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Guidance for Leaders     LEADERS 

 
TEACHING/ LEARNING PHILOSOPHY - THE LEADER’S ROLE 
 
The philosophy throughout the course is that every session is participative and 
consciously draws on, deepens and broadens the experience, thoughts and feelings of 
group members. 
 
Every session follows a pattern to enable this to happen.  
 

Before the session  
 

Preparation  
This is work done by group members before each session which encourages them 
to bring into focus their own experiences and thoughts on the topic. They may 
choose to do background reading, but there is no expectation or requirement 
that they will. The leader can expect group members to have done the 
preparation, while accepting some will not, for a variety of reasons! 

 
During the session 
 

1. Listen and Share  
This phase is an opportunity for group members to listen and learn from each 
other using the material they have prepared. The leader needs to encourage 
participation, encouraging those who are reticent (and gently silencing those who 
tend to dominate!) The leader’s role here is to receive / accept contributions and 
perhaps ask questions to probe and prompt further thoughts. 
 
2. Discover and Explore  
This is the key phase for the leader to give some input on the topic for the 
session. How this is done will vary, depending on the topic, the nature of the 
group and the leader’s preferred style. A “mini lecture” may be appropriate, but 
there should always be an opportunity for questions and clarification. Other 
approaches may be more overtly interactive / participative. The leader may 
choose to use different media and approaches e.g. DVD, audio tape / pictures, 
flipchart work, short ’quizzes’ etc, always remembering that people learn in 
different ways, so some variety is likely to help more people to benefit. The aim 
throughout is, as the title for this section indicates, to help people to discover 
new ideas and to begin to explore them. While the leader therefore will have 
some knowledge of the topic, the skill of facilitating reflection is as important as 
the imparting of knowledge.  
 
Each session also has an A4 outline for the ‘discover and explore’ phase for each 
strand. This is for guidance only and should not be seen as prescriptive, but the 
leader may find it helpful to use some of the ideas. The sheet also includes 
suggestions for questions and activities which can be used during the session, and 
further reading and resources. 
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3. Reflect and Respond  
This phase of the session will lead on naturally from the ‘discover and explore’ 
phase. It is designed to help group members to begin to digest what they have 
discovered and clarify what is important for them and their Christian discipleship. 
Its focus is therefore looking beyond the session and thinking about how what has 
been discovered might be applied or make a difference. The leader’s role is once 
again to encourage the process, ensuring everyone has an opportunity to 
contribute if they wish.  
 

After the session 
 
Review  
This phase takes place after the session and continues the process of ‘reflect and 
respond’. The leader should encourage group members to try to make time to do 
this (it is essential if they are working towards becoming a Local Ministry Team 
member or gaining an Award). 

 
RUNNING A SESSION – SOME PRACTICALITIES 
 

1. Timing 
The timings suggested for each phase are for guidance only and will vary from 
session to session. It is important that enough time is left for ‘reflect and 
respond’, and that the session finishes at the agreed time. 
 
Time for welcome / introductions, worship / prayer and refreshments is included, 
but a visiting leader is not expected to organise these (see Role of the Local Co-
ordinator). 
 
2. Handouts / course materials 
Each group member will have a ‘Participant’s folder’ for the module, which will 
include the preparation and review sheets for each session, plus a sheet where 
they can make notes during the session.  
 
The leader’s A4 outlines can usefully be given to group members as a handout 
during or after the session, or the leader may choose to provide their own 
handout(s). Some other additional optional handouts are also provided.  
 
3. Attendance Sheets 
The leader will be asked to sign attendance sheets for those who are working 
towards Local Ministry Team membership or for an Award. The signature is 
simply a confirmation of the person’s attendance at the session, not a reflection of 
their level of participation or their learning. It is an individual member’s 
responsibility to ask the leader to sign their sheet, not the leader’s responsibility.  
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Hosting a Module: 

The Role of the Local Co-ordinator  
 
The role of the ‘local co-ordinator’ is different from the role of the leader of the 
sessions, although in some cases it might be the same person. 
 
NB. The ‘local co-ordinator’ is not necessarily the person at whose home the group 
might be held, but is the local point of contact for visiting leaders, the Parish 
Development Office and group members. It may therefore be the case that the local 
co-ordinator does not attend the session, but simply administers the communication 
and organisation for the smooth-running of the module. 
 
The following is a list of tasks designed to help this to happen. The local co-ordinator 
should be prepared to take responsibility for these tasks before and throughout the 
module:- 
 
1) If your group has chosen their module and has a suitable leader for all   
five topics: 

 
a) Booking local venue(s) for each session.  
b) Ensuring group members and leader(s) know dates, times and venues for each 

session. 
c) A few weeks before the course starts, contacting the Parish Development 

Office to obtain the correct number of Leader’s and Participant’s folders. 
d) Ensuring group members and leaders have their folders. 
e) Ensuring group members are aware of the preparatory work (especially 

before session 1). 
f) Ensuring provision of refreshments is organised. 
 

