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Preface and acknowledgements

This book assumed its first, preliminary, shape a very long time ago,

in the 1990s, when I was invited to give the Hulsean Lectures at

Cambridge University. Soon afterwards, when I migrated to a new

post at Harvard, I became rapidly – and vividly – aware of the

barriers of cultural difference that made my undertaking, indeed my

whole theological approach, bemusing to my new American inter-

locutors, and especially to those in the liberal religious tradition.

The impenitent philosophical realism in this project, the absolute

centrality granted to the practice of prayer, the talk of the entangle-

ment of ‘sexuality’ and ‘spirituality’ (both terms laden with different

cultural baggage in the two continents), the insistence that early

Christian – and especially celibate, monastic – traditions could

throw some crucial and positive light on celebrated current dilem-

mas about ‘sex’ and ‘gender’: these traits were seen as at best

quaintly English or Anglican, and at worst manifestations of a

feminist false consciousness. Thus, for a long time the project was

shelved while I reflected with real seriousness on the force of such

criticisms, adjusted to my new cultural milieu, and took stock of the

concomitant resistance, in an era of postmodernity, to the very

project of a Christian systematic theology.

At the same time, however, a set of ecclesiastical paroxysms was

occurring: Christian churches worldwide, but especially Roman

Catholics in Boston and Episcopalians and Anglicans in North

America, England, and Africa, were thrown into new and profound

crises by sexual scandals, divisive debates about homosexuality, and
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continuing disagreements about women, gender roles, and church

leadership. In this context of simultaneous exposure and threatened

schism, I became newly aware that the approach I had been essaying

in my earlier lectures fitted neither the standard liberal nor con-

servative approaches to these debates; but it was not a compromise

between them either. Rather, it cut across the disjunctive divides all

too familiar from press coverage and mutual accusation, insisting

instead that prayer and a renewed asceticism (not, note, repression)

had to be at the heart of any attempt to solve the profound questions

of desire with which the churches struggled; and – perhaps even

more counterintuitively to many – it argued that only engagement

with a God who has been ineluctably revealed and met as triune

could hold the key to contemporary anxieties about sexuality,

gender, and feminism. However, this was not the approach to the

Trinity that had by this time become almost commonplace amongst

‘social trinitarians’, including some feminists, who looked to the

persons of the Trinity as imitable prototypes for good political,

ecclesial, and personal relations. On the contrary, I saw my

approach as involving a much more profound, challenging, and

disconcerting engagement with God in prayer and scriptural reflec-

tion to be easily subsumable into the existing range of political and

ecclesial agendas. In short, it seemed I wanted to say something that

was not otherwise being said, and which, in practice, proved

difficult to be heard by the existing theological parties of dissent.

Yet thus it was that finally, after various other published prole-

gomena had been completed first, the last lap in the writing of this

book was reached. I had written a book (Powers and Submissions)

which had already focused centrally on the practice of contempla-

tion; I had followed that with edited studies of Gregory of Nyssa

and Dionysius the Areopagite. So now theological courage

returned, and a reconceived version of my original text was forged
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into the first volume of a larger systematic project which, as it is

planned, will eventually have several parts. As currently conceived,

the second volume (Knowing Darkly) will adumbrate my theological

anthropology of the ‘spiritual senses’, and at the same time turn to

the vexed modern category of ‘race’. The third volume (Punish and

Heal) will address the public realm of the polis with its secular

institutions of prison and hospital, and so re-examine the doctrines

of sin and atonement. Christology (Flesh and Blood) will advisedly

be left till last, not as demotion but as climax: the mystery of the

incarnation will be approached via a theology of the eucharist.

The rationale for my newly conceived understanding of the task

of systematic theology, and for its intrinsic connection to these

pressing contemporary questions about sex, sexuality, and gender

(terms to be carefully defined), is provided in the opening sections

of this book. This volume on the Trinity, however, is just the initial

segment in the larger systematic project, to be entitled overall, On

Desiring God. Thus to reconceive questions of sexuality and gender

in relation to the trinitarian God is but the first, albeit adventurous,

step in a new theological landscape.

This book is also an experiment in a form of writing that academic

theology unfortunately increasingly eschews. It aims to be compre-

hensible to the general educated reader as well as to the professional

theologian, but without – I trust – any loss of scholarly acumen. It is

written, certainly, for colleagues and students; but no less too for

those in the churches – and those who hover agonizingly at the edges

of institutional religion – who occasionally wonder how Christianity

remains intellectually defensible as a worldview at all, and how it may

go forward in the face of the exposure of its massive historic collusion

in gender blindness and abuse of power, its tragic (and continuing)

mismanagement of the economy of desire. In short, it is written for all

those who continue to seek a vision of God for today, one attractive
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enough to magnetize their deepest human longings so as to order their

desires in relation to God.

To set oneself this task of communication to a wider theological

readership is not easy, and involves a certain risk for the established

academic, especially one who is now subject to regular government

‘assessments’. The author in the academy habitually writes with one

eye on the reviewer, friend or foe; and the tendency to heap up

extraneous references, to engage in self-aggrandizing polemics, or

to employ impressive, if inflated, jargon is at times almost irresis-

tible. Here, however, I have consciously attempted to deflect such

traits; and I have enlisted the help of several long-suffering students,

friends, and parishioners to call me to account on this score. If the

academic reader seeks further references, or indications of my own

engagement in current scholarly debates, I here refer also to my

other writings; and I provide in the bibliographic notes at the end of

each chapter the detailed links to the material that has informed my

argument. In this way I have kept the number of footnotes to a

minimum. I have also supplied a glossary of technical terms at the

end of the volume. I take this calculated risk – of relatively simple

and direct communication – for a reason. For even as systematic

theology today undergoes a remarkable revival, it is in grave

danger of rendering itself socially insignificant by sheer obscurity

of expression.

Yet my alternative form of writing is in no way a resort to a

popular mode, let alone to anti-intellectualism. Indeed, I strongly

resist certain false and stereotypical disjunctions: between belief and

practice, thought and affect, or, for that matter, academic and

accessible writing. As the argument of the book unfurls, it will

become evident why the theological method employed here is

appropriately conjoined with a direct style of writing. For the

book is written for all those who struggle at the intersection of
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the theological, the political, the spiritual, and the sexual, as well as

for those whose particular theological vocation it is to interpret this

nexus. The method I here call théologie totale involves a complex

range of interdisciplinary skills; and to link the theoretical to the

pastoral in this way is a task of some considerable spiritual and

intellectual delicacy, just as to write so as to be ‘understanded of the

people’ makes its own ascetical demands on the author.

So much by way of brief introduction to this book’s undertaking.

The rest of this preface must now be devoted to the giving of

thanks.

Despite the long delay in production, I remain much indebted,

first, to the Hulsean electors at Cambridge for the honour of my

original election; and I am especially grateful to those who gave me

hospitality and friendly criticism during my weekly visits to

Cambridge from Oriel College, Oxford, where I was then teaching.

Nicholas Lash, David Ford, John Milbank, Tim Jenkins, Brian

Hebblethwaite, and Janet Martin Soskice must be singled out for

my special thanks, and their influence may be detected at points in

what I have written. But I am no less grateful to the other senior

members at Cambridge who attended the lectures, and to the

gratifyingly large audiences of students, who also offered their

comments.

At Harvard I was fortunate to enjoy the criticism (sometimes

deservedly severe) of graduate students in several seminars and

classes devoted to the subject of the Trinity. Their influence is

particularly evident in Chapters 1 and 2 of this book. I thank them

all, and trust that what I have learned from them, and also from my

Harvard feminist colleagues, as I gradually became attuned to the

American theological milieu, will be manifest in what I have

written. Others outside Harvard did me the honour of engaging

meticulously – whether approvingly or critically – with the
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substantial argument about patristic trinitarianism, and its system-

atic import, that lies at the heart of this book: Lewis Ayres, Brian

Daley, SJ, Kevin Hector, Andrew Louth, Kilian McDonnell, OSB,

Robert Murray, SJ, the late Lloyd Paterson, Columba Stewart,

OSB, Kallistos Ware, Robert Wilken, and the late Maurice Wiles.

