THE NATIONAL SOCIETY'S
RE CENTRE

Annual Lecture

1994

John M. Hull

The Holy Trinity
and Christian Education
in a Pluralist World

ISBN 0 9 0 1 8 1 9 43 3
Published 1995 by the National Society (Church of England) for Promoting
Religious Education
© John M. Hull

1995

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted
by any means or in any form, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying,
recording, or any information retrieval system, without written permission
which should be sought from the publisher.

Cover illustration of the National Society's London RE Centre by John Townend
Printed in England by Bourne Press Ltd

The Holy Trinity and
Christian Education in a Pluralist World
Introduction
Education for peace and reconciliation should occupy a central position
in the world mission of the church. Christian commitment itself,
however, can sometimes prevent greater understanding between religions. This takes place particularly when Christian identity is supported
by negative images of other religions. This phenomenon is widespread in
religion, and I have suggested elsewhere that we should call it 'religionism1'.
We should be seeking to develop a form of religious education which will
set people free from religionism, or which will help prevent them from
becoming religionist in their outlook. Modelled upon anti-racist and
anti-sexist education, such anti-religionist education would be one of the
liberating forms appropriate to religious education today, and Christian
faith should take an active part in this enterprise.
Christian faith does not offer a privileged immunity from religionism;
indeed, partly because of its history and its geographical and economic
position in the modern world Christian believers seem particularly
vulnerable 2 . One of the effects of Christian religionism is to put
Christianity into a competitive relationship with other religions of the
world, building up an exclusivist Christian identity through denigrating
the faith of others. Since it is western and mainly Christian scholars who
have reified various religious traditions by using the suffix '-ism' 3 ,
whereas Christianity has not been regarded as an -ism, it might be
appropriate to use the expression Christianism to designate the
Christian form of religionism. On the other hand, this might suggest
that Hinduism, Buddhism and so on, usually take a religionist form, and
so on the whole 'Christian religionism' seems preferable. The word
expresses the tribalistic and sectarian character of the commitment
which is typical of religionism.
Raimundo
Panikkar
has
suggested
distinctions
between
4
Christendom, Christianity and Christian-ness . Christendom was the
geopolitical unity achieved by Christian faith during the mediaeval
period; Christianity is the popular name for the reified form taken by
Christian faith under the impact of the western scholarly enlightenment,
in order to distinguish Christian faith from other religious traditions.
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Panikkar suggests that we are now entering a period when Christian-ness
will emerge as the next stage in the spiritual evolution of this tradition,
a stage where being Christian will become more important than being a
Christian, and being committed to Christian-ness will offer new forms of
Christian consciousness and discipleship to Christians for whom
Christianity as a specific religious tradition is no longer perceived as an
appropriate object of devotion. '. . . what we call Christianity is only one
form among other possible ones of living and realising the christian faith.'5
Using Panikkar's distinctions as a starting point, we notice that
Christianity emerged at a time when Christian faith had become aware
of the existence of other religions and found it necessary to give itself a
name. 'Islam, which is felt as a threat (partly providential as a warning
not to become lukewarm) becomes the image of all other religions.
Christianity begins to develop the idea of being the only true religion.
The others are false. To be sure, vera religio (true religion) is a consecrated phrase, but the meaning shifts from true religiousness to the only
true salvific and institutionalised religion.' 6 Christian-ness emerges as a
stance of Christian discipleship at a time when increasing knowledge
and understanding of other religions is making many Christians
conscious of the limited character of Christianity as it has been known
in recent centuries. This form of self-critical awareness, characteristic of
post-modernistic spirituality will inevitably divide into two streams 7 .
Under the conditions of modernity, post-modernity, highly developed
capitalism and world-wide inter-faith dialogue, Christianity will tend to
become either Christian-ness or Christian religionism. There will be
those who, in response to what they will perceive as a challenge to
Christianity, will affirm even more vigorously the tribalistic and
sectarian character implicit within the concept of Christianity and will
thus lapse into Christian religionism. On the other hand, there will be
those who in this new situation will recover the practice of Christ-like
discipleship. It is the purpose of this paper to examine the doctrine of
the Holy Trinity in the light of the distinction between Christian-ness
and Christian religionism and to develop some implications relevant to
the educational mission of the church.

