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We believe in one God, Father, all-sovereign, maker of all things seen and unseen; and in one
Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, begotten from the Father as only-begotten, that is, from the
substance of the Father, God from God, light from light, true God from true God, begotten, not
made, homoousios with the Father, through whom all things came into existence, the things
in heaven and the things on the earth, who because of us men and our salvation came down and
was incarnated, made man, suffered, and arose on the third day, ascended into heaven, comes
to judge the living and the dead; and in one Holy Spirit. And those who say “there was once
when he was not” or “he was not before he was begotten” or “he came into existence from
nothing” or who affirm that the Son of God is of another hypostasis or substance, or a
creature, or mutable or subject to change, such ones the catholic and apostolic church
pronounces accursed and separated from the church.
—The Creed of the Synod of Nicaea (June 19, 325).1

While we
should continue
to be concerned
with logical
consistency in
expressing the
doctrine of the
Trinity, we
cannot fully
comprehend its
mystery.

Of what use is it to discourse learnedly on the Trinity, if you lack humility and therefore
displease the Trinity. … I would far rather feel contrition than be able to define it. If you
knew the whole Bible by heart, and all of the teachings of the philosophers, how would this
help you without the grace and love of God? —Thomas á Kempis.2

S

ince the time of the early church
fathers, theologians have struggled to
understand the relationship between
the three Persons of the Trinity. What came
to be accepted as orthodox doctrine, the
Nicene Creed, presents a logical and philosophical conundrum: How can we hold that
there is only one God and at the same time
hold that there are three distinct divine Persons, each of whom is God? In wrestling
with this puzzle, writers have analyzed
Scripture, imported terms such as hypostasis
and homoousios from Greek philosophy,
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employed the methods of logic and philosophy, and considered models and analogues
from human experience. In recent decades, a
number of scholars have studied the formal
logic of the doctrine of the Trinity, including
Rahner,3 Geach,4 Power,5 Cartwright,6 and
Macnamara et al.7 However, as Poythress
has pointed out, formal logic must take into
account instantiation and association:
Within a Christian framework, the analogical character of categories makes it
necessary to check on the content or
meaning of each statement, and to
evaluate it within a larger network of
contexts, including the context of persons who are reasoning, the situation
being reasoned about, and ultimately
the context of God himself.8
While we should continue to be concerned
with logical consistency in expressing the
doctrine of the Trinity, we cannot fully comprehend its mystery. We can best approach
this transcendent reality through the use of
metaphor and analogy. The importance of
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an ongoing effort to gain insight into the
Trinitarian mystery is underscored by the
observation made by Timothy George9 in the
February 2002 issue of Christianity Today:
Sadly, the doctrine of the Trinity may
be the most neglected doctrine we hold.
We are baptized in the name of the
Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.
We often hear that wonderful Pauline
benediction at the end of 2 Corinthians,
“May the grace of the Lord Jesus
Christ, and the love of God, and the
fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with
you all.” The Trinity is essential to our
statements of faith, our creeds, and our
confessions. Yet we neglect it.10