Various Harvard research assistants – Philip McCosker, Robert

St Hilaire, Philip Francis – were a considerable help to me in

gathering bibliographical materials and nobly lugging them to my

door. The two Philips, especially, ensured in their distinctive ways

that this book got finished, Philip McCosker invaluably assisting me

again in Cambridge with the bibliographic notes in the final push, as

did Mark McInroy and David Grumett as research associates there

earlier. Michon Matthiesen (then a doctoral student at Boston

College) was a constant source of encouragement at a time when

I was despairing of completion. I must also mention the continuing

luxury of a ‘priest’s hole’ in which to hide, pray, and write, which

was for a while vouchsafed to me by the rector of the local Jesuit

community in Cambridge, Massachusetts, John Privett, SJ, who

claimed he was paying me back for some hiding done by Jesuits in

English houses ‘in more turbulent times’. My parishioners in

Boston, Deborah and Joseph Dyer, also gave me such sanctuary.

For me, the solitude they provided was an invaluable aid to

reflection.

Despite the cultural shifts I underwent during my sojourn in

North America, this book remains – I am assured by my critics – a

discernibly Anglican product. Be that as it may, I am glad to record

my indebtedness to the Church of England Doctrine Commission

(on which I served for ten years long ago, from 1982 to 1992) for the

stimulus it provided to my thinking at that time; and more especially

to Bishop Alec Graham (sometime chair of the commission), and to

Church House Publications, for allowing me to reuse the material

xviii Preface and acknowledgements



on charismatic spirituality that I originally wrote for one of the

Doctrine Commission reports (We Believe in the Holy Spirit,

London, Church House Publications, 1991, ch. 2). As will be clear

from that material (now reworked as Chapter 4 of this book), I owe

a great deal to the people in both of the charismatic groups in

Lancashire whose membership I investigated. They welcomed me

into their worship, and in their interviews with me generously gave

me their time, their trust, and the depth of their spiritual insights. As

I hope Chapter 4 will show, there is much buried theological

treasure in the parochial life of contemporary churches and groups.

The late Mary Douglas was a constant source of inspiration and

encouragement as I sought to bring social science and theological

methods creatively together in this regard.

Without two periods of sabbatical leave from Harvard, the first

generously funded by the Henry Luce III Fellowship programme,

the second by the Lilly Foundation, this book – and the other

related projects, mentioned above – could never have been com-

pleted. The first period of leave also allowed me to spend some time

in Princeton gathering materials for the iconographical chapter of

this volume at the Index of Christian Art; the staff there were

particularly gracious and helpful. On the practical publishing side,

Alex Wright at the Cambridge University Press, and then his

successors Ruth Parr and Kevin Taylor, encouraged and assisted

me all along the way. When I asked for yet more time to redevelop

this text as the first volume of a proposed systematic theology,

Kevin Taylor remained unflappably supportive. And Kate Brett,

Laura Morris, and Anna Lowe firmly helped to bring the project to

completion.

Finally, as any honest author knows, and especially any feminist

scholar, books are not written (let alone finished) without certain

costs and compensatory adjustments to the lives of others in the
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family. Our daughters Edith and Agnes have over the years devel-

oped a good line in lampooning technical trinitarian jargon, and will

doubtless be glad to see this particular project complete; while

I have struggled with the Trinity they have grown into woman-

hood. My beloved husband Chip can alone count the cost to

domestic comfort, or to the speed of his own research, and he

must be mightily tired of hearing about the ‘progress’ of this

book. He thought it would never be done. My thanks to him may

be inadequate, but to him I dedicate this first volume of systematics

in its final form.

Trinity Sunday, 2012
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Prelude: the arguments of this book

Institutional Christianity is in crisis about ‘sexuality’. Its detractors

in the supposedly secularized and liberal climes of Northern Europe,

who nonetheless yearn for what they call a satisfying ‘spirituality’,

see this crisis as a sign of its failure to engage the contemporary

world. Its conservative defenders, to be found mainly in religiously

observant parts of North America and throughout the southern

hemisphere, take it as an indication of cultural decadence and a

deficiency in scriptural obedience. Probably both sides are right, but

perhaps neither, exactly; this book notably does not aim to solve the

problems in the terms currently under discussion. Instead, it aims to

go deeper: to come at the issue that is now called sexuality through a

different route – that of the divine itself.

For this is a book about God, and more specifically about the

Christian God. It is written for those who puzzle about how one

might set about coming into relation with such a God in the first

place; and who wonder how – without sacrificing either intellectual

integrity or critical acumen – one might discover this baffling,

alluring, and sometimes painful encounter to require thematizing

in trinitarian terms: ‘Father’, ‘Son’, and ‘Holy Spirit’. Further (and

this may seem odd to the contemporary reader), this book is written

in the fundamental conviction that no cogent answer to the con-

temporary Christian question of the trinitarian God can be given

without charting the necessary and intrinsic entanglement of human
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sexuality and spirituality in such a quest: the questions of right

contemplation of God, right speech about God, and right ordering

of desire all hang together. They emerge in primary interaction with

Scripture, become intensified and contested in early Christian tra-

dition, and are purified in the crucible of prayer. Thus the problem

of the Trinity cannot be solved without addressing the very ques-

tions that seem least to do with it, questions which press on the

contemporary Christian churches with such devastating and often

destructive force: questions of sexual justice, questions of the mean-

ing and stability of gender roles, questions of the final theological

significance of sexual desire.

It is the purpose of this introductory prelude to explain in

advance how the various lines of argument in this book fit together.

An overview will supply a perspective on the whole.

desire, prayer, and the trinity in the ‘fathers’

A perception of the significance of the right ordering of desire was

not, of course, alien to some of the greatest early Christian thinkers

of the late antique era; and a central part of my task in this book will

be to explore how, for them, the perception of ‘perfect relation in

God’ (the Trinity) was fundamentally attuned, and correlated, to

their concomitant views about men and women, gender roles, and

the nature of ‘erotic’ desire. Not that we can oblige any contempo-

rary reader to accept their positions without critique (they are in any

case various); but rather I shall aim, first, to lay bare the subtle – and

forgotten – ways in which these elements in their thought connect,

such that they may now illumine contemporary theological choices.

At the same time it will become clear that the way they speak of

desire has a different valence from today’s post-Freudian context,

and one as yet not cognizant of modern evocations of ‘sexuality’.
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This difference is itself revealing, as I shall show. Some of the most

significant figures in the historical development of the doctrine of

the Trinity (Origen, Gregory of Nyssa, Augustine, especially)

feature large in this volume because of the fascinatingly different

ways in which they relate their perceptions of intense desire for

God, their often problematic feelings about sexual desire at the

human level, and their newly creative understandings of God as

Trinity.

Yet the modern textbook account of the development of the

doctrine of the Trinity has largely obscured these crucial points of

connection, often by concentrating more on philosophical issues

of coherence than on the fathers’ biblical exegesis or ascetical

exercise. It is not customary, therefore, to study the fourth-

century Gregory of Nyssa’s (fascinating) views about virginity

and marriage while simultaneously exploring his contribution to

the development of technical trinitarian terms; it is not usual,

either, to reflect on Augustine’s understanding of sexual relations

while studying his magisterial theological reflections on trinitarian

analogies. But this omission is odd, not least because these two

authors – prime progenitors of different, but mammothly influen-

tial, trinitarian visions of the Godhead – themselves saw these

points of connection and discoursed upon them explicitly (see

Chapter 6). And they did so under the impress both of scriptural

injunction and of ascetic dictate, not merely by taking thought

philosophically. Both of them, too, had extremely sophisticated

ways of insisting how God cannot be compared or likened to

anything creaturely (how a relationship with God is necessarily

unlike any other), as well as a keen sense of how one’s particular

vision of God nonetheless also informs the whole realm of the

personal and the political. Once one grasps these nexuses of

association which they offer, one is also able to see – intriguingly –
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that their two trinitarian traditions are not as disjunctive as they

have long been presented; and here I contribute to a growing body

of scholarship that seeks to reconsider the supposed gulf between

early ‘Eastern’ and ‘Western’ views of the Trinity.

In addition to misrepresenting (or flattening) the trinitarian

developments of the fourth and fifth centuries, the standard modern

textbook narrative has more fundamentally and fatally obscured, as

is argued in some detail in the earlier part of this book (Chapter 3),

much of the richness of the earlier, emergent stage of trinitarian

thought forms in the first three centuries of the Christian era. The

picture here is more complicated than is the case with the

Cappadocian fathers and Augustine; because it must be admitted

that polemical patristic authors of huge significance (the great

fourth-century defender of the council of Nicaea, Athanasius, par

excellence) have themselves been strongly implicated in purveying

the conciliar-based narrative I now seek to query or complexify.

