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Abstract 
Th is paper examines the question whether we should prefer the so-called ‘social’ doctrine of 
the Trinity, which fi gures so prominently in contemporary trinitarian refl ection, to its ‘Latin’ 
alternative. After a sketch of some evident attractions of social trinitarianism, it is argued that 
these attractions conceal as many problems—problems which may be rather devastating in the 
end. First of all, the practical and ethical usefulness of the social doctrine turns out to be highly 
questionable. Second, contemporary social trinitarianism deviates in crucial aspects from the 
Cappadocian (and other) Fathers. And third, the claim that social trinitarianism is in fact 
the best way to appropriate the biblical witness is found wanting. Th e paper concludes with the 
suggestion that social trinitarians today use the doctrine of the Trinity to answer questions which 
the Fathers answered by means of Christology.
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Introduction

Th e ‘trinitarian revival’ of the second half of the twentieth century suddenly 
moved the doctrine of the Trinity from being perceived as either a dead dogma 
or (at best) useless orthodoxy, and found instead that it was a doctrine that was 
generative for almost every other area of Christian theology, and particularly 
for Christian ethics. At the heart of this revival was a sense, variously expressed, 
that the reality of divine tri-unity had been somehow lost. For Karl Rahner it 
was the separation between the treatises “On the One God” and “On the Tri-
une God” in Catholic dogmatics that had caused the problem, leading to most 
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Christians being almost “mere monotheists”;1 for John Zizioulas, and many 
others following him, it was a loss, particularly in the Latin West, of the core 
Cappadocian insights concerning the Trinity, and their subjection to an eff ec-
tive monotheism by Augustine and his heirs.2

Th e rise of narrative theology, and a renewed emphasis on the nature and 
importance of biblical narrative also had their eff ect. Th e fourfold gospel his-
tory seemingly told stories of interpersonal interactions between the divine 
persons, and so the infl uence of the divine economy on trinitarian theology 
became decisive. Th e Trinity was suddenly not something hidden in the eter-
nal life of God, but something played out in the pages of sacred history, and 
so in the villages and towns of the Holy Land.3

Th e term that perhaps best captures this shift in trinitarian thought is ‘the 
social Trinity.’ I have not been able to determine the origin of the term, but by 
the 1980s it was already in common use among both theologians and analytic 
philosophers of religion, who found in it a new and potentially promising way 
of solving the logical problems that traditional trinitarian dogma seemed to 
pose.4 Karen Kilby has argued, persuasively in my view, that there are three 
broad themes which unite social trinitarians: a celebration of the true person-
hood of the three divine hypostases;5 a particular account of the history of 
doctrine; and a belief in the ethical usefulness of trinitarian dogma.6

1 Karl Rahner, Th e Trinity, tr. J. Donceel (New York: Crossroad, 1997), 17-20.
2 John D. Zizioulas, Being as Communion: Studies in Personhood and the Church (London: 

DLT, 1985).
3 For an early and especially rich account along these lines, which is not however fully 

identifi able with developed ‘social Trinitarianism’ (cf. below, footnote 7), see R.W. Jenson, Th e 
Triune Identity: God according to the Gospel (Philapdelphia: Fortress, 1982).

4 Cornelius Plantinga is speaking as a philosopher about a “social analogy of the Trinity” in 
1986: Cornelius Plantinga “Gregory of Nyssa and the social analogy of the Trinity,” Th e Th omist, 
50 (1986), 325-352. By 1989 he has begun to speak directly of a “Social Trinity”: see his “Social 
Trinity and tritheism,” in Ronald J. Feenstra and Cornelius Plantinga (eds.) Trinity, Incarnation 
and Atonement: Philosophical and Th eological Essays (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1989), 21-47. Today, the term is repeatedly used, contrasted with ‘Augustinian’ or ‘Latin’ 
trinitarianism, to denote the two main accounts of analytic philosophical approaches to the 
doctrine of the Trinity. See, e.g., Dale Tuggy, “Th e Unfi nished Business of Trinitarian Th eorising” 
Religious Studies 39 (2003), 165-84.