OR 
2) If you need the Parish Development Office to find a suitable leader for 
you for some or all of the five topics: 

 
a) Contacting the Parish Development Office at least two months before the 

module if possible. You will be asked to provide information regarding your 
proposed dates, and other requirements. 

b) Booking local venue(s) for each session.  
c) Ensuring group members know dates, times and venues for each session. 
d) A few weeks before the course starts, contacting the Parish Development 

Office to obtain the correct number of Leader’s and Participant’s folders. 
e) Ensuring group members and leaders have their folders. 
f) Ensuring group members are aware of the preparatory work (especially 

before session 1). 
g) Ensuring provision of refreshments is organised. 
 
 

The following responsibilities may be undertaken by the local co-ordinator or 
someone who acts as the local host for the evening:- 
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At each session:- 
 

a) Welcoming/ introducing 
At the first session, this may include ensuring group members know each other. 
When there is a visiting leader, it can be helpful for them to know people’s names 
and be given an opportunity to introduce themselves briefly. 
 
b) Worship / prayers 
The host should ensure that there is some form of prayer or worship at the start 
and end of each session. This will vary from group to group. The host does not 
have to lead the prayer / worship themselves. The Living God’s Love prayer is 
provided for all group members in their course folder as a resource. 
 
c) Refreshments 
If the group includes time for tea / coffee, the host should make sure this doesn’t 
take too long. It can be embarrassing and frustrating for the visiting leader and 
group members when the tea and the chat takes over the session. It is probably 
best to have it as people arrive or at the end. 
 
d) Teaching Materials 
Most visiting leaders will bring their own handouts and teaching materials, but 
occasionally will perhaps need a CD / DVD player / TV, or will want to know 
about the room and space available. This should have been discussed and 
organised in advance. It can be helpful to have one or two spare Bibles available, 
and extra pens and paper, especially at the first session. 
 

Finally… 
Thank you for taking on these tasks and responsibilities. If you need any advice or 
help before, during or after the course, please don’t hesitate to contact us at: 
 

Parish Development Office, Holywell Lodge, 41 Holywell Hill, St Albans AL1 1HE 
Tel: 01727 818141 pdadmin@stalbans.anglican.org 
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LEADERS 
Topic1: God 
 

In this session you will have the opportunity to reflect on  
different Christian understandings of God. 

 
Before you meet ….. 
 

Prepare  
 

• Consider how you think of God. What words or pictures / images would you 
use to describe God? If you have time, ask one or two other people (family, 
friends) what words they would use to describe God. 

• How have you learnt about God? Think about childhood experiences as well 
as more recent years. 

 
 
At the session ……. 
 
NB If this is a new group spend a few minutes (don’t let this take too long!) at the 
start introducing yourselves in some way. Even if everyone worships in the same 
church, don’t assume that everyone knows everyone. Names, where people live, 
favourite colour / food / TV programme (choose one) and maybe how they are 
feeling about the course or why they have come on the course, can all be briefly 
shared. One way of doing this is to ask people to share their answers with one other 
person and then that person introduces them to the group. “This is X. S/he lives in 
…… Her favourite …..is…. and s/he is feeling ….. about the course / is here 
because….. 
 

1. Listen and share  
 
Listen to each other’s responses to the preparation questions. Are there 
similarities? Differences? Why do you think this might be? Discuss. 
 
2. Discover and Explore 
 
The facilitator will introduce a topic from the following three strands (or another 
if previously agreed): 
 
A. Faith development from cradle to grave – how our faith changes through life 
B.  Images and understandings of God in the Bible (e.g. Creator, Judge. I AM) 
C.  Understandings of the Trinity 

 
3. Reflect and respond 
 
Discuss together how what you have heard and learnt about might affect your 
Christian discipleship e.g. how you pray, worship, talk to others about God, or 
how it might affect / challenge other aspects of the church’s life and witness.  
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After the session…. 

 
Review    
Take a few moments to jot down your responses to the following questions: 
i) What was the most interesting thing I learnt in the session? 
ii) Have any of my feelings or attitudes changed or is there anything I want 

to do / change as a result of the session? 
iii) Are there any questions I have about the topic? How will I try to find the 

answers? 
iv) How has the session helped me ‘go deeper into God’?  
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Outline for Topic 1: God -  Strand A             LEADERS 

 

Faith Development from cradle to grave – how our faith 
changes through life 

 
Aim:  The aim of this session is to explore how our faith and understandings of God 
change throughout life. We will look at James Fowler’s understanding of faith 
development and think about how what we discover might affect how we encourage 
others as Christians. 

