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“How do we talk about the Spirit?”" - was a day of ecumenical discussion
and exploration, seeking deeper understanding of the many meanings
underlying our use of the word ‘spirit’. Organised by Brenda Wall,
Judith Smith and others from the Quaker Retreat Group, it brought
participants into discussion both with each other and the speakers, James
Alison and Timothy Peat Ashworth (tutor in Biblical Studies at
Woodbrooke Quaker study centre). Both speakers gave a short
presentation to begin the day; what follows is a transcription of James’s
contribution.

| had the advantage of chaiting with Tim before this, but not actudly
seeing the sheet [TPA gave a handoutto participants], so | aready knew
we were kind of onthe same ground,but then having seen the sheet | see
wede even more on the same ground.So in asense | sugpect 1O simply
going to be saying much the same thing as Tim has said, jus in very
slightly different language; and | decided that Das it were, to beslighty
origind, in my contribution | decided to let Boneof thethings asa
Catholic systematic theologian, is that | have a Qittle Ratzinge withinO
[laughter] tha aways wants to come out, as it were Bnotin pgpd mode
buta little Ratzinger in German theologian mode 1t@ now become a
more decorative little Ratzinge with him having become Pope
[laughter]; buteven before he became Popethelittle Ratzingea would
come out sometimes as a Germanic systematic theologian Bso tha@
what |@ like to do, is just remind us of some of the, if you like, more
systematic @ointsGaboutthe Holy Spirit.

And thefirst point of tha, is that we®e talking aboutGod. Welde not
talking aboutan add-on, we®e nottalking aboutbas Brendd said, welde
not talking about something @acked onQn the wake of God Bwhen we
talk aboutthe Holy Spirit, we are talking about God. And oneof the
greatest temptationsfor uswhen talking about God, which we fall into
ever so easily when talking aboutthe Holy Spirit, is talking aboutan @O
Pwhich iswhy | think sometimes, in the New Testament, and

paticularly in the Lucan writings theword is not Ghe Holy SpiritQbut
simply ®oly SpiritO There® no article. And it@ worth remembering how
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easily we are betrayed by tiny little bits of grammar; wel®e nottalking
aboutan MO wele talking about® AMCba @udityGof @ AMCPand |
just wanted to bring tha out When Band | noticed this, tha when Tim
was describing thingswhere we would use wordslike Holy Spirit, use
words like GnspiredQ Mow Jesus acted out)ways of talking, boldness,
courage and so forth, we@e talking aboutqudities. Now, God doesn®
have qudities Dany qudity of God, is God. 1t worth us remembering
tha DGod doesn®have qudities, any qudity of Godis God; thereis no
difference in God between the attributes. 1t@ just worth remembering
this. In order to make this slighty more comprehengble, | ask you to
think of it this way Band thisis only fractionaly more comprehensble b
nomally we think, as we speak, aboutGod, in terms of subject, verb, and
object: @Bod sendsthe SpiritQfor intance. How aboutimagining it
slightly different: how about theverb is God, and an adverb is the Holy
Spirit. How does God god?God godsgoddingly [laughter] asit were.
The oonmph? is conphly Bbecause wele talking, again, about® AMG
and thewhole point of ® AMQOs that it@ not a Melor an GGor a 3hed
tha can be grasped, butis a coming-towards-us-out-of-nowhere, and we
are the periphaal bits, if youlike. We®e the object, not the subject. So,
oonph is oorphing oonphingly towardsus, in us throughus Bwe®e the
peiphay of this Gcting verbQ and maybe what the, what the sealooks
like when it breaks on the shore is foam, and that@ what we call Spirit,
butthefoam is the oonph oonmphing oonphingly. Does tha, does that
make sense? [Tim Dsurprisingly, sorry! / quiet laughter]