5 As the word ‘person’ is controversial in this discussion, I will adopt the practice of merely 
transliterating the ecumenically-accepted term ‘hypostasis’ when referring singly or collectively 
to Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

6 Karen Kilby, “Perichoresis and Projection: Problems with Social Doctrines of the Trinity,” 
New Blackfriars, 81 (2000) 432-45.
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Th e centrality of the fi rst of these may be traced to Barth’s famous suspicion 
of the term ‘person’ in a contemporary doctrine of the Trinity. Barth argued 
that the term had changed its meaning decisively in the nineteenth century, 
and so now was no longer useful or helpful as technical theological language 
for the divine hypostases; social trinitarians, by contrast, fi nd the current 
meaning of the term an invitation to recover core Christian insights, too long 
forgotten in the theological tradition. Th is leads directly, then, to Kilby’s sec-
ond characteristic. Th is forgetfulness is a result of the obscuring of the key 
breakthroughs achieved by the Cappadocian Fathers in the fourth century 
debates. Th ese insights were lost particularly by the failure of Augustine and 
Boethius to comprehend the crucial issues, and so a failure to translate them 
into the Latin tradition.7 I will have more to say about this in a discussion 
of Zizioulas’s contribution in a moment. Finally, if a more adequate, more 
‘Cappadocian,’ doctrine of the Trinity can be recovered, it will have ecclesial, 
political, and social implications which will be of great service to the church, 
simply because human sociality depends on constructing an adequate account 
of good personal relationships, and the social Trinity is held to off er precisely 
such an account, which can be applied relatively straightforwardly.

John D. Zizioulas, the Orthodox theologian and Metropolitan Bishop of 
Pergamum, is repeatedly appealed to by social Trinitarians, and also illustrates 
each of these points. It may be that he did not begin the movement (Jürgen 
Moltmann’s Th e Trinity and the Kingdom of God 8 pre-dates Zizioulas’s key 
book by fi ve years, and can also be regarded as a classic of social Trinitarian-
ism), but his book Being as Communion seems to be regarded as foundational 
by most who came afterwards. Zizioulas’s book begins with a careful and com-
plex account of the achievement of the Cappadocian Fathers, here presented 
as a breakthrough in ontology. Th e word hupostasis, once essentially synony-
mous with ousia, is distinguished and made synonymous with prosopon. Th e 
implications of this shift in technical vocabulary is momentous: for the fi rst 
time in the history of Greek metaphysical refl ection, personal and relational 
terminology is used to describe fundamental ontological realities, replacing 
substantialistic terminology. In a slogan, the Cappadocians found a way of 
articulating the Christian insight that the basic reality of the world is not 

7 Jenson tells a similar historical story in Th e Triune Identity, despite sharing Barth’s reservations 
over the language of ‘persons,’ hence my comment about his ambiguous status above. (By the 
time he writes his Systematic Th eology, Jenson seems to be less cautious about the language of 
‘person,’ however: Systematic Th eology: Volume 1: Th e Triune God (Oxford: OUP, 1997), 75-89.

8 Jürgen Moltmann, Th e Trinity and the Kingdom of God (tr. Margaret Kohl) (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1981). Th e original German edition was published in 1980.
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‘stuff ’ but love. As the title of the book indicates being—metaphysics; ontol-
ogy—should be understood in terms of personal relationships.

Th e celebration of the genuinely ‘personal’ nature of the three hypostases 
is clear here; Zizioulas goes on to claim that Augustine simply missed this 
revolution, and so condemned the Western church to continue to struggle 
with the sort of substance-metaphysics that the Cappadocians had overcome. 
Finally, in the (much less cited) second half of the book he suggests that the 
church should image the perfect society of the Godhead, and works out what 
this will look like in ecclesiological terms. His vision of the church is focused 
on the Eucharistic celebration, and on the bishop as the celebrant. Th e bishop 
gives being to the church.

Zizioulas’s ecclesiology is presented as the natural outworking of his trini-
tarian theology, and so is clearly a species of social trinitarianism; the hierar-
chical and authoritarian nature of his social vision, however, is distinctly at 
odds with the mainstream of the movement. Moltmann’s Trinity and the 
Kingdom of God, which uses a vision of the Trinity as a free community of 
equals, and so as a resource to critique human authority and hierarchy, is 
much more normal.9 Th is point is going to become important in my discus-
sion in a moment.

