ekphaneésis): the Son ‘shines’ through
the light of the Spirit. But these ideas remain consciously vague and restric-
tive, due to the apophatic limits of our theological knowledge.

The Latin reaction to the term hypostasis was quite reserved. Its pos-
sible translation substantia seemed to lead to the assumption of three sub-
stances, which would multiply the one divine substance (or essence) and
thus result in tritheism. Long before, in the beginning of the third century,
Tertullian had already introduced the term persona as a category to distin-
guish the three divine ‘entities’ (una substantia — tres personae),’ albeit

3. He referred to the use of the term persona in the Latin grammar, which speaks of
the triplex natura personarum: the person who speaks (“I”), the person spoken to (“You”),
and the person spoken of (“He or She”). Cf. R. Spaemann, Personen (Stuttgart: Klett, 1996),
p. 31
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without developing a consistent theory. The Latin fathers of the fourth
century, particularly Augustine, adopted the term persona when they tried
to unfold the Trinitarian dogma. For the Greeks, however, this concept had
a modalistic touch. The original meaning of persona is that of a ‘mask’ or
‘role’ in a theatre, and so the use of the word would possibly imply that
God’s real face is hidden behind different masks which he changes from
time to time. Unlike what we would expect, the distrust of the word per-
sona was not caused by the suspicion of tritheism (three persons in the
sense of three individuals) but rather by the fear that persona was not able
to express real distinctions within the one divine essence.

Clearly, the Latin fathers did not refer to the meaning ‘mask’ when
they used the term persona to distinguish the three real divine ‘entities.*
In a more general sense, persona in postclassical Latin could simply mean
‘someone, ‘subject of (legal) responsibility, ‘point of reference’ for as-
criptions (Zuschreibungen). Thus, in its original theological use, the term
did not mean much more than hypostasis. Moreover, even in that weak-
ened sense, Augustine was very cautious to use the word anyway. “Dic-
tum est tamen tres personae,” he wrote in his De Trinitate (V/9,10), “non
ut illud diceretur sed ne taceretur.” He explicitly refused to refer to any
special meaning of the word, but accepted its use only for lack of better
alternatives.

Nevertheless, the word was born and took on a life of its own. Its
close relationship to human individuality entailed specific dynamics.
While Augustine was far from precisely defining persona, Boethius, most
influentially, stated: “persona est rationalis naturae individua substantia,”
which was fundamental not only for the history of the concept of personin

4. Spaemann rightly remarks (cf. Personen, p. 31) that the meaning ‘mask’ or ‘role’ en-
tails an element of self-distance and self-identification (distance from the role as well as ‘liv-
ing the role’) and an element of social acceptance which were important to the history of the
anthropological use of the term ‘person’ because they made it clear that to call someone a
person is not the same as to ascribe some ‘objective’ attributes to an entity. A human being is
not simply a person in the same sense he or she is an entity walking on two legs. “Here we al-
ready find a structural element of our modern concept of person, the element of non-
identity” (ibid., trans. B.O.). But at any rate, Spaemann himself adds that for the ancient
philosophers persona remained a “secondary identity and thus also a weaker identity than
the natural one” (ibid., trans. B.O.). Evidently, this is the crucial problem when the term is
transferred into a Trinitarian context. The distinction between (Trinitarian) person and (di-
vine) essence is different from the distinction between mask and masked ‘real’ nature or be-
tween role and role player.
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general® but also for Trinitarian reflection in scholastic theology. Yet, as we
will see, the problem was always — the Spirit.

Augustine, however, developed a second model of distinguishing the
three divine ‘entities’ which was more important to him than the persona
model, namely the model of relation. Strictly speaking, the identity of the
trinitarian ‘entities’ is based only upon their respective relations. To under-
stand this, we have to consider the Aristotelian logics and ontology of sub-
stantia and accidens which was the philosophical framework of this con-
cept. The problem was that, on the one hand, the Trinitarian ‘persons’
could not be distinguished by substantia, while, on the other hand, their
different identity could not be taken as a mere accidens. In the first case, it
was the one essence of God that had to be safeguarded; in the second case,
the fact that the difference in identity was at the heart of God’s real essence.
Augustine focused on the logical category of relation because this enabled
him to establish a real (i.e., substantial, not accidental) differentiation in
God without jettisoning the undivided unity of the divine essence.