That is, it is not just the story of councils and creeds and dominant

ecclesial and political personalities to which one should attend in an

account of developing trinitarianism; and nor should the only

principle of selectivity be a focus on an approximation to a presumed

later ‘orthodoxy’ (in the sense of assent to creedal propositions). By

repressing or marginalizing much of the early history of the doctrine

of the Spirit (messy and erratic as it may seem), accounts of early

trinitarianism that give sole attention to the status of the ‘Son’ vis-à-

vis the ‘Father’ up to the mid fourth century, miss much of the

drama: at one and the same time the crucial prayer-based logic of

emergent trinitarianism is missed, and the related, and complicated

entanglements with questions of human gender, power, and desire

mutely disregarded.

So at the heart of this book is a proposed rereading of the

formative, patristic sources for the origins of the doctrine of the
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Trinity (Chapters 3 and 6). This task in itself already involves – in

addition to the primary scriptural and doctrinal exegesis – the

application of some contemporary scholarly methods (sociology

of religion, cultural theory, gender analysis, for instance) not gen-

erally brought, even now, to the textbook account of the ‘history of

dogma’. But this – it should be stressed immediately – is not a

reductive reading. It does not presume, that is, that the history of

doctrinal development can be explained away in terms of something

else: bids for power, for instance, or sociological forces, or mani-

festations of repressed sexuality, or devious attempts to occlude the

voices of the oppressed. Some of these factors were indeed undeni-

ably in play, to one extent or another, in this narrative history, and

will be duly acknowledged; but they cannot exhaust the account of

what was taking place theologically and spiritually.

My own reading of this early patristic period, then, neither

reduces the history of the development of trinitarian doctrine to

non-theological forces, nor assumes that the achievement of clas-

sical orthodoxy is the arrival at some stable place of spiritual

safety. ‘Orthodoxy’ as mere propositional assent needs to be

carefully distinguished from ‘orthodoxy’ as a demanding, and

ongoing, spiritual project, in which the language of the creeds is

personally and progressively assimilated. Nor, on the other hand,

does my approach see the very emergence of Nicene orthodoxy as

a kind of patriarchal plot – or a suppression of a more subtle, if

élite, engagement with ‘gnostic’ wisdom. Rather, my proposal is

both more modest and more complex. It is to set the story of the

development of the orthodox doctrine of the Trinity within a

constellation of considerations – spiritual, ascetical, sexual,

social – which the dominant modern textbook tradition has tended

either to ignore, or to sideline, in favour of its more purely

cerebral account of the intellectual issues, along with the imperial
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political backdrop. But it is just as much to query, and correct,

some of the more simplistic and reductive reactions to that text-

book tradition, as well.

So my approach involves the highlighting of certain neglected

patristic texts, and the collocation of texts not usually brought

together, in order to expose a narrative of an explicitly prayer-

based access to the workings of the divine. This form of access,

I argue, not only begged trinitarian shape from its inception, but

simultaneously raised insistent questions about the relation of sexual

desire and desire for God. My thesis is that this nexus of association

(between trinitarian thought, prayer of a deep sort, and questions of

‘erotic’ meaning), caused sufficient political difficulty to press the

prayer-based approach to the Trinity to the edges of the more

public, conciliar discussion of the doctrine, even in the patristic

period itself, and further marginalized it as far as modern histories of

dogma were concerned.

But by the end of the book it will be argued that the critical

retrieval of this spiritual nexus today has great potential theological

importance. It provides the resources for the presentation of a

contemporary trinitarian ontology of desire – a vision of God’s

trinitarian nature as both the source and goal of human desires, as

God intends them. It indicates how God the ‘Father’, in and

through the Spirit, both stirs up, and progressively chastens and

purges, the frailer and often misdirected desires of humans, and so

forges them, by stages of sometimes painful growth, into the like-

ness of his Son. Here ethics and metaphysics may be found to

converge; here divine desire can be seen as the ultimate progenitor

of human desire, and the very means of its transformation.

Moreover, this ascetic approach brings its own distinctive solution,

finally, to the ongoing feminist problem of divine naming: the right

language for God is not something to be ‘fixed’ at the outset by mere
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political fiat, but is part and parcel of the programme of the ascetic

transformation of desire (Chapter 7).1

the meaning of ‘desire’

Before I go any further in this account I must say something

important about the very category of ‘desire’ in this book, and its

relation to words more commonly utilized in contemporary debates

about religion and sexual ethics: ‘sex’, ‘sexuality’, ‘gender’, and

‘orientation’. When people talk about ‘sex’ and ‘sexuality’ today,

they often presume that the first and obvious point of reference is

sexual intercourse or other genital acts. (This is especially true in

North America, I have found, where the word ‘sexuality’ has more

of these overtones of actual physical enactment than in Britain.) The

presumption, then, is that physiological desires and urges are basic

and fundamental in the sexual realm; and to this is often added a

second presumption: that unsatisfied (physical) sexual desire is a

necessarily harmful and ‘unnatural’ state. From such a perspective,

priestly or monastic celibacy is indeed monstrous – a veritable

charade, necessarily masking subterfuge and illicit sexual activity.

A popularized form of Freudianism is often invoked in support of

this latter view about the ‘impossibility’ of celibacy. But this is odd;

because Freud himself – who changed his mind more than once

about these matters in the course of his career – never taught that

social harm comes from what he called ‘sublimation’. On the

1 For this reason I must beg feminist readers not to prejudge my reasons for continuing to
use the language of ‘Father’ in the trinitarian context. In my view, neither the straightfor-
ward obliteration of ‘Father’ language, nor the ‘feminization’ of the Spirit (or indeed of the
Son), constitute in themselves satisfactory strategies in the face of the profound feminist
critique of classical Christian thought forms and patterns of behaviour. These problems
can only be met satisfactorily by an ascetic response which attacks idolatry at its root.
These conclusions are finally drawn in Chapter 7 below.

The meaning of ‘desire’ 7



contrary, he argued that sublimation is entirely necessary for civi-

lization to endure. Chaos would ensue otherwise.

Freud’s own views about desire (‘Eros’, in his later work) became,

in the course of his life, more attuned to the Platonic view of desire

that he had earlier eschewed. However, he never himself subscribed

to the view, expressed classically in Plato’s dialogue the Symposium,

that ‘erotic’ desire has a propulsion to the eternal form of ‘beauty’, and

that one must therefore spend one’s life in an attempt to climb back up

the ladder of (progressively purified) desire to that divine realm

where the full ‘revelation’ of beauty may occur.2 Freud, in rejecting

the God of classical Jewish and Christian monotheism, of course

rejected also the possibility of such a divine meaning in ‘Eros’. But

early Christianity, in contrast – at least those strands of it heavily

influenced by forms of Platonism – was enormously drawn to the

Symposium’s vision of ‘desire’; and from the second and third century

onwards it began to discourse on this matter intensively. Although it

could find little or nothing in Jesus’s teaching about erōs as such, it did

not read his views on love (agapē) as in any way disjunctive from the

Platonic tradition of erōs. And what it did inherit from Jewish

scripture, and then from the earliest rabbinic exegesis of scripture,

was a fascination with the symbol of sexual union as a ‘type’ – indeed,

in the Song of Songs the highest type – of God’s relation to Israel or

Church.

The entanglement of this Platonic tradition of ‘desire’ with the

emergence of ascetic forms of Christian life enjoining celibacy on its

members, however, has made it a strand of thinking that is partic-

ularly problematic, not only for contemporary ‘sub-Freudianism’ (as

I may perhaps dub the ‘sexual teaching’ of the secular newspapers and

glossy magazines), but more especially for contemporary feminism. If

2 Symposium, 210 A–212 C.
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‘desire’ is really about desire for God, and involves some sort of

‘purification’ of physical expressions of sexual love, how can Plato’s

programme not involve a kicking away, at some point in the ascent,

of the ladder that connects the divine to everything classically

associated with the ‘woman’: materiality, physical desire, marriage,

childbirth? Is not this tradition of ascetic Platonist Christianity argu-

ably the onemost inimical to feminist concerns? And is it not equally –

if not more – problematic for the contentious contemporary issue of

homoeroticism, which the Platonic text both assumes, and then rises

‘above’?