Christian religionism and Christian doctrine
The distinction between Christian-ness and Christianism Or Christian
religionism is functional rather than theological in the first instance. It
2

depends upon psychological and sociological insights about the way in
which religion functions in certain situations. The distinction is also
ethical and spiritual, referring to different ways of being religious in the
world. However, religionism is an entire form of religion and not a mere
application or consequence of it. It normally possesses its doctrinal or
theological aspect. The relationship between the doctrine and the function
will be reciprocal. The doctrines will justify, motivate and reinforce the
attitudes and actions of the religionist and will themselves be generated as
a result of the religionistic commitment. The generation of doctrine may
occur at the unconscious level, the relationship between the religionistic
life commitment and the social context on the one hand and the theological or ideational level on the other hand being explicable through
techniques of projection, displacement and rationalisation drawn from
psychoanalysis8, through selective attention to the evidence and other
techniques drawn from cognitive psychology9, or through phenomena
such as false consciousness10 and mimetic engulfment" drawn from sociology and social psychology. The relationship between doctrine and life in
the case of religionism is similar to that which is envisaged by the psychoanalytic analysis of neurotic religious ritual12 and belief formation.
The doctrines relevant to religionism are of two kinds. Firstly, there
are doctrines which explicitly disparage other religions and, secondly,
there are doctrines which disparage other religions only implicitly. We
must distinguish between the weighing or the comparative evaluation of
doctrines and the disparagement of others which is one of the marks of
religionism. Various judgements may be made about the criteria for the
evaluation of various religious doctrines and any believer whose faith is
more than mere unexamined convention will hope to find reasons for his
or her commitment. Having a reason for the faith that is in one is not
the same as having a religionistic commitment. To be religionistic, religious beliefs must feed upon and be fed by exclusive individual or group
identity and be sustained by negative views of those who believe in
something else. Milton Rokeach has shown that every belief system has
its anti-belief system 13 . Believing in this may imply that I do not believe
in that. W e may, however, distinguish between those persons in whom
the relationship between the positive and negative belief systems is
reasoned, adaptable and enquiring, and (on the other hand) those where
the relationship is dogmatic, rigid, very important in itself and (above
all) productive of a tribalism which is expressed in an us/them view of
social and religious community.
3

Thus the tares and the wheat grow side by side. W e cannot provide
descriptions which will guarantee correct diagnosis in every case. On the
other hand, the similarity should not cause us to abandon the effort,
particularly at a crucial time in the history of spirituality. The distinction between Christian religionism and Christian-ness is demanded not
only by the social and political ambiguities and complexities of religious
life today, but is a valuable aid to introspective and collective self-criticism as a defence against self-deception. 'The faith of the enlightened
christian must strip itself of the "christian religion" as it actually exists
and free itself for a fecundation that will affect all religions both ancient
and modern.' 14
Let me be blunt. There are Christians who believe that the Qur'an is
inspired not by God but by the devil15. There seems little doubt that
such a belief is an indication of Christian religionism, especially when it
is held vigorously and emotionally, when it is associated with feelings of
horror and revulsion against the Qur'an, and is part of a way of life
which builds up Christians and fellow Christians into a superior group
while Muslims and those who revere the Qur'an are regarded as being in
an inferior group to be subjected to denigration and proselytization.
There may be other Christians who believe that the Bible is the word of
God but believe and say nothing about the status of the Qur'an. Even as
part of the negative belief system, it remains implicit. However, if the
belief that the Bible is the word of God and the implicit belief that the
Qur'an is not the word of God are not reached as a result of the application of consciously held criteria but are aspects of a dogmatic
assertion, then the belief in the Bible will have an absolute character.
Sometimes this absolute character will be acknowledged and defended
explicitly; sometimes it will be part of a taken for granted set of faith
assumptions. Either way, it has a potential relationship with Christian
religionism, and if the belief enters into a two-way relationship with the
religionist way of life then the belief could be correctly described as
forming part of Christian religionism.
No religious doctrine can be regarded as religionist when taken in
isolation. Religionism is a structure of religious life and practice
involving beliefs, attitudes and behaviour of a certain kind. The most
that one can claim is that a doctrine may have a potential to arouse or
be aroused by religionism. W e might think, for example, that the belief
that Christ died for all is not very likely to encourage exclusive identity
and the rejection of others, whereas the belief that Christ died only for
4

the elect while others are condemned to eternal loss may have quite a
high potential for supporting the rest of the attitudes and practices
which make up the structure of Christian religionism. Such beliefs,
however, may be held in a purely scholarly way, and may remain unrelated to the emotions and behaviour which constitute religionism.
Moreover, people are not always consistent. A Methodist might become
prejudiced and tribalistic, condemning and excluding others in spite of
holding the traditional Methodist belief that Christ died for all.
W e may also distinguish a number of ways of becoming Christianist.
It may be the case that Christian faith as a whole has been skewed in a
religionist direction due to certain historical factors. If that is the case,
Christians inheriting that tradition, whether by birth into a Christian
family or whether through adult conversion, will tend to adopt Christian
religionism unconsciously and innocently. They will not realise that
their Christian faith is contaminated with Christianism, because they
are not aware of the distinction between Christian religionism and
Christian-ness. Christian education is particularly appropriate for such
Christians, since education can disclose the contaminated character of
the tradition and may enable such Christians to reappropriate Christian
faith, since they have no particular emotional investment in perpetuating Christian religionism.
There may be other Christians, however, who have not only been
born into Christian religionism but have become emotionally involved
with it, who have invested in Christian religionism their personal and
group identity. There may even be Christians who, not content with the
degree to which the Christian tradition has been skewed in this direction, will make their own contributions to a renewed and more
aggressive Christian religionism. In cases such as these, the prospects of
transformation through Christian education are more remote. Christian
education is one of the gifts given by the Holy Spirit to the church, but
it is not the only one and it cannot be expected to do everything.