 

NB.  There are two additional handouts to go with this session. 

1. What is faith? 

• Faith (according to James Fowler) is “A way of knowing, valuing, being 
committed to and understanding life.” 

• Faith is relational – ‘I trust and am loyal to…’ 

• ‘Faith’ might be better thought of as a verb – ‘to faith’ – it is active and 
dynamic. So1 Cor. 13 could read: ‘When I was a child, I faithed as a child…’ 
Recognition that we change and grow (physically, emotionally, spiritually) – 
there is always more to learn on our life journey! 

• But also need to understand maturity as childlikeness - We are called to 
become ‘mature in Christ’ (Col 1:28) – and yet to be like infants (1 Pet 2:2) – 
to grow into childlikeness (Simplicity of faith? Trust? Humility?) 

 
2. So how does our faith in God develop throughout our life? 
 
Take about 5 minutes to fill in your own faith ‘timeline’ (Handout), then come back 
together to discuss. 
 
How similar are your images of God at certain life stages? Are the words people used 
to describe God similar too? Why do you think there might be differences? 
 
3. James Fowler  

• Was Professor of Theology and Human Development in Atlanta, USA. 

• Explored stages of faith development during 1980s. 

• Drew on developmental theories of Piaget, Kohlberg and Erikson. 

• Stages of faith - a way of thinking about life, faith and God. 
 
4. Stages of faith – important to remember that:- 

• no stage is more important than another 

• no stage can be missed 

• move from one stage to the next may take several years 

• not everyone moves on to every stage 

• it is only a theory – not designed to be restrictive or to ‘pigeon hole’ people, 
but to give a framework to help us to understand.  
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Look at the chart showing different stages of faith (Handout) – there is no need to 
absorb it all, but see how our life journey affects our faith journey. 
 
As you look at it, can you identify elements which have been true in your own life and 
experience? 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
i) What questions might Fowler’s stages raise about aspects of our church life? 
For example:- 

• how we help children and young people to grow in faith 

• how we pray and learn together 

• how we accommodate people at different ‘stages’ 

• how we help people who are struggling with their faith 
 
ii) The journey of faith we are on is rich and varied. How do we help each other – 
pastorally and spiritually? 
 

RESOURCES FOR THE TOPIC 
 
Astley, Jeff: How Faith Grows (National Society/CHP, 1991) 
Fowler, James W.: Faith Development and Pastoral Care (Fortress Press, Philadelphia, 
1987) 
Jacobs, Michael: Towards the Fullness of Christ: Pastoral Care and Christian Maturity 
(DLT, London, 1988) 
Watts, Fraser, Nye, Rebecca and Savage, Sara: Psychology for Christian Ministry 
(Routledge, London, 2002) 
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Handout - Topic 1: Strand A:   Faith Timeline 
 

Age Childhood 
 

Adolescence 20s-40s Present 

 
What was going on in 
your life? Any key 

event(s)? 
 
 
 
 

    

 
What was important 
to you or gave your life 

meaning? 
 

 
 
 
 

    

 
What was your image 
of God? What words 
might you have used to 
describe him? You 
might like to draw a 
picture or symbol 
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Handout - Topic 1: Strand A:   James Fowler’s stages of faith – A brief summary 
 

Stage Age Name Description 
 
0 
 

 
0-4 years 

 
Foundation Faith 

From birth we begin to form mental images of ‘the other’ (often mother / father / carer) and ourselves as separate 
‘beings’. Depending on our experiences, we develop trust. Experiences of nurturing love and gentle correction 
form foundations for later faith. 

 
1 
 

 
3/4 – 7/8 
years 

 
Unordered Faith 

Feelings and imagination are powerful tools – imagination and reality are jumbled (Father Christmas = Jesus!). 
Symbols are magical – not understood, but form lasting impressions. Stories are important. Wonder, curiosity and 
fascination – lots of ‘why?’ and ‘what?’ questions. God is out there - ‘Big Daddy, ‘air’, ‘sun’ – they will try to 
explain, but it will be jumbled. 

 
2 
 

6/7 – 11/12 
years 

 
Ordering Faith 

Child can make more sense of the world. Belonging is central for identity – clubs etc. Stories, rules and family 
values are important. ‘Is it true?’ = key question. The story is the meaning – a moral an adult might draw is often 
meaning-less.  Morality – good is rewarded, bad is punished – so God is a stern but just / fair parent / ruler / old 
man, or Jesus – a concrete image.  

