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LOVE GIVES EVERYTHING!
The Trinity as Ground of Mission, Interculturality, Inculturation, and JPIC
Stephen Bevans, SVD
As you see from the title of my presentation, what you have asked me to do in this one
talk I should really do in four! What I can do here is only offer an introduction to much deeper
reflections. However, it is important to see that all four of these topics are interrelated, and in a
kind of Trinitarian perichoresis—that great interpersonal movement or “dance” among Holy
Mystery, Holy Word, and Holy Spirit—they explain one another, enrich one another, play with
one another. Like the Trinitarian persons, we can focus on these distinct topics, but we only can
fully understand them when we grasp them all together. They are each one and all, different
ways of understanding and participating in the truth that Love Gives Everything! 1
Love Gives Everything! What a wonderful way of expressing the inexpressible reality of
our Triune God, and our own participation in God’s life of mission! That God is Love Giving
Everything points to the metaphor that God is a verb, a mystery, as Gloria has shown us, of
flourishing relationship, a loving that moves out of itself and draws others in—humans, animals,
every particle of creation. Theology in its own stuttering way tells us that the divine “persons”
are persons not in their own right, but only insofar as the participate in relationship—with one
another and with everything that exists. And so it is with us. The famous African proverb tells us
that “I am because we are,” and that is true because we are made in God’s image. As Richard
Rohr has put it beautifully, God is not being but interbeing, the Trinity is not the dancers, but
the dance itself.2 And so it is with us and everything. As images of God, we exist as interbeings,
caught up in the dance. Everything is interrelated, physicists tell us, and Gloria has so
powerfully reminded us.3
The triune God is Love Giving Everything, “before” the world’s creation—again speaking
metaphorically—from its first nanosecond, every nanosecond thereafter, and every
nanosecond into the future. New Testament scholar Michael J. Gorman reflects on the hymn
that Paul quotes in the letter to the Philippians (2:6-11), suggesting that the English of the first
line might be rendered both as “Although he was in the form of God …” and “Because he was in
the form of God.” The former—“although”—is what he calls the text’s surface structure; the
latter—“because”—he calls the text’s deep structure. “Although he was in the form of God,”
points to how “Christ acted differently than ‘normal’ gods act.” “Because he was in the form of
God” points to the fact that “Christ acted as he did because that is the character of true
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divinity.”4 Perhaps it would not be out of place to paraphrase Thomas Aquinas as quoted by
Pope Francis in Evangelii Gaudium: “it is proper to God to empty Godself, through which God’s
omnipotence is manifested in the greatest degree.”5 God is Love Giving Everything: Holy
Mystery emptying Godself into creation through the Word made flesh, through the gentle and
tender power of the Holy Spirit.
It is this Love Giving Everything, this “Verb in in which all beings participate, move, and
have their being. … not limited by any object but soaring everywhere,”6 that is the ground of
the church’s mission, its commitment to inculturation and interculturality, and its commitment
in mission to justice and peace. It will be the exploration of this ground on which this
presentation will focus.
Mission
I am writing the text of this presentation in January of 2021. A few days ago, one of our
theology students in the formation house where I live, Roger Kyaw Thu from Myanmar, offered
a short reflection at our daily Eucharist (which we are so lucky to have during this time of
pandemic!) on the day’s gospel, Mk 1:14-20, the call of Simon and Andrew and James and John.
Roger began by wondering why Jesus called disciples at all, since, being God, God could do it all
by Godself. But then he said, perhaps the reason was that God liked to work with others, and so
involved them by calling them as disciples. God could have done it by Godself, but God chose to
do it with others. It was a really lovely, faith-filled reflection, and very well done.
This fine reflection, however, stimulated me to think in a different direction, and push a
bit more daringly. I was already thinking about writing the text of this presentation, and so my
creative juices began to flow. Perhaps, I began to think, that Jesus chose disciples to help him
with his work was no caprice; it was not something that he simply decided to do just because
he wanted to. Jesus, as God, could not have done it by himself, because God can never can do
anything by God’s self. This is the point of the Trinity. God never acts alone; in fact to be God is
never to be alone. And so, in calling disciples, Jesus reveals the true nature of God as a
communion of persons, a communion-in-mission. The Holy Mystery that is God empties Godself
by uttering the Word, the breathing forth and the breathing back of which is the Holy Spirit.