| just want, you know, this is notjust aword game: it@ trying to get the
sense of ® AM Gcoming towards usBwhich | think is exactly the same
point, incddentally, as | think tha Tim was making when he said
conveasation about the Spirit was a prompt to be in the Spirit. When
weQe talking about God wele talking about the protagonism, the real
protagonsm, behind everything that is, and of which we are the
symptoms Drather than an object within ourfield of vision. Does tha
make, you knowE? Now, and again thisisan old, old dognetic point,
tha ad extra Dandthisis astraightforward dogmatic point Btha ad extra
al theactivities of God are single. So there is no difference between the
Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit acting ad extra. If we recognise the
Spirit doing something, we are recognising God BPwhois Father, Son and
Spirit Bdoing something. The only distinction Bif we can talk abouta
distinction Bis in the Gnne lifeCof God. Ad extra, thereisonly one
acting out Dwe are monohaeists, nottritheists. 1t& not three persons
turning up and treating us differently: it@ oneProtagonism into whose
inne life we are called. Does tha make Bjug trying to remind people of
basic [inaudible] E But that meansthat when we talk about Spirit, wede
talking aboutthe Creator, making alive a criterion for who the Creator is
Bbwhich istherole we nomally assodate with JesusBwhen we talk
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aboutJesus as @Gheimage of the FatherQ or when Jesus says, @ am the
WayQ[inaudible] wha is theimage of the Creator? How could we
possibly know aboutthe Creator? Well, Jesus says, you want to know
what the Creator lookslike Dme acting out and going to my desath, is
wha the Creator lookslike. And youwon®get it until | have goneto my
death, and given you the Spirit, which will then become theliving
Interpretative presence tha makes my criteriafor God available to you,
and will enable youto sharein my inne life. But it@ the Creator whois
involving usontheingde througha historical human beng having gone
to death and opened up a new way for usto live.

So just a brief recap there DoneProtagonist, so tha@ oneoonph, and
different adjectives:. | AM | am I-ammingly; | AM am ammingly B[you]
could even say it | AM ams but tha makes it soundinto athird person,
and wele talking abouta first person.

The secondpoint DBgiven tha all tha was onepoint, really, aboutthe
Protagonist Bthe second point is tha the Holy Spirit is given in historical
circumstances. In other words, we®e not talking aboutsomething vague
There@ thislinein John 7, which | like very much BDn thelast day of
the feast, the great day, Jesus stood up and prodaimed, @f anyonethirsts
let him come to me and drink. He who bdieves in me as the Scriptures
have said, out of his heart shdl flow streams of living water. Now this he
said aboutthe Spirit, which those who bdieved in him were to receive;
for as yet, the Spirit had not been given, because Jesus was not yet
glorified.Oln other words, when weQe talking aboutthe Spirit, we®e not
talking aboutsomething vagueDwe®e talking aboutsomething that was
given unde quite specific historical circumstances. Jesusgoing to his
deeth, in order to make it possible for usto inhabit being human
deathlessly. So the Holy Spirit has content; and | think tha part of the
content Bas you were describing Bis the nation tha because the Holy
Spirit is God, the Creator, it isto do with usliving deathlessly. It is made
available for us by Jesus going to his death Bin all the Gospd accounts
it(3 the same. He breathes out the Spirit on the cross, handsthe Spirit
back to the Father onthe cross. 1t@ only after he has goneto his death
that Holy Spirit comes uponus. For ingance in John®Gospd, where
everything is donewith very gentle alluson, onthe day after the
Resurrection he appears in the uppe roomwith the disciples who are
frightened, and then it says he breathes uponthem Busudly trandated as
breathes uponus, buttheword is enephusésen: he @reathes into themQ
he GnaufflatesO and it@ exactly the same verb in the Septuagint with
which God breathes into Adam@ nodrils, thusbringing him into life.
Wee talking about @he new Adam® having become aliving spirit, in
Paul( terms; making it possible for the @ew AdamQwho does not know
death, to come alive. Thisis [end of side 1 of tap€].
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[Side 2] Eo nly in humans being made available for deathlessness, the
Spirit was able to pendirate, take over, possess us And again, wedl look
at that word @ossessOin just a secondDbecause wele talking abouta
word like Spirit, which by itself has no content Btha@® thewhole
problem with it, which is why | was keen to bring out the notion of
content Bthe only way you can give content to an appaently content-less
word isviastories. So the structure of storiesin the New Testament
indicates something aboutthe GinglyGof the protagonism. And part of
the structure of the GinglyOof the protagonism, is that desire and
imagination are quickened, in that lovdy old word. Orhe quick and the
deadOP quickened, made alive, madevivacious exactly the sort of
purfication and trandormation tha you were talking about Andthisis
actudly a continudion of therole of wisdom in the Hebrew Scriptures.
Thedifference beween wisdomand vanity in the Hebrew Scriptures was
the sense of creation made alive when orchestrated and penetrated by
Wisdom who had been alive with God making all thingsin the
beginning Beven thoughWisdom is afeminineform, a goddess amo4,
in the Hebrew Scriptures. And the opposte of tha is vanity: creation
which doesn®get its own point, so appears to be a closed system which
Is forever running down, and thingsare forever drooping. Y ou get this
wondeful sense in thebook of Ecclesiastes, of the difference between
vanity and wisdom. Essentially it@ the same creation, butwithout
wisdom, everythingin it looks @rgh®with wisdom, the oonphis
oommphing oonphingly Bthe Protagonism is alive, it@ going somewhere,
it means something, and those who look at it, their eyes are brightened.
Thisis pat of the protagonism, if you like, of the Spirit.