It is nonetheless the central project of this systematic theology as

a whole to give new coinage to this tradition of Christian Platonism,

but to re-evaluate it and re-express it in ways that meet and answer

some of the most difficult challenges that contemporary culture

presents to the churches. Not the least of these challenges is the

demonstration of the way in which the wisdom of this tradition is as

applicable to those who are sexually active as to those who are not –

whether ‘heterosexual’ or ‘homosexual’. There is no denying, then,

that such a re-expression of this tradition is required, even as it raises

its own implicit critique of a contemporary erotic malaise. My

primary patristic interlocutors in this volume, as I have already

intimated, are Origen, Gregory of Nyssa, and Augustine; to them is

added (later, in Chapter 7) some borrowings from the distinctive

metaphysical framework of the early sixth-century Christian

Platonist, Dionysius the Areopagite.3 But for the purposes of this

3 It should be added that each volume of this systematic theology concentrates on a different
period of the classical Christian tradition. As volume ii of this systematics will reveal, it is
finally the view of desire proposed by the sixteenth-century Carmelites (Teresa of Ávila
and John of the Cross) which most significantly informs the systematics as a whole; but
since their own thought was profoundly informed by the patristic heritage that is under
scrutiny in this book, the effect of looking at the epistemic significance of their thinking in
volume ii will build cumulatively on what is discussed here.
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contemporary systematic project, I have to make these authors

speak afresh; and the undergirding ideas are these.

First, Freud must be – as it were – turned on his head. It is not

that physical ‘sex’ is basic and ‘God’ ephemeral; rather, it is God

who is basic, and ‘desire’ the precious clue that ever tugs at the

heart, reminding the human soul – however dimly – of its created

source. Hence, in a sense that will be parsed more precisely as this

book unfolds, desire is more fundamental than ‘sex’. It is more

fundamental, ultimately, because desire is an ontological category

belonging primarily to God, and only secondarily to humans as a

token of their createdness ‘in the image’. But in God, ‘desire’ of

course signifies no lack – as it manifestly does in humans. Rather, it

connotes that plenitude of longing love that God has for God’s own

creation and for its full and ecstatic participation in the divine,

trinitarian, life.

It follows that, if desire is divinely and ontologically basic, not

only is human ‘sex’ to be cast as created in its light, but ‘gender’ –

which nowadays tends to connote the way embodied relations are

carved up and culturally adjudicated – is most certainly also to be

set in right subjection to that desire. In short, the immense cultural

anxiety that, in a secular society, is now accorded to ‘sex’ and

‘gender’ (and to their contested relations) can here be negotiated

in a different, theological light. Not that ‘sex’ and ‘gender’ do not

matter; on the contrary, the profound difference that incarnation

makes to Christian Platonism will prove that they do indeed so

‘matter’, and deeply so. But it is not in the way that contemporary

secular gender theory would (almost obsessively) have it. Such an

obsession, I dare to suggest, resides in the lack of God as a final point

of reference. As for ‘orientation’, too (another modern verbal

invention): what orientation could be more important than the

orientation to God, to divine desire? That is why this particular
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book will not divert to a detailed discussion of the so-called ‘prob-

lem’ of ‘homosexuality’. For it is concerned with a deeper, and more

primary, question: that of putting desire for God above all other

desires, and with judging human desires only in that light. Ascetic

transformation, ascetic fidelity: these are the goals which so fatally

escape the notice of a culture bent either on pleasure or on moral

condemnation. And to escape between the horns of that false

dilemma is necessarily a spiritual and bodily task, involving great

patience and commitment. From ‘sexuality’ and the ‘self’ to partic-

ipation in the trinitarian God: this way lies a long haul of erotic

purgation, but its goal is one of infinite delight.

How, then, am I to pass, in this book, from the patristic story of

desire and its trinitiarian modulations to the contemporary realm of

spiritual struggle and transformation? In fact I go via a rather

unexpected route.

the trinity in social context: god in the field

For my reassimilation of the patristic story of the development of

trinitarian doctrine does not occur in this book without a critical

testing of its contemporary veracity ‘in the field’. As a systematic

theologian, one cannot stop merely at the point of retelling a

historical narrative: from there one looks to reapply the lessons to

current social and ecclesiastical concerns. As discussion of the

patristic analysis has suggested, the prayer-based approach to the

Trinity is no mere individualist affair; it involves no naïve philo-

sophical presumption that one can read doctrine straight out of

‘subjective experience’, nor does it isolate the individual knowing

subject from her social context. Just as it did in the era of earliest

Christianity, it again comes into being today – and calls forth

rebuke or riposte – in specific intellectual, political, social, and
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ecclesiastical circumstances, which demand theological discernment

and assessment. It is for this reason that this book forays into a

seemingly unlikely realm for the investigation of trinitarian dogma:

the fieldwork analysis of two contemporary Christian groups them-

selves deeply invested in the life of prayer (Chapter 4).

Just as the chapters on patristic trinitarianism probe neglected

dimensions of the patristic story, pose previously sidelined ques-

tions about the ‘erotic’ nature of prayer in the Spirit, and bring

together texts that are usually disjoined, so here – in the current

context of postmodern spiritual renewal – I attempt another recon-

figuration of trinitarian thinking. Instead of assuming that popular

religious movements cannot yield high theological reflection,

I analyze the specific conditions (social, ecclesiastical, political,

personal) in which the pressure towards explicitly trinitarian think-

ing about God may become manifest – not as a merely obedient

accession to imposed orthodoxy, but as an urgent spiritual necessity

sweated out of the exigencies of prayer.

The significance here of highlighting the social matrix of such

thought is not something, I argue, that can be left to the supposedly

reductive analysis of the sociologist of religion (see Chapter 2). On

the contrary, an awareness of the specific conditions in which such a

pressure towards trinitarianism is located provides me with another

crucial piece in the jigsaw of my avowed theological method. If, as

I argue, revived trinitarianism of a vibrant sort – earthed in partic-

ular bodily practices of devotion, and tested in the crucible of

chastened desire – tends to have its locus in particular social,

ecclesiastical, and political conditions, then the sensitive theologian

should become fully attuned to such connections. The social scien-

ces, for these purposes, may become handmaids of theological

awareness, not tools of theological reduction (as is often presumed).

With the aid of the insights they afford, I come at the end of this
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fieldwork excursus to the somewhat startling conclusion that true

trinitarian orthodoxy (in which the divine persons are perceived as

radically and substantially one, while also distinct in relation to one

another) flourishes more naturally at the boundaries of ‘established’

forms of Christianity than under its protective guardianship. For the

political or ecclesiastical taming of the Spirit always comes with

cost; and the dead hand of ecclesiastical authoritarianism is there-

fore no guarantor of orthodoxy in its qualitative sense (Chapters 3,

4). Indeed, as tragic contemporary events have shown, ersatz

‘orthodoxy’ can simultaneously become the silent protector of an

abusive sexuality.

the spirit in the trinity: desire chastened

and purified

It is worth noting, at this particular point in my sketch of the book’s

fundamental logic, that the investigation of the workings of the

Spirit in past text and contemporary context already reveals a

double and paradoxical pressure about the workings of desire. For

it seems that to step intentionally into the realm of divine, trinitarian

desire, and to seek some form of participation in it through a

profound engagement with the Spirit, is both to risk having one’s

human desires intensified in some qualitatively distinct manner, and

also to confront a searching and necessary purgation of those same

human desires in order to be brought into conformity with the

divine will.

For, on the one hand, there is the neglected patristic evidence,

already alluded to, that deep prayer in the Spirit (such as Paul

describes in Romans 8. 27: ‘with sighs too deep for words’) may be

understood as intrinsically ‘erotic’ in a primal sense. It veritably

magnetizes the soul towards God, yet often with the simultaneous
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danger of a confusion of this attraction to divine love with human

sexual loves that, in a fallen world, may well tend to sin or disorder.

