CHAPTER 6

Perichoresis:
An Old Magic Word for a New
Trinitarian Theology

Jiirgen Moltmann

My early theological work was filled with prophetic concepts
like protest and promise, promise and exodus, and exodus and liber-
ation. This was the period of the Theology of Hope (1964) and The
Crucified God (1972). The logic of promise and the expectation of the
advent of God shaped my theological thinking as a historical think-
ing.! In those years we all spoke about the presence of God in his-
tory and God’s actions in history. For a historical understanding of
reality God “dwells,” so to speak, in time, because time, not space, is
the ruling category of history. The God who exists in time is the dri-
ving force of world history, going ahead of the developments and
paving the way to the future of the eternal kingdom: A “restless” God
leading God’s people with “restless” hearts in a world of unlimited
possibilities until they all find rest in the finally redeemed and new
creation of everything. What we were reflecting consciously or
unconsciously in the 1960s was an overheated political history of rev-
olutions and repressions, and an accelerated speed of the modern—
that is, restlessly modernizing—world of economy and culture: “The
renewal of the new,” as the American slogan says.

In the 1970s we slowly became aware of the simple fact that the
human history of the future takes place on this limited planet Earth
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and that human culture can only live inside of the laws, cycles, and
rhythms of the earth, the “mother of life” (Ecclesiasticus 40:1). If we
humans disturb or in the end destroy the environment of the earth,
we will destroy our own civilization and ultimately threaten our very
existence. We have therefore a problem with the overall category of
time. No one of us can last, or stay, or dwell in time; we can only
“keep up” with time by hastening from the past into the future. But
where can we stay and rest and dwell?

We developed at that time new theologies of History
(Pannenberg), of Hope (Moltmann), and of Liberation (Gutiérrez) in
order to come to terms with reality. But we were not able to overcome
the dichotomy between history and nature, a dichotomy our ances-
tors had developed at the outset of the modern age. Should we try to
historicize nature, too, and speak of a “history of nature” (Carl
Friedrich von Weizsicker) or the “history of creation” (Gerhard von
Rad), or would it be better to naturalize human history as early
romantic philosophy and modern ecologists would have it? Or
should we combine both dialectically with the vision of young Karl
Marx: humanizing nature and naturalizing human beings to find
new harmony in their mutual “home of identity” (Ernst Bloch)?

When I began working on an ecological doctrine of creation at
the beginning of the 1970s (especially after the first oil crisis in 1973)
and on a social understanding of the Trinity after 1975, I had to
enlarge my small theological world with the priestly notions of space
and home, of shekinah and perichoresis, of indwelling and resting.? The
connecting link between the earlier theology of time and the later the-
ology of space was for me the discovery of the Sabbath and the sab-
batical wisdom: God’s rhythmical indwelling of sabbatical times and
God’s creative interrupting of what we call history.? As I looked for
guidance in this transition I found many theological and philosophi-
cal studies on the concepts of time, but very few on the definition of
space.* While physics teaches us that time and space are comple-
mentary, our human engagement with them is not symmetrical: We
can experience different times in the same place, but not different
places at the same time. In space we exist beside each other and
together, but in time we exist one after the other. In space simultane-
ously, in time successively. Thus we miss the reality of God, creation,
and our own bodily existence if we experience them only in time and
not in space as well. According to the Old Testament, God “dwells”
not only in the sabbatical times but also in the heavens of his unlim-
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ited potentialities, and simultaneously God “dwells” in the midst of
the Israelites. On the ark first, then in the holy of holies in the temple
of Jerusalem, and finally in God’s exiled, homeless, and suffering
people resides God’s shekinah.5 According to the New Testament,
God’s fullness “dwells” in Christ bodily (Col. 2:9), and the Holy
Spirit “dwells” in our bodies and our community as her temple
(1 Cor. 6:19). We ourselves cannot exist in time only, hastening with
the accelerated speed of the modern/already “postmodern” world
into the future; we must also dwell in our bodies, and with our senses
linger in the sensual world of nature and find rest again and again in
the peace of God. We not only exist and struggle against one another
in a hostile world, but also must live together and make home in
neighborhoods, friendships, and love. We can only live and breathe
freely if we give one another space to live our lives. The whole
natural world around us lives symbiotically with and from and in
one another, for life on earth means community in communication.
Peter Kropotkin was right when he showed—contrary to Darwin and
Huxley—the “mutual help in the animal and the human world”
(1896).6

The Transforming Concept of Perichoresis

This essay is devoted to exploring the implications of our deep-
ened conviction that all life is community in communication. There is
an ancient concept for community without uniformity, and personal-
ity without individualism; it is the term “perichoresis.” I want to
examine its validity for envisioning a trinitarian understanding of
God, the inhabitation of the Holy Spirit, the human community, and
the community of culture and nature on earth within a “sustainable
society.”

