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          For several centuries Trinitarian orthodoxy has been under attack as an unintelligible speculation.  Its abstract difficulty, its essential paradox, was the target of Enlightenment skepticism.  The doctrine was wholly unnecessary for the project of 19th century liberals, and despite the revival of interest in the doctrine in this century, much of the church still sees discussions of the Trinity as something which engenders more “bewilderment than faith.” 

     One explanation for this might be that the doctrine has fallen victim to the pragmatism of the church growth movement.  People seldom understand anything for which they have no use. While the recent controversy over Gwen Shamblin’s subordinationism suggests that some sections of the evangelical church remain quite unwilling to tolerate any departure from Trinitarian orthodoxy, anecdotal evidence also suggests that there is very little preaching done on the doctrine. Church pews are not filled with people who can readily identify any of its implications for Christian piety and practice.  This, of course, is not new. Immanuel Kant discounted the doctrine of the Trinity saying, “it is impossible to extract from the difference [between Trinitarianism and unitarian monotheism] any different rules for practical living.”
 Much more recently Karl Rahner, not withstanding the work of Barth, Moltmann and Pannenberg, has suggested  that “should the doctrine of the Trinity be dropped as false, the major part of religious literature would well remain virtually unchanged.” 

      From the outset of the Stone-Campbell tradition this pragmatic opposition to Trinitarian language has been considerably widespread.  In the late 1830’s there seems to have been a good deal of de-facto unitarian sentiment which did not often get expressed and which Campbell, himself, preferred to ignore.
  He, himself, may have unwittingly contributed to the disinterest in the topic because he was sick of it.  It seemed to him to be the “Alpha and Omega of the preaching and writing of hosts of the living and the dead.”  Second, it was “utterly beyond the limits of human power to form ideas of spiritual existence…by analogies from nature.”
  This field of debate was ripe for producing all kinds of unprofitable argumentation because it was just beyond accurate human metaphor.  When he agreed to begin a discussion of the matter with Henry Crew he allowed that it was no easy matter “in our ascent into these high and cold regions to abstract speculation…to keep the mercury from freezing.”
   After Crew’s third submission to the Harbinger on the subject of the Trinity, Campbell decided that the current  discussion had gone quite cold and was apt, like previous discussions, to “do no good but much evil.”
 

        Barton Stone especially requested that Alexander Campbell publish an article from the Christian Messenger in which Stone claimed that “every doctrine of God in religion is necessary for some practical end, and, without which, that end cannot be accomplished in the human mind.”
  The unspoken point, of course, was that much Trinitarian reflection had no such practical import.  While, like Stone, Campbell  thought speculation was unprofitable, he would not have agreed that the idea of sociality within the divine life had no practical importance.  At the outset of his Christian System Campbell articulates a Christology that acknowledges Christ as the “supreme Deity” writing:
The divine doctrine of these holy and incomprehensible relations in the Divinity so identified with all dispensations of religion—and so essential to the mediatorship of Christ, that it is impossible to make any real and divine proficiency in the true knowledge of God, of man, of reconciliation, of remission of sins, of eternal life; or in the piety and divine life of Christ’s religion, without a clear and distinct perception of it.

      While it is important to note that Campbell does not make understanding the relations in the Godhead a condition of salvation and thus not a term of communion, he did believe it was impossible to grow in piety or gain proficiency in the Christian life without an appreciation of what has been called Trinitarian reflection.
  

          To anyone familiar with Campbell this assertion may seem controversial because Campbell would have vehemently denied being a “Trinitarian.” 

       But Campbell’s objection to the language of Trinitarianism has to be understood in light of what he considered to be his overarching goals for the reformation.    According to Richardson’s book published by Campbell, the Reformation’s great over-arching purpose was “to establish Christian union upon the basis of a SIMPLE EVANGELICAL CHRISTIANITY.”
  Here simple and evangelical should not be understood as simplistic, but as uncluttered and unfettered by excessive baggage.  Campbell was attempting a simplification on two fronts.  He was first attempting to “establish a unity of faith in stead of diversity of opinion which has distracted religious society.” And he was also attempting to “restore the gospel and its institutions in all their original simplicity.”
  

