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The Theology of PERICHORESIS"
“So shall my word be that goeth forth out of my mouth; it shall not return unto me void....” Isa. 55:11

When talking about the activity of the Godhead the first thing to remember is that God does not exist in
time, but apart from time, since time is a created property of this universe. There is no eternity past, in the
sense of time going on forever backwards. Time had a beginning in Gen. 1:1, and, before then, there was
no time. With that being the case, there could not be succession, since succession is a quality of time.

Therefore, when we view the activity of God we must be sure to realize that there is no succession. All of
the activities of the ontological Trinity are eternal. One act does not occur before another act. In fact, if
God does not exist in time, then there can only be one eternal act within the Godhead, for to have more
than one act would presuppose succession, and that would presuppose time, and as we have stated time
did not exist before Gen. 1:1.

Therefore, when we talk about divine activity we must remember that we are talking about one eternal and
necessary movement within the Godhead. The term we have assigned to this movement is the Greek word
“perichoresis.”

The word “perichoresis” originally meant to “dance around” or “revolution.” The word was extremely rare
until the time of John of Damascus. Leonard Prestige tells us that perichoresis meant

—[to be]...of extremes (on opposites sides of a rotating mechanism) ..., [to] come round to, reciprocate or
interchange with, pass or resolve themselves into, one another, Gr. Naz. Or. 18.42. ...John of Damascus
in...turn found the terms...indicated a sort of penetration or permeation....

Although Prestige relates that this caused a problem in properly understanding an accurate Christology, he
goes on and states:

“But John compensated...by an advance of real theological value. From the time of Saint John the
Evangelist there had not been found any convenient general term to describe the mutual relations of the
Three Persons of the Godhead to each other. Origen had safeguarded the timelessness of their active
relations by his phrase 'eternal generation, and Gregory of Nyssa had done more perhaps than any other
to illustrate their mutual involution, but no one phrase existed which was capable of finally disposing both
of Sabellianism and of Tritheism by casting a ray of explanatory definition over their simultaneity of mere
being, and shewing in a single illuminating term how they were really three, eternally and not just
successively, without being three of a species and consequently three Gods.... What John of Damascus did
was to remedy the defect by extending to 'theology' the term he had derived from the Christology of
Maximus. He extended it not in the semi-technical sense of ‘interchange' or 'reciprocity’ which was its
proper meaning, but in the new and fully technical sense of 'interpenetration in which he himself
understood it, a sense really unsuited to Christology but admirably expressive of Trinitarian unity.”

In other words, John combined the idea of revolution with interpenetration. This showed that any activity
of the Godhead must be, by definition, within itself. It disallowed any idea of separation or division in the

2 UNDERSTANDING THE TRINITY, B.P. Harris, 2006 G.C, pp. 279-290

By: Tadiwos Mengste Page 6



2013 9.9°

Godhead, because, if each Person mutually coinheres in each other, how could there be division or
separation of substance? This is important because what it showed us is that any activity of God must
result in perfect unity.

Perichoresis then means, the one eternal movement of the Godhead out from the Father and back towards
the Father by which all Three Persons exist in perfect consubstantiality, coinherence, and communionality.

In other words, “perichoresis” defines the Trinitarian Persons activity in unity. This is the one eternal
movement of the Godhead. This is very important to understand because it speaks of the simplicity not
only of God's being, but also the simplicity of God's activity. If the activity of God did not result in perfect
unity, then one could not have equality amongst the Persons, for one Persons activity could be greater or
more important than the other Person‘s activity.

What this means is that we cannot assign a greater importance to the Father‘s generation and spiration of
the Son and the Holy Spirit, than the Son and Holy Spirit‘s reciprocal activity back to the Father. All
activity is equal and harmonious. It would be wrong to say that the Son and Holy Spirit are dependent
upon the Fathers activity, but the Father is not dependent upon the Son and Holy Spirits reciprocal
activity. They all need each other*s activity to truly be the one Divine Being.

This shows why some Christian‘s objection to generation is nonsensical when they say it shows
subordination of the Son to the Father. What they don't realize is not only is the Son's existence dependent
upon the Father through generation, but so too, the Father's existence is dependent upon the Son's own
reciprocal activity. The Son gives back everything He receives.

This is the great circle of life within the ontological Trinity that is dramatically portrayed in the Economic
Trinity. In the Economic Trinity, the Father gives life in the incarnation of His Son by the Holy Spirit and
the Son in turn gives back that life to the Father through His sacrifice on the cross by the Holy Spirit. This
is divine perichoresis.