The semantic history of the word perichoresis is well investigated:
the noun means “whirl or rotation,” the verb means “going from one
to another, walking around, handing around (for example, a bottle of
wine, or of cola if you prefer), encircling, embracing, or enclosing.””
In the New Testament we find nothing but the term he perichoros,
which means simply “environment” (Matt. 3:5; 14:35). Gregory of
Nanzianzus was the first to use the word theologically, but John of
Damascus made perichoresis the key word for his Christology and his
doctrine of the Trinity. In Christology this term is used to express the
mutual interpenetration of the different natures, divine and human,
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in the person of the God-human-Christ: the communicatio idiomatum.
The example cited is “red-hot iron” made out of fire and iron, or the
burning bush of Moses that was not consumed. In the doctrine of the
Trinity, perichoresis is used to capture the mutual indwelling of the
equal divine persons: Father, Son, and Spirit. Here also the Greek
word hidrysis occurs, which emphasizes mutuality without mixing or
separating. The divine persons embrace one another in love and exist
in one another. John of Damascus wanted to conceive with the term
perichoresis the unity of the Son and the Father, according to the
Gospel of John: “I am in the Father and the Father is in me” (14:11).
The Son and the Father are not one subject or one substance, but one
in a singular unity. They are unseparated and unmixed. The existence
of the one “in” the other (that is, their perichoretic unity) expresses
this singular unity in the best way.

The Latin translation of perichoresis was first circumincessio, later
circuminsessio; the former speaks of a dynamic interpenetration
(incedere), the latter of a lasting and resting mutual indwelling
(insedere).® The Council of Florence (1438-45) finally formulated the
dogmatic definition, preparing the ecumenical agreement of the
orthodox and the catholic churches:

Because of this unity (perichoresis) the Father is totally in the Son and
totally in the Spirit. The Son is totally in the Father and totally in the
Spirit. The Holy Spirit is totally in the Father, totally in the Son. No one
precedes the other in eternity, or exceeds the other in magnitude or
power.’

With the Latin translations circumincessio and circuminsessio the
double meaning of the trinitarian unity is expressed: movement and
rest. You may get the same result by using for the Greek noun peri-
choresis the verb forms perichoreo and perichoreuo. Combined, these
express both mutual resting in one another and dancing round with
one another. In the eternal life of the Trinity there are simultaneously
absolute silence and total whirlwind, just like the “eye” of a hurricane.
More importantly, there is on the level of the trinitarian perichoresis
no priority of the Father, but total equality of the divine persons. You
cannot even number them as number one, two, or three.

The very special suggestion of perichoresis is that the divine per-
sons are “habitable” for one another, giving one another open life-
space for their mutual indwelling. Each person is indwelling and
room-giving at the same time.!°
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Each person is in ecstasy out of itself in the other. This is the
meaning of each person’s “ek-sistence” (the Greek roots mean to
“stand outside”). It is love that draws a person so much out of him-
self or herself that the person “ek-sists” in the other. In human terms
this is, of course, the mystical language of love shown in so many
love poems. We can learn from the divine perichoresis that the defi-
nition of person must not follow the idea of Boethius—Persona est
individua substantia naturae rationalismus"—but is rather an ecstatic
hypostasis.

Through their mutual indwelling the divine persons are giving
each other themselves and the divine life in selfless love. The peri-
choretic community can also be seen as a kenotic community: The
persons are “emptying” themselves into one another. What the Son is
doing by becoming human, according to Philippians 2:6, is nothing
other than what he is doing in eternity with regard to the Father and
the Spirit: giving oneself.'?

