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I. God is a Verb!



2009 -- Australia
• Theology of mission 

beginning with conviction 
that 

• Best way to speak of 
God—not a Noun but a 
Verb

• Of course, no way really! 
Incomprehensible and 
ineffable!

• But—verb captures this 
in a particularly vivid way

• God offers self, but 
remains Mystery



Not really a new idea

• Aquinas: Actus Purus

• “the Verb in which all 
beings participate, live 
and move and have their 
being” (E. Johnson)

• Bonaventure: “self-
diffusive love”

• Tony Gittins …

• Mechtilde of Magdeburg: 
“great outflow of love 
that never ceases”



• For Mechtilde, God as 
such is flow, a 
communion

• Father = the “restless 
Godhead”

• “a flowing that no one 
can block.”

• Son = “constantly 
recurring richness that no 
one can contain except 
the boundlessness which 
always flowed and shall 
ever flow from God, and 
which comes again as the 
fullness of the Son”



Contemporary Theology too
• Already mentioned 

Johnson; also Hahnenberg
• Barth: “with regard to the 

being of God, the word 
‘event’ or ‘act’ is final.”

• Jensen: “fugue, 
conversation, event”

• Fiddes: God as mystery of 
participation: “The divine 
persuasion is … the 
attractiveness of 
movements of love, 
patterns of the dance into 
which we are swept up”

• Delio: “where there is 
energy of attraction, union, 
generativity, and life, there 
is God.”



Richard Rohr

The force of attraction 
that holds every atom 
and subatomic particle 
together—not Being 
but Interbeing 



Like many theologians today—play on perichoresis—the dance itself

My own image: a Conga Line



A Rubber Band!

A moving out to gather in

K. Cahalan: “what God is in essence is what God does”

Hahnenberg: a crucial move in Trinitarian theology—
that God works for communion reveals that God IS 

communion



II. God is Mission



God is the Movement, the Flow, the 
Dance, the Embrace of creation

• Calling it to fullness, 
wholeness, and, where 
necessary, healing

• Fullness of Life (WCC)
• God is the mystery of 

participation that calls 
women and men—

• On this small planet
• In a minor galaxy in an 

immense universe—
• Into relationship, and 

into partnership in 
calling into relationship, 
inviting people to the 
dance



Another way of saying this:
God is Mission!

• First act of Mission: 
Creation!

• From the first nanosecond, 
God is present—the Spirit!

• Denis Edwards: guiding, 
persuading, inspiring

• Evolution of gases, 
formation of billions of 
planets, calling forth life

• Committing to healing and 
reconciliation as free-willed 
humans emerge

• Active as a “secret 
presence” in emerging 
religions on tiny planet 
earth



In our Judaeo-Christian Tradition
• This immanent, always-

present, life-giving, 

persuading, inspiring, 

healing, and reconciling 

presence of God

• Imaged in Old Testament 

as wind, breath, oil, 

water, a soaring or 

brooding bird: Spirit

• Revealed in many 

different “practices”

Genesis: Spirit depicted as 

creative wind blowing over 

primeval chaos like a mother 

bird brooding over the nest (1:2)



The Breath of Life, Power of Prophecy, 
Water of Life

• Breathes life into “Earth 
Creature” (Ha Adam-Gen 
2:7)

• Stirs Saul to prophecy 
(1Sam10:10-12)

• Blows over the Valley of 
the Dry Bones (Ez 37)

• Flows as life-giving water 
from the Temple (Ez 47)



The Spirit is the ointment 
that anoints the prophet 

for mission

To give comfort to the afflicted, to heal 
the brokenhearted, freedom to those in 

captivity (Is 61:1)



In the Book of Proverbs
Sophia—woman prophet and street preacher

Calling women and men to repentance (Prov 1:1-18)

When we speak of the Spirit:
“what we are actually signifying is God 

drawing near and passing by in vivifying, 
sustaining, renewing, and liberating power 

in the midst of historical struggle”  
(Johnson)



“In the fullness of time” (Gal 4:4)

God’s palpable yet  illusive presence through 
the Spirit took on human flesh – a human face!



If the Spirit was a major way that the Bible 
described God’s practice...