Attractions of Social Trinitarianism

Social trinitarianism seems to have several strengths, which have no doubt 
contributed to its growth and appeal. As I have noted, it appears to be founded 
very closely on the biblical narrative, taking seriously the relations between the 
persons that are portrayed in the New Testament.10 Social trinitarians fi nd that 
the ‘interpretative grid’ that their doctrine imposes is one to which the New 
Testament narrative is very amenable, requiring little straining at the text to 
make it fi t. Th is is in contrast with their perception of inherited traditional 
trinitarian doctrines, which fi nd diffi  culty in understanding how the gospel 
narrative relates to the eternal life of God. (Th is is the import of ‘Rahner’s 

 9 However, Randall Otto has off ered a powerful critique of Moltmann’s proposal here, on 
genealogical grounds. He argues that Moltmann assumes the analysis advanced by Erik Peterson 
in 1935, which analysis is now utterly discredited on sheerly historical grounds. See Otto, 
“Moltmann and the Anti-Monotheist Movement,” International Journal of Systematic Th eology 3 
(2001), 293-308.

10 Colin Gunton suggested in conversation to the present author that he was intending to 
entitle the trinitarian section of his proposed dogmatics, “A Doctrine of the Trinity as if Jesus 
Mattered,” highlighting this point sharply.



 S. R. Holmes / Journal of Reformed Th eology 3 (2009) 77-89 81

rule,’ a much-cited principle within social trinitarianism which states that ‘the 
economic Trinity is the immanent Trinity’ and vice-versa.) Clearly, if this claim 
is true, it is a major advantage for social trinitarianism; Christian doctrines 
simply should cohere with scripture.

Within the NT narrative, it is claimed, we fi nd repeatedly dialogue between 
the Father and the Son; on a social trinitarian account, this is natural and 
normal; on an older ‘Augustinian’ account, it is held to be diffi  cult to make 
sense of: if Father and Son are united in will, intellect, and essence, how can 
the prayer in Gethsemane, for example, be interpreted? In the economy of 
salvation, the Father speaks to the Son, and the Son speaks back to the Father. 
Th is, a social trinitarian would claim, is primary data, which must drive our 
doctrine of the Trinity.

A second attraction is the claimed coherence with tradition. As I have noted, 
Zizioulas fi nds a very particular doctrine of the Trinity to be central to the 
ecumenical settling of the Arian controversy at Constantinople, and to the 
overcoming of the intellectual heritage of Greek philosophy. Social trinitarian-
ism, if this telling of the history of ideas is correct, is at the heart of what it 
is to be authentically Christian. A trinitarian account which is less focused 
on persons and interpersonal relations is, on Zizioulas’s terms, still captive to 
ancient pagan philosophy, and so defi ciently Christian.

Th e third attraction I want to notice is the usefulness of trinitarian doctrine, 
understood in a social way. Miroslav Volf published a paper under the title 
“Th e Trinity is our Social Program.”11 Social trinitarianism has been found to 
be extraordinarily generative for ecclesial, social, and political practice. David 
S. Cunningham subtitled his book on the Trinity Th e Practice of Trinitarian 
Th eology, and Paul Fiddes described his own work as “A Pastoral Doctrine of 
the Trinity.”12 For these two thinkers, prayer and gender politics, and church 
life and aesthetics are all illuminated by a social doctrine of the Trinity. Where 
Rahner once lamented the lack of trinitarian thought in Christian piety, now 
it seems that almost every area of ethics and piety is determined directly by a 
commitment to the social Trinity.13

11 Volf, “Th e Trinity is our Social Program: Th e Doctrine of the Trinity and the Shape of 
Social Engagement,” in Alan Torrance and Michael Banner (eds), Th e Doctrine of God and 
Th eological Ethics (London: T&T Clark, 2006), 105-24.

12 David S. Cunningham, Th ese Th ree are One: Th e Practice of Trinitarian Th eology (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1998); Paul S. Fiddes, Participating in God: A Pastoral Doctrine of the Trinity (London: 
DLT, 2000).

13 For an impressive example, see Peter R. Holmes, Trinity in Human Community: Exploring 
Congregational Life in the Image of the Social Trinity (Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2006), a book 
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Th is then is a doctrine that is biblically founded, authentic to the Christian 
tradition, and practically useful; what can possibly be said against it? Unfortu-
nately, it seems to me that each of these claimed advantages is at least more 
diffi  cult than enthusiastic supporters of the program have made out, and that 
the objections to them may be devastating.