God is never alone. God is Love Giving Everything.
And because God is never alone God never acts alone. It is God’s nature to be a partner.
When God creates, what is created becomes a partner, invited to freely participate in God’s
continuously creating work. As Elizabeth Johnson writes, “it is if at the Big Bang the Spirit gave
the natural world a push saying, “Go have an adventure, see what you can become.” 7 When
God reveals Godself, those to whom God reveals Godself become partners, for revelation is not
4
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simply the communication of knowledge, but an offer of friendship, as Vatican II puts it, an
offer to share God’s very life.8 When God works to heal and redeem the world from the power
of evil and sin, those whom God heals and redeems become partners in healing and
redemption. Holy Mystery, the Love that Gives Everything, is revealed in the world through the
Word made flesh, Jesus of Nazareth, who is anointed by the Spirit at his baptism to “bring good
news to the poor, … to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let
the oppressed go free” (Lk 4:18).
Here we see the essence of God’s mission and the church’s mission as rooted in
Trinitarian life. The overflowing fountain of love that is the deepest reality of God’s mystery,
sends the Word into the world by the power of the Spirit. 9 Jesus of Nazareth, that incarnate
word, gathers disciples, and after his death—by which he loved his disciples “to the end” (Jn
13:1)—bestowed on them the same Spirit that had anointed him and had raised him from the
dead (Jn 20:22-23; Rom 8:11). In this way the mission of God is shared with the church, and so
the church is truly “missionary by its very nature,” a “community of missionary disciples.” 10
The Eastern tradition of Christian theology talks about how Christians share God’s life
and mission as theosis or deification. There are strong Pauline (e.g. adoption) and Johannine
(vine and branches) roots to this idea, but perhaps the main text to which Eastern Christians
refer is that of 2Pet 1:4: God has given us the power to “become participants in the divine
nature.” Gregory Nazianzus, for example, speaks of the Christian as a “zoon theoumenon,” or
“an animal that is being deified.”11 One could get the impression that the process of theosis is
something that is only personal, spiritual. Michael J. Gorman, however, insists that theosis is
always missional theosis.12 Baptism plunges us into the very life of the Triune God, who is a
missionary God, and so to share God’s life is to participate in God’s very mission—a truth
alluded to in paragraph 2 of the SSND Constitution.13 “Discipleship,” says the World Council of
Churches’ “The Arusha Call to Discipleship,” “is both a gift and a calling to be active
collaborators with God for the transforming of the world (1Thessalonians 3:2). In what the
church’s early theologians called ‘theosis’ or deification, we share God’s grace by sharing God’s
mission.”14 For Orthodox theology, missiologist Petros Vassiliadis insists, “human nature was
never considered as a closed, autonomous, and static entity; its very existence was always
determined by its relationship with God. Guided, therefore, by a vision of how to ‘know’ God,
and ‘participate’ in His life, Christian witness is closely connected with the notion of a synergetic
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theology of theosis or deification.”15 Romanian Orthodox theologian Cristian Sonea sees a
strong connection between Eucharist and a missionary understanding of theosis.16
Mission and its Trinitarian ground is intimately connected to the other three topics that I
will reflect on in this presentation, and it will be more and more developed as we reflect on
each of them. What I want to stress here, however, is that God, in God’s triune nature as Love
Giving Everything, incorporates us into the divine life so intimately that we become ourselves
partners in that Love that Gives Everything.
Interculturality
The SSND “Directional Statement” makes a point of saying that you commit yourselves
to expanding your “understanding of interculturality and commit to develop skills for
intercultural living in community and society.” The directive points to paragraph 36 of the
“General Directory,” that links such a commitment to mission: “The gift of our internationality
sharpens our consciousness of universal needs and calls us to foster within ourselves and
others a responsible concern for the people of the world.” How, however, is interculturality
connected with Trinitarian life and mission?