Brief Overview of Trinity
Models
In the first formal Trinitarian treatise that
we have, Against Praxeas, Tertullian (ca. 160–
220) employed a number of metaphors to
describe the Father as the source of life, the
Son as the agent of life and the Spirit as the
giver of life. He coined the word “Trinity”
and used the words “substance” and “person” in describing the relation of Father, Son,
and Holy Spirit. He said that they relate to
each other as a fountain, a stream, and a river
or “the Father is the sun, the Son is its sunbeam whose point (apex) is the Holy Spirit,
bearer of warmth and life.”11 Yet Tertullian
held that there was a time before creation in
which the Father existed without the Son.
In the fourth and fifth centuries, authors
used both psychological and social analogies. Augustine focused on the concept of
relationship: “The names, Father and Son,
do not refer to the substance, but to the relation …”12 The relationships that distinguish
one divine being from another are eternal:
the Father is always begetting, the Son is
always being born, and the Spirit is always
proceeding from the Father and Son.13
Similarly, Augustine used the analogy of
lover, beloved, and love itself to describe the
Trinity.14 He also spoke of a trinity in sight
(the object that is seen, vision itself, and the
attention of the mind),15 a trinity in the
human spirit (mind or self-knowledge, selflove or self-esteem, and will)16 as well as a
trinity in love. The idea expressed is that
there are three faculties in humans that are
not ultimately totally separate entities. The
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problem with Augustine’s analogies is that
they fail to preserve the permanence of the
distinction between the three elements.17
Also in the analogy of mind, self-esteem,
and will, we have only one entity, the mind,
and two of its states or activities.
Based on Augustine’s analysis, Richard
of St. Victor considered the implications of
love as the basis of a proof for the doctrine of
the Trinity.18 Richard distinguished the three
Persons by their relations of love, with the
Father as giver, the Son as receiver, and the
Holy Spirit as gift.
To give is the personal property of the
unbegotten Father, to receive is the
property that distinguishes the person
of the Son, who also gives to the Holy
Spirit, who is totally receptive from the
Father and the Son from both of whom
he simultaneously proceeds.19
Gregory of Nyssa noted that Peter, James,
and John, being one in manhood, were
called three men and argued that the three
divine Persons have a similar relationship to
the Godhead.20 “[Indeed], there are many
hypostases of the one man and [precisely]
three of the one God.”21
Gregory of Nyssa also used a scientific
analogy, comparing the Trinity to colors of
the rainbow:
Now this brilliance is both continuous
and divided. It is of many colours; it is
of many forms; it is insensibly steeped
in the variegated bright tints of its
dye; imperceptibly abstracting from
our vision the combination of many
coloured things, with the result that no
space, mixing or parting within itself
the difference of colour, can be discerned either between blue and flamecoloured, or between flame-coloured
and red, or between red and amber …
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In the fourth
and fifth
centuries,
authors used
both
psychological
and social
analogies
[to explain
the Trinity].
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Newton’s
scientific
approach to
Christianity
led him to
serious
reassessment
of his beliefs
regarding the
miraculous and
mysterious,
even where that
put him in
conflict with
accepted
Church
teaching.

As then in the token we clearly distinguish the difference of the interval
between them; so in like manner conclude, I pray you, that you may reason
concerning the divine dogmas; that the
peculiar properties of the hypostases,
like colours seen in the Iris, flash their
brightness on each of the Persons …
but that of the proper nature no difference can be conceived of as existing
between one and the other, the peculiar characteristics shining, in community of essence on each.22
A contemporary of Thomas Aquinas,
Bonaventure (1217–1274) wrote a book entitled The Threefold Way in which he based
his threefold path to God on the numerous
“trinities” found in nature:
So this is the three-day journey into the
wilderness, or the three degrees of light
within a single day: dusk, dawn, and
noon. It represents the triple existence
of things, that is existence in physical
reality, in the mind, and in the Eternal
Art … It also represents the presence
in Christ, our Ladder, of a triple substance, bodily, rational and divine.”23
In the seventeenth century, Isaac Newton
deduced the characteristics of God from his
analysis of the natural, physical order:
This most beautiful system of the sun,
planets and comets could only proceed
from the counsel and dominion of an
intelligent and powerful Being … He is
eternal and infinite, omnipotent and
omniscient; that is, his duration reaches
from eternity to eternity; his presence
from infinity to infinity; he governs all
things, and knows all things that are or
can be done … We know him only by
his most wise and excellent contrivances of things, and final causes; we
admire him for his perfection; but we
reverence and adore him on account of
his dominion; for we adore him as his
servants; and a god without dominion,
providence and final causes is nothing
else but Fate and Nature.24
Newton’s scientific approach to Christianity led him to serious reassessment of his
beliefs regarding the miraculous and mysterious, even where that put him in conflict
with accepted Church teaching. He held the
doctrine of the Trinity to be a fraud,25 and
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compared the Trinity to three bodies, a, b,
and c, only one of which contained gravity
(a, the one representing the Father). He noted
that if body a pressed down on the other two
they would each apply a downward force,
not because they contained gravity on their
own, but that the force was communicated
by body a.26 Newton concluded from this
that “by saying there is but one god, the
father of all things, I deprive not ye son &
holy ghost of the divinity wch they derive
from ye father &c.”27
Newton’s contemporary, John Wallis, was
also a mathematician and part-time theologian. Wallis, a firm believer in the Nicene
Creed, illustrated relationships within the
Trinity using the analogy of the three dimensions of a euclidian geometrical cube. “This
longum, latum, profundum (Long, Broad,
and Tall) is but One Cube; of Three Dimensions, and yet but One Body: And this
Father, Son and Holy Ghost; Three Persons,
and yet but One God.”28
Moving to the twentieth century, Charles
MacKenzie applied the concepts of Karl
Heim in developing a model of the Trinity.
Heim viewed reality as being comprised of
various “spaces,” the non-objective space of
personal relationships, the physical space of
three dimensions, a suprapolar space which
is the point of contact between the Infinite
God and creation and the ultimate space being the omnipresence of God.29 MacKenzie
applies Heim’s view of spaces and
speculates:
Could it be that within God are three
equal suprapersonal “dimensions”
which interpenetrate each other (perichoresis) and yet which are eternally
distinct and different? Just as the
impersonal dimensions we experience,
length and breadth and height, permeate each other yet are distinct from
each other, so infinite suprapersons
and the suprapersonal “dimensions”
they create may permeate each other,
being mutually dependent and mutually exclusive, without losing identity.
Just as suprapolar space may encompass and permeate all lower spaces
without absorbing or being absorbed
by them, similarly the transcendent
Trinity enfolds all reality in its suprapersonal love and power without
absorbing or being absorbed by it.30
Perspectives on Science and Christian Faith
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While the approaches of Wallis and MacKenzie have
much to commend them, neither model takes into account
the relationship between the infinite nature of God the
Father and the finite nature of his Son while Jesus lived on
earth. We need to be able to reconcile the statements of
Jesus that “I and the Father are one”31 and “He who has
seen me has seen the Father”32 and the declaration of Paul
that the fullness of the Godhead was in Jesus33 with texts
that indicate or imply that Jesus is a separate being from
the Father. The passages that support the finiteness and
distinctiveness of Jesus are numerous and include numerous references by Jesus to God in the third person or the
first person plural,34 Jesus’ prayers to the Father,35 texts
that imply limitations to his powers,36 Jesus’ statements
that he had been sent by the Father,37 and Scripture passages concerning Jesus’ humanity including the narratives
of his birth, life, crucifixion, and death.38

