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In the course of the twentieth century, missiology
increasingly made missio Dei its foundational term.1

According to this development, “mission” is not just
something the church does; mission is God’s own ac-
tivity. The mission of the church is properly under-
stood as participation in God’s mission. Quoting the
1958 International Missionary Council in Achimota,
Ghana, Lesslie Newbigin writes: “The mission is not
ours, but God’s.” Newbigin then comments: “We are
invited to participate in an activity of God which is
the central meaning of creation itself.”2

Missio Dei in Trinity and Church

Long before this modern use of the term missio
Dei–indeed before “mission” came into use as a term
describing the life of the church, or even an aspect of
that life–the term “mission’s” first theological usage
was to denote trinitarian relationships. Thomas
Aquinas devotes question 43 of the Summa Theologiae
to the topic “Of Mission of Divine Persons.” For
Aquinas, there are two trinitarian missions, or
“sendings”: the mission/sending of the Son and the
mission/sending of the Spirit. These missions are how
the Son and the Spirit “get into” the created world.
For Aquinas, these missions are separable from the
identities of the second and third persons of the Trin-
ity. The Son is “begotten” and the Spirit is “breathed”
eternally, while the missions involve entry into tem-
porality. The eternal “begetting” and “breathing” cor-
respond to Aquinas’s narrower use of the term “pro-

cessions.”
Protestant dogmaticians of the seventeenth cen-

tury also put their shoulder to the task of specifying
the relation between eternal procession and tempo-
ral mission. The Lutheran theologian Johann
Quenstedt writes: “The mission of the Holy Spirit in
time in and to the apostles and other faithful is the
manifestation, or consequence and effect, of the eter-
nal procession. The eternal procession is perennial
and necessary, while the mission is a gracious and
free happening, and in that way conditioned.”3 Simi-
larly, Johann Gerhard states that the “mission of the
Holy Spirit in time” is the “consequence and mani-
festation” of the Spirit’s “eternal procession.”4

Thomas Aquinas and Quenstedt both demonstrate
the widely used distinction between the “immanent”
Trinity and the “economic” Trinity. The former re-
fers to God’s internal, eternal relations, while the lat-
ter refers to God’s trinitarian activity in salvation his-
tory.5 In the twentieth century, the separation of “im-
manent” from “economic” Trinity came under major
attack. Karl Rahner gave the classic formulation
(Rahner’s Rule) to this attack with his claim that “the
‘economic’ Trinity is the ‘immanent’ Trinity and the
‘immanent’ Trinity is the ‘economic’ Trinity.6 A whole
host of important players in the “trinitarian renais-
sance” of the last several decades have agreed with
Rahner in his fundamental point, if not in his exact
formulation.7 I take his fundamental point to be his
assertion that “no adequate distinction can be made
between the doctrine of the Trinity and the doctrine
of the economy of salvation.”8
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In the Thomistic vocabulary we have briefly ex-
amined, Rahner’s assertion is that the missions are
the processions and vice versa. The second person is
constituted as the sent Word. The third person is
constituted as the sent Spirit. The first person is con-
stituted as the Sender of Word and Spirit.9 Succinctly,
God’s being is in mission.

At the very least, recent missiology’s emphasis upon
missio Dei provides a terminological invitation to think
missiology and trinitarian theology together.  Already
in 1965, though, Ad Gentes Divinitus, Vatican II’s
“Decree on the Church’s Missionary Activity,” began
its first chapter with the statement: “The Church on
earth is by its very nature missionary since, according
to the plan of the Father, it has its origin in the mis-
sion of the Son and the Holy Spirit.”10 Ad Gentes
Divinitus proceeds to give content to the church’s mis-
sion on the basis of ecclesial participation in the mis-
sion of the triune God: “Since this mission [i.e., the
church’s mission] continues and, in the course of his-
tory, unfolds the mission of Christ, who was sent to
evangelize the poor, then the Church, urged on by
the Spirit of Christ, must walk the road Christ him-
self walked, a way of poverty and obedience, of ser-
vice and self-sacrifice even to death.11

According to Ad Gentes Divinitus, the missio Dei,
the missions of the second and third persons of the
Trinity, originate the church’s mission. Moreover, the
church’s mission “continues” and “unfolds” the mis-
sion of Christ. But what does it mean for the church
to have its “origin” in the trinitarian missions of God?12

Eternity within Time

For Aquinas, the divine “missions” are how an oth-
erwise timeless God gets into time.  Thomas Aquinas’
conception still operates under the shadow of the
great Arian question: How can the gap be bridged
between the realm of timeless, impassible divine be-
ing and temporal, suffering, mortal becoming?13 The
Arian solution, of course, was that there had to be a
bridge figure, neither exactly God nor exactly hu-
man. The answer that won out in the great 4th-cen-
tury controversy, the orthodox answer, rejected the
Arian version of a bridge figure in favor of a fully
divine Word that takes on human flesh. But the or-

thodox answer did not question the Arian assump-
tion of two separate realms that needed to be
bridged.14

But why not say instead that the Spirit-enabled
revelation of God in Jesus is that God isn’t “out there”
somewhere needing a bridge to us? Instead of treat-
ing Jesus as a special arrangement by which God can
be with us, why not say that Jesus is called “Immanuel”
because he reveals the truth about God: that God is
“God with us”? Why not say that the revelation of
the triune God is precisely the revelation of a God
that doesn’t need any bridge figures? Rowan Will-
iams puts it clearly: “The work of the Spirit, like the
Son’s work, is bound up precisely with the loss of me-
diatorial concepts designed to explain how the tran-
scendent God (who is elsewhere) can be communi-
cated here.”15

The aforementioned “trinitarian renaissance” has
done a great deal to advance this reconception of
God against several longstanding theological assump-
tions: divine timelessness,16 divine changelessness,17

divine impassibility,18 and divine immortality.19 Here
I want to reflect upon the implications of this recon-
ception of God for the mission of the church.

