YAHWEH, THE TRINITY:
THE OLD TESTAMENT
CATECHUMENATE (PART 1)1
• Giorgio Buccellati •

“The trinitarian dimension of divine reality
cannot but have a specifically trinitarian
impact, however trammeled human
perception may be by its own limits.”

Now multiple is magnified to less . . .
a motionless immensity of oneness.

1. Dogma and perception
1.1 The impersonal dimension of the technical term
The fact that throughout the history of Christianity the word
“Trinity” has never become a proper name to refer to God should
give us pause. Consider the following: (1) The word is not generally
1
This is the second in a series of three articles that explore the perceptual
dimension of trinitarian reality. The first, “The Trinity in a Mesopotamian
Perspective,” was presented at a conference on “The Historical-Critical Method
and Scripture, the Soul of Theology,” held at Mount Saint Mary Seminary in
Emmitsburg 23 June 2006 (the proceedings are to appear in a book edited by
Robert D. Miller). The third, “Trinity spermatiké: The Veiled Perception of a
Pagan World,” is in preparation. I am much indebted to Robert Sokolowski for
his comments on a first draft of this article. It goes without saying that the final
redaction is wholly my responsibility.
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used without an article. Articles define a level of referentiality that
is otherwise already built into a proper name: in a given context,
“the Pope” (not a proper name) refers to the current successor of
Peter, and the article is required to make this reference explicit;
whereas “Benedict XVI” does not allow the presence of the article,
because an even higher degree of referentiality is already present—it
is this particular individual who is the successor of Peter. (2) The
word “Trinity” is not generally used in the vocative. Thus we do
not have invocations or prayers of the type, “Help me Trinity!”2 (3)
The word “Trinity” is used preferentially as the subject of predicates
that express condition, beginning with the copula (“the Trinity is
2
Even in cases where a prayer is explicitly addressed to the Trinity, the use of the
term as a vocative remains tenuous, as, for instance, in the Lauds of Trinity Sunday
(Benedicta sit sancta creatrix et gubernatrix omnium, sancta et individua Trinitas), where
the Trinity is invoked in the third person, or in the spirituality of Elizabeth of the
Trinity, whose well-known prayer begins with the invocation “O my God, Trinity
Whom I adore” and ends with the invocation “O my Three, my All, my
Beatitude, infinite Solitude, Immensity in which I lose myself.” In other words,
even here the word “Trinity” does not occur in the vocative. There are of course
exceptions, as in the prayer by Catherine of Siena: “Eternal Trinity, Godhead,
mystery deep as the sea,” or in late liturgical prayers, e.g., a ninth-century prayer
(later in common use after the celebration of the Mass) that begins: Placeat tibi,
sancta Trinitas, obsequium servitutis meae; the hymn Vexilla Regis prodeunt (Te, fons
salutis Trinitas, / collaudet omnis spiritus, a verse added at a later date to the original
hymn of Venantius Fortunatus) or a prayer in the ritual for Baptism (O sanctissima
Trinitas, Pater, Fili et Spiritus Sancte! gratias tibi ago). Robert Sokolowski gives a subtle
and original trinitarian interpretation of the first lines of the Te Deum in Christian
Faith and Human Understanding. Studies in the Eucharist, Trinity and the Human Person
(Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2006), 147–149.
All the Latin texts quoted here can be found on the excellent website www.preceslatinae.org by Michael Martin.
A Google search for “O Most Holy Trinity” will yield a large number of
invocations in prayers from modern times. A “technical” term (of Christian
theology) that can more easily be used in the vocative is “triune,” but it is an
adjective (as in “O triune God”), not a proper name. Poetic imagery introduces
complex analogies, as in Jessica Powers “O Water, Wave and Tide in One”
(“Doxology,” in The Selected Poetry of Jessica Powers [Washington, D.C.: ICS
Publications, 1999], 91), not to mention Dante’s supreme vision: “O luce etterna
che sola in te sidi, / sola t’intendi, e da te intelletta / e intendente te ami e arridi!”
“Oh eternal light singly dwelling in yourself, singly conscious of yourself, and who,
self-understood and understanding, you smile and love yourself” (Paradise
33:124–126). From Jessica Powers, too, derives the epigram cited at the opening
of this article, from the poem “Not Garden Any More,” in The Selected Poetry of
Jessica Powers, 18.
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. . .”), and very infrequently, if ever, with verbs of action (“the
Trinity helped me”). (4) In English, the word “Trinity” is neuter
(speaking of the Trinity, one would say “its glory”), a linguistic
nuance that discourages personal connotation.
One may consider, by way of contrast, how words like
Elohim “gods,” Ba`al “lord,” or Allah “the god” became, respectively, proper names in ancient Hebrew, in various Canaanite
dialects, and in Arabic, from the common nouns they originally
were. This is not insignificant, particularly in view of the emphasis
that is otherwise placed on naming, as in the well-known cases of
Yahweh himself in the Old Testament, John the Baptist, Jesus, and
Peter. It is not just a matter of linguistic niceties or philological
pedantry. A personal name evinces the directness and uniqueness of
a “personal” knowledge that starts from the presupposition of an
established polarity—the polarity wherein a person expects a person.
Modern terms like “(mother) nature,” “(father) time” or “(lady)
luck” show how generic concepts that are felt to be linked to some
aspect of a superhuman, if not divine, realm evoke the need for
personification, however fictitious one may perceive it to be. The
terms of the paradox, or mystery, of the Trinity can in part be
articulated in just these terms—that we claim a personal dimension,
yet we do not address “it/him/them (?)” in personal terms.
1.2 The reality behind the dogma
Even the various creeds do not affirm belief in the Trinity
as a named concept.3 In fact, it is only secondarily that the creeds
articulate concepts to be seen, intellectually, as truths. Primarily,
they propose realities to be assented to.4 This is well expressed in the
Catechism of the Catholic Church, §188:

3
Except occasionally, and then as a concept that summarizes the naming of the
three individual persons, e.g., in the Constitutions of the Egyptian Church (about
500 A.D.): “I believe in one true God, the Father …, his Son …, his Holy Spirit,
one consubstantial Trinity” (Denzinger and Schönmetzer, Enchiridion Symbolorum, 3–4)
or the Armenian baptismal formula: “We believe in the most holy Trinity, in the
Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit” (ibid., 6; see also 71, 73, 75).
4
For a proper understanding of the notion of “assent” one should refer to
Newman’s classic A Grammar of Assent.
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The Greek word symbolon meant half of a broken object, for
example, a seal presented as a token of recognition. The broken
parts were placed together to verify the bearer’s identity. The
symbol of faith, then, is a sign of recognition and communion
between believers. Symbolon also means a gathering, collection or
summary. A symbol of faith is a summary of the principal truths
of the faith and therefore serves as the first and fundamental point
of reference for catechesis.

What I will seek to do in this essay is to recapture the
perceptual impact of trinitarian reality within the biblical perspective, apart from specific intellectual categorizations.5 I will do so by
working my way back from the most explicit confrontation ever—the
perception of those who faced Jesus during “his days-of-flesh” (Heb
5:7)—to the earlier, implicit, mode of confrontation in the Old
Testament. The basic premise is that the trinitarian dimension of
divine reality cannot but have a specifically trinitarian impact, however
trammeled human perception may be by its own limits. The converse
of this premise is that we should not fall prey to the possible delusion
that a clear categorical statement of dogmas may generate. Understanding the terms of the dogma is given to all, redeemed or otherwise. But perceptual openness to the reality behind the dogma is a
special moment of grace, where that reality reaches out to touch,
through whatever conceptual veils, the inmost of human cords. Let
me review briefly the two central themes of this essay.
1.3 The first impact: The Annunciation as a state
The Trinity was never announced as an intellectual
construct. Rather, various human beings faced the dynamic
interaction of the divine persons when a fellow human being, Jesus,