      But both prongs of this attempt to simplify evangelical Christianity shared a common methodology.  First, critical to both of Campbell’s attempts to make a distinction between faith and opinion and his desire to eradicate foreign elements from the simple gospel proclamation was his distinction between “facts” and “truth.”  A fact for Campbell was defined from its Latin derivation and indicated something done.   The testimony to the factual acts of God in history, then, is what produced faith.  Reasoning merely addressed the understanding of man.  But facts have “a power which logical truth has not—they, as a moral seal or archetype delineate the image of God on the human soul.”  It was these “moral facts,” or the narrative of the mighty acts of God that made a “full impression on the soul of man.” 
  The doctrine of the Trinity was a truth for Campbell, but it was not a fact.  And as such, while it did address itself to the understanding, its articulation did not produce faith in the heart of people.  In 1830 he published a piece from the Philadelphia Gazette criticizing missionary enterprises because missionaries relied on the “abstruse dogmas of the church rather than the mild doctrines of Christianity for persuasion.  The Turk had to digest the Trinity before he was acquainted with the beautiful morality of the gospel.”
  Two years later he provided a spoof, a ludicrous and technical expansion of the Nicene creed, ending with this note of sarcasm. “This is the catholic faith, which except a man believe faithfully and steadfastly, he cannot be saved?!”
  Just as conversion and one’s theory of conversion were two different subjects, so also a theory of the Trinity and a simple Biblical expression of the Godhead were different themes.  Campbell’s reservation here against Trinitarian language is that those who used it were making abstract explanations of Christ’s deity additional conditions upon the intellect before salvation was possible.  

        But beyond it being an elaboration on the simple gospel facts, Campbell, in anticipation of much twentieth century thought, believed that words were what made thoughts possible.  If it were possible to so restrict evangelistic vocabulary to the words of the inspired Biblical text, a unity of understanding would be possible.  Thus, when he writes to the writers of the British Millennial Harbinger he says:

       Purity of speech must precede purity of faith…We therefore make purity of speech and essential item of the current reformation.  When we cease debating about scholastic and barbarous phrases, and learn to speak of Bible things in Bible words we shall soon learn to think the same things, as far as a union of sentiment is desirable.  For my part, I do not think that identity of opinion is desirable among Christians…

    This statement is extraordinary for two reasons.  First, unlike many in his day, he was willing to doubt that a unity of sentiment on many issues was even desirable, but perhaps more importantly for understanding Campbell, is his assumption that unity of evangelistic vocabulary words will eventually lead to a unity of thought on the major Christian facts to which he attached salvific or evangelical import.  The eradication of denominational vocabulary and “buzz words” was his chosen path to Christian agreement or “union in truth.”
  As early as 1827 he had written that while speaking the same things is the effect of thinking the same things, “yet, perhaps it might be true that speaking the same things might in turn, be the cause of thinking the same things.”

     Since the locution “Trinity” does not appear in the New Testament, it does appears at the head of  Campbell’s often repeated lists of locutions which he believed were the language of Ashdod.  These “words” or phrases suggested doctrines that he would neither affirm nor deny.  But the terminology itself was not a part of the simple evangelical Christianity he wished to restore, and he believed this terminology was what stood in the way of the unity necessary for effective evangelism.  He writes:

           “When preachers are willing to leave unscriptural words and doctrines for the words of Christ and the plain express doctrine of Christ and his apostles, wars and contentions will cease, and all will consent to wholesome words.”
  

      Early on in the Reformation he did not seem to want to discuss Trinitarian issues.  He felt his influence on both sides of the strident fight about the Godhead were attempting to undue his influence on other fronts by asserting that he was heterodox regarding this question.
  He wrote that he had been asked “a thousand times, ‘What do you think of the Trinity’ ” in an attempt to draw him into the controversy.  He regarded the debate as it had then been characterized as an “untaught question” about “scholastic distinctions and unprofitable speculations.”
   He regretted that Stone had written so extensively against all Trinitarian interpretations causing quite a stir, for as the relationship between the Reformers and the Christians became closer Campbell was constantly being asked about his position on the Godhead and how he could associate with an Arian heretic like Stone.  Continuously people wanted to debate such questions even when the purpose of gatherings were to attend to quite different matters.
  