One powerful way of thinking about mission is to connect it with the completion of
creation. God’s mission, in which Christians are called to participate, is a commitment to work
with God in continuing and completing God’s dream of creation’s full flourishing. Israel was
called to work with God in bringing about a blessing for all nations (Gen 12:3), a blessing
expressed so beautifully especially by the prophet Isaiah (see, for example, Is 2:2-5; 11:1-9).17
Jesus, anointed by the Spirit, expressed this vision in the “manifesto” of his mission in the
synagogue at Nazareth (Lk 4:16-16-21). He spoke of it, as Mark reports (1:15), as the imminent
coming of the reign of God—a term that might be better rendered as the “Kindom of God,” or
in the wonderful phrases of Willie Jennings and Gregory Boyle, God’s reign of “revolutionary
intimacy,” and “radical kinship.”18 At the heart of his vision was intercultural harmony and
energy.
Jesus of Nazareth, like us in all things but sin (Heb 2:17; 4:15), was thoroughly a Jew,
with all the Jewish prejudices about foreigners and non-Jews, but, as Argentinian New
Testament writer Adriana Milmanda argues, Jesus was able to overcome his prejudices as he
encounters the Canaanite/Syro-Phoenician woman (Matt 15:21-28; Mk 7:24-29) who so
desperately needed his help. Her desperation awakened Jesus’ compassion. He “listens to her.
15
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the Bible’s Grand Narrative (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2006), 191-264.
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He comes to his senses and remembers who and what he is. … This woman, in her weakness
and need, shows Jesus God’s dream for humanity. … He listens to the Spirit, awakening in his
humanity God’s all-inclusive and humanitarian dream.”19 What a marvelous portrait of
Trinitarian mission in action! We might imagine that this powerful encounter with a person of
another culture inspired Jesus to tell the story of the Good Samaritan (Lk 10:25-37). Jewish New
Testament scholar Amy-Jill Levine offers a stunning commentary on the radicality of the parable
with a powerful, present-day analogy: “The man in the ditch is an Israeli Jew; a rabbi and a
Jewish member of the Israeli Knesset fail to help the wounded man, but a member of Hamas
shows him compassion.”20 Pope Francis, concluding his reflection on the parable in Chapter
Two of his 2020 encyclical Fratelli Tutti, links its message with the triune God: “believers come
to know that God loves every man and woman with infinite love and ‘thereby confers infinite
dignity’ upon all humanity. … If we go to the ultimate source of that love which is the very life of
the triune God, we encounter in the community of the three divine Persons the origin and
perfect model of all life and society.”21
Francis’s words point to an important move in Trinitarian theology, first articulated by
Karl Rahner in more formal theological language, but later expressed by Catherine LaCugna,
interpreted by Kathleen Cahalan, in language that is more accessible: “who God is in essence is
what God does.”22 What this means is that, as we see God at work in Jesus, inspired by the
Spirit, we get an understanding of who God is in God’s deepest reality—working to realize the
divine dream of “radical kinship” among all peoples, and with the whole of creation. This
working for community reveals the secret of what God is in God’s self: a community, a
relationship of radical equality, dialogue, and sharing, a model for the human task of
interculturality that will realize God’s dream for creation. How God works in the world for
“radical kinship,” through Jesus of Nazareth, through the Holy Spirit, is described in classical
theology as God in Godself being community of radical equality and diversity in unity. God is
what God does: “At the heart of holy mystery is not monarchy but communion; not absolute
rule, but threefold koinonia.”23 Trinity is the mystery of Love Giving Everything, calling us to do
the same with one another.
We see this call for equality and diversity among ourselves in the great story in Acts 10
of the “conversion of Peter,” as Justo González calls it.24 Peter does what could be called
something unthinkable. He accepts a non-Jew, a member of the army that is occupying his
19
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country, into the Jesus community, and actually eats with Cornelius and his family. Peter’s
conversion, as well as that of Cornelius, was clearly a work of the Spirit that fell upon him and
his household. “‘Can anyone withhold the water for baptizing these people who have received
the Holy Spirit just as we have?’ So he ordered them to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ”
(Acts 10:47-48). Several chapters later, when doubts were raised about the superiority of
Jewish culture over that of Greek understandings of Christianity in Antioch, the Spirit of Jesus
was at work again. As the letter sent to the Antioch community stated that “it has seemed good
to the Holy Spirit and to us to impose on you no further burden than these essentials” (Acts
15:28).