5

A similar approach, if at a higher philosophical and theological level, can be
found in the thought of Robert Sokolowski, particularly as expressed in the article,
“The Revelation of the Trinity. A Study in Personal Pronouns,” in his Christian
Faith, 131–148 (originally published in Guy Mansini, O.S.B., and James Hart (eds.),
Ethics and Theological Disclosures: The Thought of Robert Sokolowski [Washington,
D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2003], 162–177). The article
emphasizes the way in which Jesus speaks of the Father in the first person, hence,
we may say, the trinitarian self-perception of Jesus—an aspect which I do not treat
here.
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emerged in their consciousness as one such divine person. We know
the first announcement as the Annunciation. Not that Gabriel spoke
to Mary, theologically, about the trinitarian dimension. But as in
every other confrontation with the reality of this dimension, the
impact of the announcement was meant to stir awareness of a live
reality, and to elicit a response. And it was all through the channel
of the incarnate Logos, Jesus. It was as though there were an overlay
of his relating, on the one hand, to the sphere of divine personality
and, on the other, to the common sphere of human personality,
evinced through day-to-day human encounters. It was this matterof-fact bracketing of the two realities, this confrontation with a
fellow human whose whole being was simultaneously rooted in a
world beyond, that proclaimed, existentially, the trinitarian reality.
One can call to mind countless episodes, after the Annunciation, where such confrontation came to the fore—and we will see
several in the second part of this article. The Emmaus realization is
most emblematic of this: “Were not our hearts burning?” (Lk
24:32). On the other hand, consider the Petrine confession. Jesus
would seem to speak against the very point I have just made:
“Neither flesh nor blood has lifted the veil for you, but my father
who is in heaven” (Mt 16:17). At first, this may seem like a
belittling of the very impact of the incarnation: is there no need for
contact with the flesh and blood of Jesus? Clearly, the opposite is
true, for it is the culturally conditioned exchange between Jesus and
the apostles that elicits Peter’s affirmation: Jesus asks his question in
a specific location (the recollection of Caesarea Philippi must have
been “burning” in the memory of the participants); he expresses a
human curiosity through human language (“he asked saying,”
16:13); he pursues an active dialogue (“but how about yourselves,”
16:15); he draws conclusions (“you are the Rock,” 16:18); and he
enjoins them not to reveal his identity (16:20). The Messianic secret
itself is indicative: Jesus does not seek communication of information,
but an individual confrontation with all who are to encounter him.
The simple fact of facing the human person Jesus was
coterminous with facing the divine person of the Logos. Not that
the encounter would ever cause an intellectual articulation of the
distinction of natures (as per later theological parlance). The
encounter was never schizophrenic, no more than Jesus ever was.
Rather, the encounter with this particular human person Jesus was
always and inevitably a lived encounter with the divine person of
the Logos. It was a slow perceptual discovery, and one that took on
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as many hues as there were people who faced him—from Mary to
Peter, from Nicodemus to Caiaphas. But it was out of these many
individual discoveries that our collective historical discovery arises,
out of their confrontation that our confrontation is nourished.
1.4 The training of sensitivity: Advent as a state
Nor did this confrontation have the nature of a stupefying
intrusion. Even the moments that might have most lent themselves
to such a disruption of normalcy are couched in a setting that
evokes continuity rather than rupture—e.g., an angel known from
the Old Testament (Gabriel) conveying the message of the annunciation, or Moses and Elijah conversing with the transfigured Jesus.
The confrontation with the Trinity that occurred at that
finite moment in time when Jesus appeared within the temporal
framework of history was not lived by the protagonists as a jarring
break with the past. On the contrary, Jesus himself clearly felt he
was in debt to his cultural heritage—which was that of his interlocutors as well. And this debt included a perception of divine reality
that was already essentially trinitarian. God did not begin to interact
with our world, qua Trinity, only at Pentecost. Nor could the
earlier human perception of God be wholly unreceptive to this
inherent trinitarian dimension—just as awareness of the sun’s
splendor was not any dimmer simply because the intellectual
construct of the planetary system had not yet taken shape. We ought
to eschew a simplistic view of trinitarian revelation as a mechanical
break, but also as a kind of “extrinsicism” that limits continuity to
accidental echoes (however valid they may be, if nothing else for
their poetic dimension—as with the episode of the visit to Abraham,
made famous inter alia by Andrei Rublev’s icon). The fundamental
point is that in the perception communicated by Jesus there is no
shattering, but rather an explicit adherence to a self-proclaimed
continuity.
Where, then, can we find trinitarian anticipations in the Old
Testament perception of divine reality? We will seek them, in this
article, in the impossible conflating of universality and particularity
in the perception of God. On the one hand, God is absolute in
terms of his control on all reaches of human perception, from the
physical to the spiritual dimension. On the other hand, God is
hopelessly enmeshed in the details of a human group, ancient Israel,
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which was, by all objective standards and by its own self-perception,
a marginal and insignificant participant in the political and cultural
scene of its day. This paradox is made even more evident by the
Christian claim (solidly anchored in Jesus’ own perception) that God
not only obstinately clings to this provincial past but reduces even
further any possible “éclat” by becoming identified with a single
individual, Jesus, who could offer but the most limited cultural, not
to mention political, credentials.
The continuity, then, is to be found not in any conceptual
articulation, but in the training of sensitivity. By exploring the Old
Testament in this light, we will see how we can gain much insight
into our own posture vis-à-vis the core of the Christian mystery.
1.5 Polytheism, monotheism, and Trinitarianism
In order to better understand the continuity with the Old
Testament, it is good to reflect for a moment on the contrast
between polytheism and monotheism, which is much deeper than
generally acknowledged.6 It is a radical contrast between two
irreducible modes of thought, so that monotheism can in no way be
regarded as a mere rarefaction of polytheism. They are, in effect,
two opposing polarities.
In the polytheistic polarity, the absolute is accepted as
cumulation, as the sum total of numerable fragments. The relative is
thereby inserted in the very heart of the absolute and, as it were,
sublimated by it. The very juxtaposition of relative elements, of all

6
I have developed this theme more fully in “On Christic Polytheism and
Christian Monotheism,” Communio: International Catholic Review 22 (1995):
113–138; “The Trinity in a Mesopotamian perspective,” forthcoming (see above,
note 1). A forceful approach along similar lines, especially from a philosophical
perspective, is to be found in Robert Sokolowski’s work, see in particular The God
of Faith and Reason. Foundations of Christian Theology (Washington, D.C.: The
Catholic University of America Press, 1995), where the notion of a Christian
“distinction” is vigorously and brilliantly argued, in contrast especially to the ever
pervasive pagan (polytheistic) dimension. Inspired by phenomenology,
Sokolowski’s approach provides a strong theoretical foundation for the emphasis
I place on perception. Also see his “Revelation of the Trinity,” 143: “Jesus could
not have revealed the Father within a pagan setting; he could not have said ‘Father’
to a pagan divinity. Only within the context set by the Old Testament [what I call
“catechumenate”] could the Fatherhood of God [have] been revealed.”
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possible relative elements, is viewed as constituting the absolute.
The concept of totality is the defining criterion for absoluteness.
The polarity is resolved, we might say, in terms of inclusion.
In the monotheistic polarity, the absolute is accepted as the
beyond, as a different mode of reality that does not admit numeration.
The relative is thereby opposed to the absolute. No matter how
complete, totality is never seen as meeting the standards of absoluteness, for it remains a congeries of numerable fragments. Here the
polarity is resolved, as it were, in terms of exclusion.
But monotheistic apprehension of the divine sphere is
already essentially trinitarian, however much ante litteram. We do not
have, I claim, a three-stage sequence, with progressive reduction
and derivation of one stage from the other—polytheism, monotheism, Trinitarianism. Rather, the contrast is exclusively between two
irreducible perceptions—polytheistic vs. monotheistic/trinitarian.
But then, what are the aspects of the trinitarian absolute that we find
already present in the Israelite perception of Yahweh? I will refer
briefly to three, and then examine one in particular.
Innumerability—God is at the same time the whole and the
only. Divine oneness becomes progressively clearer, but what
remains constant is the uniqueness and singularity of the innumerable
God. What matters about oneness is not the numeric property
(which would yield, through a reductionist approach, but a
polytheism of one), but the irrepeatability. Wherever else we see a
trend away from multiplicity (the most famous being the Aton
episode in fourteenth-century Egypt), it presents itself as the
reductionist need for simplification, not as the essential realization
of an altogether different, a truly absolute, simplicity. But in the Old
Testament, God remains unnumbered at the very moment that
numeration (oneness) is predicated of him. The Old Testament
trains our sensitivity to predicate number without ascribing numerability.
Particularity—An essential aspect of the Old Testament
perception is that God, for being the absolute “whole and only,” is
emphatically not the “amorphous.” There is no implosive indefiniteness: rather, God is seen to explode in creation, through the
seesaw relationship with ancient Israel in her historical development,
through the anguished mysticism of the patriarchs, the psalmists, the
prophets. There is no anonymity, there is no generic projection of
abstract divinity. Consider for instance the notion of choice and
vocation. God calls individuals and the whole nation by name. The
very notion of a “chosen people” acquires a psychological dimen-
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sion that contrasts sharply with that of the Syro-Mesopotamian
sphere—where the reverse is true: a successful people (say, the
Assyrians) have a chosen god (Assur), who is but the projected
emblem of their socio-political congruence. The profound insight
in the Old Testament is that human particularities do not limit or
circumscribe divine particularity. God calls by name Adam,
Abraham, Moses, David, Isaiah, Israel herself—but is not reduced to
the finitude of those he calls.
Relatability—Perhaps the most far-reaching trinitarian
anticipation of the Old Testament lies in the recognition that God,
while wholly above relativity, does nevertheless relate. Such is not
the quality of fate in a polytheistic system, fate remaining the
broadly underlying, wholly amorphous, and statically inert matrix
of reality. Fate does not relate. But the monotheistic God does. He
expects a response that is the more acceptable the more confrontational it becomes (from Jacob’s wrestling to Jeremiah’s anguished
acceptance of the call). Thus we may say that the great Old
Testament intuition (or revelation) is that the absolute is not so
implosive as to exclude the relative. God’s absoluteness is not
tainted by virtue of his openness. The Old Testament presents us
with the notion of a polarity that is no less real for being wholly
asymmetrical. God is not tainted by love.
Of these three points, I will focus here on the aspect of
particularity.
2. The Annunciation as a state
2.1 The great divide
The Incarnation is the trinitarian integration within time
and space. Our perception of the Trinity in time and space takes
place through the finite situation of our existence and through the
finite situation of Christ the Son. That is why there is no specific
reference to the Trinity on the part of Jesus—because the Trinity is
perceived in and through his Incarnation. Obviously, it was not
Yahweh as the Trinity that became flesh, and in this respect the
ancient Israelite perception was not affected by the Incarnation. The
word of God had already become integrated within human historical
culture in the biblical tradition, an early anticipation of the Incarna-

Yahweh, the Trinity: The Old Testament Catechumenate

47

tion of the Word of God, the Son. With Jesus, the Son as the Logos,
a person of Yahweh-Trinity, became flesh.
The Annunciation is the most profound locus of human
perception of the trinitarian reality—that is, if one accepts, as I do,
the historical dimension of Jesus’ virginal conception, and Mary’s and
Joseph’s full awareness of this fact.7 It seems to me that whenever we
seek to refine our sensibility for the trinitarian mystery we should
place ourselves in a receptive mode as though facing the Annunciation. What was once an event, if we so recognize it, remains for us
a state—the dynamic state through which we constantly face and
perceive, in-fleshed, the innumerable who becomes numbered.
To reflect on the state, we should concentrate on the event.
It was the moment when history split, but it was at the same time
the moment when history was joined again. The great divide is the
performative self-unveiling of the Trinity, i.e., not through a verbal
declaration, but because the verbum “detached” himself from the
Trinity when he was accepted as such by Mary, and Joseph. The
correlative great suture is in the human apprehension of this fact by
Mary, and Joseph: without explaining it, they understood the
mystery. The Old Testament roots of their spirituality allowed them
to assimilate the essence of a “detachment” which never cracked the
absolute whence the Announced had come.
We will do well to reflect on the ranges of the historical
perceptual responses that the event elicited when first confronted by
our fellow humans—Mary, Joseph, John the Baptist, the apostles,
the first followers and believers as well as the non-believers. The
echo that resonates from those past encounters can richly nurture
our constantly renewed confrontation with, and acceptance of, the
Announced and the mystery whence he became “detached” when
the announcement was first received.
2.2 The Marian perception
The Annunciation is just that, an announcement, not a
request. Mary does not dialogically confront God himself—or