       The fact that Campbell often preached in Unitarian churches attempting to spread the principles of the reformation also contributed to the speculation.  But accusations about Campbell’s supposed Unitarian sentiments may have climaxed with the charges of  W.R. Landis whose Review of Campbell’s translation of the New Testament brought forth a Review of a Review from Campbell’s pen.
  Campbell’s elimination of the Trinitarian proof-text 1 John 5:7b which is not in the earliest versions was evidence enough of Campbell’s heterodoxy for Landis.  Given this context, it’s highly probable that Campbell refused to be called a Trinitarian for the very practical purpose of trying to stay out of  what he considered unprofitable controversy. 

        The other reason Campbell disliked the term Trinitarian was that Trinitarians had long expressed the relationship between Father and Son as an “eternal” relationship.  Campbell indicated from about 1810 forward he had “objected to calling [the Son of God] an ‘eternal son’ because if he were only the son of God from all eternity, he is entitled very little, if any more glory, than what the Arians give him.”
  The term Son of God expressed not a relation existing before the Christian era, but a relation which commenced at that time.”
  In other words, the subordination of the Son which can clearly be seen in the New Testament was the result of Jesus’ kenotic self-emptying in the incarnation.  The idea of an eternal son robbed Jesus of the glory he had with the Father before the creation of the world.  Campbell’s position did not change. Thirty years later he wrote, “I can show…that anyone who teaches an “eternal son” denies, without, perhaps, intending it, the true and proper divinity of my Savior.”
  While Arians asserted an ontological subordination of the Son, the Calvinists, Campbell thought, were making the functional subordination of the Son to the Father an eternal subordination.  This he refused to do.        

       In fact, Campbell wanted to take the explanation of the Godhead completely away from the  language of “procession” from the Father.  Jesus’ coming from the Father in the Gospel of John was language which referred to the incarnation, and did not have the meaning attributed to it by some later Trinitarians.  He wrote, “all the eternal generation and eternal procession speculators are no better than Unitarians of the Channing school, I fearlessly assert.”
 In stead, Campbell preferred to refer to the pre-incarnate Christ as the “Word of God.”   “Just as a word is an exact image of an idea, so is the Word an exact image of the invisible God…God never was without the Word.”  Thus, the relation between the members of the Godhead was an “uncreated and unoriginated relation.”
  He was rejecting Trinitarian formulations not because they were unreasonable or led to a supposed Tri-theism, but because they did not fully exalt Christ in his eternal glory.   He felt as though these views placed him on a “lofty eminence whence he looked down upon…Arianism.”

      These were the reasons Campbell eschewed the appellation of “Trinitarian.”  But  no Unitarian of the day mistook  him to be one of them for very long.  Having expressed only some of these views, Stone wrote him, “we can see no material difference between your views and those of the Calvinists.”
  Stone then began to draw Campbell out upon the question of the Trinity saying, “The ground you occupy is too high for common minds to tread.”  Stone articulated the assumption which guided his critique of Campbell’s Trinitarian views.  “We have always thought that a relation implied more than one.”
  Stone could not conceive of relationality within the Divine life.  His unconscious devotion to the classical theism which insisted God was both simple and impassible made the idea of relationality within the Godhead incomprehensible.   Therefore, he believed Campbell’s views led to tri-theism.  

      Campbell’s reply chided Stone for continuing the debate and calling “him into the field” on this subject of controversy.
  His unspoken hope (wish?) was that if Stone restricted himself to Biblical language people would eventually come to see the Godhead in much clearer light than if they continued the tired debate.  Campbell, then, asserted that the truths of the Bible were to be received as “first principles” not to be tried by reason, but to be received as principles from which one is to reason.  Thus, while Trinitarian language did point to a mysterious God who could not be fully understood, some things had to be accepted even if they were counter-intuitive.     