This now leads us then to explain what this harmonious activity of the Trinity is. If we accept that
perichoresis defines the one eternal movement of the Godhead, then perichoresis must be seen from two
different facets: Procession and Reciprocation (see the ff. figure)

DIVINE ACTIVITY WITHIN THE GODHEAD

1. One Eternal Movement:
| PERICHORESIS |

2. Two Facets of Perichoresis
PROCESSION

RECIPROCATION

The first facet of the one eternal movement in the Godhead is procession. Procession is defined as the

movement out from the Father and is understood by two modes and three aspects. Begetting and Spiration
are the two modes of procession, and communication, production, and impartation are the three aspects
(See the ff. fig.). It must be understood that these are not separate acts within the Godhead, as if
succession was a part of His Being, but one eternal movement. The begetting of the Son and the spiration
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of the Holy Spirit do not occur at a separate time. It must not be thought that the Son is first generated and
the Holy Spirit is then spirated. No, it is simply two modes of the same act. This is not to confuse the two
modes. Begetting is distinct from spiration. The Holy Spirit is not begotten, but is spirated. And if we
remember our theological definition of “distinction,” we should then see sameness, difference, and
distinguishability in these modes.

The sameness is that it is one act; the difference is that the Son is begotten from the Father, and the Holy
Spirit is spirated from the Father through the Son; the distinguishability is that the Son is filial and the
Holy Spirit is spirital. In addition, procession is defined by three aspects —communication, production, and
impartation (Jn. 5:26). This too must not be thought as three separate acts, but are simply three aspects of
the same movement. Communication is production seen from a different angle, and production and
communication are impartation seen from yet another angle. They are all the same in that they are one act,
yet they are all different in that communication refers to substance, production refers to subsistence, and
impartation refers to attributes, and because of these three different reference points, they can be
distinguished and thus be distinct.

DIVINE ACTIVITY OF THE FATHER

1. First Facet of Perichoresis
y PROCESSION |

2. Two Modes of Procession
BEGETTING
SPIRATION

3. Three Aspects of Procession
COMMUNICATION
PRODUCTION
IMPARTATION
The second facet of perichoresis is reciprocation. Reciprocation is defined by activity back toward the

Father by the Son and the Holy Spirit and is also defined by two modes and three aspects. Imaging and
Affirmation are the two modes of reciprocation, and reception, relation, and response are the three aspects
(See fig. below). All these, also, are the same act, yet seen from different angles.

Imaging and affirmation are the same in that they are one act. Yet it is the Son, not the Holy Spirit, that
images, and the Holy Spirit, not the Son, that affirms — this is difference. The distinguishability is that
imaging gives forth manifestation, and affirming gives forth understanding. The three aspects are the same
in that they are all one act. They are all different in that reception, like communication, refers to substance,
relation refers to subsistence and response refers to attributes. And they are all distinguished in that each
has its own reference point.

And so we see the great eternal circle of life within the Godhead. All activity begins from the Father and
returns back to Him in the activity of the Son and the Holy Spirit: all distinct activities, yet the same one
eternal movement. With this understanding laid down let's now look at each facet a little closer.
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DIVINE ACTIVITY OF THE SON AND THE HOLY SPIRIT ‘

1. Second Facet of Perichoresis
| RECIPROCATION |

2. Two Modes of Reciprocation
IMAGING
AFFIRMATION

3. Three Aspects of Reciprocation
RECEPTION
RELATION
RESPONSE

PROCESSION

As we saw, procession is the first facet of perichoresis. It defines all activity from the Father. While it is
the Son and the Holy Spirit who proceed, it is the paternity of the Father that is the cause of their
procession. Procession, in an active sense, speaks of the giving activity of the Father as the cause, while
procession, in a passive sense, speaks of begetting and spiration as the effect.

As we saw, the giving activity of the Father is not some separate act, but part of the one eternal movement
within the Godhead. It is in the nature of the Father to give, thus causing the procession of the Son and the
Holy Spirit. As a result this giving should be seen, not as a voluntary act, but as a necessary act. The
Father would not exist if He was not causing the procession of His Son and the Holy Spirit. His whole
existence is to beget a Son and spirate the Holy Spirit. It is no more a voluntary act than say breathing is a
voluntary act in humans. We breathe not because we will to breathe, we breathe because it is a necessary
act of our humanity. It is part of our nature to breathe, and if we did not physically breathe on this earth,
we would not physically exist on this earth. So it is with the Father. If the Father would not cause the
procession of the other two Persons, He would not exist. This is what makes procession eternal. If there
was a time that the Father was not begetting a Son or spirating the Holy Spirit, He would not even exist,
for they are all co-equal and co-dependent on each other. This timeless or eternal activity is understood as
begetting and spiration.

Begetting, by definition, must be eternal because it is a necessary act of the Father. If one believes that
there was a time when the Son was not, then one also must believe there was a time when the Father was
not, for as we said before, if the Father was not causing the procession of His Son, He would not exist.

Spiration, of course, must be seen in the same way. The spiration of the Holy Spirit is eternal because it is
part of the Father's eternal activity. Even the word —Spirit implies this since “ruach” can be understood
as “breath,” and as we stated before, according to the revelatory example of mankind, if a human cannot
exist on this planet apart from the procession of breathe, so too the Father could not exist apart from His
procession of the Holy Spirit. It is all part of His necessary activity.
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Both of these modes are understood through the aspects of communication, production, and impartation
(Jn 5:26). The Son's substance is communicated from the Father by generation. The Son's subsistentiality
is produced by the Father in generation, and the Son's attributes are imparted from the Father with
generation.