Interestingly, Augustine did not regard any relations between the trin-
itarian ‘persons’ as significant for their respective identity. He privileged in-
stead the category of origin. This indicates that he — as well as the Greeks
— developed this model out of the Father-Son relation. As far as the Holy
Spirit was concerned, however, there was an important difference from the
Greek model. Whereas the Greeks could feel the Spirit’s identity was suffi-
ciently described by its procession out of the Father, in the Augustinian
model there had to be a relation — that is, a relation of origin — between
the Spirit and the Son as well in order to designate their real difference. Be-
cause in the history of revelation the Holy Spirit is the Spirit of the Father
and the Son, and since it is sent to the disciples and the church from the Fa-
ther and the Son, Augustine concluded that the Spirit’s eternal being is de-
fined by its procession out of the Father and the Son (ex Patre Filioque).

Nota bene: Augustine did not have a relational concept of ‘person’ in
general — which would mean that personhood develops in relations —
but instead he used the word persona as a simple term to indicate the fact
of three ‘someones’ in God. The respective identity of these ‘someones,
then, he did not describe by unfolding a concept of ‘person’ but with refer-
ence to their respective relations of origin. Not before the High Middle
Ages do we find a relational concept of person. Thomas Aquinas combined

5. See Spaemann, Personen, pp. 32-36.
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the Boethian idea of individua substantia with the Augustinian category of
relatio and gave a concise definition of Trinitarian personhood as being
relatio subsistens (SummaTheologica q. 29,4).

As to the Holy Spirit, in some respects the concept of relation hin-
dered Augustine from developing a ‘personalistic’ understanding of its
identity. If the Holy Spirit is the Spirit of the Father and the Son and if it
proceeds from the Father and the Son, he concluded that it is the link be-
tween the Father and the Son. Its identity is defined by being their
hypostasized community. We might say the Spirit is their ‘community in
person. But that would be a metaphorical (and somewhat paradoxical)
use of the term ‘person’ (at least if strongly linked to any commonsense
image of ‘individuality’). Besides which, we might as well say that the
Spirit is the ‘sphere of the community’ of the Father and the Son and thus
use ‘nonpersonal’ terminology. This shift to nonpersonal language, quite
surprisingly, is implied as well in the terminology of love which Augustine
adopts, calling the Spirit the ‘bond of love’ or even the ‘mutual love’ of the
Father and the Son, the love with which they love each other. Ultimately, it
is fairly difficult to regard the act of love between two persons itself as be-
ing a person.

It has often been remarked that these ‘nonpersonal’ definitions in a
way conceal the Spirit’s identity. This is partly true. On the other hand,
however, they might help to avoid a reductionist (‘personalistic’) concept
of the Holy Spirit as well as a reductionist (‘individualistic’) concept of
person.

The Concept of Person and the Mutual Relations
of Its Anthropological and Its Trinitarian Use

If we had to write a history of the concept of person in the sense of human
personhood and thereby to investigate the impact of Christian theology on
that history, we certainly would have to consider, apart from the
Trinitarian dogma, the christological dogma with its formula ‘one person
in two natures.’ It is a difficult (and quite subtle) question as to whether
the christological use of ‘persona’ is consistent with its Trinitarian use.®

6. Cf,, e.g., G. Essen, Die Freiheit Jesu: Der neuchalkedonische Enhypostasiebegriff im
Horizont neuzeitlicher Subjekt- und Personphilosophie (Regensburg: Pustet, 2001). It is re-
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But we do not have to follow this path. For our purposes, it is sufficient to
remark that the focus on Christ’s ‘personality; in the long run, supported a
more ‘personalistic’ understanding of the Trinitarian distinctions.”

In some respects, however, a tension arose between this model of
three persons and the most influential model derived from Augustine’s fa-
mous analogy of the divine Trinity and the elementary modes of (human)
mind, memoria — intellectus — voluntas or mens — notitia — amor. This
model almost necessarily evokes the image of a self-conscious individual
— Augustine himself encouraged this by declaring the individual mind to
be imago Dei, that is, imago Trinitatis, and rejecting any ‘social’ concept of
the Trinity — and it was exactly this image which was adopted in modern
philosophical theology (e.g., Leibniz, Lessing®) as the only possible way to
make rational sense of the doctrine of the Trinity. Interestingly, it was in
this period that God finally — as Tillich put it with slight irony — “be-
came a person,” whereas the patristic fathers (in order to avoid any
modalist touch) had reserved the term ‘persona’ only to designate the
Trinitarian hypostases (plural).