Here the Spirit is that which propels the one who prays towards

union with the divine, but whose tug is felt analogously also in every

erotic propulsion towards union, even at the human level. This is a

nexus of association about which the patristic authors I discuss

(especially Origen, in the third century) show great moral concern,

and not without reason (see again, Chapter 3); for so much hangs

here on how this analogy between human and divine loves is to be

rightly discerned and understood, given the extraordinary capacity

for human self-deception in the arena of the erotic. Yet on the other

hand, and no less significantly, there is the evidence of the con-

temporary fieldwork (Chapter 4) that the Spirit may just as much be

encountered as that which checks human desires, and stops their

triumphalism; the apparent failure of prayer ‘in the Spirit’ for a

desired human outcome may prove to be the pressure towards a

truer and deeper perception of the unity of Spirit, Father, and

(cruciform) Son.

To put this last point in more densely doctrinal terms: when one

thinks rightly of God as Trinity, the Spirit cannot bypass the person

of the Son, or evade thereby his divine engagement in Gethsemane

and Golgotha; for that is a fundamental implication of the principle

of the unity of Father, Son, and Spirit (expressed creedally in the

phrase ‘of one substance’). Whatever is true divinely, ontologically,

of the Son, is true also of Father and Spirit – otherwise the persons

are divided. The principle that the trinitarian persons are ‘indivisible

ad extra’ (cannot be separated in their operations) is here given

pointed application. One might say then, of human engagement

with God at its most profound, that the Spirit progressively ‘breaks’

sinful desires, in and through the passion of Christ. And hence, at the

pastoral, practical level, what I shall call the Spirit’s ‘protoerotic’
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pressure, felt initially as a propulsion towards divine union, must

inexorably bring also – as the Spirit of the Son – the chastening of

the human lust to possess, abuse, and control. This breaking,

stopping, and chastening is a necessary prelude to the participatory

transformation of all human, and often misdirected, longings – so

that they may become one with God’s.

So it seems possible to glimpse, even in apparently tangential

fieldwork endeavours such as those charted later in this book, that

the Spirit’s activity in the world, because always in concert with the

other two persons, has the capacity both to draw humans together in

union and also subtly to interpose between them, acting as the

guardian of human integrity. Or to put it in the language of

Pauline theology, it is the same Spirit that inflames the heart with

love (Romans 5. 5), and also imparts the (much neglected) ‘gift’ of

‘self-control’ (Galatians 5. 23).4 Here lies the crucial difference

between authentic, Spirit-endowed union (with Christ and each

other), and abuse, in which sin and blindness pervert the workings

of desire from their Godward direction.

Indeed, it is a chastening thought that clergy sexual abuse may,

oftentimes, arise from this demonic perversion of a profound truth:

that sexual desire finds it final meaning only in (the trinitarian) God.

theology in via: an ascetic recommendation

for life

I have now charted the ways in which a new type of case for the

doctrine of the Trinity might proceed from the consideration of

neglected patristic texts (especially the fathers’ exegesis of certain

4 Note that ‘self-control’ (egkrateia) in Paul does not mean ‘repression’ in the terms of
modern Freudian psychology; this spiritual ‘gift’ belongs with ‘love, joy, peace, patience,
kindness, generosity, faithfulness, [and] gentleness’ (Gal. 5. 22–3).
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rich strands of biblical witness on prayer ‘in the Spirit’), and from a

central theological focus on that activity of prayer – whether past or

present – as a matrix for trinitarian reflection. But once it is granted

that a particular set of bodily and spiritual practices (both individual

and liturgical) are the precondition for trinitarian thinking of a deep

sort, one is already admitting that the task of theology – on this

view – cannot simply be ‘conformed to the world’ and its current

philosophical or cultural presumptions without a remaining excess

of meaning, and an implicit critique of that ‘world’. Simply put, and

conversely: if one is resolutely not engaged in the practices of

prayer, contemplation, and worship, then there are certain sorts of

philosophical insight that are unlikely, if not impossible, to become

available to one. So it now becomes clear why theology, thus

understood, must be a form of intellectual investigation in which

a secular, universalist rationality may find itself significantly chal-

lenged – whether criticized, expanded, transformed, or even at

points rejected. In other words, an Enlightenment-style appeal to

a shared universal ‘reason’ can no longer provide an uncontentious

basis for the adjudication of competing theological claims.

But to take such an ‘anti-foundationalist’ view (one that, in

varying forms, has almost become a new orthodoxy in theological

circles in the era of postmodernity) is not without its own intellec-

tual dangers. And here I wish to distinguish my position rather

carefully from various contemporary alternatives with which it

might well be confused. The problems with a generically anti-

secular – and even anti-philosophical – position in theology are

manifold. Such a posture can give the impression (real or imagined)

of a rigid sort of Christian sectarianism which withdraws from the

duties of public democratic discussion, and may even consider itself

removed from the dictates of universal ‘human rights’ language. It

can seem to indulge in rhetorical polemics against ‘the world’
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without giving any clear indication of its own rational accountabil-

ity. It can thus play into the hands, conversely, of those secular

detractors from Christian commitment who argue that theology is

not even appropriate to the life of politics or the university – that is,

to reasoned public discussion in any rigorous sense.

So to give up now on the possibility of continuing rational debate

between denominations and religions, and especially across the

secular–religious divide, is in my view a fatal move for contempo-

rary theology, particularly in the light of the newly charged sig-

nificance of religion in world politics. (Ironically, the loss of the

possibility of a brokered religious rationality may be more fatal for

democracy and world peace than its maintenance and protection:

religious belief, religious hope, may ultimately be crucially impor-

tant for such a discussion, rather than an impediment to it.)

Similarly, to decry the significance for Christian theology of clear

and well-ordered thinking, or of the responsible and critical use of

texts, historical evidences and philosophical arguments in theolog-

ical work, is no less lethal. For all these undertakings remain both

apologetic and scholarly duties, however probingly certain secular

methodological presumptions met in the course of these tasks must

be assessed and challenged.

Further, as I shall argue later in Chapter 2, an entirely hostile

attitude to Enlightenment traditions of moral philosophy is a similarly

grave strategic mistake for contemporary theology, and especially for

those concerned with political justice for women and socially

oppressed people: an ardent ‘trumping’ of the Enlightenment tradi-

tion can lead all too easily to a strange amnesia about precisely those

people whom the Enlightenment originally set out to benefit. It

follows that the theological method proposed here fully endorses

the significance of ongoing interaction with modern and postmodern

secular philosophy – as a vital apologetic exercise, as a challenge to
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the internal analytic clarification of the Christian faith, and as a

commitment to pragmatic, justice-seeking ends. One does not need,

as a Christian, to be either seduced by, or wholly averse to, contem-

porary secular philosophy in order to continue to engage with it, both

critically and creatively: one might say that a contrapuntal relationship

is what is required, but with Christian thought and practice, not

secular philosophy, providing the cantus firmus.5 Outright rejection

of secular philosophy is as dangerous an alternative as outright

submission: there has to be a ‘more excellent way’ than the two

false alternatives (fideism versus secularism) that currently feature

large in the theological culture wars. Ironically, Barth’s dogmatics

and ordinary language (‘analytic’) philosophy – perhaps the most

important developments in the twentieth century for theology and

philosophy, respectively – have together combined in a pincer move-

ment to help entrench this false disjunction. Yet it is such an alter-

native third way, which precisely eludes this false choice, that I shall

seek to exemplify in this volume and its successors.

What, then, is distinctive about the idea of theology that this book

proposes? The central theme (and this is vital to the understanding of

systematic theology to be unfurled in the next two chapters) is that the

task of theology is always, if implicitly, a recommendation for life. The

vision it sets before one invites ongoing – and sometimes disorient-

ing – response and change, both personal and political, in relation to

God. One may rightly call theology from this perspective an ascetical

exercise – one that demands bodily practice and transformation, both

individual and social. And to admit this is also to acknowledge that

the task of theology is always in motion (in via), always undoing and

redoing itself, not only in response to shifting current events, but

5 And even this cantus firmus is of course not a merely human product (not a human
‘foundation’), but a line sung precisely in response to God’s prior tuning.
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because of the deepening of vision that may – and should – emerge

from such ascetical demand and execution. Such deepening of vision

will eventually also involve at some point a profound sense of the

mind’s darkening, and of a disconcerting reorientation of the senses –

these being inescapable fallouts from the commitment to prayer that

sustains such a view of the theological enterprise.6 The willingness to

endure a form of naked dispossession before God; the willingness to

surrender control (not to any human power, but solely to God’s

power); the willingness to accept the arid vacancy of a simple waiting

on God in prayer; the willingness at the same time to accept dis-

concerting bombardments from the realm of the ‘unconscious’: all

these are the ascetical tests of contemplation without which no

epistemic or spiritual deepening can start to occur.What distinguishes

this position, then, from an array of other ‘post-foundationalist’

options that currently present themselves in theology, is the commit-

ment to the discipline of particular graced bodily practices which, over

the long haul, afford certain distinctive ways of knowing.