Th e Apparent Usefulness of Social Trinitarianism

John Zizioulas derived a doctrine of the church from his trinitarian thought, 
as I have noted. Th e bishop is the source and arche of the church, just as the 
Father is of the Trinity; the Eucharist is the heart of the life of the church. Th e 
ecclesiology is strongly hierarchical, reinforcing sacerdotalism, structure, and 
authority. For Zizioulas, as a Greek Orthodox bishop, the priesthood remains 
solely male, and so his ecclesiology leads to gender inequalities that would be 
found troubling by most Western societies.

Miroslav Volf, in his magisterial, After our Likeness: Th e Church as the Image 
of the Trinity,14 claims to be following Zizioulas’s trinitarian theology closely. 
When he develops his own ecclesiology from trinitarian dogma, however, he 
pictures a classically congregationalist church polity (he quotes John Smyth, 
the founder of the English Baptist movement, repeatedly) where the gathering 
and covenanting together of believers establishes the church, and ministry arises 
from within the gathered congregation, dependent on it for calling and recog-
nition. Th is is suffi  ciently far from Zizioulas’s ecclesiology to cause us to pause: 
the claim that a social doctrine of the Trinity is generative for ecclesiology and 
ethics is in danger of being cast into doubt if such wildly divergent implica-
tions can be drawn from the same doctrine.

Logically, this diff erence can be explained in one of three ways:

1.  Zizioulas and Volf are, in fact, employing diff erent doctrines of the Trinity;
2.  Th ere is an error in argument from Trinity to church in at least one of 

these two texts;
3.  Despite appearances, ecclesiological programs cannot in fact be derived 

from trinitarian dogma; there is a methodological fl aw shared by both 
Zizioulas and Volf.

describing an intentional attempt to live out social trinitarianism in a church-plant in a small 
English town.

14 Miroslav Volf, After our Likeness: Th e Church as the Image of the Trinity (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1998). 



 S. R. Holmes / Journal of Reformed Th eology 3 (2009) 77-89 83

One of the great strengths of Volf ’s book is his recognition that it is simply not 
trivial to move from a trinitarian account of divine persons in relation to an 
ecclesial or political account of human persons in relation. As he says:

Today, the thesis that ecclesial communion should correspond to trinitarian commun-
ion enjoys the status of an almost self-evident proposition. Yet it is surprising that 
no one has carefully examined just where such correspondences are to be found, nor 
expended much eff ort determining where ecclesial communion reaches the limits of 
its capacity for such analogy. Th e result is that reconstructions of these correspond-
ences often say nothing more than the platitude that unity cannot exist without mul-
tiplicity nor multiplicity without unity . . .15

Volf off ers serious theology that does intend to move beyond the platitudes. 
He attempts to examine carefully the analogies that can be drawn between 
divine and human personhood, and their limitations. However, his passion for 
a particular ecclesiology (which I confess I share) forces him in an unaccepta-
ble direction. It is clear from the texts that the fi rst of my three options above 
is the relevant one. Volf makes a signifi cant alteration to the received ecu-
menical doctrine of the Trinity, which alteration allows him to embrace the 
free church ecclesiology that he commends. Th e alteration can be described 
rather simply: Volf attempts to diff erentiate between the relations of origin 
and the eternal relations of love in the Godhead. Th at is, the begetting of the 
Son by the Father, and the procession of the Spirit from the Father (and 
the Son?) are to be distinguished from the ongoing, decisive relationships 
in the triune God. On this basis, there is no priority of the Father, but simply 
a mutuality between the three hypostases, and so Volf can support the 
bottom-up free church ecclesiology that he is—and, incidentally, I am—
committed to.16

Th is might already suggest a problem for the claim that social trinitarianism 
is helpfully ethically generative: the minutiae of scholastic trinitarian discus-
sion, the sort of arid debates that most social trinitarians declare themselves 
impatient of, seem to determine the ethical implications of the position, 
not just at the level of minor nuances, but at the level of major and basic 
commitments. Volf proclaims his loyalty to Zizioulas’s trinitarian program, yet 
by a seemingly minor technical variation, he eff ectively inverts the ecclesio-
logical implications of it. It might be that this is the reality, that the diff erence 

15 Volf, After our Likeness: Th e Church as the Image of the Trinity, 191.
16 Volf is open about this move on pp. 216-17 of In our Likeness, although he does not 

highlight just how radical his proposal is.
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(transposing the argument into the political realm) between democracy and 
fascism (say) is determined by the most abstruse of theological diff erences, but 
this feels to me uncomfortable; I would rather believe that the error of fascism 
is demonstrable on the basis of fundamental positions in anthropology, not 
subtle distinctions in theology proper.