Sometimes the famous verse from Gal 3:28 is strongly critiqued. I recently heard tell of
an Aboriginal woman who said that she thought it was the most oppressive verse in the Bible
since it erased differences, calling for assimilation into the culture of the West. 25 I think we
need, rather, to interpret it in the light of Paul’s insistence that the unity in Christ the verse
attests to—no longer Jew or Greek, slave or free, male or female—is the unity in diversity that
the Spirit of Christ creates. This is attested to in 1Cor 12: “Now there are varieties of gifts, but
the same Spirit; and there are varieties of services, but the same Lord.” Intercultural living is
intimately tied to mission. As You Are Sent observes: “Membership in our world-wide
community broadens the scope of our concern and fosters in us a readiness to be with and to
serve people of various cultural backgrounds within our own nation or in another country. ”26
The letter to the Ephesians also paints a picture of rich intercultural living as the result of the
work of Christ, through the power of the Spirit. “For he is our peace; in his flesh he has made
both groups into one and has broken down the dividing wall … between us” (Eph 2:14). I have
to admit that Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza’s interpretation of Ephesians is disturbing, arguing
that the letter is an attempt to impose patriarchy upon this community of equality. 27 However,
missiologist Andrew Walls’s interpretation is also powerful and challenging for us in terms of
intercultural living. He speaks of an “Ephesian Moment” when two cultures—Greek and
Jewish—succeeded to live together in a mutually enriching and challenging way. Neither “was a
form of Christian faith complete and valid in itself, apart from the other. Each was necessary to
the other, each was to complete and correct the other; for each was an expression of Christ
under certain specific conditions, and Christ is humanity completed.” 28 I don’t think that we can
get a better description of a Trinitarian-grounded life of interculturality than this. The Love that
Gives Everything calls us to to a life of loving and giving as we live with one another and work
for the “revolutionary intimacy” of God’s Kindom.
Inculturation
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This was a remark made in a Webinar on “Apostolicity and Intercultural Theology,” sponsored by the Overseas
Ministries Study Center, Princeton, NJ, given by John G. Flett on January 14, 2021.
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You Are Sent, “General Directory,” 36.
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See Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Ephesians, Wisdom Commentary, Volume 50 (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical
Press / A Michael Glazier Book, 2017.
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What is always important as we reflect on the Trinity is to cultivate a healthy apophatic
sense. We need to know that we are dealing with mystery, and that any language we use is
more untrue than it is true. The American poet Christian Wiman speaks of God as “my bright
abyss.”29 One of my favorite poems of Rainer Maria Rilke reads:
We must not portray you in king’s robes,
you drifting mist that brought forth the morning.
Once again from the old paintboxes
we take the same gold for scepter and crown
that has disguised you through the ages.
Piously we produce our images of you
till they stand around you like a thousand walls.
And when our hearts would simply open,
our fervent hands hide you.30
“I know so little,” exclaims Denise Levertov in prayer, “You have brought me so far.” “I
know enough about you,” writes William Cleary in a beautiful prayer, “to hesitate to name you
in any particular way.”31
In the midst of her beautiful chapter on the Trinity in She Who Is, Elizabeth Johnson
admits that language about God in general and the Trinity in particular “is not a literal
description of the inner being of God who is in any event beyond human understanding.” This is
because, as Thomas Aquinas says “we cannot know what God is, but only what God is not,” and
so “such speech is always indirect, having a metaphorical, analogical, or symbolic character. …
No concept is adequate, no model mirrors directly.”32 We know God, as Rilke says, “when our
hearts would simply open,” in our experience of being taken up by the Spirit to recognize God’s
saving power in Jesus the Christ.
But this does not mean that we must remain speechless, nor does it mean that our
language about God is totally meaningless. This is because, from the first moment of creation,
the moment of the Big Bang, the Spirit has been present and active, pointing to the holiness of
all that is. “The world is charged with the grandeur of God,” Gerard Manley Hopkins writes,
“Because the Holy Ghost over the bent / World broods with warm breast and with ah! bright
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wings.”33 Language of God is not meaningless, because, as Graham Kings writes, “For God,
matter matters: for the Word became flesh.”34 As my friend and former professor David Burrell
once said in class, our language about God is like an arrow: it never hits the bull’s eye, but it
does hit the target.
