SESSION 5 - CHURCH HISTORY SEMINAR WITH DR. GEORGE BEBAWI


NOTE:  Julie is Bannon is going to edit George’s  45-page handout “The Roots of the Divine Unity of the Godhead in Christian Tradition - The One and the Many” for us!  She will email it when she has finished!  Thanks so much, Julie!

CONTINUING ON THE DOCTRINE OF THE TRINITY

CURIOSITY

You cannot talk about the Trinity if you have not discovered giving and taking.  In a sermon to monks in Egypt about 480 AD, John the Short said that because of the incarnation, new life comes to us.  We need a new vocabulary for our religion and our relationships because of this new life, and the new life to come.  John the Short warned the monks that the mystery of this new life would be rejected.  But because God granted us the desire to know, made us curious, we will explore the new life.  Curiosity is part of the divine that is in us.  Without it we wouldn’t see any progress.  Science shows that people are curious, especially about the outcome of scientific research and experiments.  Also, the design of teaching in parables is to make a curious--we want to know what they mean.

ONENESS AND DISTINCTION

Being able to give and take depends on both oneness and distinction.  In Christ, the doctrine of the Trinity shows that no true union can take place without distinctions.   Only Christianity offers this.  Buddhists, for example, can’t have true union.   The  Dali Llama is a very dangerous man because he’s charismatic and nice and invites people to become Buddhists on their own terms, and, because there will be other lives,  complete understanding is not on the agenda for this life.  Christianity cannot be reconciled to Buddhism because we humans are biologically and psychologically and mentally distinct--not trying to escape to nirvana!  Still, the narcissistic tendency in all of us,  doesn’t allow us to commune fully; there’s always a desire to hold something back!  
George visited a hermit in Egypt outside his cave.  There were three monks from another commune there and the hermit George was visiting told him not to say anything to them because they would try to get him to go to their monasteries.  They would not accept truth and George struggles with how much we should try to keep to ourselves.  In a university you can’t really speak the whole full truth to a professor because of his position.  You have to bide your time and use wisdom in what you say when.

WHAT HOLDS US BACK FROM FULL COMMUNION?

1.
Inability to perceive that communion with others is the highest form of life.  Think about our immune system, how it fights having anything foreign taken into the body, like heart transplants and skin grafts.  We can’t survive unless we maintain our individuality, but we also depend on social systems throughout our lives.  We receive life from our parents, and we are educated in schools and we depend on different groups, all of which are systems of communion.  

When a system goes wrong, it is good to reform that system, not the individuals that are part of it.  There is no legalism in communion.  A story about a man jailed for beating his wife shows he does not understand communion at all or he couldn’t do that to another human being.  He’s in jail, but the journey with Christ is not controlled by rules, but by love.  Outside of love there cannot be a give-and-take relationship between people.  

In the Lord’s supper, when you receive the body and blood of Christ symbolically, is it also symbolic of receiving the community?  The answer is no.  Not many believed it was a communion when George was chaplain in St John’s Church of England for several years.   Chapters 10 and 11 of First Corinthians describes how the many shared in order to become one.  Why don’t we see it as a partaking together?  
2.
We try often to draw an analogy from material objects to the Trinity.  Tertullian

Tried to make an analogy from the sun’s three parts:  the disc, the heat, the light.  How do the three create together to complete the whole?  The analogy breaks down because the Father, Son and Holy Spirit invite us to become part of the Trinity.  There is no relationship amongst the disc, heat and light.  There is nothing in creation that will serve as a good analogy to the Trinity.  
3.
We have confused “person” and “individual” from the European cultural meaning.  An individual is completely separate in Christianity.  An individual is a psychological term in American culture that pulls it apart from “person.”  What makes me a person is our community; it’s communion with others.  There are conflicts because of the emphasis on being an individual rather than a member of the community.