Perhaps, however, Volf ’s distinction is not general? Th e evidence suggests 
otherwise: Volf suggests, fairly, that this separation is shared by Moltmann,17 
which would seem to suggest that it is common among devotees of the social 
Trinity (who generally have learned from either Volf or Moltmann). Th is dem-
onstrates, I hope, that the supposed ethical and political usefulness of social 
trinitarianism is at least more complicated than has sometimes been pretended. 
When Volf himself claimed, in a ringing slogan, that “Th e Trinity is our Social 
Program!” he presumably assumed that a doctrine of the Trinity was some-
thing generally accessible to Christian believers, not something which was 
obscure and abstruse, and yet took us in fundamentally diff erent social and 
political—and ecclesiological—directions depending on which side of the 
scholarly knife edge we fell.

However, I think the point can be pressed further than this. Volf ’s doctrine 
of the Trinity in After our Likeness is explicitly a deviation from the received 
ecumenical doctrine. Simply, Volf is choosing to adjust the orthodox doctrine 
of the Trinity because he does not like the ecclesiological (and social and polit-
ical) implications of the received doctrine. Moltmann is less clear about the 
implications of making the same move, perhaps because his grasp of the patris-
tic debates is less sure. In both cases, however, the approved and acceptable 
ethical outcomes cannot fl ow from a patristic doctrine of the Trinity: the 
dogma needs massaging, and in some respects simple reversal, before it can 
generate ‘acceptable’ political content for today.

All of which is to say that the claimed/supposed ‘usefulness’ of social doc-
trines of the Trinity seems to me to be generally overstated and at best ques-
tionable. Th e ecumenically received doctrine of the Trinity, to which Zizioulas 
witnesses (see the next section for some defence of this claim), is politically 
unhelpful in modern Western terms; political utility is only achieved if the 
received form of the doctrine of the Trinity is radically adjusted.

17 Volf, footnotes 108-112 on pp. 216-17, referencing Moltmann, Th e Trinity and the Kingdom 
of God, 165-166 and 175-166, and various sections of Moltmann’s Th e Spirit of Life: A Universal 
Affi  rmation (London: SCM Press, 1992).
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Th e Defence of Social Trinitarianism from Tradition

None of this, of course, is decisive. It may be that contemporary Western 
theologians have erred in trying to make the ethical and social implications of 
the doctrine of the Trinity acceptable; this is not yet evidence, however, that 
social trinitarianism is wrong; merely that it has been misapplied to support a 
liberal political agenda to which in fact it lends no credence. Perhaps the poli-
tics is wrong: contemporary Western liberalism is unChristian, and demon-
strably so from a doctrine of the Trinity. If so, of course, it is necessary to 
accept the trinitarian imperative. If Zizioulas is right, and a proper under-
standing of trinitarian ecclesiology does in fact exclude women from Eucharis-
tic presidency (e.g.), then this ought to be recognized and acknowledged in 
the church, not ignored. 

Th is leads me to my second criticism. Social trinitarianism cannot, I think, 
be defended on the basis that it is more socially useful than other positions, 
but it might still be right: social utility, as judged by contemporary prejudices, 
was never an interesting criterion for Christian doctrine. Volf ’s position does 
not depend on any political basis; it rather depends on an assumption that the 
distinction between relationships of origin and relationships of love can be 
sustained. Th is is a merely theological point, and, regardless of its political 
implications, it might nonetheless be true. Equally, it might be unimportant 
for the present discussion: perhaps other social trinitarians do not hold to 
Volf ’s positions.