Both these truths—that we cannot speak of God directly, but can indeed speak of God,
as Elizabeth Johnson says, “allusively”—are the Trinitarian grounds of inculturation. God is Love
Giving Everything. We can’t ever take it all in. But Love Gives Everything, and so anything is able
to reflect the mystery—as long as we are aware of language’s, images’, and rituals’ limitations.
The ineffable mystery of God and the sacramental nature of God’s world allows us to be
creative, daring, innovative in our theologies and liturgies, our teaching, and our witnessing to
and proclaiming the gospel. Our bodies, our cultures, our social locations, our history are all
shot through with the Spirit’s presence, with the holiness of the flesh of Jesus of Nazareth, now
the Risen Christ, whose body, like ours, like every rock, like every drop of water, has its origin,
as Denis Edwards beautifully puts it, in stardust.35 Love Gives Everything, and Everything is the
stuff of speaking about God—not ever adequately, but always truly.
Justice and Peace
Your Directional Statement commits you to “discern as a congregation which urgent and
critical global concerns” you “are called to address” and “dare to respond boldly in unsuspected
ways.” There are so many “urgent and critical global concerns” on which to focus: gender
justice and gender equality, ecology and eco-justice, human trafficking and slavery, migration
and the refugee crisis, world poverty, war, the sanctity of human life and the abolition of the
death penalty—the list can go on and on. Pope Francis talked in Laudato Sì about the danger in
which our “common home” finds itself; but perhaps we could say as well that Fratelli Tutti
focuses on the danger in which our common humanity finds itself. In sum, you are called to be
prophets of justice, peace, and the integrity of creation in our world, and in this you are rooted
in our Trinitarian God, who is as such a community of justice and flourishing, and who works for
justice and peace in all of creation.
The Brazilian theologian Leonardo Boff reflects on this aspect of the triune God by
starting with what Kathleen Cahalan and Catherine LaCugna call God’s essence—that is, God in
Godself. For Boff, in the beginning is not the One but the Three-in-One, a communion, a perfect
community of perfect equality and sharing, the pattern for justice and peace in the world.36 As
Elizabeth Johnson comments, this reality of unity and diversity in communion—Love Giving
Everything—is the “origin, mediator, and driving force of liberation,” where “there is total
equality amid mutuality and respect for difference. … It lays the foundation for a liberated
society of equal brothers and sisters, critiques patterns of unjust domination [domination of
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any sort, over human sisters and brothers, or over animate and inanimate creation] and offers a
source of inspiration for change.”37
How do we know God is like this? Because of God’s actions in history—again, what God
is in God’s deepest self is what God does. The entire history of Israel attests to God working for
true justice and shalom, despite so much violence in that history. Dianne Bergant suggests that
the famous Johannine phrase “God so loved the world” (Jn 3:16) refers not only to humans, but
to the entire cosmos, which God saw as “very good” (Gen 1:31) and appointed humanity as its
protectors and caretakers.38 As we are bidden in Ps 148, “praise God from the heavens, praise
God in the heights! / … for God commanded and they were created, / God established them
forever and ever; / God fixed their bounds, which cannot be passed” (1, 5b-6). Rather than
dominate the earth, human beings are called, as Jewish theologian Abraham Heschel expressed
it beautifully, to be “cantors of the universe.” 39 The prophetic tradition—think of Amos, Isaiah,
and Micah in particular—is a tradition calls Israel “to do justice, and to love kindness, and to
walk humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8). Elizabeth Johnson insists that such prophetic call for
justice includes injustice done to humans and the renewal of a “disordered world,” something
the prophets, a message the prophets “announced with equal vigor.”40 In the New Testament
we see Jesus anointed by the Creator Spirit to bring liberty to captives and freedom for the
oppressed (see Lk 4:18), embodying in his life, demonstrating by his healings, and proclaiming
with his words the “revolutionary intimacy” of God’s dream.