Once this transformational feature of theology is granted (and it

is worth pointing out once more that it is a peculiarly modern

aberration to refuse it), then it is not only the false quest for pre-

Christian secular-philosophical foundations for theology that falls

away. At the same time, the project of being in via is seen as

purposive: as a ‘journey into God’ rather than as a floundering on

perilous, non-foundational quicksands. What shifts, on this view of

theology, is not merely the range of vision afforded over time by the

interplay of theological investigation and ascetical practice, but the

6 I give a full (and wholly practical) account of what is meant by the practice of ‘con-
templation’, as a simple form of dark, naked waiting before God, in my Powers and
Submissions: Philosophy, Spirituality and Gender (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002), ch. 2. Since so
much hangs on the appeal to contemplation in this book, it is vital that the reader
understand what is at stake in this practice, and how different it is from any sort of
exercise in narcissistic self-cultivation.
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very capacity to see. What is being progressively purged, in this

undertaking, is the fallen and flawed capacity for idolatry, the tragic

misdirecting of desire. One is learning, over a lifetime – and not

without painful difficulty – to think, act, desire, and see aright. But

such seeing has a peculiar property, as must now be considered.

theology and seeing god: idolatry

and the imagination

Let me return once more to my account of the ordering of the

individual chapters of this book. I have been arguing here, albeit

briefly, that theology involves not merely the metaphysical task of

adumbrating a vision of God, the world, and humanity, but simul-

taneously the epistemological task of cleansing, reordering, and

redirecting the apparatuses of one’s own thinking, desiring, and

seeing. And that is why this first volume of systematics, on the

Trinity, cannot bypass another neglected, but vital, arena for

theological reflection on God as Trinity, that of the history of

Christian iconography (Chapter 5). What may appear to influence

one only from the subliminal realm of fantasy or the imagination is a

vivid source of theological power – both for good and ill – and thus

must receive its due attention and analysis. I shall say more later of

my conception of the theological project as fundamentally purgative

of idolatry, of the vital difference of such a project from straightfor-

ward iconoclasm, and of the strange power of the imagination both

in the maintenance of such idolatry and in its transformation. The

impetus simply to smash and bury an idolatrous image must face the

charge that such violence may leave the broken shards curiously

and remainingly powerful; a subtler approach, more cognizant of

the psychology of the imagination – and its capacity for plasticity

and transformation – is demanded.

20 Prelude: the arguments of this book



It may by now be clear why an ascetic perception of theology

leads inexorably into an examination of what it could mean in

theology to seek the divine ‘face’ – to explore with intensity the

fundamental religious desire to ‘see God’ (Exodus 24. 10–11; Psalm

27. 8; Matthew 5. 8), yet constantly to have that desire chastened

and corrected (Exodus 20. 4–5; John 1. 18). This tension runs right

through the Bible, and cannot therefore be said to be unproblemati-

cally ‘solved’ through the incarnation, despite the central Christian

claim that Jesus uniquely manifests the invisible God (see John 12.

45; 2Corinthians 4. 4–6; Colossians 1. 15). Yet if all the faculties and

senses (intellect, feeling, will, imagination, aesthetic sensibility) are

to be drawn into the realm of the systematic endeavour, then the

enormous power of the visual and the imaginative – perhaps never

so powerfully felt than in the age of advertising, television, and the

internet – cannot be bypassed or gainsaid. The evidence of the

history of the iconography of the Trinity here is, for a contempo-

rary theology sensitive to issues of power and gender, as revealing

an alternative account of the doctrine’s development as is the turn to

the prayer-based logic of the early patristic story. Here (Chapter 5)

much is revealed about the difference between official, creedal

accounts of trinitarian orthodoxy and the rather different messages –

often explicitly coded in political or gendered guise – that have been

purveyed in the visual representation of ‘perfect relations in God’

(the Trinity). All is not what it seems; the Trinity has to be reflected

upon not merely as a pure item of dogmatic orthodoxy, but via its

more elusive associations at the level of cultural production. Once

again, the iconographical material presses one towards an ascetic

test: the chastening of fallen desire, the darkening of previous

certainties, and the reimagination of God’s trinitarian relation to

the created order. The double pressure of the Spirit is once more

felt – building up and breaking down. For if the artistic evidence
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often reveals embarrassingly heterodox ways of painting the Trinity

anthropomorphically, it also throws a stark light on the religious

impoverishment in overzealous attempts to portray visual ortho-

doxy with exactitude. As I shall show, some strange three-nosed and

three-headed monsters have been created in the attempt to paint

‘three persons in one substance’ literally. When one compares these

freaks with more subtle visual symbolizations of the Trinity, one

becomes newly aware of the delicate art of theological representa-

tion, whether verbal or visual – the significance of what cannot be

stated or painted, as well as what can. In other words, art too, and in

its own distinctive way, can be ‘apophatic’ (it can say by unsaying).

It can gesture beyond words while also ‘giving rise to thought’ –

sometimes fresh and disturbing thought.

beyond repression and libertinism: the spirit

in the trinity

And this brings me to the final strand in this first volume of

systematics, ‘On the Trinity’. In my last chapter (Chapter 7), having

shifted the kaleidoscope on the history of the doctrine of the Trinity

in this variety of new ways (from text to spiritual practice to field-

work to art, exposing new vulnerabilities and new richnesses), I end

with a proposal that draws together the lessons learnt about the

ascetical demands of such a theological method and its significance

for current speech, imagination, and reflection on God. I come back

to the pressing contemporary concerns about sexuality and gender

with which I started, and ask afresh how a specifically trinitarian

understanding of the divine might radically challenge and transform

the way in which a secular culture approaches these concerns.

The understanding of the Trinity that has emerged from the

cumulative impact of the patristic, sociological, and iconographic
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investigations is now explicitly aligned with a theology of divine

desire, one in which a particular form of human participation (not,

note, direct human imitation) is deemed possible, but only in virtue

of what one might call a posture of contemplative ‘effacement’. To

accept and even court such effacement, to seek to enter into such

divine participation, is not only to embrace change – morally,

intellectually, and spiritually – but to learn, diffidently at first,

how to speak a new language. For to speak properly of God as

Trinity (indeed to speak properly of God at all) involves a necessary

form of noetic slippage – an acknowledgement of profound intel-

lectual vertigo. The turn towards divine desire is itself transforma-

tive, not only of particular human desires (as outlined earlier in

spiritual and ethical terms), but also of the very capacity to think,

feel, and imagine. What is here playfully called the ‘apophatic turn’

is not limited merely to linguistic negations (although, to be sure,

there has to be a constant and disciplined self-reminder that what

one says of things in the created realm can never be said in the same

way of God). Rather, what is blanked out in the regular, patient

attempt to attend to God in prayer is any sense of human grasp; and

what comes to replace such an ambition, over time, is the elusive,

but nonetheless ineluctable, sense of being grasped, of the Spirit’s

simultaneous erasure of human idolatry and subtle reconstitution of

human selfhood in God. Darkness as the condition of revelatory

presence is, it emerges, importantly different from darkness as mere

absence or ‘deferral’.

In sum: by the end of this first volume of Christian systematics,

an account has been given of what it might be to enter, willingly and

consciously, into the life of divine desire; of how what occurs in this

ascetic process might need to be described, albeit haltingly, in

trinitarian terms; of how costly and transformative this might

prove, both epistemically and ethically; and of how subtle, and
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how necessary, to escape thereby beyond the false modern disjunc-

tion of sexual libertinism and sexual repression. It has been seen,

through a variety of lenses and perspectives, that the Spirit is the

vibrant point of contact and entry into the flow of this divine desire,

the irreplaceable mode of invitation for the cracking open of the

crooked human heart. The Spirit is the constant overflow of the life

of God into creation: alluring, delighting, inflaming, in its propul-

sion of divine desire. But the Spirit is no less also a means of

distinguishing hiatus: both within God, and in God’s relations to

creation. It is what makes God irreducibly three, simultaneously

distinguishing and binding Father and Son, and so refusing also –

by analogous outreach – the mutual narcissism of even the most

delighted of human lovers. It would be misleading, therefore, to call

the Spirit an ‘excess’, as has become fashionable of late; for its love

presses not only outwards to include others, but also inwards (and

protectively) to sustain the difference between the persons, thus

preserving a perfect and harmonious balance between union and

distinction.