It follows that the perichoretic community of the three divine
persons precedes the divine essence. Father, Son, and Spirit are giv-
ing one another divinity. The trinitarian persons are neither con-
cretizations of the one divine essence nor “modes of being” of the one
absolute subject. Were this the case, nobody could tell why there are
only three and not four or more “reiterations” of the Divine Being (as
Barth called them).

Finally, if the three divine persons are ever forming their unique
divine community, they are also ever distinguishing one another. The
Father makes the difference between the Son and the Spirit because
of the Father’s different relations to the Son and the Spirit, and so also
the Son in relation to the Father and the Spirit, and the Spirit in rela-
tion to the Father and the Son.

The Trinitarian Concept of the Unity of the Triune God

Working within the framework of the ancient metaphysics of
substance, Tertullian formulated the unity of the triune God in a
neuter and objective manner: Una substantia, tres personae. This placed
the unity of the three persons in their common divine substance.
They are homousios. They are one in essence but not one person.'?

Working within the framework of the modern metaphysics of
subjectivity, Karl Barth and Karl Rahner (following Schleiermacher)
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identified the unity of the triune God in a subjective and personal
manner: One divine person in three modes of being, or one divine subject
in three distinct modes of subsistence. This placed the unity of God’s
three modes of being in the one sovereign personality of God. God is
the personal God in three modes of being.

In both ways of thinking, the unity of the triune God is deter-
mined not in a trinitarian manner, but in a metaphysical manner—be
it through the metaphysics of cosmological proofs for the existence of
God, according to which one deity is and the deity is one; or through
the metaphysics of transcendental subjectivity, according to which
the deity is the self-willing and self-knowing subject of itself and
therefore must also be the subject of its own revelation and commu-
nication. The history of the latter approach goes from Hegel via Isaak
August Dorner to Karl Barth and Karl Rahner."* Both forms of think-
ing work from the assumption that the unity of the triune God pre-
cedes the threeness of the persons of God and is not formed through
them. The starting point is general metaphysics, not the special bibli-
cal salvation history. This is why the doctrines of the Trinity that are
formed out of these two forms of thinking are not useful as a
hermeneutical key for the biblical witness of the history of God. Take
for example the story of Jesus’ prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane:
Are there two modes of the one being of God struggling, or is the one
mode of subsistence saying to the other one, “Not my will, but thine,
be done” (KJV)? The doctrines of the Trinity that have been devel-
oped out of these metaphysical forms of thinking show clear ten-
dencies toward modalism, either in Schleiermacher’s restoration of
Sabellianism or in the neoscholastic theses of “the one nature, the one
knowledge, and the one consciousness in God” that Barth as well as
Rahner have taken up.

The Christian “doctrine” of God arises out of the biblical history
of God, interprets this history, and leads into the future of this his-
tory. The Christian understanding of the Trinity starts with the recog-
nition of three distinct actors of this history—Father, Son, and
Spirit—and then asks about their unity. While Paul and the Synoptic
Gospels mean the “Father” of Jesus Christ when they speak about
“God,” we find a trinitarian language in the Gospel of John: “The
Father and I are one” (10:30) and “Whoever has seen me has seen the
Father” and “I am in the Father and the Father is in me” (14:7-17). The
Son Jesus and “Abba” the Father of Jesus Christ are personally re-
lated to each other as “I” and “Thou,” and through their mutual
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indwelling form their unity that is expressed through the first person
plural as “We” and “Us.” The divine persons exist in their mutual
relationships for one another and through their reciprocal indwelling
in one another. By virtue of their perichoresis the divine persons exist
so intimately with one another, for one another, and in one another
that they constitute a single, unique, and complete unity by them-
selves. This is the trinitarian concept of the unity of the triune God,
because it combines threeness and oneness without reducing the
three to one or the one to three, and avoids the dangers of modalism
as well as tritheism. If we understand the inner-divine life peri-
choretically, the divine life is fulfilled as little by one subject alone as
is the trinitarian history of salvation. The unity of the triune God
exists in the “comm-unity” of the divine persons. The subjectivity of
each one of them and their intersubjectivity are to be understood in a
complementary manner, just as are the consciousness of each one of
them, the will of each one of them, and their common consciousness
and common will.!®

Because the salvation of the creatures exists in their being
included in the eternal life of the triune God and in participating in
it, we understand the unity of the triune God as an open, inviting,
uniting, and integrating community (John 17:21 “[that] they also be
in us”). If sin is the separation of the creatures from the eternal source
of their life, then salvation lies in their inclusion into the community
of eternal life. This community with God is no external unity. It
occurs when the Son of God, Jesus, takes men and women into his
intimate relationship with his Father (whom he called “Abba”), mak-
ing them into children of God, who then also call God “Abba” (Rom.
8:15; Gal. 4:6). The Spirit takes the creatures into her community with
the Son and the Father. What kind of community with the triune God
is this?