 
3 
 

 
11/12-17/18  
and many 
adults 

 
 

Conforming Faith 

New ability to use abstract concepts and ideas. New depth of awareness of emotions in selves and others. 
Beginning to draw together stories, beliefs and values into their own understanding – helps give sense of self, 
identity. Beliefs deeply held – and not easily surrendered. External authority (e.g. Bible, vicar, youth leader) is 
looked to for confirmation of beliefs. Relationships matter – need to find people who have same beliefs and values 
– e.g. peer group, church. Church as family – belonging to God’s family. Relationship with God is deep and 
personal – God as accepting, affirming. Relational images – Friend, Comforter, Guide. 

 
4 
 

 
17/18 or 
30/40 

onwards 

 
 

Choosing Faith 

Often making own way / getting established in world – leaving home, marriage, new job. Similar with faith – often 
stage of rejection of previous ‘faith’. May be a crisis – divorce, loss of parent, redundancy which triggers this stage. 
Can be stage of ‘intellectualising’ faith, trying to understand for themselves, not just relying on what others say. 
Not like simplistic answers. Can be an uncomfortable stage, sense of loss. Asking questions, feelings of guilt at 
‘betrayal’ of previous certainties. Struggle with God is real and genuine. Can feel they don’t fit in church. 

 
5 
 

 
Rare before 

30 

 
 

Inclusive Faith 

Open to different perspectives and others’ experiences. Faith ponders and accommodates new ideas. Truth is 
multi-dimensional – able to look at the relatedness of different faiths and traditions. A willingness to be vulnerable 
to others’ truths. Confidence in own tradition which allows openness to others. God is God of paradox – 
transcendent and immanent. A searching faith, attending to deeper movements of the Spirit and the mystery of 
God – God’s ‘otherness’. 

 
6 
 

 
Rare 

 
Selfless Faith 

‘Finding yourself by losing yourself’. Life is loved but loosely held. Looks for ‘spirit of an inclusive and fulfilled 
human community’. Radical in response to what has been seen and experienced – Martin Luther King, Ghandi, 
Mother Theresa. 
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Outline for Topic 1: God - Strand B         LEADERS 
 

Images and understandings of God in the Bible e.g. Creator, Judge, I AM 
 
Aim: This session helps us to understand the variety and sources of titles given to God in 
the Bible and explores what it means to use such terms for God. 

 
1. YHWH  
“The pen of the scribe hovers in anticipation, with great love and care he writes the consonants of the name 
of God (YHWH), carefully writing underneath the vowels of Adonai. In speech too the Rabbi will be careful 
not to use the name of God, but insert Adonai in place of Yahweh.”  

• The Torah does not specifically ban the utterance of the Holy Name (in some places 
specifies it), but the injunction that it should not be taken in vain has meant that the 
devout Jew will not write or speak the name of God. 

• In the Elohist tradition God reveals himself by his name to Moses at Exod 3:14-15, 
though the Yahwist says that people have always called on God by this name (Gen 4:26). 

• This name ‘Yahweh’, rendered in the first person as ‘I am who am I’, has a disputed 
etymology, but most agree it comes from an active form of the verb ‘to be’ or ‘to 
become’ – implying a sovereign freedom, which is engaged in creation stemming from 
freely offered love.   

 
2. Power of Language 

• 2nd commandment (Exod 20:4) warns against the worship of carved images, but perhaps a 
more subtle idolatry is any attempt to tie God down to human language and human 
understanding. Linguists say that the shape of our language and understanding is 
continually being formed by its physical and social context. Language is designed to 
describe that context, it is not designed to describe the God who is holy other. 

• Wittgenstein (1889-1951) famously said that it couldn’t even describe the aroma of 
coffee. Flaubert’s (1820-81) Madame Bovary complained that language ‘is a cracked kettle 
on which we beat out tunes for bears to dance to, while all the time we long to move 
the stars to pity.’  

• The apophatic tradition in Christian theology tries to say as little as possible about God, 
arguing that it is better to deny what God is not, than wrongly restrict what he is. 

• Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) said God’s nature is only known by analogy i.e. to say that 
God is wise is to say that he is like a wise human being – which is also to say that in 
other ways he is not like a wise human being, and that his wisdom so surpasses human 
wisdom that in fact it is radically different.  

• Origen (184-253) and John Calvin (1509-64), take a more kataphatic approach, noting 
how God accommodates himself – by grace – to human language and understanding 
particularly in the incarnation. For after all Jesus himself constantly speaks of God with 
great intimacy and encourages us to do the same: for instance in John’s gospel his talk of 
God as Father, and, in the Lord’s Prayer, the more familiar abba – daddy.   

 
3. Descriptors 

• Returning to the Elohist and Yahwist sources of the Pentateuch, we notice the tendency 
to append to the name El or Yahweh a descriptor, which tells us something about the 
nature or activity of God.  