7

I have developed this theme in “The Prophetic Dimension of Joseph,”
Communio: International Catholic Review 33 (2006): 43–99. Some of the themes
mentioned here are more fully developed there.
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rather, the dialogue unfolds on a more complex level than the
simple exchange between interlocutors. That is perhaps what
emerges as the prototype of any trinitarian “dialogue.” Mary
confronts the Trinity dynamically, concretely. The angel relates the
will of the Father—and with her fiat Mary responds to him, it
would appear, rather than to the angel.
For a better appreciation of the greatness of the fiat, and of
what it means for Mary’s perception of trinitarian reality, we will do
well to remember that she accepts as a fact what she cannot
immediately verify. There is no outward sign of her conceiving.
Not only does she accept the incarnation, she also believes in it.
Hence, for her, the incarnation is, from the beginning, the Incarnation. She accepts, on faith, something very physical, which,
however, cannot be physically verified for a few weeks. Yet
everything revolves on that physicality—to begin with, her
relationship to her husband.
The conception of a child obviously affects her marital
status, and it is her responsibility to let her husband know. Thus it
is that Mary’s perception becomes Joseph’s perception for he too,
accepts, on the strength of Mary’s word, the incarnation and sees in
it the Incarnation. It is a shared secret that will remain with them
and, from all we know, with them alone, during the lifetime of the
Announced who will indeed manifest himself, after a few weeks, in
the womb and then be born and grow to mature age.
The Annunciation was re-experienced by Mary, and Joseph,
each time they would face Jesus and remember the simple fact of his
virginal conception. For them, Jesus remained always the Announced. Never a monstrous being unnaturally implanted as if a
foreign body. Rather, a true son, flesh of the flesh of Mary, and
thereby human. Yet not flesh of the flesh of Joseph, and thereby
divine. Ever aware of this foundational reality, their perception of
Jesus was not of an alien being, but truly of a child conceived, and
born, and growing into adulthood—and yet a child announced as
belonging to the divine beyond. They were supremely aware of him
as a person—all the more human as years passed in anonymity, all
the more divine as the memory of the initial virginal conception
never faded, nurtured by their own mutual, virginally marital
relationship.
In that re-experiencing there was each time a true awareness
of trinitarian life, the initial paradigm of every subsequent Christian
perception of the Trinity—through the confrontation with Jesus as
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concretely known in daily experience. Daily, Mary and Joseph faced
the full personhood of the child even as his personality developed,
without any further announcement to strengthen the initial
annunciation and the events that surrounded it: it was just and
plainly him. They knew his “genesis” to be firmly rooted in their
world (Mt 1:1), and yet they knew it to be a “genesis” that
beckoned unequivocally and very concretely (he was conceived, if
virginally) to a world beyond (Mt 1:18). However doting they may
have been, he never replaced for them the two pivotal points
around which the annunciation explicitly turned: the will who had
taken the initiative (the “Lord God,” the “most high,” Lk 1:28, 30,
32) and the dynamis who had made it possible (the “holy spirit,” Lk
1:35). Whatever the formulation,8 Mary did respond to a very
explicit call, and the factual elements of the call could not have been
substantially different from what is retained for us by Luke. She was
aware of the initiative (the Father’s) and the modality (the Holy
Spirit’s), as she was most concretely aware of the issue (the Son). It
is this awareness, this Marian perception of the Trinity, that she
shared with Joseph. It was to remain their personal secret as long as
Joseph lived. It was then for Mary alone to go through all the
subsequent stages wherein the confrontation with the Trinity, via
Jesus, developed, all the way up to her supreme confrontation with
the pleroma, when she became part of it through her Assumption.
2.3 The Baptist’s perception
The Epiphany is rightly celebrated in the Eastern Church as
a major moment in the life of Jesus and the history of the church.
It refers specifically to the episode of the Magi, but it subsumes in
its liturgical intent the various first public manifestations of Jesus,
culminating with his baptism. Elizabeth, the shepherds, the Magi,

8
While the formulation is Luke’s, I believe it to retain the kernel of a
remembered factual event, see my article “The Prophetic Dimension of Joseph,”
already cited. It is all the more significant, historiographically, that the event should
be known to Matthew; this implies that knowledge of the event had become part
of a shared body of knowledge about Jesus’ origin before the individual research
undertaken by Luke. However much (Lucan) editorializing may have come to be
overlaid on the words attributed to the angel, the terseness of Mary’s part of the
dialogue bears otherwise the hallmark of individual memory, her own.
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Simeon, and Anna all share in the early epiphany. But theirs remains
a circumscribed perception, inconsequential in its wider reach. It is
as though an extended private revelation.
Only on the occasion of the Baptism is epiphany really
translated into a lasting public perception. In this regard, the
baptismal epiphany is the proper converse of the annunciation. The
deep and proper impact of the annunciation was meant to remain
hidden and private (láthrai “in secret,” as Mt 1:19 puts it, to
characterize just one of the pertinent events). The extraordinary
nature of the child is intrinsically private, and, when a plurality of
persons (Joseph next to Mary) is made aware of it, their perception
is meant to remain private. When inadvertently a notification of it
reaches beyond the private sphere for which it was intended (Herod
and the Magi), disaster ensues. The Baptism, on the other hand, is
set within a spiritual context that had already seared public consciousness. Jesus is one of a multitude so that, when he goes to be
baptized, he walks deliberately onto the public stage. Hence the
Baptist’s recognition of Jesus remained the fixed point of departure
for the followers of Jesus—especially as they looked back, in the
moments following the crucifixion and the resurrection, at the early
history of their confrontation with this person who, in a short
temporal whirlwind, had so dramatically impacted their lives.
What is especially important is what we may consider the
explicitly trinitarian dimension of the baptismal epiphany: in Mk
1:10–11 | Mt 3:16–17 | Lk 3:21–22 the Spirit descends in the shape
of a dove and a voice proclaims the divine sonship of Jesus. It seems
at first plausible to attribute such explicitness to later theological
reflection. But I would like to argue instead for the plausibility of
such a perception at the place and time it occupies in the gospel
account. As with the Annunciation, we have a confrontation
presented as a living situation, not as an abstract statement. It is not
clear how public the confrontation was, but what is stressed is the
factuality of the event as such: Jesus is praying (in Luke) and there
is a visible and an audible component, a dove and a sound. Whoever
may have seen or heard, whoever may have interpreted the event
in its specific valence as a sign (presumably only the Baptist, who
then explains it to the followers and the bystanders, as is suggested
in Jn 1:32), a specific perceptual dimension is plausibly intended.
Jesus is perceived not as a “god” the way the people of Lystra in
Asia Minor will perceive Paul and Barnabas (Acts 14:11–18). With
the Baptist, the Old Testament perception of the divine absolute is
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in no way affected. Jesus is neither seen as one god among many,
nor is he seen as one who arrogates for himself exclusive divine
dimension, i.e., as Yahweh transposed. He is rather perceived to be
interacting in a living dialogue on par with the world beyond, a
world that is in itself differentiated. In this lies the embryonic
perception of the trinitarian reality.
What is presented is a concrete interaction within the divine
world, one that would not have been alien to a genuine Old
Testament spirituality. The particularity, the vitality, the relatability
that defined the earlier human perception of Yahweh are now
operative in the Baptist’s perception. It is in this sense that we can
recognize such perception as being specifically, and not anachronistically trinitarian. In Luke’s understanding, “the word of God
happened upon” him (Lk 3:2). The substance of this “word” was
both his urgent preaching of penance and the presentiment about
the one whose sandals he was unworthy to untie and who would
come to “baptize in spirit and fire” (Mk 1:8 | Mt 3:11 | Lk 3:16).
The presentiment finds its fulfillment when Jesus appears in front of
him to be baptized. The Baptist’s sense of unworthiness takes shape
concretely in his refusal to confer baptism on the one who should
instead baptize him (Mt 3:14). But having proceeded with the baptism
at Jesus’ insistence (Mt 3:15), the Baptist sees the dove descending and
hears the voice proclaiming (Mk 1:10–11 | Mt 3:16–17 | Lk
3:21–22). Thus the “word” that “had happened upon him” takes a
more concrete form. He witnesses the dynamics of divine life. He
senses Jesus’ utterly special status, his belonging to the sphere of
Yahweh without replacing “it.” It is in this crystal clear obscurity that
we can recognize the Baptist’s first intuition of the trinitarian
reality—perfectly in line with the Old Testament perception, yet
embryonically aware of infinitely deeper and richer dimensions.
In later apostolic memory, the Baptist’s first realization
emerges as a defining moment. It was not just that he was the first
public figure to welcome Jesus. His centrality in the apostles’ and
Jesus’ own awareness depends, it seems to me, on his prophetic preunderstanding of what the reality of Yahweh meant when one came
to confront Jesus. He is the precursor not so much because he points
to the future, but because he lives the future, and the future will
recognize itself in him. The anticipations of this are many: (a) The
very phenomenon of baptism: it is a symbolic washing, but with
Jesus’ insistence at receiving it, it becomes the sacramental locking
of humanity and divinity. (b) The awed sense of unworthiness: the
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recoiling of one such as Peter before Jesus takes place toward the end
of their companionship, and in retrospect the memory of the Baptist’s
early reaction must have resonated loudly as Peter, and the others,
were reliving the pathos of the same response. (c) The outward
manifestation of divine interaction: the Transfiguration re-proposes
to the three apostles the explicit “parithetic” exchange within divine
reality that the Baptist first sensed “in the desert of Judea . . . by the
river Jordan” (Mt 3:1.6 | Mk 1:4–5 | Lk 3:1.13 | Jn 1:19–34).
It is this new posture vis-à-vis Yahweh that was the true
measure of the Baptist’s prophetic stance. And it was this posture
that evoked an ever sharper response as time passed. Re-lived in
memory, the Baptist’s first perception echoed in the hearts and
minds of those who had first been his followers as they found
themselves sharing, at a wide temporal remove, the first public
impact of the Trinity on human consciousness. Nowhere do we
sense this as clearly as in the beginning of John’s gospel, where the
depth of the evangelist’s reflection is suffused with a warm nostalgia
for moments cherished so long ago in the past. “It was in Bethania
across the Jordan . . . . The next day (John) sees [switching to the
present] Jesus coming and he says . . . . Again the following day
John was standing with two of his disciples [one is the evangelist],
and seeing Jesus walking by he says . . . . And Jesus turning to the
two says . . . . And the two went and saw where he was staying and
remained with him for that day. And it was about the tenth hour” (Jn
1:28–39). Apart from the Passion narratives this is one of the most
substantial overlaps between the synoptics and John. The details
with which the situation is narrated evoke not only the tenderness
of that first encounter, on that afternoon near Bethania, but also the
psychological and intellectual impact that the Baptist’s perception had
on the two youngsters. For here again I would not consider anachronistic the substance of the Baptist’s words that the evangelist quotes:
“Look, the lamb of God! . . . This is the one about whom I said: A
man will come after me who existed before me. . . . I saw and
witnessed that he is the son of God . . . ” (Jn 1:29–34). Herein, the
roots of John’s understanding of Jesus as the logos are made explicit.
2.4 The disciples’ perception
What Mary and Joseph had lived in secret wonderment for
a long period of time, and what the Baptist had seen in a flash and
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shared in public, the disciples, and especially the apostles, discovered
over the period of almost three years of daily contact with Jesus.
Looking back at this period from a greater remove in time, John is
the one who most strikingly communicates the sense of the
confrontation as well as the depth of reflection which it elicited:
“what we heard, what we looked at with our eyes, what we contemplated and our hands have touched” (1 Jn 1:1); “nobody ever looked
at God—the single generated god, the one whose existence is in
function of the womb (ho Çn eis tòn kólpon) of the Father, he was the
one who led the way (ekeînos ex‘g‘sato)” (Jn 1:18).
In John’s memory, this “being led” culminated in one of the
most astounding pronouncements he attributes to Jesus: “I have
called you friends, because I have made known to you all the things
which I have heard from my Father” (Jn 15:15).
Such dialogue as this, among friends, lies at the core of
trinitarian revelation. In the Annunciation, the revelation had been
at its most dramatic but also at its most hidden: the embryo is in
himself the message, and the reception of the mystery by Mary, and
Joseph, implies some deep understanding on their part of that preexistence which had, ontologically, necessitated the virginal
dimension of his conception. In the Baptism, there was a second
annunciation, which John the Baptist made public: his perception
of the inner vitality of Yahweh made it possible for him to accept
this new message of multi-dimensionality within the wholly adimensional, and like the prophets of yore he forged the sensitivity
of those around him. Both annunciations had been flashes, which
Mary and Joseph and John had arduously to re-live and re-discover
in their daily experience: “they did not comprehend what he was
saying as he spoke to them” (Lk 2:50), “are you the one who
comes, or do we wait for another?” (Mt 11:3 | Lk 7:19–20). But
now, as Jesus himself “leads the way,” the Annunciation truly
becomes a state, as the disciples strive with great effort to appropriate its message: “the kingdom of the heavens is now being conquered (biázetai) and those who have great strength (biastaí) seize it”
(Mt 11:12 | Lk 16:16).
The “trinitarian dialogue,” as encapsulated in John’s lapidary
text, “I have called you friends, because I have made known to you
all the things which I have heard from my Father” (Jn 15:15), is
both ad intra (Jesus hears from the Father) and ad extra (Jesus
identifies his friends as those to whom he makes known the
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mystery).9 Whether or not the Aramaic equivalent of John’s text
would have been the ipsissima verba of Jesus, I believe that the
concept expressed was his ipsissima notio and intentio. Without
attempting to explore the question of Jesus’ self-consciousness and
its development, I accept that the essence of what emerged as his
message was indeed the expression of what he, consciously, intended
to convey. We can look, in other words, at the disciples’ perception
of Jesus’ self-perception. What bears stressing in this regard is the
trinitarian confidence that Jesus exhibits. The recollection of this
attitude was sharply etched in the apostles’ memory not because of
any detailed verbal instructions imparted by their “rabbi” but rather
because of the lived experience that transpired through Jesus’
behavior.
Emblematic in this respect is the episode related by John that
involved Thomas and Philip (Jn 14:5–11). In this case Jesus
verbalizes the essence of trinitarian life by describing his relationship
with the Father. But his answer is not encased within a systematic
theoretical presentation. Rather, it was as if a casual answer to a
casual question, or, in fact, two casual questions, both very human
and understandable. These questions are almost the equivalent of the
one we are presupposing here and was, as such, never asked: “Who
are you?” Thomas and Philip ask, instead, more concrete questions
that arise from their confrontation with the person of Jesus as much
as from what he had been saying. Let us review the episode more
closely.
First, Thomas asks for clarification of Jesus’ reference to his
going to the house of the Father: “We do not know where you are
off to, so how can we know the way?” (Jn 14:5). This elicits an
answer that points to Jesus himself as the way, and thus the ultimate
truth and the only possible life, since only through him can one
know the Father. To this in turn comes Philip’s retort: but then
why don’t you simply show us the Father, which, it would seem, is
really all we need? (“it will suffice to us,” Jn 14:8). At this, Jesus
expresses a moment of pained frustration, underscored by the
vocative with which he addresses his interlocutor and by the almost
annoyed repetition of his words: “Oh Philip, all this time I am with