Thus, in the modern age, there was a twofold use of the term ‘person’
with reference to God: On the one hand, there is the theistic model of God
as a ‘person, of a ‘personal God” with consciousness, perhaps self-
awareness, and will. On the other hand, we have the model of the three
Trinitarian ‘persons.’ In Enlightenment philosophy and theology, the latter
was widely criticized (insofar as it was an element of the so-called ‘imma-
nent Trinity’) in the name of the first, which seemed to be able to save the
rational plausibility of the Christian doctrine of God. But the theistic
model of a ‘personal and conscious God’ was destroyed by the criticism of
Kant and, particularly, Fichte. Fichte showed that consciousness and will

markable that in the Trinitarian debate, persona is a term for distinction, whereas in the
christological debate, it is a term for unity. '

7. Nota bene: This does not necessarily imply a reductionist model of personhood as
such. On the contrary, the need to integrate the two ‘natures’ required an ‘element of non-
identity’ as well. The person of Christ is neither simply identical with his divine ‘nature’ nor
with his human ‘nature’

8. See, e.g., G. E. Lessing, “Des Andreas Wissowatius Einwiirfe wider die Dreieinig-
keit,” in idem, Werke, ed. H. G. Gopfert, vol. 7 (Miinchen: Hanser, 1976; reprint Darmstadt:
Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1996), pp. 198-225, and para. 73 of his “Erziehung des
Menschengeschlechts,” in idem, Werke, vol. 8 (Miinchen: Hanser, 1979; reprint Darmstadt,
1996), Pp- 489-510, 505-6.
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can only be ascribed to finite entities, implying thereby that speaking of a
personal God makes God finite.

In nineteenth- and twentieth-century theology, we see several ways
of dealing with this critique. One of them was to separate the person
model from its theistic implications. God was still regarded as ‘person” or
‘personality’ (Personlichkeit), but in a nontheistic, nonspeculative way, for
example, by declaring God to be the ‘“Thou’ that speaks to our heart and
within our conscience. We can call this the ‘personalistic’ way of reasoning.
Another way was to establish a speculative model of God as ‘absolute
spirit’ which evolves and realizes itself within history. This Hegelian model
could be understood as a rational reconstruction of the Trinitarian model
based upon the idea of God as summus spiritus, but leaving behind any ‘in-
dividualistic’ implications with which this traditional model could possi-
bly be associated. Thus, in this model, the concept of ‘person’ did not play
a major role. By contrast, a third model focused on the concept of God’s
‘personality; yet developing it in a Trinitarian way (as pursued, e.g., by
Isaak August Dorner). Not surprisingly, Dorner preferred the term
‘hypostases’ (modes of being, Seinsweisen) to the term ‘persons’ to desig-
nate the three divine ‘entities.

But in none of these models, as can be clearly seen, does the idea of
the ‘three persons’ have any relevance. This also applies to the beginning of
the “Trinitarian renaissance’ in the twentieth century. Karl Barth grounded
the doctrine of the Trinity in his analysis of God’s self-revelation. The tri-
une God is the unity of the Revealer, the act of revelation, and the effect of
revelation (Offenbarer, Offenbarung, Offenbarsein). The doctrine of the
Trinity has the function of designating the identity and sovereignty of God
in every aspect of his self-revelation (“God is only recognized by God”).
Whereas Christ represents the ‘objectivity’ of this self-revelation, the Spirit
represents its subjective dimension, that is, making people understand and
believe in the reality of God’s self-revelation which they would not have
been able to understand and accept based on their own efforts. It is evident
that this emphasis on epistemology must have led Barth to give preference
to the language of Seinsweisen rather than to the semantics of persons.®

Another great innovator of twentieth-century Trinitarian thought,

9. See particularly Kirchliche Dogmatik 1/1 (Ziirich: Theologischer Verlag, 1932). Cf.
my Filioque (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2001), pp. 354-71; M. Murrmann-Kahl,
“Mysterium Trinitatis”? (Berlin/New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1997), pp. 17-100.
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Karl Rahner, explicitly stated that the meaning of ‘person’ in modern cul-
ture makes it almost impossible to use the term for Trinitarian distinctions
any longer. Because modernity understands a person as an individual ‘cen-
ter of action’ (Aktzentrum), according to Rahner, speaking of ‘three divine
persons’ will almost necessarily lead to a tritheistic misunderstanding of
God’s triune being.1°

It was Wolfhart Pannenberg who came to defend the Trinitarian use
of ‘person’ with explicit reference to a modern understanding of ‘person.
For, according to modern philosophical anthropology, personhood is not
an isolated, immutable entity but rather comes into being, develops, and is
formed by a social context. Persons exist only in relations, and their per-
sonality is not independent of these relations. Pannenberg states that ex-
actly the same situation applies to the Trinitarian persons. They are de-
fined by their relations to each other. More radically than tradition has
done, Pannenberg links the concept of person to the concept of relation,
and unlike tradition, Pannenberg refuses to give preference to the relations
of origin as the only relations relevant to the very being of a Trinitarian
person. The Son, for example, is not only defined by being generated out
of the Father, but also by being illuminated by the Spirit. Again, the very
being of the Father depends on his being acknowledged by the Son
through the Spirit. Further, the identity of the Spirit is defined not only by
its procession out of the Father (and — as in the Western tradition — of
the Son) but also by its active relations to the Father and the Son. In short,
the Trinity is a network of concrete relations which make the Trinitarian
persons what they are.