In basic terms, an isomorphism exists where two
groups (or collections of elements with particular mathematical properties) are structurally identical. Relationships
between the elements in the two groups are expressed in
terms of a mapping function or rule in which every element in group A can be mapped to one and only one
(or associated with exactly one) element in group A'.40
We consider two different systems: System I deals with an
abstract set of elements consisting of the whole numbers
W = {0, 1, 2, 3, …} and System II’s mathematical description is motivated by the motion of a physical object.

A model is needed in which two systems
are structurally equivalent without being

A Proposed Mathematical
Analogue
With a sober nod to the advice of Thomas á Kempis and
a firm declaration that no model conceived by human
beings can capture the mystery of the Trinity, we suggest
a mathematical analogue based on the concept of isomorphisms (systems or structures of like form) that may present a modest alternative to the analogues and metaphors
that have been proposed as well as offer tentative suggestions for further exploration. While no model can provide
us with a literal description of reality, this mathematical
analogue offers three advantages in considering the Trinity: (1) the ability to work with finite and infinite concepts
in an explicit manner using the notion of sets; (2) systems
that have formal internal consistency; and (3) descriptors
that may help provide clarity of meaning.
In order to accommodate the relationship between God
the Father and God the Son described above, a model is
needed in which two systems are structurally equivalent
without being identical, one of the systems having infinite
representations while the other is finite and the systems’
relationships to each other are time-independent. The
mathematical concept of an isomorphism allows us to
develop systems in which these properties are present. For
the sake of simplicity we will confine our isomorphism
discussion to two systems representing the Father and the
Son. However, natural extensions of the concepts presented
could add a third system representing the Holy Spirit,
only making the analysis a bit more complex and requiring more depth of mathematical description.39 In order to
strike a balance between readability and formal mathematical development of ideas and terms used, while
retaining acceptable descriptive clarity, we will use mathematical terms informally in the text and occasionally
include more technical information in the endnotes.
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identical, one of the systems having
infinite representations while the other is
finite and the systems’ relationships to
each other are time-independent.