Are the doctrines of the Incarnation and Trinity
Christianist or Christian-like?
W e must now face the question whether the central doctrines of
Christian faith, the doctrines of the Incarnation and of the Holy Trinity,
do not have a potential for generating and being sustained by Christian
religionism. 'If Jesus was God incarnate, the Christian religion is unique
5

in having been founded by God in person.' 16 John Hick points out that
over the centuries a 'religious superiority-complex' has been typical of
Christianity, 'which readily manifests itself in arrogance, contempt,
condemnation and hostility' toward the other major world religions' 7 .
Robert Jensen says 'Other religions can perhaps be relaxed about the
question of God's identity, about the question of which God they in fact
worship, and whether it is the same one they once set out to worship. . .
For the gods of the religions are accommodating on this point and meld
easily into one another. But the church's God is the jealous God of Israel,
the God whose primary saving mandate is "You shall have no other
gods . . ."' 1 8 . Elizabeth Achtemeier thinks that 'unlike every other
religion of the world, the Judeo-Christian faith (imitated by Islam) does
not start with the phenomena of the world and deduce the nature of
God from them; in this respect, the biblical religions are unique in
history . . .'. The result is that oriental religions, whether of India or
China, together with such contemporary secular forms of life as existentialism, all offer what is ultimately a meaningless way of life. Only
Christianity is the absolute revelation of God 19 . Gerhard Forde explains
'the foundational belief upon which this essay is built is the scriptural
assertion that God was in Christ reconciling the world unto himself (2
Cor 5:19). That is to be understood in an exclusivist sense: apart from
Christ, we are not reconciled to God. Furthermore, all human attempts
to effect such reconciliation are futile and ultimately counterproductive'20.
The thought is continued in the same collection of essays, by T. F.
Torrance. 'By its very nature, divine revelation is essentially singular and
once and for all, because there cannot be a multiplicity of revelations
any more than there can be a multiplicity of Gods.^That is the exclusive
nature of God's self-revelation . . .' 21 . Alvin Kimel asserts 'the Nazarene
is God; the Gallilean rabbi is a member of the Holy Trinity'. 'As with
any other object, we may now pick out our God: "There he is. That one,
the son of Mary. He is the One I worship." In the concrete particularity
of the crucified few, we apprehend the deity . . .' 'Once the Incarnation
has taken place, once the eternal Word has made himself object in Jesus,
we may no longer look anywhere else to find divinity' 22 .
These views are not necessarily indicative of religionism, or its
Christian form. T o carry out such an enquiry, one would need much
more information about the psychology of these particular authors and
the sociological context from which they write. It seems clear, however,
that such beliefs do at least have a potential for supporting religionism.
6

Similarly, the doctrine of the Holy Trinity mav be expressed in an
exclusivist way, which also has potential for supporting religionism. If
God is in three persons, then it might be thought that those who believe
in Unitarian monotheism or in polytheism or that ultimate reality is
bevond the personal, must be mistaken. Their errors must be accounted
for either by ignorance, lack of insight or disobedience. It may also be
possible that God has not willed to disclose his true nature to them.
However, if faith in the Holy Trinity is a uniquely saving faith, the only
faith which saves, God's failure to communicate it to all people must at
least be disturbing and probably rather ominous for the future of such
peoples.
The most famous mandate for the church's mission is that recorded
in Matthew 28:18-20. Baptism in the name of the Father, the Son and
the Holy Spirit is to take place as the gospel is proclaimed to all nations.
If this is interpreted in a religionist manner, the only imaginable future
compatible with the successful outcome of the mission would be one in
which the other religions would ultimately disappear. Their place would
be taken by the one true religion.
Until then, the world seems to be divided into a privileged sector and
an unprivileged sector. The former would be mainly white and mainly
wealthy and mainly Christian. The scene would thus be set for a religionist interpretation of history and society. Latin America and Africa,
both substantially or significantly Christian continents would pose problems of interpretation, but Christian religionism would be able to meet
this challenge through some form of the prosperity Gospel.
It is not the purpose of this study to deny that the doctrines of the
Incarnation and the Trinity may have this religionist potential. The religionist interpretation is plausible. Indeed, interpreted in the way we
have been illustrating, the religionist potential is probable. However,
there remains a curious ambiguity about these doctrines. Closure and
openness are equally possible. Exclusion and inclusion seem to alternate
as one examines the doctrines, a bit like the fluctuating pictures in the
duck and rabbit kind of visual puzzle.
T. F. Torrance in his exposition of the Nicene and Constantinopolitan
Creeds, says 'In its commitment to one God the Father Almighty, the
Nicene Creed is necessarily exclusive of belief in any other god than God
the Father and of belief in any other revelation of this one God than his
only begotten Son. This gives clear expression to the fundamental
biblical asseveration that faith in the one God rules out the possibility
7