I have already indicated, however, that very similar positions are common 
to Moltmann at least. Th ere is no space here to make the more general com-
parison, but Volf and Moltmann are suffi  ciently infl uential within contempo-
rary social trinitarianism that their shared position may be taken as general. 
If this position is indeed common within devotees of social trinitarianism, 
we must ask whether in fact it is acceptable within ecumenical dogma? Is 
social trinitarianism a re-presentation of classical trinitarianism that should be 
accepted even if its political outcomes are unhappy? Th e answer seems to me 
to be clearly negative: again, there is no room here to review all the evidence, 
but the position that the only distinctions between the divine hypostases are 
the relations of origin is widely, and I think correctly, accepted as a summary 
of patristic trinitarianism as it was codifi ed at Constantinople. Although there 
is not room in the present paper to demonstrate this, for some indications in 
this direction, drawn from the Cappadocian Fathers, who are generally cited 
by social trinitarians in support of their position, consider the following: 
St Gregory Nazianzen, ‘the Th eologian,’ affi  rmed repeatedly in his orations 
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that the only particular properties of the three hypostases were unbegotten-
ness, begottenness, and procession;18 Basil makes the same point in writing to 
Gregory of Nyssa;19 Gregory of Nyssa in turn asserts the same: “while we con-
fess the invariable character of the nature, we do not deny the diff erence in 
respect of cause, and that which is caused, by which alone we apprehend that 
one Person is distinguished from another.”20

Th ese references, brief as they are, are perhaps suffi  cient to suggest that social 
trinitarianism is some distance from the Cappadocian discussion; it is also, I 
believe, demonstrably some way from the Latin tradition of trinitarianism; 
given the social trinitarians’ own protestations that they are opposed to Augus-
tine, Boethius, and St Th omas, I assume that I do not need to demonstrate 
this at any length. Social trinitarianism may be right, but if it is, then the 
fathers were wrong, individually in every case of which I am aware, and in 
their conciliar decisions at Nicea, Constantinople, Ephesus, and Chalcedon.

Social Trinitarianism and the Biblical Narrative

Of course, from a Reformed perspective, it is possible that this is true, and that 
social trinitarianism is right. While the Reformed have tended to respect the 
early ecumenical decisions of the church, the sense that every decision was 
corrigible and subject to examination under the one decisive norm of scripture 
is, rightly, pervasive. For Reformed theology, it remains possible that one or 
several of the seven ecumenical councils was/were wrong, and that many or 
most of the fathers of the church were wrong, and that a social trinitarianism 
is in fact the best way to appropriate the biblical witness.

However, it seems to me that this also is fl awed. Th e fathers had ways 
of coping exegetically with the texts that describe the Lord’s prayer in Gethse-
mene, it is true; the point is, however, more basic than this. Social trinitarian 
rhetoric concerning the biblical witness tends to stress the threeness of the 
divine actor in the New Testament witness, which point is correct so far as it 
goes, but, without qualifi cation, is in some danger of being simply Marcionite: 
one cannot claim a position is ‘biblical’ without considering the whole 
of scripture, not just the New Testament. Th e totality of the biblical witness 
concerning God, it seems to me, consists of a sustained and pointed witness to 

18 See, e.g., Or. 20.7, Or. 25.16, Or. 39.12, or Or. 42.17 (the ‘Farewell Address’).
19 See Ep. 38.
20 On Not Th ree Gods. To Ablabius (tr. Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Series II, Volume 5, 

Edinburgh 1892, 336; my emphasis).
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the oneness of God in the face of repeated temptations to polytheisms, sup-
plemented by a brief coda or appendix suggesting that this One God is in 
fact triune.

I realize, of course, that describing the New Testament as ‘a brief coda or 
appendix’ to the scriptures is rather polemical, but perhaps it makes the point. 
Th e claim that social trinitarianism is biblical is by no means obvious; rather, 
it depends on a very particular hermeneutic that privileges the New Testa-
ment, and particularly the Gospels, in ways that at least demand explanation 
and defence. Th e central and repeated thrust of the biblical narrative taken as 
a whole can easily be characterized as a drive towards monotheism, and Augus-
tinian/Latin trinitarianism is at least as successful a representation of mono-
theism as social trinitarianism.

Of course, it might be argued that the New Testament should be privileged, 
but the nature of that ‘privilege’ demands explication. Th e NT may not be 
read in a way that denies Old Testament monotheism: Jesus himself is suffi  -
cient witness to that.21 Rather, the challenge for any adequately theological 
hermeneutic is to fi nd a way of describing the narration of God’s actions and 
words within the text that is responsible both to the Old Testament presenta-
tion of the oneness of God, and the New Testament presentation of the shared 
life of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Th us stated, it is by no means obvious that 
social trinitarianism is the more biblical option; crudely, it privileges one set of 
data, and needs to explain away another; Latin trinitarianism privileges the 
other, and needs to explain away the fi rst.