System I has as its elements five subsets: (i) all whole
numbers that have a remainder of 0 when divided by 5;
(ii) all whole numbers that have a remainder of 1 when
divided by 5; (iii) all whole numbers that have a remainder
of 2 when divided by 5; (iv) all whole numbers that have
a remainder of 3 when divided by 5; and (v) all whole
numbers that have a remainder of 4 when divided by 5.
Notice that System I has as its elements five infinite sets:
[0], [1], [2], [3], [4]. Each one is an infinite subset of the
whole numbers and can be expressed as follows:
[0] = {0,5,10,15,20,25 …}
[1] = {1,6,11,16,21,26 …}
[2] = {2,7,12,17,22,27 …}
[3] = {3,8,13,18,23,28 …}
[4] = {4,9,14,19,24,29 …}
We introduce a type of addition for the 5 elements of System I and call it “addition modulo 5 (+5 ),” meaning that one
can take any pair of the elements in System I and add them
using addition modulo 5. For example, consider subset [1] =
{1, 6, 11, 16, 21, 26, …}and subset [3] = {3, 8, 13, 18, 23, 28, …}.
In order to add these two subsets using modulo 5 addition,
we take any number out of [1] and any number out of [3],
add them together using ordinary addition, and then find
the remainder when that result is divided by 5. For instance,
11 from [1] and 23 from [3] will add under ordinary arith-
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metic to 34, and upon dividing by 5 yields a
remainder of 4. Note that adding any number
from [1] to any number from [3], using ordinary addition and then dividing by 5 will
always yield 4, a number in [4]. Usual notation for the preceding description is to write
[1] +5 [3] = [4], but keep in mind an infinite
array of additions and divisions is represented in the symbolism [1] +5 [3] = [4].

We consider
two different
systems:
System I deals
with an

In a similar manner addition modulo 5
can be used with any two subsets in System
I. Table 1 summarizes all the possible results
that can occur with the +5 addition on pairs
of [0], [1], [2], [3], [4]. In the table the first
term to be added is found in the first column, and the second term is found along the
top row. The unique result for the modulo 5
addition of each pair is shown at the row/
column intersection.

consisting of
the whole
numbers W =

mathematical
description is
motivated by
the motion of

T

:

0° clockwise rotation

T' :

72° clockwise rotation

T''' : 216° clockwise rotation

Table 1

+5

[0]

[1]

[2]

[3]

[4]

[0]

[0]

[1]

[2]

[3]

[4]

[1]

[1]

[2]

[3]

[4]

[0]

[2]

[2]

[3]

[4]

[0]

[1]

[3]

[3]

[4]

[0]

[1]

[2]

[4]

[4]

[0]

[1]

[2]

[3]

{0, 1, 2, 3, …}
and System II’s

The physical motions of the dial turned in
a clockwise direction can be expressed in
mathematical notation in the following manner: Let T be a 0° rotation of the dial and let
T' be a 72° rotation of the dial. Continuing in
like manner, we can write:

T'' : 144° clockwise rotation

abstract set of
elements

position and each of the other positions are
equally spaced around the circle from position A. Thus B is 72° from position A in a
clockwise direction, position C is 144° from
position A, and D and E are at 216° and 288°
respectively from position A. At 360° we are
back at position A (which is equivalent to a
0° clockwise direction from position A). Figure 1 depicts the dial and the dotted point A,
the initial or 0° rotation position.

System II is a physical system with a circular dial that has five elements (one with a
dot for reference) and five setting positions:
A, B, C, D and E. Setting A is the topmost
Figure 1

T'''' : 288° clockwise rotation
For pairs of rotations selected from the
list of rotations presented, an operation of
“and then” (*) is defined as follows: do the
first rotation (first element of the pair) and
then do the second rotation (second element
of the pair.) For example, starting with the
configuration of Figure 1, the pair of rotations (T', T''') with the operation * results in
the dotted point moving from position A
to position B, “and then” to position E. The
other points similarly move one position
“and then” three positions. We observe that
(T', T''') with the operation *, or (T' * T'''), is
associated uniquely with (equivalent to) the
rotation T''''. Again for specificity (similar to
the construction of Table 1), let the first term
in the pair of rotations be taken from the first
column in Table 2 and the second rotation be
taken from the top row, entering the unique
result at the row/column intersection.