Yahweh-Maccaddeshem = The Lord Sanctifier (Exodus 31:13) 
Yahweh-Jireh = The Lord Provider (Genesis 22:13-14) 
El-shaddai = God of the mountains (Genesis 17:1) 
El-olam = The everlasting God (Isaiah 40:28-31) 
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4. Names to describe God  

• The bible uses a whole host of names to describe God, for example: 
o Alpha and Omega (e.g. Revelation 1:8, 21:6, 22:13) 
o Ancient of Days (Daniel 7:9, 13, 22) 
o Author of Life (Acts 3:15) 
o Consoler (Luke 2:25) 
o Consuming Fire (e.g. Exod 24:17; Deut 4:24; Heb 12:29), 
o Counsellor (e.g. Isaiah 9:6, Jn 14:16, 26), 
o Creator (e.g. Gen 14:19, 22; Deut 32:6; Is 40;28; 1 Peter 4:19), 
o Deliverer (e.g. Ps 18:2; Ps 40:17, Ps 140:7; Romans 11:26), 
o Guide (Psalm 48:14), 
o Judge (Gen 18:25; Ps 7:11; Ps 94:2; Isaiah 33:22), 
o King (Ps 5:2; Ps 24; Ps 95; Is 43:15; Zechariah 9:9), 
o Love (1 John 4:8, 16), 
o Rock (e.g. Deut 32:4, I Sam:2:2; 2 Sam:22:47; Ps 18, Ps 95:1; 1 Cor 10:4) 
o Shepherd (e.g. Gen 48;15; Ps 23; Ps 80:1; Ezek 34; Jn 10; Heb 13:20; 1 Peter 2:25) 

 

5. Philosophy and Scripture 

• Enumeration of the attributes and perfections of God is a perpetual concern of the 
religious philosopher. 

• In The Republic Plato (424-328 BCE) states that monotheism is a conclusion to be 
reached by rational argument, so that unity and simplicity were regarded as the chief 
philosophical attributes of the divine. However it was the Judeo-Christian tradition which 
identified this ultimate being with the ‘creator of heaven and earth.’ 

• Therefore a useful distinction can be made between the descriptions of God which arise 
from philosophy: immutability, simplicity and limitlessness – and those which arise from 
Scripture: faithful, everlasting, merciful. These should not be understood as opposing sets 
of descriptions - often the biblical descriptions animate the philosophical: e.g. Everlasting 
and limitless. But they do indicate a difference between a God who is known primarily as 
a being by his attributes, and a God who is known primarily as a person in relationship. 

 

On November 23rd 1654 the French philosopher and mathematician Blaise Pascal was alone in his room, 
when he had a religious experience known as a ‘night of fire’. Here he encountered God as a living person, 
not a philosophical idea. He recorded the event on a ‘memorial’ sewed into his overcoat, only discovered after 
his death. The ‘memorial’ begins thus: ‘'God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob,' not of philosophers and 
scholars. Certainty, heartfelt, joy, peace. God of Jesus Christ.’ 
 
QUESTIONS 
1. Reflect on the names for God in sections 3 and 4. What does each say to you about how 
we understand or experience God? 
2.  Do you think it’s dangerous to put a name to God? 
3. Look at some hymns, prayers or liturgy and see what words are used for God. How far 
are the words biblical, and how far are they philosophical? Does it make any difference? 
 

RESOURCES FOR THE TOPIC 
Kasper, W: The God of Jesus Christ (1989) 
Küng, H: Does God exist? (1980) 
McFague, S: Models of God (1987) 
Nash, R: The concept of God (1983) 
Ogden, S: The Reality of God (1967) 
Swinburne, R: The Existence of God (2004) 
Ward, K: The Concept of God (1974) 
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Outline for Topic 1: God – Strand C                       LEADERS 
 

Understandings of the Trinity 
Aim: The aim of this session is to understand the scriptural and Patristic background to the 
development of the doctrine of the Trinity. We will also consider some key differences in 
emphasis between the Eastern and Western churches and some Trinitarian heresies. 

This outline is based on notes from Alister McGrath’s ‘Christian Theology: An Introduction’.  
Introduction 
The Doctrine of the Trinity is a key mark in distinguishing Christianity from other monotheistic 
religions (Judaism, Islam). Baptism is always in the name of the Trinity. 
 

1. Biblical foundations 

• Only 2 verses obviously capable of Trinitarian interpretation – Mt 28:19 and 2 Cor 13:14.  