What follows from this for the understanding of the Holy Spirit?

The Holy Spirit — A Person or a Field of Power?

It is interesting that Pannenberg accentuates the Spirit’s personhood but at
the same time adopts a nonpersonal conception of the ‘field’ from physics
in order to designate (or, to put it more carefully, to illustrate) the Spirit’s
identity. How do these go together?

10. See his most influential study, “Der dreifaltige Gott als transzendenter Urgrund
der Heilsgeschichte,” in J. Feiner and M. Lohrer (eds.), Mysterium Salutis, vol. 2 (Einsiedeln
et al., 1967), pp. 317-401. Cf. my Filioque, pp. 371-88.
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The concept of person must be freed from its restriction to con-
scious, self-aware individuality. A person, as argued above, originates in
manifold — active as well as passive — interactions with the person’s so-
cial environment. Thus, in order to find out who the Spirit is, we have to
investigate its manifold interactions with the Father and the Son. For this
purpose, Pannenberg refers to the Augustinian tradition considering the
Spirit to be the community or the “bond of unity” between the Father and
the Son. To put it more precisely, the Spirit, going forth from the Father to
the Son and recirculating to the Father, mutually reveals to them their re-
spective identities and thus constitutes their community, even their unity
which is a unity of irreducibly distinct ‘entities. By revealing their differ-
ence to the Father and the Son, the Spirit reveals to them their unity. Be-
cause this eternal revelation reveals more than just something which exists
independently of this revelation, we can say that the Spirit constitutes both
the differentiation and the unity of the Father and the Son, and so the
Spirit is the reality of their difference as well as of their unity. In other
words, they would not be different, and they would not be one, without
the Spirit.

Yet again, we may ask why we should call the unity-in-difference of
two persons a person. When speaking of a person we expect a specific en-
tity to behave in a particular way (Verhaltenserwartung), and we ascribe to
this entity an essential capability both of perceiving, acting, and reacting as
well as of having intentions (where all of these concepts are understood in
a broad sense). By expecting this entity to ‘behave’ specifically within its
concrete and manifold social context, we identify it. A person is not an iso-
lated, eternal substance, but rather is defined by the way the person and his
or her environment interact, both in active and passive ways. A person is
formed by the way he or she perceives and forms the ‘world’ and by the
way this ‘world’ perceives and influences him or her.!*

As to the ‘personality’ of the Holy Spirit, we then should ask what its
distinctive and indispensable contribution to the very being of the Father
and the Son consists of. Further, we should also consider the impact of the
Father and the Son on the Spirit’s very being. In short, we have to reflect on

1. This view of personality is strongly influenced by crucial insights of
Schleiermacher. See particularly his Versuch einer Theorie des geselligen Betragens and his lec-
tures in Philosophical Ethics. Cf. my ““Umrisse der Personlichkeit’: Personalitit beim jungen
Schleiermacher — Ein Beitrag zur gegenwirtigen ethischen Diskussion,” in Evangelische
Theologie 60 (2000): 9-24.
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no less than the whole range of its active and passive relations to and from
the Father and the Son. This implies a critique of the (Western and East-
ern!) tradition, which was content to define the Spirit’s identity only by its
origination out of the Father (or of the Father and the Son). Italso implies a
critique of the Augustinian tradition of the Spirit as vinculum unitatis. This
tradition obviously is able to ascribe to the Spirit an active contribution to
the being of the Father and the Son. However, it overemphasizes their simi-
larity, and it can hardly show that the Spirit’s relation to the Father is differ-
ent from its relation to the Son. So without neglecting the truth entailed in
the doctrine of the vinculum unitatis, we need to ask: what does the Spirit in
particular give to the Father, and what in particular does it give to the Son?
Michael Welker, as previously mentioned, called the Spirit a “public person”
in a non-self-referential sense. That is to say, the Spirit is the “public person”
of Christ; it is the sphere of Christ’s resonance. The Spirit’s identity, thus, is
not defined by its reflection on itself, but rather by its reference to Christ.
Welker speaks of the Spirit’s essential ‘selflessness’ (Selbstlosigkeit) or ‘self-
withdrawal’ (Selbstzuriicknahme). The Spirit is what it is not by revealing it-
self but by revealing Christ. Unfolding this idea in a Trinitarian way, we can
say that the Spirit is itself by revealing Christ as the Son and — in doing so
— revealing God as the Father as well. This applies not only to the ‘eco-
nomic’ but also to the ‘immanent’ Trinity: the Spirit (to use the Cappa-
docian concept of ekphanésis) ‘gives light’ upon the Son in order to make
him ‘shine’ for the Father, as well as revealing the Father as Father to the Son.
Thus, the Spirit opens up the Son to the Father and the Father to the Son,
and so the Spirit brings them together, revealing to them their close rela-
tionship, their intimate community, and even unity-in-difference. In this
sense, the Spirit is the ‘spirit’ or ‘aura’ or ‘atmosphere’ of this community,
the sphere within which this community is being realized.