a physical
object.
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Table 2

*

T

T'

T''

T'''

T''''

T

T

T'

T''

T'''

T''''

T'

T'

T''

T'''

T''''

T

T''

T''

T'''

T''''

T

T'

T'''

T'''

T''''

T

T'

T''

T''''

T''''

T

T'

T''

T'''
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Establishing Structural Identity
Between Systems I and II
If we now let * be replaced by +5 in Table 2, and T, T', T'',
T''' and T'''' be replaced by [0], [1], [2], [3] and [4], respectively, then the two tables are shown to be identical. Here
is what we have accomplished. We have shown structural
identity between two seemingly quite different systems.
System I was taken from the abstract set of whole numbers
W = {0, 1, 2, 3, …}, divided into five infinite subsets on
which we have shown an operation +5 for all the possible
combinations of pairs [0], [1], [2], [3], [4]. System II was
illustrated by a physical entity (a circular dial) that had
five elements upon which an operation “and then” was
defined for all possible pairs of elements (rotations).
In short, System I and System II have exactly the same
structure (attributes), even though System I has an infinite
number of different representations to express exactly the
same structure as System II which has only a finite number
of different expressions.

We have the two systems (representing
Father and Son) that are distinctly different, one with infinite representations
[System I] while the other has only finite
expression [System II].

Now to establish the analogue, we associate the Father
expression of the Trinity with System I with its infinite
representation of attributes (structure). We similarly associate the Son with the finite attributes (structure) of System II. Hence, we have the two systems (representing
Father and Son) that are distinctly different, one with
infinite representations while the other has only finite
expression. Furthermore, the relationship between the two
systems is independent of time. Yet, they are identical in a
very fundamental (structural) way. While these systems
are simple, they do, in some rudimentary way, embody an
analogue of the concept of the Trinity that we have set out
to illustrate.
This analogue is consistent with Scripture’s teaching
regarding the Trinity. A number of texts, such as John 1:1
and Phil. 2:6, state that the “fullness of the Godhead”
was in Christ before the Incarnation,41 and in John 1:14 and
1 John 1:1–3 we see that the “fullness of the Godhead” was
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in Christ during the Incarnation while Jesus was on earth.
Thus, from a scriptural point of view, the infinite nature of
the Father was fully expressed through his Son.
Further, if God’s expression of the finite/infinite polarity of his Being through the Father/Son relationship is a
constant, time-independent quality, we may consider the
present “fullness of the Godhead” (after the Incarnation)
as consistent with the constancy of the immanence of God
in time and space. The Son is associated with the finite
pole of the Godhead expression, reflecting the immanent
nature of God, and the Father is associated with the infinite pole, reflecting the transcendent nature of God, not
confined to time/space temporality. Under this view,
Christ’s statement that he was leaving and sending the
Holy Spirit to do his work42 takes on the possible interpretation that the empowerment of the immanent nature of
God in time and space (to accomplish God’s purposes
with his creation and humanity) is the Holy Spirit.43 The
Spirit is also in communication (harmony) with the Father
(transcendent/infinite pole), bringing the dynamic quality
of Christianity through the “fullness of the Godhead”
inherent in Christ to every “present” time.44 This provides
us with a partial response to the concern expressed by Ted
Peters when he asserts:
The fundamental issue regarding the Trinity is not
the so-called threeness of God. It is rather the dynamism of the divine life that can redefine itself by
self-separating and reuniting, by dying and rising.45