• Other NT passages reveal activity of God as Trinity – close connections between Father, 
Son and Holy Spirit: The Father is revealed in Christ through the Spirit. (e.g. 1 Cor 12:4-6, 
2 Cor 1:21-2; Gal 4:6, Eph 2:20-2:2, 2 Thess 2:13-14; Titus 3:4-6, 1 Pet 1:2) 

• Also pointed to in OT – 3 ‘personifications’ (Greek – hypostatizations) of God point to 
pattern of divine activity and presence in which God is both immanent and transcendent 

o Wisdom – dependent on God but separate (e.g. Prov 1:20-3:9; Job 28, Eccles 24) 
o The Word of God – God’s speech treated as an entity independent of God (e.g. 

Ps 119:98; Ps 147:15-20; Is 55:10-11) 
o The Spirit of God – reference to God’s presence and power in creation and in the 

expected Messiah (Is 42:1-3) and in new creation (Ezek 36:26; 37:1-14) 
 

2. Historical development – Irenaeus of Lyons (c130-c.200) 

• Saw action of Father, Son and Holy Spirit in the ‘economy of salvation’ – the ‘economic 
Trinity’ (Greek oikonomia means ‘the way in which one’s affairs are ordered’) i.e. here, the 
way God ordered the salvation of humanity in history. Saw God as creator and redeemer 
(Marcion and Gnostic belief separated creator God of OT from the redeemer God of 
NT). 

• For Irenaeus, the doctrine of Trinity was grounded in complex human experience of 
redemption in Christ – God as creator, the Son who became a human to destroy death, 
bring life and achieve fellowship between God and humanity and the Spirit poured out on 
our humanity to make us new throughout the world 

 

3. Historical development – Tertullian (c. 160-225) 

• Seen as Father of Latin theology, shaped doctrine of Trinity and introduced key 
vocabulary 

• Trinitas: Tertullian invented the word ‘Trinitas’ (Latin) 

• Persona: Tertullian introduced persona (Latin) for the Greek word ‘hypostasis’. Literally 
means ‘a mask’ as worn by actor in Roman drama to allow audiences to understand which 
of the different characters in the drama they were playing. So ‘one substance, three 
persons’ for Tertullian may have meant one God playing three distinct yet related roles – 
one God who acts in a multiplicity of ways. 

• Substantia: Tertullian introduced this to express idea of fundamental unity within the 
Godhead. Substance is what unites the three aspects of the economy of salvation, person 
is what distinguishes them 

• So the Godhead is distinct yet not divided (distincti non divisi) and different yet not 
separate or independent of each other (discreti non separati). The three persons of the 
Godhead act in distinct yet co-ordinated manner in salvation history without any loss of 
the total unity of the Godhead. 
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4. Historical development – Christology 

• Early questions regarding the divinity of Christ: ‘If Christ is divine, are there 2 Gods?’ 

• Homoousios: by 2nd half of 4th century in debates relating to Christology and the divinity of 
Christ, the term homoousios (of the same substance, consubstantial) as God came to be 
accepted rather than ‘homoiousios’ (of similar substance).  

• Arianism defeated – orthodox position recognised the divinity of the Son. 
 

5. Historical development – the Holy Spirit 

• Debates over relation of Spirit to the Father and the Son – Cappodocian fathers, 
especially Basil of Caesarea (c330-379), were influential in recognition of divinity and co-
equality of Father, Son and the Holy Spirit 

• Language of perichoresis (mutual interpenetration) developed in 6th century – allows 
individuality of the persons to be maintained while insisting that each person shares in the 
life of the other two – a ‘community of being’ 

• Modern theologians (e.g Boff) have used this notion of mutual relationships amongst three 
co-equal persons within the Godhead as a model for human relationships. God as social, 
loving and relational fits well with modern searching for community. 

 

6. Western and Eastern theology 

• Eastern theology – emphasised distinct individuality of the 3 hypostases and to safeguard 
their unity stressed the fact that both the Son and the Spirit derived from the Father. 
Their relation is ontological – grounded in what the persons are. 

• Western theology – began with unity of God and interpreted their relation in terms of 
their mutual fellowship. Augustine of Hippo (354 – 430) was particularly influential in 
developing this. 

• Filioque controversy – debate relating to Nicene creed. Does the Holy Spirit proceed 
from the Father (original, Eastern) or ‘from the Father and the Son’ (increasingly used by 
Western churches from 9th century)? 

 

7. Two main heresies 

• Modalism – those (e.g. Sabellinus in 3rd century) who were concerned to safeguard the 
unity of the Godhead. Came to be known as ‘monarchianism’ meaning ‘single principle of 
authority’. They argued that the self-revelation of the one God took place in different 
ways (modes, hence modalism) at different times. 

• Tritheism – the Trinity as three equal, independent and autonomous beings, each of 
whom is divine – three distinct persons, but a common divine nature. 