             Campbell felt like the strongest objection to his concept of the Godhead was the supposed absurdity of three persons being one God.  Campbell admitted that language breaks down when contemplating these subjects, but he also insisted that a tri-moded Spirit being was no more unreasonable than an uncaused cause.  It was no more unreasonable than there could be a God at all. Therefore, the expressed declarations of Scripture might settle some of these questions, but appeals to reason never would.

        Campbell, then, was thoroughly Trinitarian even if he rejected much of Calvinist Trinitarian terminology.   But we have already noted Campbell’s deep conviction that Trinitarian knowledge was not requisite for salvation, and that the question in certain contexts ought not to be discussed because of its divisive character.  What then were the implications of his conception of the Godhead?

Worship

    Six years after the exchange with Stone, Henry Crew once again requested a discussion of the Godhead pleading that Campbell not dismiss his request as merely a vain speculation.  “It will not be denied that Jesus Christ is the one God of whom are all things, or he is not.  Nor can it be denied that it is important for us to know whether he is or not, that we may worship with understanding.”
  Should Jesus be worshipped in the same way as we worship God? Campbell agreed this was an important question and honored Crew’s request for an exchange in the Harbinger.  In Campbell’s first response to Crew he indicated that Unitarians or Arians of his stripe were conceiving God as a mathematical unit.  No such mathematical three-in-oneness was suggested by the Bible, or, for that matter, by Trinitarians.
  There were no metaphors from nature adequate to describe a tri-moded spiritual being let alone reduce the divine Character to a mathematical analysis.  Campbell simply believed there was an inter-penetration between the modes of deity.  Therefore, Campbell told Crew that he could not worship with the same mathematical exactitude he did.  

I do not think of worshipping with the exactitude of which you speak, as if I were to pay so much tax to the King and so much tithe to the Priest.  I cannot thus mathematically worship either the Father or the Son.  The Father and Son are one in my salvation.  The Father is my God, and Jesus is my Lord.  They are one in the admiration of my understanding—they are one in the adoration of my heart.” 

Attitude toward Mystery

     In this same response to Crew Campbell indicated that accepting that there is society in God, himself, was a source of joy for him.  All Christians except on faith that God is self-existent Jehovah, independent, and eternal.  While these truths were incomprehensible, they could also be sources of joy.  In the same way Trinitarian reflection overwhelmed the intellect with a truth so “mysterious, supernatural, and unsearchable” that it drew men into worship.
   Trinitarian reflection then recommended a piety that embraces mystery as a source of renewal rather than bewilderment.  Whatever Campbell’s indebtedness to the Enlightenment, he refused to make Enlightenment  rationalism the final arbiter of truth.  A strong doctrine of the “relations within the Deity” made confusion less threatening, and it surrendered the feverish desire to control a sometimes uncontrollable world through understanding.

Relationships and Human Development

      Like many before him, Campbell saw the different aspects of a human being-- “body, soul, and spirit” united in one person-- as something that corresponded to God’s own triune nature.
    Just as there was an inter-penetration of hypostases within the life of God, the different aspects of a human being could not be isolated.  Any attempt at remediation required an attempt to integrate physical, intellectual and moral education.  Thus, at the root of Campbell’s educational theory, which integrated all kinds of learning, was his understanding of the inter-penetration of the persons of the Godhead. The totality of body soul and spirit must be simultaneously addressed.

        Campbell also argued in various ways that part of what it meant to be created in the image of God was to be created a social being.  Adam before the fall had within himself  both male and female dimensions.  He was necessarily in a way plural.  For the Adam was created male and female in the image of God.
  But here it must be said that Campbell was usually arguing for Trinitarian conceptions from the sociality of human beings rather than deriving imperatives about human relationality from the indicative of God’s own intrinsic relationality.
 There doesn’t seem to be a lot which would anticipate Moltmann, who in this century has developed this aspect of  Trinitarian reflection. There is nothing in the Christian System which overtly suggests that naked, emotional and intimate communication and most of all, direct communication not accomplished by proxy, follows from a Trinitarian view of the cross.   Nevertheless, in Campbell there is at least the implicit assumption that to be a whole human being one must be in relationship especially in the Church where again, while there are many members, there is only one body.  The title Christian System given to his central theological work suggests Campbell’s profound grasp of the systemic communal character of God’s remedial system.  This anticipated many of the insights of contemporary systems theory, and Campbell was able to do so on the basis of his view of the Deity which included relationality.  