The secondelement of story tha | want to bring out concerning the
Spirit, is theway that it Bthe word Spirit is compared, | think
ddiberately, with other spirits. In onesense it@ the obviouscomparison.
| think this is why we hear theword the Holy Spirit Dit@ just to remind
people tha there are plenty of spirits, butonly oneis the Spirit of the
Creator; and that there is areal difference between beng possessed by a
spirit, and baeng indwelt by the Holy Spirit, and the differenceis
essentially tha other spirits Dsometimes referred to as (beggaly
elementsOand so forth, which Tim brings outin his bool® B other spirits
displace people when they movethem. If you(ﬂa possessed, you become
less who you are: you are Gaken out of yourselfQyou are nolonge
rationd, free, etc etc. Youfind yourself acting out of the strangepart asif
unde the control of someoneelse. Whereas the point of the Holy Spirit is
that unlike other spirits, it moves withoutdisplacing, so tha it is Gnore
youQwho is doing something, if you are doing something &n the SpiritO
1t@ actudly more rationd, more logical, more emotiondly healthy, and
you are (nore than who you thought you wereQ because you are being
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created, and the Creator is notin rivalry with you Bother spiritsare in
rivalry with you. So tha@ an element of story Bis by comparison with
the sort of stories we know aboutwith other spirits.

Another element of comparisonis theword which Jesususesin St John®
Gospd: parakietos Bthe Paraclete, the defence counsl. And again, this
goes back to an andent Hebrew undestanding of there beng the spirit of
the accuser and the spirit of the defender, or redeemer, as we would call it
Pparakletos, defence coungsl, trandates goél, and the spirit of the
accuser trandates satdn, and origindly these were thelegd coungl in the
gaeway who were suppo®d to sort out strife. The coungl for the
prosecution, and the counsel for the defence. Interestingly enough,the
New Testament is predicated on the assumption that the satan has been
overthrown Bthe accuser has log all transcendence. Only the defence
coungl has transcendence Bthe Creator, opening thingsup, letting
people off false guilt, accusations doubt fear; creating boldness. Hence,

| think, those qudities of shining, of opanness, of boldness, which are
pat of the oomph oomphing oomphingly tha we assodate. If the Spirit
Is at work, oneof thethingswe would expect is boldness Bshining Bthe
qudlities you assodiated with the Gpeaking outOof the early Quékers:
parrhesia D@peaking boldlyO Because the defence coung! is notgoing
to be shutdown by people saying, & ou can®get away with tha, no, no,
no Dif | were you | @ keep your cards close to your chestJlaughier]. The
oonph oonphsoonmphingly in tha sense as well, so the defence counsl
declares Dtha@ the word which Jesus uses aboutthe parakietos
declares, will declare, al things There@ an open qudity about tha,
which is pat of the adverbially detectable way in which we, the
symptom, detect the Protagonist, if that@ the word.

Penultimate, or antepenultimate point. I going to Dand this is exactly
thesame aswha Tim is talking aboutb because we are the symptoms
here, we®e talking aboutan GinglyCtha is intrapersond, because we are
intrapersond. We are all, actudly, as humans, broughtinto beng by wha
Is other than us So if we are going to berecreated, or unboundfrom
being tied down in the old creation, then of course this can only work
interpersondly, which means, throughthat letting go which as you said
was all aboutforgiveness. Theforgiveness, theletting go, the
interpersond and intrapersond unhbinding happens at the same time; in
other words, there is always an ecclesial element to this. The picture,
agan, we have fromthe Paulineletters, is of a completely non-possessive
orchestration of multiplicity; an ability to keep many many different
thingsalive and shining happily, together. Not getting on top of each
other, not binding each other down. Wee talking aboutthe Creator at
work here, and it@ interesting tha the word for @rchestrationO
[harmozousa, speculatively trandating the Hebrew word hamén] is also
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used aboutWisdom, bringing all thingsalive and keepingthem all in
being, and talking aboutthe sense tha the Creator makes all thingsalive
and makes sense of them being what they are, rather than usbeng
frightened that they might get in theway of other things and doing the
same with us, hence the notion tha in the ekklesia, rather contrary to our
day to day experience, there is no spirit of rivalry Btha beng St Paul3
princdpd grief with the churches. But the whole point of the Holy Spirit
is because it@ the Creator, there@ roomfor everyoneto bewho they are.
Theepiskope is the steward of al that openship.

