Created in the Image of Love

By Patrick Cleary-Burns

Stop and remember.  Recall your deepest, earliest memories of role models for Christian sainthood.

For me it was the valiant missionary working alone among the pagans and the little old woman, fully veiled, silently praying the rosary during the 6am mass.

We all know that sainthood is broader than that, but that image is enduring and it still instructs our sense of what it means to be in a relationship with God.  The message seems to be that, except on Sunday, prayer and our relationship with God a one-on-one experience.   This fits in with our American cultural legacy of rugged individualism.

Thankfully, that is not how God is or how They designed us.  God is a Trinity.   God is a relationship.  Since we are made in God’s image, we reflect God’s ‘relationality’.

Theologians of the last 60 or 70 years have worked to reclaim the earliest Christian understanding of Jesus, God, and our call as Christians.  I want to reflect on some of the concepts of the Trinity, human nature, and our relationship with God and each other that have been written about that give us insight into Paul’s notion of our call to live in and with the Holy Spirit.

First, God is relational.  In Altogether Gift:  A Trintiarian Spirituality, Michael Downey posits that what unites the three persons of the Trinity is their loving relationship to each other and their united love of all creation.  Downey calls that ‘the Three in the One Love’.  The relationality of the Three bonded in the One Love spills over into a relationality with the world, thereby making it possible for human persons to enter into this communion in the One Love.

According to Downey, we have much to learn from how the Three relate to each other in the One Love:

The language of the Three in One Love also opens up fresh horizons and 

future possibilities for understanding what it means to be a human person.  

For even as it speaks of the divine persons, the Trinitarian doctrine throws 

light on what Christians think a human person is.  More specifically, the 

doctrine of the Trinity throws light on what kind of person a Christian is 

called to be and becomes through participation in the mission of Word and 

Spirit, thereby entering into communion in the one Love.    (Page 60)

This is worth thinking about.  The God who created us does not live alone far off in the heavens.  God is Love.  God is a relationship.  We are created in God’s image.  According to Karl Rahner, grace is God’s self-communication with the very core of our being.  Combine these two thoughts: grace is a relational God engaging us in the One Love.  According to John’s gospel:  

Those who love me will keep my word, and my Father will love them, 

and we will come to them and make our home with them.  I have said 

these things while I am still with you.  But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, 

whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you everything, and 

remind you of all that I have said to you.    

John 14: 23-26
The Three in the One Love God who loves us will make Their home with us!...and we will do the same with each other – the Spirit will teach us how!

What does this have to do with how each of us relates to God?  Let’s look at how it affected the very earliest Christians.   According to the second chapter of Acts:

All who believed were together and had all things in common; they would

sell their possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any

had need.  Day by day, as they spent much time together in the temple, they 

broke bread at home and ate their food with glad and generous hearts,

praising God and having the goodwill of all the people.  And day by day

the Lord added to their number those who were being saved.  
Acts 2: 43-47

The Christian life is designed by God and by our very human nature as relational, not solitary.  This does not mean that we do not need time apart.  All of us, and especially anyone who is an introvert, needs time alone.  It is us living out our call in relationship with the Trinity’s relationship Love and with all of our saints, community, sisters, and brothers.  This is not trivial.  It is fundamental to how we look at our life as a follower of Jesus.  Let us be truly and profoundly heartened to know that we do not face the life alone.  Like the early Christians, we are being taught by the Spirit to engage life in communion with the Trinity and the whole People of God.
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