 

QUESTIONS AND ACTIVITIES 
1. What images of the Trinity do you find helpful? How are they inadequate? (e.g. elephant – 
tusks, ears, rump; water – ice – steam) 
2. Can we – should we – ever try to describe God? How might it help to deepen our faith? 
3. Look at hymns which are ‘trinitarian’ and see how the three ‘persons’ are described. Does this 
reflect your experience of God? 
 

RESOURCES FOR THE TOPIC 
McGrath, Alister E.: Christian Theology: An Introduction (Blackwell, Oxford, 1994) 
Williams, Jane: The Fellowship of the Three: Exploring the Trinity (Canterbury Press, 
Norwich, 2006) – A Church Times Study Guide 
 

The Handout elaborates on this session and gives more resources. 



 

© St Albans Diocese 2012 

 

17 

Handout - Topic 1: God - Strand C  
 

In the summer heat of the Imperial Palace in the city of Nicea, resplendent in his purple and gold 
robes, the Emperor Constantine was becoming twitchy as he heard the complex debates of the some 
three hundred bishops and numerous hangers-on gathered at his invitation from the catholic church 
(though in fact they nearly all represented the Eastern rather than Western Sees). Although he 
presided as an observer without a vote, he couldn’t help – at the prompting of his confessor Ossius – 
venturing the interjection: ‘What about using the word ‘homoousion’?     
 

The above is probably a fiction – but a rather well attested one – offering imperial authority to 
the victorious side in arguably the most significant debate in the history of the Christian church 
– the debate on Arianism at the first Nicene Council (325). From this we have the ‘original’ 
Nicene Creed, an abbreviated version of what we know by this name – ‘our’ version comes 
from the First Council of Constantinople in 381.  
 

What then does the word ‘homoousion’ mean? Well it might be translated via the Latin 
substantia as ‘same substance (consubstantial)’. Or ‘the same essence’. Or ‘of one being.’ And 
that is the problem with understanding the doctrine of the Trinity – as Ludwig Wittgenstein 
(1889-1951) realised - most philosophical problems aren’t really ‘problems’ at all – they are 
puzzles about the meaning of words, and if only we could get that straight ‘the problem’ would 
dissolve. These words come to us, often through Latin, from the Greek:  

Hypostasis = persona (a mask worn by actors) = person / personality  
Ousia = Substantia = essence = being 
Homoousion = of like substance / essence / being 

 

Yet also there is another Greek word for person = prosopon. And until Nicea most Greek 
speakers would have said that hypostasis and ousia were synonymous. And those with long 
memories would have been shocked at the emperor’s suggestion, remember that the word 
‘homoousion’ had been condemned at the council of Antioch some fifty years earlier. So we are 
going to have to be careful about language. 
 

The reader will scour the Bible in vain for the word ‘Trinity’. It was coined by Tertullian (160-
225) who might well be blamed for starting the terminological confusion. Apart from ‘Trinity’ 
he was responsible for adding nearly 1000 words to the Latin language!   
There are only two straightforward evocations of the Trinity (Matthew 28:19, 2 Corinthians 
13:13) in Scripture, though even the former of these is arguably a later addition. For some, the 
biblical support for the doctrine is merely a forensic assembling of implicit component texts 
into an explicit whole – however others (often pointing out that key terms such as homoousion 
are not Scriptural) have argued that the doctrine of the Trinity amounts to the imposition of an 
alien philosophical framework onto the text. 
 

There is no doubt that the doctrine arose out of the experiences of the first Christians as 
they sought to make sense of a God who had revealed himself in Jesus Christ, and was present 
with them now through his Spirit. It is therefore clear it arose out of specifically Christological 
problems (i.e. who was Jesus Christ?). It was the Cappadocian Fathers, in particular Basil of 
Caesarea (330-379), who in addition insisted on the divinity of the Spirit as well as the Son. 
Neither was the process of personifying an aspect or activity of God’s being wholly alien to 
Jewish thought – for instance Wisdom, the Spirit of God, the Word of God, are all thus 
treated in the Hebrew Scriptures. However such personifications tend to be illustrative and 
economic rather than essential and ontological.  
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The first expositions of the doctrine were emanatory, monarchical and economic – 
meaning: 

• The most oft used metaphor for the Trinitarian relations were those of the sun 
(Father), emanating his rays (Son), so that we feel heat (Spirit) 

• The Father as a kind of divine King, with the Son and Spirit as envoys – however this 
image is formulated, it is hard to refute the charge that it amounts to a hierarchy of 
deities. Such ‘subordinationism’ opened the way for the flourishing Arian heresy.   

• From the Greek word for ordering a household, the manner in which God is revealed 
in his work of salvation. 