From this perspective I am forced, finally, to think afresh about

some of the theological shibboleths that have divided the Christian

tradition ‘trinitarianly’ – East and West, ancient and modern: what

this view means, for instance, for the vexed and technical issues of

trinitarian ‘relations’, ‘persons’, and ‘processions’, and for the doc-

trinal contention that ostensibly caused Eastern and Western

Christendom to split (the so-called filioque dispute).7 My solutions

to these conundrums will turn out to be surprisingly irenic ecumeni-

cally, despite the apparent disturbance to traditional formulae

effected by this new emphasis on the Spirit, and on the intrinsic

7 Filioque means ‘and from the Son’ (in the creedal phrase ‘And I believe in the Holy
Spirit . . . who proceeds from the Father [and the Son]’). It was inserted into the Nicene
Creed by the West without the agreement of an ecumenical council.
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connection of trinitarian reflection to questions of human desire and

gender.

Finally, one charge that might be levelled against the theological

approach outlined here should perhaps be faced and deflected

immediately, at the close of this Prelude. That is, is the appeal to

the life of contemplation, or deep prayer in the Spirit, necessarily

tainted with subjectivism? Is it just another form of wish-fulfilment

or projection, spun out of a misguided inner need for comfort or

certainty? My answer to that charge would be a firm no; and at least

three reasons will emerge, in this book and its successors, for

countering that charge. The first is that, as already intimated, this

approach does not involve a philosophically naïve appeal to ‘sub-

jective experience’, as if that were somehow separable from the

exercise of biblical exegesis, patient examination of tradition, rea-

soned theological exposition, and testing by the criterion of ‘spiri-

tual fruits’.8 Rather, the practice of prayer provides the context in

which silence in the Spirit expands the potential to respond to the

realm of the Word, and reason too is stretched and changed beyond

its normal, secular reach. This can be strangely far from ‘comfort-

ing’ as a new undertaking – indeed deeply anxiety-making in its

initial impact. It cannot therefore be claimed to be an exercise in

mere wish-fulfilment: its spiritual impact far exceeds what it finds to

be confirming of original expectation.

Second, as will be spelled out in more detail in due course in this

systematics,9 this venture leads to a vision of theology in which the

hard philosophical task of justification of truth claims is nonetheless

actively embraced rather than avoided – albeit in a way that takes

8 Indeed, as this book – and this systematic project as a whole – unfolds, it will become
apparent how the (seemingly) private or individual act of contemplation is in fact the most
intensely corporate Christian activity of all, and thus too, the lifeblood of liturgical life.

9 In volume ii.
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on the complication of states in which the mind is first darkened in

order to relate to God more intimately and accurately. Third, as we

have already seen in this Prelude, the theological approach that is

proposed in this undertaking examines a much wider range of

evidences than is normally employed in contemporary theology;

and one might therefore claim that this contributes to an expanded

objectivity of standpoint, rather than an intensified subjectivity.

conclusion

It has been the task of this Prelude, now completed, to give a succinct

forecast and overview of the interweaving themes that are to come,

and of how the cumulative theses of this book hang together. I started

with the contemporary obsessions of an over-‘sexualized’ culture, and

came to the trinitarian God – not an obvious journey, but one that

may perhaps be sufficiently intriguing to sustain further interest. I

shall end with a vision of selfhood reconstituted participatorily in the

triune God, in such a way that misdirected desire (sin and blindness) is

radically purged and chastened. Desire, on this view, is the constellat-

ing category of selfhood, the ineradicable root of the human longing

for God. To uncover this root, and give it theological valence, is to be

forced to an equally radical rethinking of contemporary presumptions

about sexuality, gender, and selfhood.

This book represents, it must already be clear, an approach to

theology that invites the reader – however hesitantly and uncer-

tainly – to step inside this realm of contemplation of the divine, and

to ‘taste and see’what insights fall out from such a perspective. As will

emerge, each chapter of this book, each insight, is an essay in its own

right; and without too much loss of coherence, the different chapters

in this volume may be read first as distinct units. This method of

gathering such discrete pieces into a theological basket has its own
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appropriateness to the type of systematic theology that is to be

propounded in this work and its planned successors: some would

say it is the only form of theology that can appropriately be under-

taken in a postmodern age. So to the task of explaining further what

exactly this theological method is – why I propose to call it théologie

totale, how it relates no less to the discomforting authority of Scripture

as to the disconcerting blanking of the mind in contemplation of

which I have just spoken, and why it cannot be undertaken at all

without close attention to prayer and to the workings of desire – I

now turn.10

* * *

BIBLIOGRAPHIC NOTE

The following works may usefully be consulted for further background to
the arguments developed in the Prelude above. I have divided the bibliog-
raphy into paragraphs under key themes, and will continue to follow this
format in the bibliographic notes throughout the book.

developments and trends in trinitarian theology

in the twentieth century

The latter part of the twentieth century saw a remarkable revival of trinitarian
thought, and this forms the wider backdrop of my project. Both Karl Barth
(see his Church Dogmatics (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1956–75), esp. vols. i/1,
ii/1, and iv/1) and Karl Rahner (The Trinity (London: Burns &Oates, 1970))
presented fresh approaches to the Trinity founded in the concept of

10 Readers who are not trained in theology or philosophy may like to skip the next two chapters
and come back to them later, after savouring the arguments of content about the patristic
tradition, contemporary ‘lived religion’, and artistic representations of the Trinity.
Discussions about theological method are, alas, necessarily more abstract than discussions
about theological content. Nevertheless, I try even here to keep arcane or jargonistic
language to a minimum.
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revelation, and Eastern Orthodox theologians simultaneously revived trini-
tarian thought in their own tradition, in conscious and polemical differ-
entiation from ‘Western’ models: see especially Vladimir Lossky, The
Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church (Cambridge: James Clarke, 1957),
and John Zizioulas, Being as Communion: Studies in Personhood and the Church
(London: DLT, 1985). What followed, ironically, was a wave of Western
imitations of such ‘Eastern’ models, often by appeal to a reading of the Greek
fathers as ‘social trinitarians’ (see Colin Gunton, The Promise of Trinitarian
Theology (2nd edn; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1997); Catherine Mowry
LaCugna, God for Us: The Trinity and Christian Life (San Francisco: Harper,
1991); and, rather differently, Jürgen Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom:
The Doctrine of God (London: SCM Press, 1981), and Miroslav Volf, After Our
Likeness: The Church in the Image of the Trinity (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans,
1998)). Feminist theology, when interested in maintaining trinitarianism (e.g.,
Elizabeth A. Johnson, She Who Is: The Mystery of God in Feminist Theological
Discourse (NewYork: Crossroad, 1992)) has tended to be strongly attracted to
this ‘social’ approach, finding in the trinitarian God an imitable prototype for
egalitarian human relations. More recently, however, there has been a sig-
nificant reaction to the ‘East–West’ disjunction theory, as well as to the idea
that a ‘social Trinity’ can form a straightforward model for human emulation
(see especially Lewis Ayres, Nicaea and its Legacy: An Approach to Fourth-
Century Trinitarian Theology (Oxford University Press, 2004), and the essays
in Sarah Coakley, ed., The God of Nicaea: Disputed Questions in Patristic
Trinitarianism in Harvard Theological Review 100/2 (2007)). For a survey of
these developments, see my introduction to that journal issue (125–38).

Yves Congar’s I Believe in the Holy Spirit (3 vols.; London, Chapman,
1983) has proved in retrospect to be a prescient account of how ecumenical
advance might be aided by a stronger emphasis on the doctrine of the Spirit
and a resistance to overplayed ‘East–West’ disjunctions: his work has also
inspired aspects of Chapters 6 and 7, below.