The community with God is also a mutual indwelling and thus
a perichoretic unity: “Those who abide in love abide in God, and God
abides in them” (1 John 4:16). Mutual indwelling and perichoresis are
also the life secrets of the whole new creation, because in the end God
will be “all in all” (1 Cor. 15:28) and everything will be in God. The
perichoretic unity of the triune God should therefore be understood
as a social, inviting, integrating, unifying, and thus world-open com-
munity. The perichoretic unity of the divine persons is so wide open
that the whole world can find room and rest and eternal life within
it. All creatures will “enter into God,” we orthodox theologians say,
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to find life-space and their home in God. I have expressed this with
the term “open trinity,” which I set against the traditional figures of
a closed, circular, or triangular Trinity. The divine Trinity is “open”
not because it is imperfect, but by virtue of the graciously overflow-
ing love, open for all the beloved creatures. It is the redeeming “broad
room” for the creatures and the life-space for all living beings. Divine
love gives free space for the freedom of the creatures. This is what is
meant by the inclusive concept of the unity of the triune God.

C. G. Jung rightly recognized in many religious pictures of the
Trinity a fourth person, Mary, but wrongly interpreted this as the
archetype of a Quaternity.”” “Mary” is in truth the symbol for the
redeemed humankind and the renewed creation. She finds therefore
her room and home in the Trinity. This means the Trinity is an open
environment for the redeemed and renewed creation.

The Trinitarian Experience of God

Two years ago I discovered in southern Spain, in Granada, an
ancient Catholic order I had never heard of. They call themselves
“Trinitarians,” were founded in the eleventh century, and are dedi-
cated to the “liberation of prisoners.” The heraldic figure on the
church of the Trinitarians, St. Thomas in Formis, shows Christ the
redeemer sitting on his throne in heaven and at his hands on both
sides are men with broken chains. One is a prisoner with a cross in
his hand, the other a prisoner without a cross. Christ liberates both
and takes them into his fellowship and into fellowship with one
another. Trinity stood at the heart of this original “liberation theol-
ogy” more than eight hundred years ago.'®

But what has the Holy Trinity to do with the liberation of the
imprisoned? How can the adoration of the Holy Trinity become a
driving force for the liberation of persecuted, imprisoned, and
abandoned people? In hopes of clarifying the inner theological rela-
tionship between the Trinity and liberation, I shall first analyze the
trinitarian experience of God in Christian faith and then explore
the trinitarian experience of the community in Christ.

The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ,
the love of God,

and the communion of the Holy Spirit
be with all of you.
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This ancient benediction (2 Cor. 13:13) describes very well the
trinitarian experience of God that is constitutive and characteristic of
the special Christian faith.

1. The first aspect of the trinitarian experience is liberation by
grace. Faith develops out of the promise of God and the experience
of grace, which draws the forsaken and the guilty, and victims and
perpetrators into communion with God. This happens through
Christ: He is our brother in need and our redeemer in guilt. Christ is
in solidarity with us and intercedes for us vicariously. Christ accepts
sinners, heals the sick, comforts the sorrowful, and liberates the
imprisoned. In this communion with Christ we find a new affirma-
tion of life and a great hope against death. In Christ’s fellowship we
experience the embrace of the love of God.