Speaking of ‘sphere,; we come to the point where personal and
nonpersonal aspects of the conception of the Holy Spirit meet. It was again
Wolfhart Pannenberg’s'? observation that in the early church, there was a
kind of ‘spiritualization’ of the Spirit not appropriate to the particularly
Old Testament understanding of the Spirit as the dynamic ‘field of power’
(Krafifeld) of divinity. Historically, this ‘spiritualization’ (which resulted in
a consciousness/self-awareness model of God) was almost inevitable be-

12. To the following, see his Systematische Theologie, vol. 1 (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck
& Ruprecht, 1988), pp. 414-16.
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cause the only alternative available was the Stoic model of the Spirit as a
very fine material substance present all over creation. This model was unac-
ceptable because it would have made the Spirit a part of the material world.
Modern physics, however, according to Pannenberg, provides a new under-
standing of a ‘field of power’ which does not necessarily imply materialistic
consequences. Modern field theories “no longer conceive of field phenom-
ena as material substances, but as autonomous as over against the material
world and defined only by their relations to space or space time.”!?
Pannenberg therefore says “that the biblical claims about the Spirit of God
are much closer to the modern idea of a universal field of power (which Mi-
chael Faraday was the first to develop), in relation to which all material, cor-
poreal entities can be regarded as secondary manifestations, than the classi-
cal idea of God as Nous”** Based on this, Pannenberg restates the doctrine
of the divine essence in its relation to the Trinitarian persons. If the divine
essence is being described as the ‘field of power’ of the ‘Spirit of Love, then
divinity need no longer be thought of as a subject (as is the case in the Nous
model). “Divinity, conceived as a field, can be understood as manifesting it-
self in all three Trinitarian persons equally.”*® The Holy Spirit as a person,
then, is this field of divine love and power, seen from the perspective of au-
tonomy from the persons of the Father and the Son, meaning the Holy
Spirit is the mode in which the Father and the Son experience their com-
munity. The Holy Spirit is the objectification of their community. “Because
both of them [Father and Son] — albeit in different ways — are confronted
with the common essence of divinity in the form of the Spirit, they are
linked to each other by the unity of the Spirit.*¢

According to this model, however, the Spirit as a person would not
simply coincide with the divine essence. The Spirit, in other words, would
have to have its own relation to the divine essence. So we can say that the
Spirit recognizes itself as being the divine “Spirit of Love” only in the mir-

13. See Pannenberg, Systematische Theologie, 1:414 (trans. B.O.).

14. Ibid. — Whether this is an appropriate understanding of the field theory in terms
of physics may be (and has been) doubted. Critics in particular object to the claim that the
field is autonomous from the material world. Although this quite obviously qualifies the use
of the model as a means to illustrate the plausibility of the Christian concept of Trinity in di-
alogue with modern scientific worldviews, it does not necessarily make the consistency of
Pannenberg’s conception of the doctrine of Trinity itself collapse.

15. See Pannenberg, Systematische Theologie, 1:415.

16. Ibid.
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ror of the community of the Father and the Son. It needs this mirror to rec-
ognize divinity.

This concept can be identified as a very subtle and complex reformu-
lation of the Anselmian axiom “In Deo omnia sunt unum ubi non obviat
aliqua relationis oppositio.” Unlike in Anselm, the ‘relations’ are not re-
stricted here to the category of origin. Additionally, the unum is now de-
fined as a pneumatical ‘field of power’ rather than as summus spiritus (in
the sense of consciousness or self-awareness). Considering this, it is a
question of perspective and context as to whether we speak of the Spirit in
personal or nonpersonal terms. Both are possible, and both are necessary.
At any rate, both ways qualify and challenge each other. The nonpersonal
field metaphor recalls that a person cannot be simply understood in anal-
ogy to conscious, self-aware individuality. Using personal language also re-
minds us that understanding the Spirit as ‘field’ must mean more than a
simple ubiquity. It implies at least an intentional structure, because the
Spirit appears “wherever it wants to.”