9

In this respect it may be noted that my whole emphasis on the role of
perception takes for granted, and illuminates, the assumption forcefully expounded
by Karl Rahner of the identity between the economic and the immanent Trinity.
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you, and you still do not know me? . . . How can you say ‘Show
me the Father’?” (Jn 14:9). Encased in this very human exchange is
one of the most profound trinitarian statements: “The one who sees
me, sees the Father” (Jn 14:9). Continuing in the established
dialogical tone, Jesus addresses Philip once more in a very personal
way: “Don’t you believe that . . .” (Jn 14:10). He has been with
them, day and night, for many months; they have been exposed to
the impact of his personality, so they ought to know what they have
experienced: the Father in the Son.
Emblematic about this episode are the details, embedded in
John’s memory, about a very live exchange with two apostles who
do not normally share front stage. The narrative gives us a profound
glimpse into Jesus’ matter-of-fact attitude in proposing what to him
is a lived reality, not an imagined abstraction. That the episode is a
true recollection of factual events and not John’s fabrication is
shown by the subtle correlation with the episode of the Petrine
confession as related by Matthew. On that occasion, Jesus asks his
disciples a question that would strike us as odd were it not for the
frequency with which we have heard the gospel text read to us:
“You, who do you say I am?” (Mt 16:15). The oddity lies in the
fact that the question relates to a person the interlocutors know
well. You do not expect a close friend to ask you that question
about himself, because the answer would normally entail a personal
name, a professional qualification, a place of origin—or some other
detail that you as a friend would already know (Jesus, carpenter,
Nazareth). Jesus is trying to elicit the same answer that he would
expect Philip (in John’s account) to be able to give. When Jesus says
to Philip, “you still do not know me” (Jn 14:9), he has in mind the
same question he poses in Matthew’s episode. When he asks Simon,
“who do you say I am?” he asks in effect, “do you really know
me?” The frustration at Philip’s obtuseness is matched by the elation
at Simon/Peter’s insight: “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For
neither flesh nor blood has unveiled this for you, but my Father
who is in the heavens” (Mt 16:17). The exact converse of the
reaction to Philip! Jesus would have been less pained if Philip had
posed earnestly the same question that he, Jesus, elicits in Matthew’s
account, something along these lines: “you have told us such things
before, but who are you, really? Why is the Father so important?”
Instead, Philip not only fails to ask that question, but pre-empts the
answer that Peter gives by saying, in effect: “forget about who you
might be, show us rather the one who really matters . . . .”