2. The God of Jesus Christ becomes our God, and we trust in God
tor Christ’s sake. The one whom Christ called so intimately “Abba”
becomes in the communion with Christ also our God and Father.
Only in Christ do we discover this mystery of God. If we want to
know what it means to call God “Abba, dear Father,” we have to for-
get the Roman paternalism, the “father of the family” (pater familias),
the “father of the fatherland” (pater patrine) and the God-father
(Jupiter) and look only at the life of Jesus. The “Abba” of Jesus is not
a God of patriarchy. When Jesus discovers this name of God in his
baptism in the Holy Spirit, he left his family and lived among the
weary and heavy laden, the poor and forlorn. The “Abba” of Jesus is
not a God of male violence, because Jesus liberates human beings
through his suffering: “And by his bruises we are healed” (Isa. 53:5).
The “Abba” of Jesus is also not a God of a clerical hierarchy, since
Jesus gathered around him a brotherly and sisterly community and
forbade them to call any human being “father,” for only God is their
“Father” (Matt. 23:9). The Christian faith in God the Father has noth-
ing to do with the “father of all,” the Greek super-god Zeus, or the
tather of the gods, Jupiter. The cross on Calvary stands between the
“Abba” of Jesus and the idols of political, cultural, and religious vio-
lence. For this reason Paul never called God “Lord and Father” as
became usual in Romanized Christianity since Lactantius, but he
always distinguished precisely in a trinitarian fashion between God
the Father of Jesus Christ, and Christ the Son of God, “our Lord”
(1 Cor. 1:3, etc.). God is the Father of Christ and Christ is our Lord."

3. We call the presence of God in the communion with Christ the
“Spirit.” This term signifies in the Old Testament the divine creative
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power and the vitality of the creatures (Psalm 104). When we turn to
Christ, it also signifies the divine power of resurrection, the life-
giving power (pneuma zoopoioun). This presence of God was and is
experienced as the “source of life” (fons vitae), the font of new vitali-
ty. And “where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom” (2 Cor.
3:17). Just as Israel called God “LORD” when the people were led out
of slavery into the promised land of freedom, so Christians call the
Spirit “LORD” because they are led out of the internal and external
prisons of body and soul. The reign of the Spirit is the power of life
and has nothing to do with any kind of a religion of violence. While
the Spirit of resurrection grants inner freedom, the kingdom of God
creates an open space for a free life. We may even say that God’s self
is the “broad place where there is no distress any more,” if we take
up the cabalistic secret word for God: Makom.?

The grace of Christ, the love of God, and the community of the
Spirit work together in the liberation of human beings toward the
true life. Christ accepts us in grace; God loves without reserve; the
Spirit gives us new vitality. The three persons are personally differ-
entiated: Christ-God-Spirit. Each person works his or her own way:
grace-love-community. But they work together in a unified move-
ment that liberates and unites the creatures who are separated from
God. We live in the Trinity; our lives are trinitarian lives.

What happens to us, then, in the trinitarian experience of God?
The first Christian Pentecostal congregation (Acts 2:17) understood
what occurred to them as the fulfillment of the prophecy of Joel 2:28-
32. In the monstrous catastrophes of the end time, the Spirit of God
will be “poured out upon all flesh.” What is meant by “flesh” (kol
basar) is not only the pious flesh of Israel, but “all” flesh—that is, all
of humanity, and not only the human flesh, but all living beings on
earth. “Your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, and your old
[people] shall dream dreams.” Young people, who do not yet have
full standing in public life, and old people, who no longer fully par-
ticipate in public life, will be the first to experience the Spirit of life.
A new equality of generations arises in this outpouring of the life-
giving Spirit. No one is too young, no one is too old; they are all the
same in the reception of the Spirit. Men and women are made equals.
Women are just as near to the Spirit as men; there is no longer any
male privilege—in the Spirit a new messianic community of men and
women “prophesies” with equal right and equal giftedness. For this
reason, Christianity from the beginning has indisputably baptized
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men and women equally, and recognized by this act their giftedness
by the Spirit.

Does a Christian church that shuts out women from preaching
and prophesying “have” the Holy Spirit, or does such exclusion of
women “dampen” the Spirit and suppress the Spirit’s free work? A
new community out of masters and servants, mistresses and maids,
arises from the experience of the Spirit. The Spirit of God does not
respect the social differences, but abolishes them. All Spirit-filled
revival movements in Christianity have spread these socially revolu-
tionary dimensions of the experience of the Spirit and become dan-
gerous to the patriarchy, to the male church, to the slaveholders, and
to the military monarchies. The experiences of the Spirit today
among the young and the elderly are dangerous to those who
exclude the young and elderly from public life. The Spirit-filled fel-
lowship of old and young, men and women, and masters and ser-
vants is in its very existence a witness to the world of “deliverance in
the midst of danger.” Its life points to that which remains in a world
that is passing away.?!