In the same way, the Holy Spirit's substance is communicated from the Father through the Son by
spiration. The Holy Spirit's subsistentiality is produced by the Father through the Son in spiration, and the
Holy Spirit's attributes are imparted from the Father through the Son with spiration.

This all defines the Father's activity within the Godhead. Let's now look at the activity of the Godhead
from the perspective of the Son and the Holy Spirit.

RECIPROCATION

As procession is activity from the Father, reciprocation is activity towards the Father. As procession is the
result of the activity of the Father, so reciprocation is the result of the imaging and affirming activity of
the Son and the Holy Spirit. Both of these activities must also be understood as a necessary act.

The Son eternally has been and always will be in harmony with the Father's will, obeying or imaging the
Father in perfect communion (Col. 1:15). His imaging of the Father is just as much a necessary act as the
Father's causal activity in procession is necessary. In the same way, the Holy Spirit has ever been
affirming the Father's will, as it is manifested in the Son, in perfect harmony (Jn. 16:13-15). He is the
Spirit of Truth; it is a part of His nature to affirm what He knows of the Father's will (I Cor. 3:10-12). So,
it too is a necessary act. It is in the Holy Spirit‘s nature to affirm, as it is in the Son's nature to image, and
the Father's nature to cause procession.

This is the eternal perichoresis of the Godhead — the perfect circle of life — the procession of life from the
Father and the reciprocation of life back toward the Father — all Three Persons working in perfect
communion — in perfect unity.

Lastly, as the two modes of begetting and spiration were defined by three aspects, so the two modes of
imaging and affirmation are defined by the three aspects of reception, relation, and response. The Father's
substance is imaged by the Son's reception. The Father's subsistent is imaged by the Son's relationality,
and the Father's attributes are imaged by the Son's response. In the same way, the Father's substance,
through the Son, is affirmed by the Holy Spirit's reception, and the Father's subsistent, through the Son, is
affirmed by the Holy Spirit's relationality and, lastly, the Father's attributes, through the Son, are affirmed
by the Holy Spirit's response.

The significance of this is that it tells us that communication and reception speak to us of giving and
receiving within the Godhead. The Father is ever giving and is thus selfless, and the Son and Holy Spirit
are ever humbly receiving and so too are selfless. Self-love or selfishness is not a part of the Godhead.

Production and relation speak to us of relating within the Godhead. The Father eternally produces in a
paternal way, and the Son eternally relates in a filial way and the Holy Spirit in a spiritual way.
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And, finally, impartation and response speak to us of perfect love within the Godhead. God is love, and
the Father is ever imparting that love to the Son and Holy Spirit, with the Son and Holy Spirit ever
responding to that love in perfect communion.

Therefore, we conclude our section on defining the doctrine of the Trinity in its many facets, qualities, and
aspects. Perhaps it might be good if we would remind ourselves of what we stated earlier. Our God is so
great and transcendent. We would never be able to know Him or understand Him if He had not revealed
Himself to us.

However, defining all these facets, qualities and aspects of Triune existence should humble us and make
us pause, for God is not someone that can be analyzed and dissected and put into neat little boxes. And so
it should give us angst to speak so assuredly, and define so succinctly these facets, qualities, and aspects of
God’s Triune existence. God cannot be defined by us, but only by Himself.

Yet if God has so revealed Himself to us as one who communicates, eternally gives and is ever imparting
to His Son and the Holy Spirit; and the Son and the Holy Spirit are ever reciprocating back to the Father
in perfect imaging and affirming respectively. And if all Three Persons receive, relate and respond in
perfect harmony — we should humbly accept His revelation and seek to conform our being to His Being.
We should realize that what is true of Him eternally is true of us in a limited, temporal way. We should
realize that as His children we have had a new life communicated to us. We should realize He has given in
us a new heart, and has imparted to us His love with infinite mercy and grace.

As such, we should reciprocate back to our Master and not hide our light under a bushel, but image to a
dying world the glory and beauty of Christ Jesus our Saviour (Il Cor. 3:18 - 4:7). We should also affirm,
to all who will hear, the truth of the blessed gospel.

We should learn, not to think more highly of ourselves, than we ought, but realize that we have received
all things from Him. (Rom. 12:3; I Cor. 4:7). We should learn to relate to all of God‘s children as brethren,
realizing that we all possess the same life from God and therefore we should receive all whom Christ has
received (Rom. 15:7).

And lastly, we should respond to one another with lowliness of heart, esteeming others as more important
than ourselves (Phil. 2:3). And so we see that, although, by defining God by these facets, qualities, and
aspects might seem too artificial or presumptuous, when we realize that it was God, Himself, who gave
them to us — to help us understand who He is — we can humbly realize that by understanding Him, we are
able to understand ourselves and thus, live accordingly.

Yet this should be only the starting point in our study of the Trinity. God has given to us three great
revelatory objects created to correspond to His own Triune nature — Universe, Man, and Scripture. By
observing these created models, within the parameters of the Blessed Word of God, we can all grow in our
knowledge of the Blessed Trinity.

“Great are the works of the Lord; They are studied by all who delight in them.” Ps. 111:2
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