56

Giorgio Buccellati

In each case the undercurrent is profoundly trinitarian, and
the medium profoundly dialogical. The disciples, and the apostles
in particular, were the ones constantly in contact with the progressive revelation of the Trinity during Jesus’ lifetime, and it is through
their perception of the events that touched them that Jesus’ selfperception is made known to us so that we may be touched in turn.
And Jesus’ self-perception is, of course, all we know about the
Trinity. Which is in fact a great deal: “all the things which I have
heard from my Father” (Jn 15:15). Space allows us to consider only,
and only very briefly, one further aspect of this dynamics.
In his adult life, Jesus referred insistently to the correlative
notions of mission and fulfillment. His “being sent” does not come
across as an impersonal passive. Rather, Jesus communicates clearly
the sense of a personal agency that is operative at the origin, and
with which he is coherently linked. A double relationship becomes
awesomely explicit: with the one who sends, and with the one who
fulfills. Rather than setting out to “explain,” Jesus projects his
awareness of the double presence that shapes his life. And it is a
suffered attitude, one that involves his whole being. On the one
hand, he must do the will of the one who sent him, a will and a
person he shows to know intimately. On the other hand, he must let
his own response, his own enactment of this will be fulfilled
through the intimate concurrence of another, another person he also
shows to know intimately. His attitude before both is suffered
because of the obstacles that rise to block him, and that culminate
with the cross. Throughout it all, he adheres to the original will that
sent him—and it is through this adherence more than through any
programmatic statement that we come to perceive the Father. And
he adheres to the fulfilling will that shall bring it all to fruition—so
that, again, through this adherence we come to perceive the Spirit.
Herein the disciples touched the Trinity. They could sense the
profound tensionality that defines the unique plane where they
became engulfed in the mystery through the non-mystery of the
presence of Jesus. He displayed this presence outwardly and they
could perceive it inwardly. It was his concrete posture wherein the
uniqueness of God was never called into question, while he himself
emerged more and more clearly as totally immersed in uniqueness,
relating, within it and with the utmost particularity, to the one who
sent and to the one who would fulfill.
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2.5 The crowds and the individuals
From all we know, Jesus did not set out to choose his
apostles with a job description in mind, as if aiming to fill the slots
of a well-defined organizational chart. They gathered incrementally,
over a short period of time, and they seemed to coalesce quickly to
a fairly unified group, to which no more were added. Just as Jesus
showed no tendency to teach abstractly, so he did not show any
concern for creating an organized cadre of retainers. Still, the group
around him developed a remarkable cohesion. But even so, it never
became a barrier or a screen to the rest of the world. Jesus did
indeed spend a good deal of time alone with the apostles, but not in
order to avoid further contact with “outsiders.” He dealt with these,
whether a crowd or individual, with the utmost ease. His attitude
toward them was no different than it was toward the inner circle: he
did not so much engage in descriptive statements but rather
disclosed a living presence, wherever he went, to whomever he
met.
People did gather to listen, in crowds, and Jesus obviously
did articulate his thoughts in words; he taught. But he did so by
projecting the experience of his inner life, not by expounding
principles of an intellectual vision. There is not, for the most part,
a record of the crowds’ response (tragically, the record is more
explicit in the confrontation with Pilate, where, however, we are
told that their response was instigated and choreographed). We
know mostly that they gathered in ever larger numbers, and we
know their feelings: “they all marveled to the point that conferring
with each other they would say: ‘What is this? A new teaching, with
authority?’” (Mk 1:27 | Lk 4:36; cf. Mt 7:28; 9:8). We are also told
that the fame (Mk 1:28) and resonance (Lk 4:37) of his deeds spread:
in other words, the crowds were struck by his personality, his
words, his actions. But this could work both ways: first they wanted
to make him king (Jn 6:15), then they wanted him crucified (Mk
15:13f | Lk 23:21 | Jn 19:6).
The articulated responses came at the individual level. It was
the sense of a communicated life that captivated people. They were
not so much listeners, as participants in an encounter. To each,
individually, was given the chance to live John’s experience, i.e., to
hear, to see with their own eyes, to contemplate and touch with
their own hands (cf. 1 Jn 1:1). He whom they heard, saw,
touched—was the physical Jesus. But therein they inescapably
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heard, saw, touched “the logos of life” (1 Jn 1:1). And just as
inescapably they sensed his integral connection with another
dimension: they heard, saw, touched “the eternal life” (1 Jn 1:2).
They heard, saw, touched, through him, the Father, because that
tangible eternal life, the Jesus they met, “was abiding in the Father”
(h‘tis ên pròs tòn patéra, 1 Jn 1:2). It is as though John were echoing
Jesus’ words to Philip: those who heard, saw, touched Jesus, heard,
saw, touched the Father.
Out of these occasional encounters came some of the most
profound flashes of understanding—the intuition of Jesus’ integration within a higher reality, the Trinity. Take the case of the
Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well by Sychar (Jn 4). The distance
between her and Jesus is gradually bridged as he elicits understanding through analogy. The characteristic Johannine blend of
concreteness and loftiness encapsulates the depth of the confrontation: through the narrative, we sense the woman’s response to Jesus’
striking personality. We seem in truth to hear not John’s, but her
own report of the encounter. Jesus’ words become progressively
loftier and seem to reflect John’s style—and yet, they also make
sense if we hear them through the woman’s own perception. After
all, the woman’s profound change of heart must have been occasioned by something she intuited that was conveyed not through
silence, but in actual words. Thirst and water are the more immediate vehicles for the development of the analogy. But so is the
sudden switch to the talk about God, which she initiates (Jn 4:20).
It is in answer to her question that Jesus introduces the notion of the
Father (Jn 4:21). And so we go imperceptibly, just as imperceptibly
as she must have, from the notion of thirst for physical water to an
incipient awareness of a flowing spiritual force; and then from a
question about the appropriateness of a place of worship (Samaria or
Jerusalem) to the reality of a single Father, in a spiritual realm (“God
is spirit,” Jn 4:24) that transcends location and ethnicity. Jesus “leads
(her) along the way” (ex‘g‘sato, Jn 1:18); he elicits a startled wonder
and points concretely to a higher plane of reality. Thus it was that
common human encounters became electrifying moments that
opened, with dim clarity, widely unsuspected new vistas. Through
Jesus whom she encounters sitting by the well, the woman from
Sychar comes to sense the higher plane to which Jesus belonged: a
prophet? (Jn 4:19), the Messiah? (Jn 4:25.29), and ultimately she
comes to sense the Son’s relationship to the Father. Through this
incipient sense of wonderment, Jesus channels her attention through
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a subtle dynamic. She had spoken of “our fathers” (Jn 4:20), and he
answers by referring to “the father” as the target of worship (Jn
4:21.23), shifting then to “the Father” as subject: “the Father seeks
such worshipers” (Jn 4:23). Imperceptibly, the father as common
noun (the target of worship) becomes the Father as a proper name
(the Father whose intimate wish Jesus knows). At that point, Jesus
brings her attention back to himself: “I am (the Messiah), the one
who is speaking to you” (Jn 4:26).
Through a live, if occasional, encounter such as this, Jesus
articulates for an “outsider” the higher reality that Peter intuits on
his own (or rather, through a special act of grace, Mt 16:17) and that
Philip has failed to recognize in spite of his long familiarity with
Jesus (Jn 14:9). It is another mini-Annunciation, a properly
trinitarian confrontation: not because the woman from Sychar can
now speak about “it” in theological terms, but because she has faced
the live interaction of the Son with the Father. (As if inspired by the
woman’s reaction, Jesus goes on, in the second part of the episode,
to expand the sensitivity of his inner circle for the same reality,
telling them about the “will of the one who sends me,” “whose
work I will bring to completion,” Jn 4:34.)
2.6 The spirits’ perception
The angelic and demonic perceptions of Jesus exhibit an
interesting complementary distribution in the gospel narratives: at
the beginning and at the end we encounter only the angels, and
during the public ministry we encounter only the demons. Also, it
is only the demons who show emotional, human-like responses to
Jesus, whereas the angels are as if impassive participants who do not
interact with him with any degree of psychological dynamism.
The angels appear in the beginning as messengers and
helpers, from Gabriel’s annunciations (to Zachariah and Mary, Lk
1:19.26) to the temptations in the desert (Mt 4:11 | Mk 1:13, the
only New Testament episode, along with the agony at Gethsemane,
for which no other human witness is known, and which, accordingly, could only have been related by Jesus himself—unless one
assumes it to be pure invention). The temptations mark a farewell
of sorts: there is no angelic presence following the episode until
Gethsemane. That the angels should so remain in the background
is significant—and it is acknowledged by Jesus: “Do you really
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think,” he says to Peter just before being apprehended in Gethsemane, “that I am not able to call on my Father and that he would not
make available to me more than twelve legions of angels?” (Mt
26:53). As a matter of fact, the angels are often mentioned by Jesus,
especially when referring to the eschatological plane of reality, but
they are not shown to interact with him as interlocutors. Then,
during the prayer before the Passion, “an angel appeared to him,
strengthening him” (Lk 22:43f, a passage which occurs only in the
later strand of the manuscript tradition). From that moment
onwards, the demons are no longer mentioned, and in their stead
the angels are present once more, notably at the resurrection and the
ascension.
The devil appears for the first time as the tempter in the
desert. He emerges immediately with a vivid personality, engaging
Jesus in a dialectical mode. His opening line is dramatic: “If you are
the son of God . . .” (Mt 4:3.6 | Lk 4:3.9). We may understand this
in a dual sense. First as a search for a response, arousing from a
genuine doubt about the possibility that this straggling human may
indeed embody the wonder of the Incarnation. Second as a taunt,
challenging the sensed divine presence to rise above the mists of
humanity. The ministering angels who appear at the end of the
exchange frame the whole episode in a unique way; this is the only
time demons and angels appear together in the gospels in a mirror
image relationship. Both the angelic and the demonic spirits are
aware of the answer to the question and to the taunt: this hungry
nobody is indeed the son of God. They are ready to watch the
unfolding of his life, the angels from a silent distance, the demons
through a series of encounters during Jesus’ public ministry,
encounters that are often just as vivid as the initial one in the desert.
Let as look at one among many. The episode in the region
of Gadara/Gerasa/Gergesa/Gergusta brings up again the matter of
divine sonship, not as a question but as an acknowledged fact (Mt
8:28–34 | Mk 5:1–20 | Lk 8:26–39). The understanding in the
narrative is clear: there is a discrete demonic presence10 within a
10

Matthew speaks of two human beings and the demons refer to themselves in
the plural: “Why do you torment us,” “the demons begged him: ‘If you expel us,
send us . . .’” (Mt 8:29.31). In Mark and Luke, there is one human being, and the
demonic presence refers to itself both in the singular (“Do not torment me,” Mk
5:7 | Lk 8:28, “My name is Legion,” Mk 5:9) and in the plural (“Because we are
many,” Mk 5:9, “They begged him not to order them to go down into the abyss,”
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human shell. It is the physical human being who moves and who
exhibits an irrational and self-destructive superhuman strength (Mk
5:3–5 | Lk 8:29), but it is the demon within him who takes the
initiative and who speaks: “a human being in (the hands of) an
unclean spirit” (Mk 5:2), “a man having demons” (Lk 8:27), “the
man from whom the demons had gone out” (Lk 8:38). Jesus
emphasizes the discreteness in addressing the demon as distinct from
the man: “He said to him: ‘Come out, you the unclean spirit, from
the man!’” (Mk 5:8); “He ordered the unclean spirit to come out of
the man” (Lk 8:29). Through the physical voice of the man, then,
the demon/unclean spirit addresses Jesus, recognizing him as “Son
of God” (Mt 8:29); “Jesus, Son of God the Most High” (Mk 5:7 |
Lk 8:28). The distinctiveness of the demonic reality is further
brought to light by the outcome: it is transferred to a herd of swine
“numbering about two thousand” (Mk 5:12), and the whole herd,
just as self-destructively as the man had acted, plunges into the lake
and drowns (Mt 8:32 | Mk 5:13 | Lk 8:33).
An important detail in the episode appears as an almost
incidental phrase in Matthew: “You did come here before the time
(prò kairoû) to torment us?” (Mt 8:29). The demons in the man
experience a subjection they expected from a more glorified
incarnate God. The kairós they refer to is, in their perception, the
time when subjection would have come to them from a higher
plane, the plane of a Trinity unsullied by any incarnation. They
could accept that. But subjection by a simple human? This is the
patristic understanding of the angelic fall. The demons in the man
of Gerasa have a pre-emptive knowledge of the Trinity, one that
does not allow for trinitarian particularity to express itself in a
manner of its own choosing—and this is their sin of pride. They are
tragically baffled by the authority they now experience, instead, in
a mere man. They expected the Trinity, and they are confronted,
instead, with the Incarnation. Pathetically, they have no recourse
but to ask for an explanation from this very son of man, as he calls
himself. And yet they are forced to acknowledge him as “the Son of
God the Most High.”
The angelic reserve and the demonic impotence are two
aspects of the same reality, the one that underlies the Messianic
secret as well. The higher plane to which Jesus belongs, the