The divine missions of Word and Spirit are not
the bridging of a gap between a divine realm and a
creaturely realm, between invulnerable being and
vulnerable becoming, between timelessness and time.
They are not the divine strategies to “get God into
the world.” If the church’s mission is participation in
the mission of the triune God, then the church’s mis-
sion is also not to get God into the world. Unfortu-
nately, the church’s thinking about its mission has
often been shaped by gap-bridging models. We have
too often conceived mission as taking the Word of
God “out” into the world, as if the Word were not
already present in the world. We have too often
thought of the world as “out there” and the church
as “in here,” resorting to a two-realms thinking that
inevitably tempts us to regard the church as the home
address of God’s Spirit. As Rowan Williams writes,
“We have frequently lost a sense of the Church as
sign of the Spirit rather than its domicile.”20

The question might well arise: Doesn’t the church’s
liturgy encourage us to think of the church as “in-
side” and the world as “outside”? We gather for wor-
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ship, are renewed by the Word in scripture, sermon,
and sacrament, and then are sent in mission. Isn’t our
gathering a “coming out” of the world, even as the
name ek-klesia denotes those who have been “called
out”? Isn’t the sending at the close of our liturgy pre-
cisely a sending “back into” the world, so that we can
there carry out our mission as church?

Gathering In and Sending Out

The rhythmic movement of gathering in and be-
ing sent out is certainly embedded in our liturgy. But
that rhythm has a complex structure that it must re-
tain in order to be true to its source in the gospel.
First, our gathering has a specific center. We gather
around the crucified and risen Jesus Christ. Christ,
though, is a very odd center. Christ is a center who is
on the outside. One of the facts about Jesus that most
consistently infuriated his seriously religious neigh-
bors was that he insisted on hanging around with
people on the “outside”: tax collectors, various cat-
egories of women of low reputation, “sinners.” As a
victim of crucifixion, the most politically-charged form
of the death penalty in his time and place, Jesus was
most decidedly on the outside: outside the city, out-
side the law, outside the bounds of public honor and
respect. In the famous parable of the sheep and the
goats in Matthew 25, Jesus explicitly promises that
he is to be found in those “on the outside” of society:
the hungry, the sick, the imprisoned. Jesus’ presence
in the outsider is invisible, so the “sheep” in the story
don’t even know that it is Jesus whom they are feed-
ing, visiting, etc.

Likewise, our liturgy’s “sending” is simultaneously
a gathering. When we gather at the communion table
we hear that we are participating in a “foretaste of
the feast to come.” We are anticipating the eschato-
logical banquet in which all will have a place. This
means, though, that in gathering apart as the church
to eat the eucharistic meal, we threaten to contradict
the very content of the meal as anticipation of the
eschatological banquet. We threaten to become the
church gathering to eat a meal separate from the rest
of the world that “God so loved.”21 We avert that
threatened betrayal of the sense of the meal as long
as our churchly eucharist functions as a symbol of

the eschatological banquet. But our gathering at the
Lord’s table functions as such a symbol22 only as long
as the gathering is open toward all the world. We
enact that openness precisely as we go from our wor-
ship gatherings to share communion with the sick
and homebound, to invite others to the next celebra-
tion of the eucharist, to fill grocery bags in food pan-
tries, to advocate for legislation that will reduce the
number of hungry people, to refuse to cross picket
lines where workers are striking to be able to feed
their families, etc. These actions, too, anticipate the
day when all of us in God’s world will sit down around
God’s table. These actions–the actions that we are
“sent” to do as mission–are part of the Spirit’s escha-
tological “in-gathering” for God’s great banquet.

In these specific ways–and not by virtue of a vague
affection for paradox–our gathering as church is a
sending and our sending is a gathering.23 To neglect
our missional sending as church is not just to be weak
on mission while possibly still being strong on word
and sacrament. To neglect our missional sending is to
betray the inherent dynamic of word and sacrament.

Conclusion

I have argued that trinitarian theology can help-
fully guide our missiology by steering us away from a
“two-realms” model that makes mission a matter of
bridging the gap between the two realms.  I have
tried to show that, far from supporting such a two-
realms model, our liturgy decisively undermines it.
In conclusion, I want to venture a hypothesis, with-
out arguing for it in detail.

One commonly hears the diagnosis that the West-
ern theological tradition is long on Christology and
short on pneumatology. My hypothesis is that this
pneumatological deficiency is a major reason for our
susceptibility to what I have called “two-realms think-
ing.” When we short-change the Spirit in our think-
ing about Christ, we invariably diminish our appre-
ciation of the diversity of the presence of the Word in
the world. To again cite Rowan Williams: “The Son
is manifest in a single, paradigmatic figure, the Spirit
is manifest in the ‘translatability’ of that into the con-
tingent diversity of history.”24 We fix on a centering
location of the Word (in Galilee 2000 years ago, in
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the church’s sacraments), without corresponding clar-
ity about the Spirit’s role in extending the “resonance”
of the incarnate Word.25

It seems to me that one of the most important
next steps in conceiving a missional church on the
basis of the missional triune God is to focus more on
the differentiation between the mission of the Word
and the mission of the Spirit. As in all matters trini-
tarian, this is a differentiation not at the expense of
unity, but in the service of unity. More specifically, I
think that we need to focus on the particular func-
tion of the mission of the Spirit. With a more genu-
inely trinitarian understanding of the missions of the
triune God, we can then better address the question:
What is the mission of the church as participation in
the mission(s) of God?
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