Jesus’ parable in Matt 25 about the “sheep and the goats” may be interpreted as a call
to charity, not justice. But it also points to the basic human dignity of all peoples that is the
foundation of working for a just and peaceful world. The passage I quoted earlier from Pope
Francis’s Fratelli Tutti also links this text with the Trinity, and his comment that the Trinitarian
community is “the origin and perfect model of all life and society”41 reads like a reference to
Boff’s ideas referred to by Elizabeth Johnson. Francis goes on in the next paragraph of the
encyclical to wonder “why, in the light of this, it took so long for the church to condemn slavery
and various forms of violence.” He goes on to condemn “violent nationalism, xenophobia and
contempt, and even the mistreatment of those who are different.”42
One more of Jesus’ parables in particular, in a feminist interpretation offered by New
Testament scholar Barbara Reid, reveals God as a God of justice: the parable of the “persistent
widow” in the gospel of Luke (Lk 18:1-8). Often the unjust judge in the parable is seen as an
image of God who needs to be approached with persistent prayer, or the parable contrasts the
judge to the mercy of God. Both interpretations are in accordance with Luke’s redaction of the
parable in verses 1 and 7. However, as Reid argues, both interpretations offer a rather
unattractive image of God as a tyrant on the one hand and one reluctant to answer on the
other. Because of this, she suggests that the original parable is not about prayer at all, but
37
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about God’s persistent quest for justice. God, she argues, is imaged as the woman and injustice
is imaged as the judge. With this interpretation, “with its unusual characters and startling
ending,” the parable “jolts the hearer into a new way of seeing. It asks one to leave behind
stereotypes and what justice in the realm of God looks like and how it is achieved. It invites one
to emulate such a pursuit of justice in efforts to embody the reign of God here and now while
awaiting future fulfillment.”43 Once again we see Jesus, anointed by the Spirit, revealing God as
a God who never gives up in the pursuit of radical kinship and justice—and invites those who
believe in such a God to join in the work.
Conclusion: Joining in the Dance
In the same webinar in which the presenter shared the comments of the Australian
Aboriginal woman about Gal 3:28, the presenter, John Flett, told a wonderful story of a visit to
a (Protestant) church service in the Congo. At a certain point in the service all the people in the
church began to dance. Now dancing is very common in African church services, but the point
in the service in which this dance took place was unfamiliar, and so John asked his host what
was going on. “Oh,” his host responded. “They are dancing the creed. We have just discovered
it, so it is quite a joyful moment in the service.” John was quite surprised. The people had just
discovered the creed? How was that possible? He opened up the service book—several years
old—and showed his host the text of the Nicene Creed. “Oh, yes,” his host responded again.
“Yes, we have known about the text for a long time, but it only became the creed for us when
we began to dance it.”
I think, in a metaphorical sense of course, this is how we discover the Trinity in our own
lives: we join The Divine Dance, as Richard Rohr has called it, a play on words that is derived
from the more formal term perichoresis, an interrelation, an interweaving that expresses the
Trinity’s intimate unity but clear difference from one another. We join the dance as we begin to
engage in mission; practice, succeed, and make mistakes in a life of interculturality; risk new
ways of thinking about and communicating the gospel in inculturation; and struggle with and
for the poor and marginalized and the hurting earth in working for justice, peace, and the
integrity of creation. We join the dance as we work at joining our God who is Love Giving
Everything, the dance itself. Mission, Interculturality, Inculturation, and Justice and Peace
interweave with one another in a kind of dance that portrays “the mutual indwelling and
encircling of God’s holy mystery,”44 and our participation in it. Johnson imagines it as a modern
piece of choreography, where “dancers whirl and intertwine in unusual patterns; the floor is
circled in seemingly chaotic ways; rhythms are diverse; at times all hell breaks loose; resolution
is achieved unexpectedly.” Johnson takes the metaphor in another direction: “we can say that
the eternal flow of life is stepped to the contagious rhythms of spicy salsas, merengues,
calypsos, or reggaes where dancers in free motion are yet bonded by the music.”45 And in the
dance, like the African Christians in the Congo, we discover the creed: “I believe in on God …
Creator … Word made flesh … Life-giving Spirit.”
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The great fourteenth century poet Hafez was a Muslim, not a Christian, but I think we
can borrow his words to end this reflection on the Trinity and our commitment to participating
in the life of the God who gives everything to us and to creation:
Every child has known God.
Not the God of names,
Not the God of don’ts,
Not the God who [n]ever does anything weird.
But the God who only knows
Four words.
And … keeps repeating them, saying:
“Come dance with me.”
Come
Dance.46
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