Further Considerations
Some further ideas are now considered based on element
notions regarding finite sets and infinite sets but without
specifying structural properties between the sets such as
those expressed in the previous development. In particular, we consider a significant enigma that is apparent
regarding the Father and Son concepts of the Trinity and
the death of Christ at Calvary. By associating the finite set
generated from the points on the dial with Christ and the
infinite set of whole numbers with the Father, we note a
simple but perhaps conceptually helpful idea for considering the question: “How can God Incarnate (Christ) die and
yet the Father abide?” With an infinite number of elements
in the set associated with the Father, the nature of the transcendent God remains the same even if a finite number
of his elements associated with (supervened upon) the
human (finite) attributes of the Son cease forever. One can
subtract a finite number of entities from an infinite set
(like the finite and infinite sets we have just described)
and still have an infinite set of the same type (attributes),
although the resulting infinite set is not made up of exactly
the same elements.
The notion that the death of Christ implies the death of
God the Father is inconsistent with what Scripture teaches
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With an
infinite number
of elements
in the set
associated with
the Father, the
nature of the
transcendent
God remains
the same
even if a finite
number of his
elements
associated with
(supervened
upon) the
human (finite)
attributes of the
Son cease
forever.
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us about the suffering that Christ experienced in his separation from the Father,
and the consequent suffering that the Father
must have known with the death of his Son.
How could the suffering and death in the
immanent domain be known in the transcendent domain (in any meaningful or
sustained way) if the transcendent domain
could perish? If God were amort in both the
immanent and transcendent domain, there
would be no meaningful description of suffering in the Godhead. The symbolism of the
atonement in the Old Testament sacrifices
pointing to the One who would be the ultimate, perfect sacrifice as a propitiation for
sin would have no meaning if the transcendent God could not sense or know of the
suffering being expressed in Christ’s death
and especially the pain and suffering of separation from the Father that Christ knew on
the cross. Moreover, Christ’s claims that he
would ascend to be with the Father after
his death would be meaningless.46 From a
Christian perspective, if God ceased in totality, would this not imply the cessation of all
things?
Perhaps one of the greatest reasons for
the starkness of the finality of death is our
awareness of death breaking all of our relationships in the temporal domain with no
hope of restoration in that domain, as we
know it. As Christians, we believe that the
cessation of physical life only affects what
we see and experience in the space/time
continuum or immanent domain of God. But
our faith would hold that in the transcendent domain there is still some quality of our
existence that continues in some fashion or
form (e.g., Christ’s statement to the man on
the cross, “Today you shall be with me in
Paradise.”). Hence, a possible partial interpretation of Christ’s prayer regarding the
coming crucifixion and his requesting,
“Father, let this cup pass from me,” is that
from the moment of his physical death the
expression of his earthly relationships
changed.
However, this break in the space/time
dimension would allow an additional quality in the relationship, a quality of completeness of the time/space relationship that
could only occur from the Son’s fulfillment
of the provision for redemption through his
obedience, death, and resurrection. Not only
does this completeness affect time and space,

but it also affects the new heaven and the
new earth, along with all qualities of the
immanent and transcendent domains. Even
in his appearance to Mary Magdalene at the
tomb he indicated that he had a different
body.47 The humanity of Christ cried out
with the same agony about physical death,
as all humanity cries out regarding the crossing of this chasm, but in his spirit Christ
knew a greater agony in death awaited him
than just the physical aspect of dying. This is
indicated by his statement on the cross about
the Father forsaking him.48 The forsaking
was obviously not of a total or eternal
nature, except for the Father forsaking the
Son in the form of the separation brought
about by the undeserved sin borne by the
Son, which Christ in his humanity agonized
over on the cross. At the moment of death
the human time/space relationship with the
Father was broken forever, as it is in any
human death. But the quality of life that
transcends the time/space continuum takes
on a completeness and eternal quality that is
the great hope and joy of Christians and, no
doubt, Christ’s faith from the human perspective allowed him to cross that chasm of
physical death and spiritual agony with the
assurance of the wholeness of the eternal
relationship of the Father and Son that
melded together the physical time/space life
into the transcendent life with the Father.
While the continuing life of the Father
was never interrupted, it surely bore the sorrow and the pain of the breaking of the
time/space relationship with the Son. Thus,
the atoning redemptive power of the crucifixion was brought to its fullness in the
unimaginable agony of the dying of the Son
with the inherent separation of the Son from
the Father giving rise to the infinite suffering
that could only be experienced by the living
Father. The relationship of Christ the Son
with the Father was transformed by death.
In the Resurrection, a fulfilled relationship
of the Son and the Father brings forth for
humanity an expectation of an expression
of completeness and unspeakable joy which
can be shared by those who receive salvation
and fellowship with God both in the immanent domain and in the transcendent
domain. Thus, Christ was able to pay the
price for sin making possible redemption and
becoming the cornerstone for believers’ faith
ù
and salvation.
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