      Could we additionally speculate that Campbell’s stress on the ordinance of the supper in part stems from his understanding of God’s intrinsic relationality?  Certainly he believed that the whole Christian system and “all the institutions and developments of religion” rests on an understanding of what has been since called the economic Trinity.
  All of redemption must be understood in terms of what the differentiated modes accomplish in the redemption of human beings.  But Campbell goes further in saying that the “whole system of creation, providence, and redemption are founded upon these relations in the Deity.” 

Divine Suffering and Atonement

     There can be no doubt that one of the major implications of the doctrine of Jesus’ deity had to do with the way one understands the cross.  For Campbell to deny the doctrine of three relations in one godhead was to “deny the possibility of saving sinners.”  For Campbell, relationality within the Godhead was the “frame-work of the whole remedial economy.”
       

     Much of Campbell’s explicit treatment of this subject was in reaction to Stone.  In Stone’s Address to the Christian Churches there are numerous arguments against the Trinity and the notion of substitutionary atonement.  Almost all of them are related to Stone’s a priori acceptance that God is incapable of suffering (impassible) and incapable of offering anything to himself. (a simple monad)
 Because of this he associates substitutionary language with the notion of “proxy suffering.”  Of course, Campbell did not believe in the offensive doctrine of proxy suffering or punishment either.  The whole notion is eliminated if the one suffering on the cross is God himself in Jesus Christ. 

         Campbell knew that this understanding of the Word’s kenotic action in becoming human flesh, suffering and dying had implications for the doctrine of Divine immutability.  Campbell would not go so far as Barth would two generations later argue for the humanity of God, but he did come close.  In asserting the similarities between God and human beings created in his image he says, “there is so much resemblance as to peremptorily forbid all dogmatism as to what is, or is not, compatible with the unity, spirituality, and immutability of God.”
  The biblical doctrine of man created in God’s image was not just about anthropology.  It suggested the possibility of human-like affectation and change within the Deity within the bounds of a larger unchanging divine essence.  God had entered human loneliness in Jesus Christ.

       Thus, Campbell believed that God was really affected by the cross.  The painful work of bearing with sin had not been delegated to another while he was unaffected by such suffering.   Campbell could not understand how a creature or anything someone might characterize as a sub-deity could do more to affect the hearts of men than “Abel, Moses, John the Baptist, Steven, Peter, James or Paul did—tell the truth, the whole truth, lead an exemplary life and as a martyr offer up his soul to God!”
    The whole notion of a Arian sub-deity offering himself seemed to Campbell an inefficient use of resources when a lowly man could accomplish the same thing in showing how much one could love God and be loved by God.   If Christ’s divinity was to be so diluted so as to mean one in whom the Spirit had anointed in character and giftedness, then by this definition of divine one might “find room for Balaam’s ass, because that ass was under such plenary inspiration as to have words suggested” to him by God. Assuredly in Arian vocabulary this must have been “a divine ass!”
      

       Stone’s view of the atonement primarily focused upon humanity’s capacity to come to love God and share in the divine nature demonstrated by Jesus on the cross.  But what was never clear was to what extent a person might feel his transgression was indeed “finished” when the human nature of a believer at numerous points does not bear a resemblance to the divine nature.  Sinners are demonstrably not totally united to the divine nature when there is ongoing personal and systemic sin.  For Campbell, Christ had made possible an “everlasting justification.”
  He accomplished an “eternal redemption” in which a person was assured of restored relationship with God initially at baptism and then continuously through a faith quite apart of any specific degree of consequent sanctification.  Campbell, unlike Stone, was able to separate the doctrine of imputed righteousness from the rest of Calvinist orthodoxy, and while he did believe a person participated in the divine nature by faith and this necessarily had to express itself in works of faith, sanctification was in large part a matter of participating in the Christian system whereby a person learned to trust the finished work of Christ—the righteousness imputed at the cross.     