The Trinitarian Experience of Community

At this point we turn to the other aspect of the trinitarian expe-
rience of God: community. Here the classical text is the high-priestly
prayer of Jesus in John 17:21: “That they may all be one. As you,
Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so that the
world may believe that you have sent me.”

The unity of the disciples for which Jesus prays corresponds to
the mutual indwelling of the Father in the Son and the Son in the
Father. Their unity is based neither on the monarchy of the Father nor
in the example of the Son, but on the mutuality of their indwelling—
the trinitarian perichoresis. Cyprian understood this very well when
he claimed “that Church is by the unity of the Father, the Son, and the
Holy Spirit a united people.” The community of the disciples of
Christ not only “corresponds” by analogy to the divine trinitarian
community, but also is to become a community in the divine com-
munity of the triune God so that “they [may] also be in us” (John
17:21). This is the mystical dimension of the church. The unity of
Jesus with the Father and of God with Jesus is not an exclusive, but
an open and inviting community. Here too we find a form of
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mutuality: the human community in the divine community, and the
divine community in the human community in mutual indwelling
(see also John 14:23). Love is another word for this community of
mutual indwelling. Those who love are not in themselves but in oth-
ers; those who are loved give others free space to live in them.

What does this community of human beings, which corresponds
to God and lives in God, look like? Here the classical text is the report
of the first Pentecost community, who led their lives in the Trinity:

Now the whole group of those who believed were of one heart and
soul, and no one claimed private ownership of any possessions, but
everything they owned was held in common. ... There was not a
needy person among them . . . [everything] was distributed to each as
any had need. (Acts 4:32-35)

This so-called “primitive Christian communism” was not a new
social program but rather the social expression of the new trinitarian
experience of God, of oneself in God, and, in particular, of the Spirit
of the resurrection. Those who have found resurrection and eternal
life no longer have any need to cling to the goods of this world and
to accumulate property.?? Once the fear of death has disappeared
from one’s life, the greed for life disappears as well.

The Holy Spirit is experienced as the communal Godhead, as the
“God among us,” the “go-between God” who tears down the walls
and fences that separate human beings from one another, built out of
anxiety and arrogance. In the Spirit of God the struggle of competi-
tion that ignites the struggle of all against all, which turns one human
person into the “wolf” of the other, and which isolates us from one
another, comes to an end. In the Spirit of life, human beings become
“one heart and soul” in the midst of this heartless and soulless world
of struggle and violence. We may argue that this early Christian
“communism” did not work and that it is better to cling to a “healthy
egotism.” However, the original Christian communism did not die
out. It continued to exist in the monastic orders within Christianity,
and still exists in radical groups of Christian discipleship. People
experience this “community of the Holy Spirit” today in Latin
American base communities. For example, Leonardo Boff reported
that at a meeting of base communities in Trinidade, Brazil, in July
1986, Christians put up a banner saying, “The most Holy Trinity is
the best community.”?
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“The Trinity Is Our Social Program” (Nicholas Fedorov)

Nicholas Fedorov was a friend of Dostoyevsky. I suppose that he
proposed with this slogan a third way in Russia between the autoc-
racy of the tsar and the anarchism of Kropotkin. Fedorov offered the
Trinity in God and the sobornost in the orthodox church as models for
a human society of freedom and equality. His argument ran as fol-
lows: The unity of the triune God is the personal community of
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The divine persons have everything in
common, except their personal characteristics. Their trinitarian com-
munity has an inclusive dynamic for every creature. The presence of
the trinitarian community of God in human history overcomes the
perversions and privileges through which the various differences
among human beings have turned into inequality and oppression.?

What does this trinitarian community mean for the church? I
believe that it is the task of Christian congregations to strengthen the
Spirit of community within the hierarchical and bureaucratic form of
the church. We need a strong congregational reality within large
church organizations so that people on the local level can experience
not only a community of worship and Eucharist but also a serving
and diaconic community of trust. Priests and pastors need an active
community that supports them. An open and inviting congregation
releases new energies, through which people may enjoy more accep-
tance and greater participation. “The trinitarian principle replaces
the principle of power with that of agreement,” as Orthodox theolo-
gians say. The entire people of God become the guardian of the
divine truth, not only bishops or Cardinal Ratzinger. By witnessing
to the gospel, all members of the church, each in his or her own way,
exercise the “magisterial office.” The one baptism of men and women
constitutes the church-community, not one single office. Only
through freedom and equality of all can the congregation of Christ
become a healing community in our violent society.