• …of God creating, healing, 
inspiring, reconciling, life-
giving, reconciling…

• … now the Spirit that has 
pervaded the universe 
from the first instant of 
creation

• “manifest in time in . . . 
The loving, gifting, and 
befriending first-century 
Jewish carpenter turned 
prophet” (Johnson)



Seen particularly at beginning of Luke

• Spirit descends on Jesus 
at baptism as dove 
(3:21)

• Genealogy—links Jesus 
to Adam—into whom 
Spirit was breathed in 
the beginning (3:28)

• Jesus described as “full 
of the Spirit” and led 
into the desert—
tempted by and 
defeated  the evil Spirit 
(lk. 4:1)

•After defeating the devil, Jesus 
described as “filled with the Holy 
Spirit” as he preaches in 
synagogues (4:14)
•In 4:16-21 Jesus returns to his 
home town and synagogue; Lk has 
him read from a scroll of Isaiah
•First words of his public ministry, 
setting agenda: “The Spirit of the 
Lord is upon me”



Jesus reveals in his own practice the 
practice of God

• Jesus proclaims God’s message of 
acceptance, forgiveness, 
reconciliation, inclusion, and 
commitment to the poor

• In stunning parables

• About God’s mercy and 
tenderness (Lk 15)

• God’s generosity (Matt 20)

• God’s radical inclusion (Matt 22)

• The joy of the gospel (Matt 13:44-
46



In powerful healings and exorcisms

• “God’s body 
language”

• “Parables in 
action”

• God’s practices 
are not just 
spiritual, but 
fully human



And he himself was a parable as well!
• His own practices of 

personal freedom 
regarding the Law (Mk 
2:23-27)

• Fun-loving lifestyle (Matt 
11:7-19)

• Inclusive behavior (Matt 
9:9-13)

• Pointed to a God who 
gives life and joy, cares for 
all, offers inclusion and 
freedom

• The community of all this 
Jesus called the Reign of 
God

• “a year of favor of the 
Lord” (Lk 4:19)



But that was the problem!
• Virgilio Elizondo—Jesus’

practice of not being scandalized 
by anyone that especially 
scandalized the religious leaders 
of the day

• Probably biggest reason why 
leaders plotted his death

• Jesus died because of what he 
practiced!

• Noel Connolly—Jesus’ death 
not denial of divinity, but true 
revelation of it

• E. Jüngel: “The Crucified One is 
virtually the real definition” of 
God

• Walter Kasper: “essentail 
definition” of God



III. The Mission Has a Church



“Look at that! Brilliant! You kill the leader and 
you nip the whole movement in the bud.”

Michael Leunig:



But we know it didn’t happen like that!
• We know you can’t kill God
• J. Thornhill: “God will have 

his way; love will have its 
way.”

• You can’t stop God’s 
movement, God’s flow, 
God’s embrace, God’s 
dance through the world—
God’s practice!

• Within days, the disciples 
who fled in terror (Mk 
14:50)

• Who had left Jerusalem 
disillusioned (Lk 24)

• Who had locked themselves 
away in fear (Jn 20:19)



But not only that!

At Pentecost, they began to 
realize that the Spirit and 
mission given to Jesus was 
theirs! 



Just as the Spirit’s practices…
• …of life-giving, freeing, 

prophecy, and forgiving 
were embodied in Jesus

• So now those practices 
were being embodied in 
them

• Happened gradually
• As original ideas that 

mission was only to Jews 
gave way to understanding 
that gospel was for all 
people

• Stephen, Samaritans, 
Eunuch, Cornelius, Antioch



When they crossed the boundaries of 
Judaism…

• … the church was born
• In realizing that they had 

been invested with God’s 
mission and practice that 
they understood 
themselves as church

• Church comes to be in 
mission, in evangelization

• “missionary by its very 
nature”; “deepest identity”

• “the Mission has a church”
• “community of missionary 

disciples”

The church becomes the 
church as it engages in the 
practices of the Trinity—in 

Trinitarian Practice



When we meet the Missionary God…

• We necessarily meet the 
missionary church

• God can certainly work 
outside and beyond the 
church

• And the point of the 
church is not the church, 
but the Reign of God

• Amazing thing, though—
God chooses people to 
join in God’s work

• And to be a sign of that 
work in the world

• This is the vision of Pope 
Francis:

“I dream of a ‘missionary option,’ that 
is, a missionary impulse capable of 

transforming everything, so that the 
Church’s customs, ways of doing 

things, times and schedules, language 
and structures can be suitably 

channeled for the evangelization of 
today’s world rather than for her self-

preservation.”

This is the vision that we’ll explore a 
bit more in our second talk this 

afternoon