Holding the Bible Together

   But the central importance of Trinitarian reflection did not end with its capacity to speak of a God who is moved by human suffering and a God who really has been affected by the cross, and as such capable of offering sinners continuous cleansing.  Trinitarian reflection was not only the “frame-work of the whole remedial economy.” It also pointed to “a display of divine perfections and excellencies as fully reveals the glory of God.”
   Trinitarian reflection, to use later language, is able to speak of God’s direct “self-revelation.”  In his Address on Education Campbell said  that “God in nature, in providence, in moral government, and in redemption, presents nothing to man in the abstract, or absolute elementary form, but every thing in a concrete and relative form.”   The great saving particular “facts” which brought about human redemption climaxed in “the incarnation of the Divinity in our humanity.”
  Thus, the character of God was not known primarily through abstractions but through the scandalous particularity of the concrete life and death of  Jesus of Nazareth.  Understanding the relations between the persons in the Godhead then helped believers understand the glory of God, because it had been directly and concretely communicated in the “fact” of the incarnation.

     But finally, Trinitarian reflection was also necessary for Campbell’s Bible.  John 1:18  reads, No one has seen God, but the only begotten of the father has made him known.  The word exegoemai, translated made him known, means “exegeted” him or “interpreted” him. Campbell wrote, “…the incarnate Word, is the interpreter of Gods will.”
  Campbell’s choice of the word “interpreter” is significant.  It recently has been argued that the Johanine community believed Jesus in his own life to be the definitive interpreter of Torah in which he embodied the ideals of Old Testament prophetic, priestly and ruler paradigms.   Campbell would agree. His interpretation of the whole of Scripture seems to be rooted in Romans and Hebrews and the Christian high priest and prophet who is revealed there. “With me,” he said, “consistency must precede faith.  I must see types, figures, prophesies, promises, harmonizing; I must see the means and the ends correspondent.” 
  Campbell believed that if he could not demonstrate that Jesus was “God with us” –“Jehovah,” he couldn’t prove any “proposition whatsoever.” 
 His understanding of Christ as the eternal word of God, who was God and the interpreter of God, lead necessarily to a Christ-centered approach to Biblical interpretation.  But perhaps more importantly, the doctrine of relations within one God enabled Campbell to avoid tri-theism all the while holding the Testaments together in a way that allowed the canon to maintain an unchallenged authority and infallibility.  

Conclusion
        While Campbell was not unaware that translation is in some sense interpretation, that fact does call into question his whole notion of “sound words.”  Which English translations were sound?  Additionally, his objection to using any extra-Biblical language such as “Triune” might seem strange given linguistic signs cannot be understood outside of a whole context of usage.  All linguistic signs have a semantic dimension in that they imply interconnections with other referents.  That system of usage cannot be fully undermined or corrected simply by restricting vocabulary.  Such a policy may have some short-term merit in keeping an outward peace, but it hampers precise communication and the cause of clarity over the long term.  

      Nevertheless, while we may find Campbell’s aversion to Trinitarian language strange given that he reacted so intensely to any form of subordinationism, we can discern a number of practical implications of his doctrine of God.  For him the relations within the deity suggests a piety that embraces mystery, where the Father, Son and Spirit are one as objects of the believer’s affection.  It led him to a churchly and systemic view of sanctification.  It helped him know God as one who suffers with him in his grief and who had justified him even in his sin.  It enabled him to hold the whole canon together and thus see the Bible as a final objective standard around which Christians could unite and grow.  Thus, it was to a consistent Bible he could constantly turn even in the discussion of these matters, saying, “The Father has so glorified [Christ] as our head and has so signified to us his delight in him, that, of all the texts in the Bible, there is none we could misapply in reference to Jesus more than that which says, “Jehovah will not give his glory to another.”
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