Today’s society is marked economically by the “globalization” of
industry and markets, and socially by a growing individualism. The
market society isolates people, destroys their communities, and
infects them with the poison of competition. Can this progressive
individualism safeguard human dignity and increase our freedom?
No, because a person is not an “individual.” This distinction is sim-
ple, but widely unknown. An “individual,” like an “atom” in Greek,
is literally that ultimate element of indivisibility”® What can no
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longer be divided has no relationships; it cannot communicate any-
more. Hence Goethe was correct with his dictum: Individuum est
ineffabile. If a human individual has no relationships, he or she also
has no characteristics and no name. Such a person is unrecognizable
and cannot even know himself or herself.

To call a human person “a certain individual” was an insult in
the old German and Spanish culture. An “individual” is an anony-
mous being, without name and family. A “person” is, by contrast, a
human being in the resonance-field of his or her relationships of
I-you-we or I-myself or I-it, as Martin Buber said. Within this net-
work of relationships the human subject becomes a subject of giving
and taking, hearing and responding, touching and experiencing.
Modern individualism does not serve the freedom of human per-
sons, but more their new enslavement. Divide and conquer was the
well-known Roman method of domination. If you want to rule over
people, you must separate, isolate, and individualize them as much
as you can. If their separation reaches an ultimate element of indivis-
ibility, then they can be considered totally subjugated. The modern
“individual” is, in this respect, the end-product of a certain “divide-
and-rule method” to which we all are subjected, especially by televi-
sion, as Noam Chomsky has demonstrated.?

How can human persons defend their dignity and freedom over
against the pressures of modern individualism? By becoming able
and willing for community, and by defending their communal life. Is
true human freedom really nothing but the “free choice” of the indi-
vidual? The old German word for “freedom” has the same root as
kindness. One is “free” who is friendly, kind, open, liking, and lov-
ing, says Kluge’s famous Etymologisches Worterbuch.”” Whoever
orders “alcohol-free” drinks receives no alcohol, but in German who-
ever is gastfrei (which means “hospitable”) has many guests and is
freigebig—that is, “generous and capable of fellowship with
strangers.” This is the social side of human freedom. In contempo-
rary terms this is the concept of communicative freedom. The differ-
ence is simple. Where do I feel personally free? In a supermarket
where I can buy whatever [ want as long as I have the money for it,
but where no one knows me and not even the cashier looks into my
eyes? Or in a community where I am accepted, where people know
me and look into my eyes and affirm me as Iam? The first is the expe-
rience of individual free-choice; the second is the reality of commu-
nicative freedom. The first focuses on things; the second on persons.
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We need to recognize, finally, the corresponding analogies of the
inner-trinitarian mystery of the triune God in God’s creation. All
things are created in order to reflect God’s life, beauty, and commu-
nity. The Spirit of God fills the earth and holds all things together.
This is the creation-community. God’s creation is a community of
creatures. Each creature in its own way participates and contributes
to the rich and colorful community. The universe is not a monarchi-
cal pyramid, as Aristotle thought, but rather a covenanted, democra-
tic community, consisting of living beings and environments.
Modern human civilization has separated itself from the creation-
community, the web of life on earth, in order to dominate the earth,
and is in fact beginning to destroy it. We need a new integration of
human culture in the nature of the earth if we want to survive,
because we are dependent on the nature of the earth, but nature is not
dependent on us.

The church of the triune God lives in the “community of the
Spirit.” When this Spirit is “poured out on all flesh,” the community
of the Spirit encompasses the whole creation-community, and the
church in its catholicity becomes an ecological church. When we wor-
ship the Holy Trinity, we hear not only the cries of imprisoned
human beings but also the sighs of the enslaved creatures, as did
Paul (Romans 8). To live in the Trinity and to lead a trinitarian life
brings us into the creation-community and gives us hope for a “new
earth and a new heaven.”
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