Lk 8:31, “the unclean spirits came out,” Mk 5:13, “the demons came out,” Lk 8:33).
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trinitarian plane, must not overpower human perception to a point
where it (that is, we, men and women of this world of ours) can no
longer see his lowly incarnate status. For this is the only locus where
we can find the Trinity, with that perfect balance that found its
supreme manifestation in Mary’s response at the Annunciation. And
so the angels withdraw—in adoration. And so the demons see a
light flickering at them through the cracks of an all-enveloping
darkness—in powerless rage. And so we, the men and women of
this world, are called to give the angelic response of adoration
through the cracks of a demonic darkness.
2.7 The Caiaphas perception
Tragically, one of the most lucid trinitarian confrontations
is the one sought by the High Priest Caiaphas at the trial of Jesus. It
is tragic precisely on account of the clarity with which the terms of
the matter are stated, a dim clarity that echoes that of the demons.
The clearest formulation of this encounter is found in Matthew.
Caiaphas, in whose presence Jesus has been brought (Mt 26:57), asks
Jesus to tell him with the full solemnity of an oath (exorkízÇ se, 63),
taken in the name of the living God (katà toû theoû toû zôntos, 63),
whether he, Jesus, is “the Christ, the son of God” (ho Khristòs ho
huiòs toû theoû, 63).
The question comes after a string of witnesses has been
called: they cannot satisfy the judicial criteria of the Sanhedrin, even
though they have been induced to give testimony to conform to the
design of the accusers (Mt 26:59–61 | Mk 14:55–59). They are
called “false witnesses,” but in point of fact, the one statement that
is related in the gospel (Mt 26:61 | Mk 14:58) about Jesus’ claim
that he could tear down the Temple and rebuild it in three days, is
not false. And if they could have been made to say what the judges
really wanted to hear, there would have been little need for
Caiaphas to ask the question directly of Jesus. The fact that he does,
suggests a certain basic fairness and a genuine intent to establish the
truth of the matter. If Caiaphas questions Jesus under oath it is not
because he could not bribe somebody to attest to what he suspected
Jesus’ blasphemous claim to be.
It is almost as though Caiaphas could not believe that Jesus
would go to such lengths as to assert his supreme claim explicitly.
True, Caiaphas and others in the Sanhedrin wanted to eliminate
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someone they perceived as dangerous to the well-being of the
community as much as of the establishment. And given that Jesus
had no high level connections it would have been quite easy to
condemn him on political grounds (which is what happens with
Pilate). But the situation is more subtle. The trial was presumably
the first occasion for Caiaphas to meet Jesus face to face (he
probably had the same veiled curiosity as Pilate). And it appears as
though Jesus had the same psychological impact on him that he had
on so many others: his personality was clearly not something to be
trifled with. In the encounter, Caiaphas intuits the enormity of
Jesus’ claim, and becomes both horrified and captivated by the
ultimate question that vastly transcends politics—and which for him
signifies the supreme blasphemy. He can hardly believe first that
Jesus could possibly really mean it, and, furthermore, admit it. But
admit it he does. In fact, Jesus proclaims in no uncertain terms that
he will be seen “sitting at the right sides of the Power” (Mt 26:64
| Mk 14:62 | Lk 22:69, the only phrase in this episode that is
identical in all three synoptics). The “Power” is one of the euphemistic terms used in lieu of the unpronounceable name of God,
Yahweh, which in writing was rendered by the four, unpronounced, consonants (YHWH) known as the Tetragrammaton.
The words as related leave no room for doubt. Caiaphas
invokes an oath taken “by the living God” (Mt 26:63), and the
question is whether Jesus does indeed claim to be “the Anointed,
the son of God” (ibid.), i.e., the son of the same God in whose
name the oath is administered. In Mark (14:61), the semantics are
even more sharply defined: “the Anointed, the son of the Blessed
One.” The term “Blessed One” is another euphemism for YHWH,
and so Mark’s formulation is equivalent to saying: “are you the son
of the Tetragrammaton?” Jesus’ answer claims equal status with the
same. The point is that there is no question as to what is involved.
Jesus is not just claiming to be a high level prophet, a Messiah acting
as religious leader. Nor is he claiming to be Yahweh, tout court. That
would have looked superficial and laughable. He is effectively
claiming a trinitarian status. The term is ours, but the basic understanding was Caiaphas’ as well. This is Caiaphas’ annunciation. But
it remains a lower-case annunciation. And the scandal that follows,
the rending of the garments (Mt 26:65 | Mk 14:63), is not a
hypocritical or hysterical gesture. It is sincere, and it is, tragically,
Caiaphas’ equivalent to Mary’s fiat. They both understood, however
much through a glass darkly, what was at stake. But while Mary’s
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Annunciation brought the Logos to life, Caiaphas’ annunciation
brought him to death.
If we fast forward to a few years later, we find another
revealing situation in the contrast between the two reactions to
Paul’s preaching in Lystra. Following the miraculous healing of a
cripple, the (pagan) crowds identify Barnabas as Zeus, and Paul as
Hermes (a lesser god because Paul was the one speaking and thus
appeared to be the mouthpiece of Barnabas, Acts 14:11). “Oxen and
garlands” are brought to be sacrificed to them as gods (13). The
apostles are scandalized—in a technical sense, i.e., they consider it
a blasphemy to be so identified, a scandal that is signaled by “tearing
their clothes” (14), which had also been Caiaphas’ gesture (Mt 26:65
| Mk 14:63). To counteract the blasphemy, Paul and Barnabas
excitedly begin to speak about the “living God” (Acts 14:15). At
that point, some Jews arrive who are just as scandalized: their
reaction is to stone Paul, leaving him for dead (19). The Jewish
reaction (of Paul and Barnabas, and then the others) is coherent,
however different in its outcome: humans cannot be identified with
the divine sphere. There is a profound sense of the infinite break
between the absolute and the relative. The Christian revolutionary
realization, born out of the Annunciation, is that this infinite gap
can be bridged, and that the bridge originates within the absolute.
The trinitarian reality of the absolute, if not its theoretical description, is what is communicated in these actual confrontations, in
these many annunciations.
2.8 The Cross
The Cross is the reef against which all waters break with
violent hopelessness. It seems to validate the answer Caiaphas gave
to his private annunciation: this man who stirred the greatest doubt
in Caiaphas’ heart, now truly dead, must indeed have been but an
ordinary man. Jesus’ anguished cry projects doubt as well: “My God,
my God, why have you abandoned me?” (Mt 27:46 | Mk 15:34).
The moment of his death deeply seared the consciousness of
his followers: “Jesus, uttering once more a loud scream, yielded the
spirit” (Mt 24:50); “Jesus, uttering a loud sound, breathed his last”
(Mk 15:37); “Speaking with a loud voice Jesus said: ‘Father in your
hands I hand over my spirit,’ and saying this he breathed his last”
(Lk 24:46); “Jesus said: ‘It is finished,’ and having dropped his head
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he gave up the spirit” (Jn 19:30). The finality of his death is also
echoed by the muted response of the scattered followers. They go
through the motions, numbed by the enormity of their loss: “the
crowds . . . turned back beating the breasts” (Lk 23:48); Joseph of
Arimathea goes through the legal procedure of obtaining a burial
permit (Mt 27:57–61 | Mk 15:42–47 | Lk 23:50–56 | Jn 19:38– 42);
Nicodemus brings the supplies (Jn 19:39); the women sit speechless
(Mt 27:61 | Mk 15:47 | Lk 23:55). It is out of the psychological
distance of the non-followers that a new clarity emerges. The
particular relationship of Jesus to the divine world (in our terms, his
trinitarian dimension) is sensed by Dismas and by the centurion.
Dismas is the name tradition assigns to one of the “cocrucifieds” (Mt 27:44 | Mk 15:32 | Lk 23:39). In our record, he is
the last one to speak to Jesus, and his words carry an awesome
weight. Here is someone in the throes of the most agonizing death,
someone who must at best have seen Jesus by accident and from
within a crowd—but one who can still muster enough strength to
give a fiat to his annunciation: “Jesus, remember me when you
come into your kingdom” (Lk 23:42). Mindless of the loss at hand,
an attitude that had so numbed the followers, Dismas focuses on the
beyond. He senses that Jesus will come, beyond death, into his own
and he gives as if the Father’s answer to Jesus’ own anguished cry:
Jesus is not forsaken, and, in Jesus, Dismas now knows he is not
forsaken either. And thus, in one of the most tragic moments
imaginable, it looks as though it is this co-crucified thief who gives
Jesus the strength to die (echoing the angel who “appeared to him,
strengthening him, Lk 22:43f), and helps him reaffirm his trinitarian
consciousness. With the renewed courage that follows the exchange
with Dismas, Jesus can now say, as he expires, “Father, into your
hands I place my spirit” (Lk 23:46). It seems as though Dismas intuits
the trinitarian status of Jesus at the very moment that everything
works against it. He is the solitary pillar against which Jesus can lean.
In a reflective mood, the centurion projects an analogous
awareness: “The centurion who stood facing him, seeing that he had
thus breathed his last, said: ‘Truly this man was the son of God’” (Mk
15:39; slightly different in Mt 27:54 and Lk 23:47). Being a Roman,
he would have picked up the term “son of God” from the jargon he
would hear in his daily interaction with the Jewish world around him.
What he senses is the bracketing of Jesus with a beyond that is all the
more real to him for being so emphatically and tragically denied by
the accusers who have brought Jesus to death. While the followers are
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crushed by the evidence against this awesome bracketing, the evidence
provided by Jesus’ definitive end, the centurion, not previously
exposed to the daily confrontation with the subtle self-revelation of
Jesus, brings to his experience all the freshness of a first encounter.
And his words, spoken, it seems, primarily to himself, are a de facto
answer to Caiaphas’s question. Caiaphas had asked: “I ask you under
an oath by the living God to tell us whether you are the son of God”
(Mt 26:63), and the centurion answers: “Truly this man was the son
of God” (Mk 15:39).
2.9 The paschal perception
The Resurrection jolted all previous perceptions, but only
in order to reconfigure them into a new, single, and unified
perception that, building on all previous experiences, brought to its
effective end the Old Testament catechumenate. This new paschal
perception is intimately entwined, it seems to me, with the
Eucharistic perception.11
Let us reflect for a moment on the pertinent time frame, and
on the moments that punctuate it. (1) Jesus enacts the Eucharistic
meal, apparently for the first time, on the night before he is to be
betrayed and killed, with only the closest circle of the twelve. (2)
On the day of his Resurrection, at Emmaus, he seems to re-enact
the meal with the two discomforted disciples whom he had sought