‘orthodoxy’, ‘heresy’ , and critical feminist readings

of early christian tradition

In this book I am picking my way, methodologically, between a set of
scholarly contentions about ‘orthodoxy’ and ‘heresy’ which have been
notable in scholarship dating from after World War II. Walter Bauer’s
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generative study, Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianity (orig. 1934;
Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1971), argued that the terms orthodoxy and
heresy should not be straighforwardly identified with the views espoused by
the ‘majority’ and ‘minority’ in early Christianity: the map of early
Christian commitments was from the start more localized, contentious,
and complex than that would suggest, and it was a ‘myth’ that ‘orthodoxy’
had come first. Although Bauer’s work has been variously assessed (see,
e.g., Thomas Robinson, The Bauer Thesis Examined: The Geography of
Heresy in the Early Christian Church (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen,
1988)), its effects were to render any story of a smooth unfolding of
Christian truth problematic. In the wake of Bauer, one creative develop-
ment was a feminist rediscovery of ‘heretical’ gnostic texts (see, e.g., Elaine
Pagels, The Gnostic Gospels (New York: Random House, 1982), and Karen
King, What is Gnosticism? (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
2003)), and with it the demonstration that emergent Christian ‘orthodoxy’
had sidelined women’s interests and leadership. Operating in a parallel
paradigm inspired by Michel Foucault’s conception of power, Alain le
Boulluec, La Notion d’hérésie dans la littérature grecque, iie–iiie siècles
(2 vols.; Paris: Études Augustiniennes, 1985) has effected a further shift,
moving the discussion beyond Bauer’s matrix and representing ‘orthodoxy’
and ‘heresy’ as necessarily intertwined from the beginning.

One of the unfortunate effects of these otherwise exciting scholarly
developments has been to range theological approaches (often associated
with old-style dogmatics or ‘patristics’) over against social science analyses
of power or gender. I resist this disjunction, supporting neither an intrinsic
suspicion of the category of ‘orthodoxy’ (as can be seen in, e.g., Elizabeth
Schüssler Fiorenza, Jesus: Miriam’s Child, Sophia’s Prophet. Critical Issues in
Feminist Christology (New York: Continuum, 1994), or in Virginia Burrus,
‘Begotten, Not Made’: Conceiving Manhood in Late Antiquity (Stanford
University Press, 2000)), nor a straightforward valorization of traditions
previously dubbed ‘heretical’ (as in the works of Pagels and King, already
mentioned). Thus, while my own approach is distinctively theological, and
more interested in prayer and spiritual power than is le Boulluec, I write
against the background of his shift and its effect on the current scholarly
consensus. Yet I also take very seriously the entanglement of such spiritual
forms of power with questions of (gendered) ecclesiastical authority, with-
out reducing the former to the latter. Everything depends on careful
contextual analysis.
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the platonic heritage in christianity and the

nature of ‘desire’

The classic modern study of the role of erōs in patristic thought, and its
purported contrast with agapē, is Anders Nygren’s Agape and Eros (London:
SPCK, 1953). In Nygren’s work a sharp dichotomy is presented in which
selfless Christian agapē draws one upwards, and selfish Greek erōs down-
wards. This present book does not accept such a dichotomy, and explores
the productive intertwining of erōs with agapē from the time of the early
marriage of Christianity and Platonic philosophy. A critical response to
Nygren was already mounted by Martin D’Arcy, SJ, in his The Mind and the
Heart of Love (London: Faber, 1954); and one can find a more recent,
historically nuanced, rejection of Nygren’s dichotomy in Catherine
Osborne’s Eros Unveiled: Plato and the God of Love (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1994). Discussion of love in late antiquity and later is of course
further complicated by the modern analyses of Sigmund Freud (for whom
love has its origins in libidinal instincts formed in childhood: see especially
his Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality (London: Imago, 1949)), and
Michel Foucault (for whom love is a negotiation of power and sexual desire:
see his The History of Sexuality (3 vols.; New York: Pantheon, 1978–86)).
The brilliant work of Peter Brown (The Body and Society: Men,Women, and
Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity (London: Faber & Faber, 1988))
and his pupils is often strongly inflected by influence from the Freudian
school; whereas – in contrast – this volume seeks to probe back behind these
modern presumptions about ‘sexuality’ to re-explore distinctive early
Christian views of asceticism and desire. My essay, ‘Pleasure Principles:
Towards a Contemporary Theology of Desire’, Harvard Divinity Bulletin
(2005), 20–33 (also in Sarah Coakley, The New Asceticism: Sexuality, Gender
and the Quest for God (London: Bloomsbury, 2013)), provides a charter
account of this project, as well as analyzing the developments in Freud’s
own thought on sexual desire and his relation to the Platonic heritage.

homosexuality and the church of england

Analyses of homosexuality in the Church of England (and beyond) range
from the theological and scholarly – for example Charles Hefling, ed.,
Ourselves, Our Souls and Bodies (Boston, MA: Cowley Publishing, 1996);
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Eugene Rogers, Sexuality and the Christian Body: Their Way into the Triune
God (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999); Eugene Rogers, ed., Theology and
Sexuality: Classic and Contemporary Readings (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002) –
through to more journalistic offerings linked to much publicised ecclesial
ructions: for example, Stephen Bates, A Church at War: Anglicans and
Homosexuality (London: I. B. Tauris, 2004), and William L. Sachs,
Homosexuality and the Crisis in Anglicanism (Cambridge University Press,
2009). Although the present book only intersects with these Anglican crises
implicitly, I provide a view beyond the usual conservative–liberal divide in
‘Beyond Libertarianism and Repression: The Quest for an Anglican
Theological Ascetics’, in Terry Brown, ed., Other Voices, Other Worlds
(London: DLT, 2006), 331–8.

theology, postmodernity, and philosophical

non-foundationalism

In this volume, ‘postmodernity’ is taken to mean the (purported) end of a
shared ‘grand narrative’ between differing cultural and philosophical con-
texts (see Jean-François Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on
Knowledge (Manchester University Press, 1984)), a matter which is closely
related to the rejection of philosophical ‘foundationalism’. Non-
foundationalism denies the possibility of identifying universal epistemo-
logical criteria that could then form the basis (‘foundation’) for all other
claims to truth. As such, it signals a massive assault on the ‘Enlightenment
project’, which was designed precisely to pin down such criteria by refer-
ence to the basic capacities of the knowing subject. Postmodern theology
has to a remarkable degree embraced this non-foundationalist fashion with
enthusiasm, finding in it an opportunity to undermine a complacent secular
universalism. But the religious ploys utilized thereby have been enormously
varied: they range, for example, from Alasdair MacIntyre’s (more appro-
priately labelled ‘late-modern’) adjudication between competing historical
paradigms of rationality (Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (University of
Notre Dame Press, 1988)), through Stanley Hauerwas’s distinctive mar-
riage of Barthian and Thomist thought (The State of the University:
Academic Knowledges and the Knowledge of God (Oxford: Blackwell,
2007)), John Milbank’s exposé of secular modernity and re-espousal of
Augustinian Thomism (Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason
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(2nd edn; Oxford: Blackwell, 2006)), and analytic philosophy of religion’s
‘Reformed epistemology’ (Nicholas Wolterstorff, Reason within the Bounds
of Religion (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdman, 1999), Alvin Plantinga,Warranted
Christian Belief (Oxford University Press, 2000)), to – very differently – the
various theological followers of Derrida’s literary project of ‘deconstruc-
tion’ (see Of Grammatology (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1998)). David Tracy, commenting on these various trends, describes sys-
tematic theology as now irretrievably ‘fragmentary’ in the conditions of
postmodernity (‘Fragments: The Spiritual Situation of our Times’, in John
D. Caputo and Michael J. Scanlon, eds., God, the Gift and Postmodernism
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1999), 170–81).

As I shall discuss further in Chapter 2 below, this notable recent
theological enthusiasm for non-foundationalism comes with dangers and
costs which need to be faced. Amongst other things, it leaves generic ethical
appeals to ‘human rights’ in a state of aporia, and discussion between
theology and science problematically divided into apparently incommen-
surable magisteria. For further comment on these dangers, see my
Cambridge inaugural lecture, Sacrifice Regained: Reconsidering the
Rationality of Christian Belief (Cambridge University Press, 2012).
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