The Presence of the Spirit

The doctrine of the Trinity confronts us with the meaning of the revela-
tion of God’s creative, saving, and redeeming work towards and within the
world in terms of our understanding of God’s very being. Our notion of
God is constituted by that revelation. But it is also supposed to return to it.
Every explication of the triune being of God has to be scrutinized as to
whether and how it fosters our understanding of God’s work itself. To fol-
low this hermeneutical circle is essential to prevent the doctrine of the
Trinity from becoming mere pointless speculation about a reality beyond
our knowledge, as Kant put it. Thus, the question I would like to focus on
at the end of this chapter is whether the very being of the Holy Spirit can
be conceived of in terms of personal and nonpersonal metaphors. If so,
what does it mean that the Spirit’s trinitarian being may be described as
both the realization and the reality of the unity-in-difference of the Father
and the Son, that is, the realizing ‘person’ and the realized ‘sphere’ of their
unity-in-difference? What does this contribute to understanding the pres-
ence of the Spirit in the world and its function within the history of salva-
tion? Tackling this question might also be relevant to promoting theologi-
cal dialogue between the ‘historic mainline’ churches with their elaborate
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doctrinal and liturgical traditions and the powerfully emerging
Pentecostal churches with their emphasis on the experience of the Spirit.

Let us look first at the Spirit’s role within the ‘story’ of Christ’s work
of salvation. The crucial disclosure of Christ’s relation to God and at the
same time the starting point of his messianic way, of course, is his baptism,
when the heavens are opened and the voice from above calls him “my be-
loved Son,” thus identifying the speaker as the loving Father. Interestingly,
this happens only after the Spirit has come down upon Christ. What is of
great significance as well is that for the time being it happens in an inti-
mate scene between the two of them (“You are my beloved Son!”). So we
can rightly say that it is the Spirit who discloses the Father to the Son and
the Son to the Father and, by doing so, not only displays but even brings
about their community. But it is also the Spirit who opens heaven to earth,
overcoming the distance between the sphere where God dwells and the
sphere of human life. There is no ‘Shekinah’ without the Spirit. Not coinci-
dentally, then, it is only after the Spirit’s coming upon him that Christ sets
out to preach the gospel, to share and renew the lives of the outcasts, to
heal the diseases of the sick and disabled. If it is true that the focus of
Christ’s gospel is to reveal God’s presence as the loving Father and that the
focus of Christ’s ‘Sonship’ is to be this presence, and if it is also true that
this can happen only ‘in the power of the Spirit’ as both realization and re-
ality of the Father’s and the Son’s community, then we are entitled to say
that it is the Spirit who ‘dis-closes’ (literally) the close relationship of the
Father and the Son to humankind in an epistemological and ontological
sense, that is, by revealing that relationship to humankind and integrating
humankind into that relationship, letting human beings participate in
their community.

In a very complex way, the cross then is the crisis and the confirma-
tion of the unity-in-difference between the Father and the Son. On the one
hand, the cross displays the abyss of differentiation as well as the abyss of
‘undifferentiation’; on the other hand, it displays the endurance of this re-
lation even in the deep loneliness of the alleged blasphemist sentenced to
death. The German theologian Hans-Georg Geyer once said that the cross
visualized the breathtaking possibility of God’s retreat from relationality
into pure substantiality.!” Given that the Spirit is the warrant of God’s

17. H.-G. Geyer: “Anfinge zum Begriff der Verséhnung,” in Evangelische Theologie 38
(1978): 235-51.
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relationality, we might as well say — and perhaps more accurately — that
the cross visualizes the possibility of the Spirit’s retreat from Jesus and thus
the end of Jesus’ communion with the Father, which means the end of
God’s embracing presence in the world, the end of God’s accessibility. Je-
sus and God would be differentiated then, and God would be undifferenti-
ated, both a horrible and a hopeless vision. Jesus experiences this vision of
the absent Spirit, he faces the abyss — but he overcomes it by trusting the
Father. He experiences the ontological loneliness of a world deserted by
God’s caring community (“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”
Mark 15:34). But he does not try desperately to hold onto the Spirit’s pres-
ence either. He lets go of the Spirit. He returns it to — none other than the
Father! “Father, into your hands I commend my spirit!” (Luke 23:46). So by
letting go of the Spirit, he confirms his trust in the Father’s caring Father-
hood, in the perseverance of their community. Thus, amidst the abyss of
differentiation, he trusts in the reality of their unity. Amidst the experience
of God’s radical alienation, he keeps his hope of God’s presence.