Now, and here@ another Pagain these are words which are not very
useful, in onesense: they all create bad notonsbbut| think thisis oneof
the thingswe remember when we talk aboutthe Protagonist, wele also
talking aboutthe Trinity. In anutshdl, thedodrine of the Trinity is this:
God has alife. Tha@ it [laughter]. Asin the phrase, @et alife(flaughter]
bGod has alife, andtha life is entirely indgoendent of us, in onesense it
has nothing to do with usat all. God® perfectly able to carry on having a
life without usbeng here; creation was a purely gratuitousact by
someonewho had a life, and needn®have doneit! But, rather than
having said @h well 1®e got this sort of wart on my backside now, which
is creation, which | needn®have gotQwe have been invited into the
ingde of that life. | think this is oneof thethingsthat is mos important
aboutthe dodrine of the Spirit within Christianity, something which is
recognised B1®e found it recognised by Jewish friendsof mine, which is
the sense of being ontheindde of God. That the Holy Spirit is thefirst
fruits of usbaeng ontheingdeof thelife of God, meaning that our
symptomatic attempts to say O amOare ontheway to becoming part of @
AMOWe are not merely the object of God coming towardsus, we are
becoming part of the subject. When Paul says tha heis nolonge hebut
Christ, he@ referring to being swept up into finding that heis part of the
insde of @ AMGand therefore, for tha reason, heis an her to
everything, and we will bean hdr to everything, because if we are pat of
the @ AM Qof the Creator, then everything bdongsto us. Tha®
something that@ worth remembering: thisis nota vaguething, a sense of
being ontheinddeof thelife of God, of usbeng trangormed, taken out
of the you who were no people, you are my peopleOBthat processis part
of wha@ meant | think by God having alife and we beinginvited to
come inddethelife. Creation, which needn®have happened, becomes
something that God wants to rejoice in, wants it to share in God® own
rejoicing.

Thelast point, and thisis very tentative, and we may think of this all
togeher Boneof thethingswhich 1®n aware of, and | think thisis
important for, more in terms of thinking aboutretreats, psychology, and
thingslike tha, is this. Because God is protagonist and is not part of
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anything tha is, oneof the effects of usbecoming involved in thelife of
God, is acertain secularising qudity, because wha God doesislet usoff
gods Thediscovery of the Creator Bthe Jewish discovery of the Creator
Pwas a massive breakthroughinto what we would call secularism, by
compaison with the ube-religiousworld popukted by gods If you
compae, for ingance, Genesis or Isaiah, with the contemporary
Babylonian accounts of creation there is no question which isthe
religiousone [t@ notthe Jewish one Thedoctrine of theincarnaion
secularises history for usbhistory and soaa movement Dby exploding
the sacrifice and thelie and enabling new forms of community to come
alongso tha we can detect what is not of God and we start becoming
freer of religiousforces driving usdown. Now, | wonde to wha extent,
now, we®e notin a postion to talk abouthow Holy Spirit secularises us,
by letting us off variousforms of @acredCinto which our undestanding
of desire has got caught | wonde whether thefact that issues to dowith
desire, and sex, are not so obsessively near the centre of many Christian
rows at the moment B nothing other than the ordinary working-out of the
Spirit setting usfree from having sacred desire, into allowing usto have
holy desire ingead. And holy desire, of course, will start fromwhere we
are, and will enable usnotto befrightened of the truth aboutwha makes
uswho we are, which meanswedl be able to learn aboutthe human
pahologies and @ot-pathologiesOwhich tend to run us, and become
aware of how much those work at this level, and how the Spirit is making
usalive and setting usfree fromthem. Does that make sense Bthe
distinction from sacred desire and holy desire, the possibility of us
acquiring an @utsideQrather than being trapped in thinking that because
something is desire, it@ automatically what welde talking aboutwhen we
talk about Spirit or Holy. Tha@ very very tentative, but | hopethat the
sense of because it@ the Creator, oonphing oonphingly at us, wha we
would expect is thingsto become ordinaily clear, and brighter and more
alive. Does that make sens?

Transcribed by Blair Hunwick

I James Alison, 2007

! BrendaWall, amember of the Quaker Retreat Group and one of the organisers of the day.

2 See also James@ @eliver us from evil@ available at www.jamesalison.co.uk/texts/eng04.html ©GGod
is not something that @sGin any normal sense, God is the living @omphGbehind the GsnessCof
everything that is, including us, for whom God is not an object of our consciousness, nor could be an
object of which we could be conscious, but is the condition of possibility of our being, and being
conscious at alQ

3 Timothy Ashworth, Paul’s Necessary Sin: the experience of liberation, Ashgate, 2006.
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