out along the way (Mk 16:12–13 | Lk 24:13–35). Each of the other
meetings with the apostles reported in the Gospels,12 before the last
11
There is no record of either an explicit eucharistic training of the apostles on the
part of Jesus, or of a “theological” reflection that would have elaborated the formalities
of the actual re-enactment. But the profound coherence with which this re-enactment
is carried out (and attested to, in the first place, by Paul, 1 Cor 11:23–26) provides the
strongest evidence for the unequivocal impact of the original intent, that of Jesus. On
the correlation between presence and the Eucharist, central to my current argument,
see another important book by Robert Sokolowski, Eucharistic Presence. A Study in the
Theology of Disclosure (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press,
1993), and the chapter on “The Eucharist and Transubstantiation,” in Christian Faith,
esp. 99–101, which deal in an illuminating way with the “celestial focus” of the
Eucharist and its importance for our trinitarian apprehension.
12
Paul’s references to the meetings with the five hundred, the apostles, and James,
as well as with himself (1 Cor 15:6–8), give no detail as to the nature of the
encounters, or even whether it was before the Ascension or after (as in his own case).
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one of the Ascension, involves a meal: (3) while they are sitting at
table (Mk 16:14), (4) when Thomas is absent and Jesus asks for
bread and fish to eat (Lk 24:41–43), (5) eight days later when
Thomas is present and they are again in the house, presumably
gathered once more for a meal (Jn 20:26), (6) on the shores of the
lake when he calls the apostles to have breakfast after they had gone
fishing on the lake (Jn 21:12–14). Only the Emmaus episode
attributes a special meaning to the breaking of the bread: Cleopas and
his companion had not recognized Jesus, but they do so at the
breaking of the bread, at which point Jesus “becomes unseen” (Lk
24:30). In the other episodes, Jesus is instead recognized before the
meal, and the act of eating is seen as proof of the physical reality of his
body. However, the strong impression of the Last Supper would have
lingered on to characterize all of these repeated, convivial encounters.
The time span is incredibly short, the encounters occasional,
the exchanges of information minimal. And yet it is within these
brief five weeks, with only sporadic and seemingly unplanned
meetings, that a whole new dimension is added to the disciples’
perception of the Trinity. During this exceptional time interval they
are confronted at once with the resurrected presence and with the
Eucharistic presence of a human being who, until then, had been as
physically concrete as each of them, and who now shows, explicitly,
that he belongs to the divine sphere. Seemingly, the only anticipation of such a higher state of being had been the Transfiguration, to
which only three apostles had been privy, under strict orders not to
make it known to others. The other anticipations (related especially
by John) are obscure and lacking in specifics. But in fact, the whole
trinitarian dimension of the pre-paschal Jesus had been an anticipation. It was a confrontation with a presence that evoked at the same
time finality and tensionality, and that was now re-proposed in the
dual mode of an extra-ordinary physical human body and its identity
with the inert qualities of bread and wine (the latter mentioned only
with reference to the last supper). A specific aspect of the paschal
period, i.e., the period between Easter and the Ascension, is the
overlap of the resurrected and Eucharistic presences, and the
strengthening of the trinitarian perception of Jesus that the disciples
had slowly been forming.
There was no time or pre-disposition for an intellectual
reflection on what was happening to the apostles. It was rather a
time, as the first two and some years had been in a different respect,
to face a new reality and register their deeper perception of it. In
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this perception, the unexpected bodily appearances merge with the
correlative non-bodily appearance within the bread and wine. This
is the same sort of impossible bracketing that Jesus had manifested
in the earlier display of his trinitarian substance—the bracketing
between alternative modes of being that seem to be mutually
exclusive and yet impact us with such full reality that a deeper
apprehension of their necessary compatibility emerges. Jesus is the
terminal point of reference, and yet he refers in turn. That had been
a central aspect of his personality up until his death. It remains so
after the Resurrection, accentuated. For even in his new clearly
superior mode of being, he still does not become, as it were, untrinitarian. Now that Jesus had emerged in unsuspected glory, it was
all the more tempting for his followers to forego the trinitarian
dimension and see Jesus as the absolute end, as the un-trinitarian
Yahweh. A hint of this creeping misconception is found in the
remarkable question the apostles are reported as asking at the end of
the forty days: “Lord, might it be that in this time you will restore
kingship to Israel?” (Acts 1:6). “Lord”—a term the apostles used
when expecting Jesus to exercise power on his own, and a term that
echoed the Tetragrammaton itself. “This time”—a notion of human
time that shows how far the apostles still were from comprehending
that Jesus was going to bring about the “fullness” of time. “Restore
kingship”—expecting Jesus to take things into his own hands and
show his absolute power. We might say that the trinitarian perception exhibited by these remarkable words is at best still very weak.
At the very moment of the Ascension, they seem more ready to
think of Jesus as the incarnation of Yahweh rather than of the Son.
As in his lifetime, Jesus does not launch into explanations.
Rather, he offers a presence.13 It is from the substance of this
presence, even of his glorious paschal presence, that the proper
13
An important correlate, which I cannot develop here, is the degree of properly
divine self-consciousness that the institution of the Eucharist exhibits. If Jesus
meant, as I believe he did, for the Eucharist to be the sacrament we understand it
to be, then there was a lot more to its institution than a simple, sentimental
expectation to be remembered through the repetitive performance of a ceremonial
act. If he indeed thought of the Eucharist as an actual transfer of presence (what
later reflection came to call “transubstantiation”), that would entail a keen
understanding of a divine power extended through and beyond all time, much
greater than the self-consciousness underlying any of the other miracles. Hence it
is that in the Eucharist we do indeed come to terms, more closely than in any other
way, with the divine self-consciousness of Jesus.
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trinitarian realization emerges: he does not replace the Father or the
Spirit. At the very moment in which he seems to be more absolutely
terminal, he refers, more than ever. Rather than excluding reference, the assimilation with him, resurrected and eucharistic, gives
new substance and meaning to the disciples’ referential, trinitarian,
existence. He remains unique—an absolute point of reference who
is an end in himself. He remains particular—and does not evanesce.
He remains living—all the more so as he retains a degree of
physicality verified by somatic and cultural traits (involving eating,
clothing, physical contact, etc.). He remains relatable—as a point of
reference that refers outside himself. Inverting the terms of the
passage in Revelation (1:8) he is the Omega and the Alpha—the
Omega as the absolute culmination, and the Alpha as pointing to
“another” absolute.
Consider specifically two central aspects of his paschal
behavior. First, for all the glorious transcendence that emanates from
this utterly unexpected new Jesus, a Jesus who has visibly overcome
death and belongs to a completely different plane of existence, there
is never a moment when he appears to replace the Father. He is the
“pantocrator” (as Revelation in particular will choose to call him,
1:8, 4:8, etc., for a total of nine occurrences), but in no way does he
pre-empt the essential relatability of his divine being. Second, for all
the freedom of movement he now has, and the unsurpassed control
and authority over the world of space and time, there is never a
moment when he appears to exclude the role of the Spirit. The
unequivocal affirmation of his continued “dependence” on this
“other” absolute emerges from the fact that he does not linger: the
moments of his paschal visibility remain just that, moments. For a
little after a month’s time, his paschal presence comes to a final end.
2.10 The pleroma perception
Forty days after his passion, Jesus’ encounters with the
apostles and disciples come to a definitive end, and he is no longer
seen. All pre-Ascension encounters aimed at showing the continuity
of the physical Jesus. The visions that follow Pentecost (Stephen,
Paul) are just that, visions rather than encounters, visions that
underscore Jesus’ exalted new status “at the right hand of the
Father.” For with the Ascension Jesus had “entered” the Trinity
with his full humanity, truly bringing about the fullness of time,
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when both time and space came to be impossibly embedded within
the Trinity.14 Paul gave a verbal shape to this concept: the “economy of the fullness of the ages (toû pl‘rômatos tôn kairôn)” is “to
recapitulate everything in Christ” (Eph 1:10); “when the fullness of
time (tó plêrÇma toû khrónou) came, God sent his son” (Gal 4:4). But
the apostles faced the fullness concretely—“because in him” (these
are Paul’s words as well) “dwells bodily the fullness of divinity” (Col
2:9).
Times are accelerating at a geometric rate. After the thirty
some years during which only Mary and Joseph were aware of Jesus’
unique status; after the two and some years of his public life; after
the forty days of his paschal presence; there is now an extremely
brief period of ten days between Ascension and Pentecost. Is it a
mere transition, a token interval, or does it in some way affect the
disciples’ progressive training of their growing trinitarian perception? I would assume the latter, and would look for an answer at the
way in which their awareness of the Eucharist may have developed
in those days. They were now wholly on their own, with a certainty
(the physical Jesus would no longer be with them) and a promise
(they were to expect yet another divine manifestation, the Spirit).
They were anchored in the awareness of how the mode of Jesus’
presence had changed, and of how it was echoed in some mysterious way in this new meal, fraught with a presence that loomed
much larger than the mere coziness of remembrance.
During that interstice, the Eucharist was the physical mode
that remained, as they began to enact it on their own. The implications on their developing trinitarian perception were subtle but
momentous. The institution of the Eucharist was one of the
supreme manifestations of Jesus’ divine self-awareness. He had
meant what the apostles and disciples were now discovering. As
they began to repeat his words and to re-enact his gestures, they
realized that he had spoken to them from a plane of existence that
transformed the gestures far beyond a mere catering to nostalgia. He
meant a continuity of presence that went beyond all cultural models,
a presence that humans could appropriate in their physical state.
This appropriated presence would absorb individual humans in a