The resurrection is in a sense the Spirit’s return to the Son, the Fa-
ther’s confirmation of his unity with the Son, which — as it turns now out
— was not erased but rather intensified by the experience of radical differ-
entiation. No alienation, the resurrection unveils, is deep enough to sever
the Father’s unity with the Son.’® But resurrection is not a mere return to
‘business as usual, as if nothing had happened.!® The cross is not an acci-
dent which is simply undone by resurrection without leaving any traces
and scars. Just as the risen Christ displays the wounds the nails of the cross
have caused, so his unity with the Father is shaped by the experience of the
cross as well. Because this unity is realized by and hypostatized in the
Spirit, the same goes for our understanding of the Spirit. The Son is the
Son only ‘in the power of the Spirit, but he is the Son only in that he lets go
of the Spirit, trusting in its return. Paradoxically spoken, on the cross the
Spirit is present only in the mode of its absence and is active only in the

18. In this respect, the resurrection also confirms Jesus’ concern with the outcasts and
his community with them.

19. This has often been emphasized by M. Welker. Cf. “Auferstehung,” in Glaube und
Lernen 9 (1994): 39-49; Was geht vor beim Abendmahl? (Stuttgart: Quell, 1999), pp. 22-31; ET:
What Happens in Holy Communion? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), pp. 10-19, esp. 14-15.
See also my ““Was sucht ihr den Lebendigen bei den Toten?” Uberlegungen zur Realitit der
Auferstehung in Auseinandersetzung mit Gerd Liidemann,” in Kerygma und Dogma 46
(2000): 225-40.
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mode of its passivity. The Spirit lets go of the Son as well. The cross, thus,
not only marks the Son’s difference from the Father, but also his distinc-
tion from the Spirit as being the warrant and sphere of their community.
He is in radical need of the Spirit. The resurrection then, conversely, re-
veals the Spirit under the aspect of its intentional activity. Far from simply
resuscitating a dead body, it renews the community of the Father and the
Son, thus definitively ratifying the Father’s declaration after Jesus’ baptism.
Yet resurrection also shows that the cross is an essential part of the drama
of God’s unity. In other words, the absence of the Spirit on the cross is a di-
mension of its presence, an aspect of its identity. The radical differentia-
tion has turned out to be essential to God’s being-in-communion itself.
The unity which the Spirit provides and isis a unity-in-difference in a very
radical sense.
~ What does this Trinitarian concept of the Spirit as realization and re-
ality of the unity-in-difference of the Father and the Son mean for our un-
derstanding of salvation? It hardly need be mentioned that, according to the
New Testament, the mission of the apostles, the spreading of the gospel, and
the emergence of the church as the congregation of believers in Christ were
effects and results of the activity of the Spirit and thus fruits and even forms
of its presence. The very existence of the church was seen as ‘absolutely de-
pendent’ on the coming of the Spirit. This is completely consistent with our
observation that, in Jesus’ baptism, the Spirit transcended the gap between
heaven and earth, dis-closing the community of the Father and the Son,
opening it up for others to join or, more precisely, to be integrated into.
The Gospel of John in particular reflects on how the Spirit’s post-
Easter presence is related to the Father and the Son. Interestingly, it gives
three different expressions of the origin of this presence. First, Jesus an-
nounces that the Father will “send” the Spirit “in my name” (John 14:26),
then he says that he himself will “send” it “from the Father” (John 15:26),
and finally he states that the Spirit itself will “come” to “glorify” the Son
(John 16:13-14).%° The Spirit, as can be clearly seen, does not act on its own
account, but reveals itself only by revealing the Son and his unity-in-
difference with the Father. It is not a merely passive ‘sphere of influence’ of
their powerful presence either. The Spirit’s active work reveals “Jesus as be-
ing the Christ, the Son of God” (John 20:31) and makes people believe in
this lifesaving truth, Moreover, John’s gospel leaves no doubt that the

20. Cf. my Filiogue (Géttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2001), pp. 42-44.
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Spirit’s coming presupposes, and is only possible after, Christ’s ‘exaltation,
which means the coherent unity of crucifixion, resurrection, and return to
the Father. “Unless I leave, the Paraclete will not come to you. Once I have
left, however, I will send him to you” (John 16:7). The Spirit is thus des-
tined to let people participate in the community of the Father and the Son,
a community shaped by the experience of the abyss of differentiation and
alienation and of having overcome it, albeit — this is important — with-
out amnesia. If precisely these concrete dynamics of differentiation and
unification display the very being of God, and if the Holy Spirit is both re-
alizing ‘person’ and ‘sphere’ of reality of precisely this community-in-
difference of the Father and the Son in God’s self, and if it is this Spirit who
both reveals this community and is the ‘sphere’ of its presence in the
world, letting people share this communicating community, then the
emerging spiritual community, which is the church, must receive its char-
acter and its identity from this very Spirit from which and in which it lives.