As I say, this characterization is crude, but it is not trivial. It may seriously 
be doubted that Augustine’s rejection of any particular presence of the hypos-
tasis of the Divine Son in history prior to the Incarnation is adequate—I 
would tend to doubt this myself—but equally, to suppose that there is some 
hidden social trinitarianism within the Old Testament texts without consider-
able exegetical demonstration of the point seems merely unconvincing.22 
Monotheism is at the heart of the biblical witness; social trinitarianism is not 
incompatible with biblical monotheism, but it is perhaps more diffi  cult to 
defend than a more traditional position with regard to the Old Testament; 
what, however, about the New? Of course, a question like this cannot be 

21 Mk 12:29.
22 Robert Jenson’s attempt to see Christ prefi gured, or pre-present, in the nation of Israel—

presented as God’s Son in the Old Testament—represents a far more sophisticated response to 
this problem than is found among mainstream social trinitarians. For various reasons, however, 
I am not convinced it works.
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answered in a brief essay, but let me end by giving one reason why we should 
not assume that social trinitarianism is the superior approach.

Trinity and Christology

Let me return, once more, to Gethsemane. Th ere, we overhear the incarnate 
Son praying, in great anguish and greater faith, “Father . . . let not my will be 
done, but yours instead.”23 Locating these two ‘wills’ seems to me to take us to 
the crux of the exegetical debate. For the contemporary social trinitarian, the 
text is clear: we are enabled to overhear a conversation between persons of the 
Trinity. Th e incarnate Son acknowledges the presence and reality of his own 
desire and volition, but chooses to accede instead to the volition of the Father.

Th is text was, however, endlessly discussed by the church fathers, and their 
settled view was rather diff erent. Th e debate comes to a head in the monothe-
lite controversy, decisively settled at the Th ird Council of Constantinople in 
681, but it can be traced through the three centuries before that date, at least. 
Th e fathers almost unanimously rejected the view described above; some, the 
monothelites, asserted that there was only one will in the incarnate Son, the 
single divine will of the Eternal Godhead; others defended the apparently less 
logical position, eventually declared orthodox, that there were two wills, the 
single divine will of the eternal Godhead and a genuine human will. I do not 
intend to review this controversy now;24 as noted above, Reformed theology 
cannot be determined simply by appeal to tradition, but it seems to me that it 
highlights a helpful point for understanding social trinitarianism: social trini-
tarianism uses the doctrine of the Trinity to answer questions the fathers answered 
by Christology.

Questions of ontology, creation, mediation, soteriology—and ethics, includ-
ing political and social theory—seem to me to be seen fundamentally as Chris-
tological questions in classical Christian theology. It is only very recently that 
we have tried to view them as trinitarian questions. I believe that the same 
thing is true of the question raised above, about New Testament exegesis. Th e 
New Testament off ers us a striking picture of an executed criminal who is 
identifi ed with God himself, and asks us to make sense of that narrative. Social 
trinitarianism has tried to do this by encompassing the narrative within theol-

23 Lk 22:42, my translation.
24 I have written on it at some length in my essay “Christology, Scripture, Divine Action and 
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ogy proper, identifying God as both actors in the story, and as the story 
the actors play out. Th is might be right; but the patristic answer, shared in 
every detail, incidentally, by the fathers of the Reformation, particularly in 
their debates with Servetus and the Socinians, and in the Calvinist defence of 
the extra Calvinisticum, rather chose to locate the tension within the person 
of the Crucifi ed One, who is at one and the same time both Lord and servant, 
both Creator and creature. I cannot attempt to demonstrate that this is the 
preferable view, but I hope that it is at least not obviously less preferable; there 
is an exegetical debate to be had. And if, as I have argued, the social trinitarians 
need to defend a position that is novel in the Christian tradition, and genera-
tive of deeply unhappy ethical and social positions, then we might presume 
that there is a burden of proof on that side of the debate, a burden that has 
not, in the published literature at least, even begun to be shouldered.