14

I have so argued in my article “Ascension, Parousia and Sacred Heart:
Structural Correlations,” in Communio: International Catholic Review 25 (1998):
69–103.
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new mode of being whereby human physicality would enter, in the
fullness of time, into the heart of timelessness and of spacelessness.
Without the Spirit—without, properly speaking, the Church—
Jesus’ eucharistic presence was all they had as a means of physically
bonding with the disappeared Jesus. It was the suffered, brief new
Advent leading to the discovery, or the reception, of full sacramentality at Pentecost. The Eucharist of those ten days was, impossibly
it would seem, a sacrament without the Church.
One way to look at this correlation between Ascension and
Eucharist is to reflect on the notion of “deification,” so central to
Eastern Christianity and to Western Christian mystics. Consider the
following: God, in a Christian perspective, is properly the Trinity,
but “deification” is not meant to suggest that humans become the
Trinity. Rather, humans are assimilated into trinitarian life through
their identification with Jesus. One might speak more properly of
“logofication,” because it is through becoming one with Jesus as the
logos that we enter the Trinity and are thereby “deified.” Such a
state of affairs would dramatically affect the disciples who were the
first to be exposed to it after the Ascension, when the breaking of
the bread and the drinking of the cup resonated the loudest and
shaped indelibly their changing perception of their relationship to
God the Trinity via Jesus the Logos. They had known Jesus in his
temporal corporeality, and saw him now as he lifted this physical
dimension upwards “into” the shekinah. As they clung to him,
physically looking upwards, they perceived as no one else could,
before or after, their own incorporation with him, their being
grafted in the same ascension. They were the lonely witnesses of the
dawn of a new time, a time now “full” because it is anchored in the
eternal. The perception of this novelty, the pleroma perception, was
brusquely brought about by Jesus’ ultimate departure. As they lost
the transitory human time of daily companionship, they were made
forcefully aware of the fullness of the new Christian time. The
newness was precisely in the interlocking relationship of time and
eternity—not in an abstract sense, but in the very personal dimension of the Jesus they knew who was now being absorbed, always
qua Jesus, within what they knew as the shekinah. And this new
Christian time was their time as well: they could ascend into the
fullness, enter the Trinity, by appropriating, in the new meal, the
double presence of the Jesus they had known earlier and the now
ascended Jesus.
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2.11 The pentecostal perception
As the book of Acts relates it, full closure came ten days after
the Ascension, with a specific event. The Holy Spirit now took the
initiative, descending “suddenly from the sky,” with the attributes
of sound, motion, and fire (Acts 2:2). It is interesting to reflect on
the psychological state of the disciples after the event of Pentecost:
we find no record of any nostalgia for the pre-ascensional Jesus, no
regret for his having disappeared (when disappearance did not seem,
on the face of it, inevitable), no panic about having to make
decisions without his explicit advice. The closure was indeed full,
as they felt, it appears, ushered into a new mode of relating to God.
After the Ascension, Jesus is wholly absent, with a finality we
normally and properly associate with death. There is a paradox here
that can bring to light an important psychological dimension. For all
intents and purposes, the disciples had perceived the paschal Jesus as
being alive, however altered his actual state may have been. Why
not expect a continuity of interaction with him? Why accept the
relationship one has with a dead person when all evidence points to
that person being alive?
The answer may emerge from two concomitant observations.
The first pertains to the realization on the part of the disciples of what
we would call the full trinitarian dimension of Jesus. They accepted
Jesus’ absence from their plane of reality because it had finally become
apparent to them that, in his transfigured physicality, he was present
in a different plane of reality (here again their reflecting on the nature
of his presence in the Eucharistic meal would have had an impact).
Stephen’s vision (Acts 7:56) was their vision: the man Jesus seen
physically within the shekinah. They had, in other words, developed
a full and live perception of Jesus’ trinitarian status, and this canceled
any sense of loss for the Jesus they had known till then.
The second observation is that Pentecost added to their
psychological response, to their perception of the Trinity, the
explicitness of an interaction with the “thirdness” within the divine
sphere, if we may say it thus. The significance of Pentecost for the
human “understanding” of the Trinity was that then, for the first
time, the Spirit interacted with the disciples directly and autonomously, without the intermediary of Jesus. This perhaps, even more
than extraordinary events such as speaking in tongues, was the
hallmark of the new era. This was the new pentecostal perception of
the Trinity. The lack of nostalgia reflected this new fullness. Not that
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the Spirit was lacking before Pentecost. John, for instance, reports
that Jesus had “breathed on them and said: ‘Receive the Holy
Spirit’” (20:22). But then it was Jesus, not the Spirit, who was
taking the initiative—an initiative that was all the more momentous
because it was one of those subtle, yet powerful, echoes of Yahweh’s actions in the Old Testament, in this case the echo of
Yahweh “breathing into man’s nostrils the breath of life” (Gn 2:7).
There is another important aspect of this special revelation
of the Spirit—the “advent” aspect. The disciples did not anticipate,
just as Mary had not, that any “thirdness” could even exist. Nor
should their response, once the Spirit had been revealed, be one of
appropriation, but of availability. We have already seen (2.4) how
Philip’s attempt to pre-empt the meaning of Jesus’ relationship to
the Father had floundered and met with veiled disappointment on
the part of Jesus. The model was rather Mary’s, and Joseph’s,
availability: the openness to accept. The Spirit is not conquered, he
is “received.” The time frame that leads to this “receiving”
underscores the nature of the fundamental attitude: he comes
chronologically after the life span of Jesus, and there is in fact, even
after Jesus’ death, resurrection, and ascension, one further moment
in time that punctuates the wait. They are not to grasp, they are to
receive. They are to be surprised. Such an element of surprise is not
only absent in the Mesopotamian, and generally in the polytheistic,
mindset—it is in fact abhorrent. Predictability is at the core of the
Mesopotamian, the polytheistic, experience. And surprise is at the
antipodes of predictability.
What comes to the fore at Pentecost is a new manifestation
of the same distinctive trinitarian traits of the absolute that had
already characterized the original Old Testament perception. The
innumerably unique is split into “divided tongues as if of fire” (Acts
2:3), and from this new incarnation of a reality that remains undivided (the flames of a single fire) a new perception emerges of
particularity (the flames “sit down on each single one of them”), of
vitality (they are flames that flash and dart), of relatability (the house
is “filled” with the wind and the individuals present are “filled” with
the Spirit). The concept of “receiving” seems particularly important
because it encapsulates all of these traits in a single manifestation. It is
the culmination of advent not only in a temporal, but also in a modal
sense: it signals internalization. It never would have been possible to
say that the Father had been received. Jesus had been received, in this
sense, only by Mary, and vicariously by Joseph—not until the new
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mode of Eucharistic incarnation could one say that the mode of
receiving Jesus was one of absorption. But with the Spirit this is the
proper, the only, the exclusive mode. He becomes apparent in the
very act of reception qua internalization—which may account for the
fact that the Spirit presents the greatest difficulty to the instinctive
human effort at achieving some form of visualization.15
Thus it is that Pentecost brought to its conclusion the
itinerary through which the perception of the trinitarian God had
become fully articulated in the experience of the disciples. The same
itinerary had been compressed, at the Incarnation, in the experience
of Mary, and Joseph. I have stressed the trinitarian dimension of the
annunciation (2.1 and 2.2). What emerges more clearly now, having
reviewed the itinerary of the disciples, is how they rediscovered the
Annunciation (to which they had not been privy) through an
evolving annunciation that slowly took roots in their consciousness.
The sudden moment of the angel’s summons to Mary, and of her
sharing it with Joseph, had been a remembered state in the life of
those two protagonists, and then of Mary’s as she survived Joseph.
The same state is a state discovered by the disciples over a longer, if
not overlong, stretch of time. The final moment of this process
occurs when the autonomy of the Spirit is once again perceived as
in the initial moment of the Annunciation to Mary. The Spirit had
been announced to her as being the autonomous, operative factor
in bringing forth the child in her womb. At Pentecost, the Spirit is
once more autonomously operative. Mary had faced him, the Spirit,
as she virginally conceived, in faith. Mary and the disciples face him,
once more, in the Upper Room. For Mary, it is the second time;
for the disciples, the first. But in either case it is a conclusion and a
closure. Their discovery of the Trinity is now complete. The
catechumenate is over.
2.12 Beyond the divide
The specifics of the election of Matthias to replace Judas
(Acts 1:15–26) are informative. A significant detail is that it takes

15

Sokolowski, “Revelation of the Trinity,” 144–146, stresses the fact that the
Spirit does not properly speak in the first person, and attributes this primarily to the
fact that there is no “other” person whom the Spirit is meant to reveal.
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place in the days before the reception of the Spirit; it is in fact the
only event that is related for the ten days between the Ascension
and Pentecost. The only requirement stated is that the person
chosen be one who had been with them throughout the public life
of Jesus, from the baptism of John to when he, Jesus, was taken up
from them (21–22). Thus the process harks back to the physical
connection with Jesus, the only criterion available at the time to
ensure continuity.
Pentecost established a new criterion. Continuity was to be
had beyond the earthly contact with Jesus, beyond the divide. Paul
is the great figure that inaugurates the new phase. His discovery of
the trinitarian God did not unfold through a personal confrontation
with moments in the life of Jesus. He looked rather back at the
dynamics of the completed cycle—as all Christians thereafter did, as
we do. While it is every Christian’s call to live the Annunciation as
a state, none of those who followed after Pentecost, none of us, was
to witness the Annunciation as a sequence of successive moments of
incarnational exposure, such as it had marked the experience of the
disciples. Beyond the divide, we hark back to it as the foundational
G
moment where our perception is rooted.*
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Part 2 of this article, to appear in a forthcoming issue of Communio, deals with the Old
Testament perception of trinitarian reality and draws some overall conclusions.