Of the manifold implications this has for the understanding of the
church I can name only a few. To begin with, the Spirit’s presence is not a
matter of availability — be it natural or supernatural. If the Son could only
hope to keep his community with the loving Father by trustfully letting go
of the Spirit of this community, then the same goes for the church. The
promise of the Spirit’s presence does not imply the guarantee of its perma-
nent accessibility. This does not mean, however, that the presence of the
Spirit becomes a kind of ghostly phenomenon, incomprehensible, unpre-
dictable, and shapeless. Quite to the contrary, it is because we recognize the
Spirit as the Spirit of Christ’s community-in-difference with the Father
that we know it will only be present if — and that we will only experience
this community if — we do not hold onto it. It is precisely this Spirit, it is
exactly this community that we are entitled to hope for. “Do not quench
(or limit) the Spirit,” Paul writes (1 Thess. 5:19), and that is what we would
do if we did not let go of it. Paradoxically, we would then miss the Spirit’s
very identity.

Moreover, if the Spirit’s identity is shaped by the dynamics of differ-
entiation and unification, this must be significant for the being of the
church as well. The Spirit does not form a community of triumph without
scars, but rather a community of transformation, of forgiveness, of the
healing of memories — yet without these narratives of transformation
falling into oblivion, leaving space only for the enthusiasm of present ex-
periences of being saved (or of being safe). The church is a community in
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which the memories of transformation are shared. The presence and de-
liberate cultivation of these memories not only creates a fundamental soli-
darity among the current members of the church, but also motivates their
deep solidarity with all those still ‘outside.” As the Spirit integrates the radi-
cal alienation, that is, the cross, into the very being of God, there is no
alienation in the world that could definitively separate from the church as
being creatura Spiritus. The dynamics of the Spirit thus transcend the
boundaries of any given church.

But again these dynamics do not simply create a ‘success story. The
‘power’ of the Spirit is ‘beyond measure’ not merely in the sense of quan-
tity, but also (and even more appropriately so) in the sense of quality. As
Christ let go of the Spirit, consenting to the Father’s will, so, too, the Spirit
let go of Christ, abstaining from using its power in a direct way. It did not
enforce the community of the Father and the Son. It did not suspend the
‘drama’ of this community. It remained patient. It let it happen. The
Spirit’s power thus encloses the experience of powerlessness, which also
goes for the Spirit’s presence in the church. The Spirit is a transforming,
community-forming power, but a power which does not impose itself
without considering the characteristics, the limits, even the idiosyncrasies
of human life. Instead it fulfills its transforming work by objectifying itself,
giving itself into the hands of human beings and their limited, fragile
forces. It was, once more, Paul who emphasized this dialectical character of
the Spirit’s work: “We do have this treasure but in earthen vessels” (2 Cor.
4:7), and again, “When I am weak, then I am strong” (2 Cor. 12:10). Not co-
incidentally, it was Paul who spoke of the “sighs without words” with
which the Spirit intercedes for us before God (Rom. 8:26).

If the dialectics of power and powerlessness, of activity and letting
g0, are crucial to our understanding of the Spirit’s reality, then — and this
is my final point — how can we apply it to the distinction of the personal
and nonpersonal aspects of its being with which we started? At first sight,
it might seem appropriate to describe the powerful activity in terms of
personal intentionality, whereas the passivity of emerging processes
should fit better to nonpersonal metaphors. But on closer examination,
this concept does not work properly. On the one hand, the intentional
structure of personality not only implies powerful activity but also delib-
erate self-withdrawal (Selbstzuriicknahme).?' On the other hand, the con-

21. Cf. Michael Welker, Gottes Geist, passim.
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cept of ‘sphere’ or ‘field’ does not at all exclude activity (field of power!) —
albeit the nonpersonal term may well be adequate after all to express the
Spirit’s self-withdrawal by giving itself into the hands of humans. From
this perspective it becomes evident once again that we need personal and
nonpersonal metaphors to complement and explain one another.
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