DeToqueville said regardless of our status, in our culture in America, we are joiners and  we make groups, and that shocked him.  But, in early America it was very important to stick together for defense and survival!  When we draw lines between individuals and persons, the system is set above human life.  When you apply the system, you are not paying attention to human life.  More examples or the system are guilds and unions.  They subordinated the individual to the organization.   We also separate ourselves with the civil/secular view vs. the Christian view of human life.  When you organize everything on a legal basis, people are no longer persons, but “entities.”  
St. Pachomius used to visit monasteries and on one trip a monk said, “Since you left we haven’t had a cooked meal.”  The brother responsible for cooking said it was the Lenten season and they don’t eat during that season; so he wasn’t cooking.  Instead he made mats and utensils which Saint Pachomius burned because the monk was not meeting the needs of his brothers, only himself!

What drives individuality is that my needs come first.  George told a story about a lady who loved her animals more than her husband.  She couldn’t transcend her individual needs.  The specific point where sacrificial Christian love departs from secular/social sacrificial love is the motivation.  The motivation is to reach perfect love, growing in my own understanding of what mature love really is.

George talked about his friend, Philemon, visiting George when George was on a contemplative retreat with monks.  They didn’t speak, it was silent and focused on solitude.  Philemon asked George how many snakes and scorpions he had discovered hidden in his heart.  Then he asked him what he missed the most in his solitude.  George said “reading and news and books and doing something creative.”  George missed talking with people.  Philemon asked, “What else?”  George said he was lonely, and Philemon said, those were the snakes and scorpions.  Philemon used to lock himself away for up to a year or two to be praised for what he was doing, as he discovered--those were his snakes and scorpions.  Vainglory is locked into our pride and egoism.  Give for nothing.   Don’t look for rewards, but look to be mature, not anything extra, that’s sacrificial love.    In Hebrew a reward is what you deserve plus something extra.  See the parable of the workers in Romans 4.

4.
We need to cure our imagination.  We try to imagine how the three of the unity are related to one another.  Jehovah’s Witnesses picture the trinity as a pig with three heads.  One pig is sitting in front of me with one head, no brains.  We try to see how all three members of the trinity are related to each other and very often we create a false image of God.  We pick up on the fact that there are three, but all analogies fail because love isn’t something you analyze to figure out.  It’s like bird watching--you won’t enjoy it if you start to analyze all the biological components of the birds, etc. 
HOW DO YOU CURE YOUR IMAGINATION?

1.
Try to work out in your own imagination how a love relationship works out socially.
2
try to put the word before the image.  The word is a laxative, a tool for thinking.  Feel what comes into your mind.  Read Galatians 4:4 and consider “Abba, Father,”  feeling it, not analyzing it.  Keep the word of God in your heart because your heart will keep the word of God.    Icons are images that point to the truth, the reality.  You try to gain extra access to God through icons.  Lighting candles, kissing an icon, all that is holy paganism.  Think about it:  is the Virgin Mary living in darkness and needs your miserable light?  Customs of the Orthodox church are all attempts to gain something extra.  When you see an icon, you know it is a transient picture.  

George told a story about a very valuable icon he was given by the priest who married him the first time in a Russian Orthodox church.  The point was that it was something the priest loved and he also loved George and wanted him to have it regardless of how much money he could get by selling it.  George will pass it on when the time comes.

Priests are called father because they are to be giving birth to a kingdom.  Don’t call a cleric Father because only God is the source of our life.  The Words is the daughter of the lips because it was born out of the Father.
WHAT GAVE RISE TO THE PERSONHOOD OF GOD?

1.
What is the basic difference between an object and a person?  What are the true manifestations of a personhood?

2.
Salvation is the restoration of our fallen humanity (from being slaves) to  personhood (children of God).  What does it feel like to be treated as an object?  Can you be a person without the personhood of God?
3.
Throughout our human history and culture there has been a struggle between things like a concept and a relationship, customs and freedom, grace and law.  In what ways do you think personhood would help us make the commitment to freedom and love?

4.
Do you need personhood to be free?  Would grace work without personhood?
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