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An enormous body of literature has been written about Christian theology.
This section is a brief summary of some of the most significant concepts. It is
important to keep in mind that there are many different definitions of the
concept of "God." We do not all mean the same thing when we use the word
God, even with a capital "G."

While there are areas of agreement in Jewish and Christian beliefs about
God, it is extremely important to describe distinctly Christian understandings
about God in order to accurately perceive both Christianity and Judaism and
avoid simplistic characterizations of either.

The Trinity

In Roman Catholic teaching the proper object of faith is a mystery: a truth
revealed by God that is beyond human comprehension. Catholics believe that
the ultimate mystery revealed in the New Testament is that of the Trinity. The
unity of God is accepted, but relying upon human analogy, Catholics and
other Christians believe that within this unity there are three relationships that
can be described in the language of persons—the Father, the Son, and the
Holy Spirit.

These three are of one nature or substance. The Athanasian Creed of
the late fifth century offers this formula: "We worship one God in Trinity and
Trinity in unity." Hence, the Catholic understanding of the mystery of God is
both monotheistic and trinitarian.
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Although Christian belief in one God was born within the matrix of Judaism,
Christians understand and speak of this one God as being triune. Dr. John C.
Merkle writes:

In Christianity, as in Judaism, God is the name for that living, challenging
transcendence that stirs the human conscience; it is also the name for that
empowering source of justice, compassion and love that enables human
beings to live in accord with the dictates of conscience. God's presence is
experienced as the absolute claim upon conscience, as the commanding
challenge to overcome inequity, injustice, suffering and oppression. God's
presence is also experienced as the spiritual energy empowering human
beings to achieve these ends. In and through certain historical events we
may discern the command and concern of a presence that transcends the
human, a reality worthy of our ultimate allegiance and, therefore, of our
worship—a reality and presence we call God.

As in the Jewish tradition, in Christianity God, the Supreme Being and
Source of Life, is experienced as:

personal, free, knowing, loving, and self-communicating
the source of creation, life, and growth
Lord of history through which God's divinity is revealed as merciful
the Absolute—beyond the grasp of human understanding
mystery: immanent—near to human beings and acting on their behalf
in creation and history and also transcendent, that is, always beyond
the limits of human experience and understanding

All of these concepts are clearly rooted in the Hebrew Bible.

The Incarnation

Belief in the Incarnation of the Son of God in the form of Jesus Christ is the
distinctive sign of Christian faith. This belief is succinctly expressed in the
opening words of John's Gospel: "And the Word was made flesh, and dwelt
among us" (John 1:14). Incarnation, or the belief in God taking human form,
expresses the Christian belief in the unity of Divinity with humanity in Christ.

For Catholic believers, God, the Word, became flesh in order for people
to be saved by reconciliation with God: "[T]he Father sent his Son as savior of
the world . . . God's love for us when he sent his son to be the sacrifice that
takes our sin away" (1 John 4:14,10); so that humanity might know God's love:
"In this the love of God was made manifest among us, that God sent his only
son into the world, so that we might live through him" (1 John 4:9); to be a
model of holiness: "Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me" (Matt.
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11:29), "I am the way, the truth, and the life" (John 14:6), "Love one another
as I have loved you" (John 15:12).

Jesus the Christ

From very early times the followers of Jesus proclaimed him to be the
Christos. This Greek word, used in the New Testament as a noun and as a
proper name, is a translation of the Hebrew word Moshiach, which means "the
anointed one." Though Jesus probably never referred to himself as Messiah,
the followers of Jesus were called Christians because they believed him to be
the Christ. Interestingly, the Hebrew term for "Christians" is notzrim or
"Nazarenes," that is, those who follow Jesus of Nazareth. Confession of Jesus
as Christ is at the heart of Christian belief.

The few times the Gospels attribute to Jesus sayings about his messiah-
ship probably reflect the faith of the early Christian community rather than
Jesus' own words. Since Jesus did not explain his mission in political terms he
was reserved about appropriating this title.

In the social and political situation of Jesus' day—when ancient Judea
was occupied by the most hated of foes, Rome—the title Messiah had a
definitely political connotation. The Messiah was expected to be a warrior
king who would liberate the Jewish people from political oppression and
foreign domination while inaugurating an age of universal peace and justice.

Through parables and proverbs that drew upon daily life in first-century
Judea, Jesus proclaimed the immediate coming of the Kingdom of God in
human hearts and minds. In his healing ministry and table fellowship, he
proclaimed the presence of the Kingdom, describing its presence as incom-
plete and awaiting full accomplishment in an unspecified future. Through the
Gospels Christians see in Jesus the one in whom this Kingdom is inaugurated.
He is that Kingdom in his person.

He spreads it through healing and through restoring life. He forgives sins
(Mark 2:10); he has power over nature (Matt. 8:18ff); he preaches good news
to the poor (Matt. 11:5). While the Kingdom is made present in Jesus' life
and ministry, his death and resurrection, its fullness is still to come. The
Kingdom's presence does not eradicate evil. They exist side by side until the
final consummation in the future.

Jesus' teaching is also understood to mean that the presence of the
Kingdom is God's one which calls forth human responses. The message of the
Kingdom implies a crisis of decision: "Once the hand is laid to the plough, no
one who looks back is fit for the Kingdom of God" (Luke 9:62). It is a call to
conversion: "The time has come and the Kingdom of God is close at hand.
Repent and believe the Good News" (Mark 1:15).

It demands forgiveness of others: "[Fjorgive us our sins, for we ourselves
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forgive each one who is in debt to us" (Luke 11:4). It is a call to serve the
deprived and to love even one's enemies (Matt. 5:44-48). The Kingdom of
God reverses expectations: "Many who are first will be last, and the last first"
(Mark 10:31).

The Resurrection

According to Christian belief, Jesus must be understood not only in the
capacity of his earthly mission but also in the miracle of his resurrection. The
defining feature of Christian faith is belief in the resurrection, a concept that
is also present in traditional Judaism.

Jesus was born of the virgin Mary, was baptized, had an earthly ministry,
was crucified and died and was resurrected from the dead. Thus Jesus is
understood by Christians to be both brother and one who sits at the right
hand of God the Father, and advocates on behalf of believers. This is the sign
of grace in Christianity.

The Holy Spirit

Christianity teaches that after the resurrection of Jesus, he will return for the
sake of humanity. Until that day, Jesus has left the Holy Spirit to be an
intercessor, comfort, and spiritual guide. Jesus was God's wisdom, the one in
whose face God's glory shone and in whom was a life-giving spirit. Frequently,
without explicit reference to the Spirit, the figure of Jesus came to be seen as
the mode of God's presence and activity in the world.

In the three Synoptic Gospels the early witnesses to Jesus perceive him
as a Spirit-conceived, Spirit-filled man. Shortly thereafter, in the early centu-
ries of the Church, the Spirit was understood as a divine power or presence
applying the benefits of Jesus' work to believers.

The Spirit is also understood as the love of the Father and the Son that
bonds and unites the Christian community. This Spirit of love is God's life
force acting to form a world out of chaos. As the source of human wisdom
and dynamism, the Spirit's presence enables human beings to assist intelligent-
ly, energetically, and with love in this transformation.

Another important aspect of Christian theology is the linkage of humility
and exaltation. God's appearance on earth in the form of Jesus is not consid-
ered to be a diminishing of the Divine. Rather, God's willingness to take on
human form and die on the cross is understood as a sign of God's humility
and the concept of God in the form of Jesus as servant who is then elevated
to heaven because of his servitude and humility.