of having any other gods and that faith in Jesus Christ as "the Way, the
Truth and the Life" excludes access to the Father by any other way than
that provided by God himself in the incarnation of his Word in Jesus
Christ' 23 . He continues, 'In unconditional obedience to that normative
divine revelation, Christian faith adopts an approach to God which sets
aside any alternative approach, entails a judgement which excludes
divergent belief, and endorses an affirmation of truth which thereby
rejects other affirmations as false' 24 . The anathema, appended to the
creed, testifies that 'its intrinsic structure excludes alternative
doctrine'. 25
However, there is more to be said. Even as it apprehends God, 'faith
is bound to confess that it is incapable of comprehending him. Thus
while God infinitely transcends the human mind he may nevertheless be
known through a movement of faith in which it is opened toward the
infinity and ineffability of God.' This means that theology is 'engaged in
a fathomless inquiry, for the truth which we seek to know is so deep that
we can never probe it to its end, let alone reduce our knowledge of it to
adequate formulation'. Torrance calls this an 'open boundless range of
faith' 26 . He concludes 'Quite evidently, affirmations of belief which we
are obliged to make before God under the pressure of his divine revelation and its inherent truth, must remain open to whatever may yet be
learned of God through that revelation' 27 .
Torrance is illustrating the way the Fathers were forced to go beyond
the words of scripture in order to defend the faith. However, the principle of boundless openness, boundless enquiry, must throw a doubt
upon the finality of the absolute exclusiveness which he believes to be
bound up in the revelation. The statements made by the Fathers about
the Holy Trinity 'must be regarded as incomplete and inadequate in
themselves and therefore as subject to revision in the light of deeper and
fuller understanding of God's self-revelation' 28 . Hence it should be
recognised that the credal formulations of what we may know of God,
even under the control of what he has revealed to us, are not final but
partial, not closed but open confessional statements which are revisable
in the light of deeper and fuller understanding of the Gospel' 29 . In a
somewhat similar way Colin Gunton hopes that his work will 'show the
doctrine of the Trinity not as a closed dogma, to be swallowed or not as
the case may be, but as a continuing enterprise of conceptual refinement
and development' 30 .
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In view of the frequency with which the exclusive character of the
doctrine is emphasised, it is not surprising that the British Council of
Churches Study Commission on Trinitarian Doctrine Today notes that
'it is also argued that Christian trinitarian belief presents an obstacle to
conversation with members of other religious communities, and that it
would therefore be expedient to reduce emphasis on this aspect of our
beliefs' 31 . This is why the study commission goes on to ask 'Does it make
relations with other religions, whether monotheistic or not, easier or
more difficult?' 32 . The study commission acknowledges that 'there are in
the past behaviour of the Church historical grounds for suspicion, that
the doctrine [i.e. of the Holy Trinity] has often been used as the basis
for the rejection and anathematizing of other human beings who are no
less than we the objects of God's love. An over-dogmatic particularism,
therefore, should be avoided . . .' 33 . However, the commission takes a
more positive and optimistic line. The doctrine of the Trinity may have
'positive implications for the way in which the task of conversation is to
be approached' 34 and they ask 'whether the failures of the Church have
been due not so much to the doctrine of the Trinity as to our failure to
think trinitarianly enough' 35 . It is to the exploration of this hope that we
must now turn our attention.

Does the doctrine of the Holy Trinity encourage totalistic
identity?
Totalistic identity refers to that form of individual or collective identity
which becomes secure through creating clear boundaries between the ingroup and the out-group. Purity is achieved through excluding impurity.
The world is split into us and them. Total identity is to be contrasted
with the identity of wholeness, which secures itself through inclusion,
through accepting ambiguity and through achieving a kind of loyalty to
all beings 36 .
In terms of faith development theory, total identity would be typical
of synthetic conventional faith [Stage Three] and of individuativereflective faith [Stage Four] 37 . In Stage Three my community would be
opposed to your community and in Stage Four my theology would be
opposed to yours. The identity of wholeness would be more typical of
conjunctive faith [Stage Five], where wider identities are entertained,
the ambiguities of one's own tradition are realised more fully, and the
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