 

The latter often led to the heresy which became known as modalism (e.g. Sabellianism) – the 
belief that God was essentially a unity, and that his Trinitarian nature was a mode of being 
which he adopted in dealing with humanity. To counter this there developed an increasing 
tendency to describe the Trinity as essential – this tended to draw away from biblical and 
experiential roots, but was philosophically more satisfactory. The opposing heresy that such 
essentialism tended towards was tritheism – the belief that there are three gods. The modern 
Roman Catholic theologian Karl Rahner (1904-84) has dedicated much of his writing trying to 
reconcile economic and essential views of the Trinity.  
 

The Western tradition, from Augustine (354-430) onwards, has tended first to formulate 
ideas of the unity of God, from which develop Trinitarian conceptions. Augustine’s most 
famous analogies were those of lover (Father), beloved (Son) and love (Spirit), and the 
controversial psychological analogies in which Augustine tried to find various triadic 
relationships within the human mind, such as memory, understanding and will. The Eastern 
tradition has often tended towards a more ‘social’ analogy of the Trinity, as akin to three 
human beings, sharing a ‘human nature’. The latter approach has been taken up with some 
considerable brashness by contemporary Reformed theologian Jürgen Moltmann (b1926).  
 

The most infamous Trinitarian controversy was that of the filioque clause (whether to 
include with the Western Church, the words ‘and the Son’, after ‘proceeds from the Father’, 
as an addition to the original 381 Creed). The controversy eventually split the Eastern and 
Western Churches (1054). However that split was far more an argument concerning authority 
than theology – the filioque clause appears in the writings of several Eastern theologians, if 
never in their form of the Nicene Creed. Indeed Augustine who championed the idea, thought 
he was merely reporting a consensus interpretation of John 20:22. Eastern hostility to the 
clause was based around a desire to maintain the Father as the unique source of divinity – from 
which the Son is begotten (i.e. not born) and the Spirit proceeds (i.e. not begotten, otherwise 
the Father would have two sons). Both versions are permissible in Common Worship.  
 

RESOURCES FOR THE TOPIC 
Brown, D: The Divine Trinity (1988) 
Gunton, C: The Promise of Trinitarian Theology (1991) 
Jüngel, E: The Doctrine of the Trinity (1976) 
Moltmann, J: The Trinity and the Kingdom of God (1981) 
Rahner, K: The Trinity (1970) 
Torrance, T.F: The Trinitarian Faith (1988) 
Need, S: Truly Divine and Truly Human (2008) 
Brunner, E: The Christian Doctrine of God (1950) 

Glossary: 
Arianism: A heresy associated with Arius (256-336), though proper assessment of his arguments is nearly 

impossible as we know of his views chiefly through the writings of his opponents. The main thrust of the Arian 
heresy is that Jesus was a creature and ‘there was a time when he was not’.  
Ontological: Pertaining to essence or ultimate being.  
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Topic1: God            PARTICIPANTS 
 

In this session you will have the opportunity to reflect on  
different Christian understandings of God. 

 

Subject for each strand:              Tick the 
subject studied 
A. Faith development from cradle to grave – how our faith changes through life 
 
B. Images and understandings of God in the Bible (e.g. Creator, Judge. I AM) 
 
C. Understandings of the Trinity 
 
D. Other 
 
Facilitator:………………………………………………Date:…………………  

 
Preparation  

So that you may get the most out of the session we invite to undertake some simple 
preparation in advance.  
 
Spend a little time considering the following questions. You may find it helpful to make a few 
notes on your thoughts in the space provided.  

 

1. Consider how you think of God. What words or pictures/ images would you use to 
describe God? If you have time, ask one or two other people (family, friends) what 
words they would use to describe God. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. How have you learnt about God? Think about childhood experiences as well as more 
recent years. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

© St Albans Diocese 2012 

 

20 

Notes during the session  

 

1. Listen and share preparation questions  

Identify similarities and differences in people’s views.  

 

 

 

 

2. Discover and Explore  

Record key points. 

 

 

  

 

 

           

        

 

3. Reflect and Respond  

How might what you have heard and learnt about affect your Christian discipleship e.g. 

how you pray, worship, talk to others about God? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How might it affect / challenge other aspects of the church’s life and witness? 
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Review Sheet  

 
So that you may get the most out of the session, we invite you to review the ideas put 
forward and discussed at the session and your response to them.  
 
Spend a little time considering the following questions. You may find it helpful to make a few 
notes on your thoughts in the space provided.  
 
1. What was the most interesting thing I learnt in the session? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Have any of my feelings or attitudes changed or is there anything I want to do / change as 
a result of the session? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Are there any questions I have about the topic? How will I try to find the answers? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
4. How has the session helped me ‘go deeper into God’? 

 

 
 

 


