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Theologians: Toward a Trinitarian 

Public Theology
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I Public Theology
In the history of public theology—
a category of theology that seeks to 
bring theological truths to bear on 
public arenas—the Holy Spirit’s role in 
creation has been underexplored. If the 
Holy Spirit is the agent of transforma-
tion in creation, why have so many the-
ologians neglected the Spirit’s activity 
in the context of public theology? One 
of the causes of such neglect derives 
from a long-held belief in dualism. As a 
result, generally speaking, theologians 
have neglected the eschatological as-
pect of the Spirit’s work over creation, 
and instead have devoted most of their 
attention to the immanent/spiritual as-
pect of the Spirit’s work.

Hence, a theology is needed that 
recaptures the eschatological aspect 
of the Spirit’s work over creation. Co-
lin E. Gunton’s pneumatology which is 
trinitarianly formulated and eschato-
logically conceived brings a fresh ap-
proach to public theology. It moves us 
toward a full-bodied, holistic and trini-
tarian public theology that takes into 

account the triune God. Ultimately, it 
enables us to see the world through the 
lens of the eschatological Spirit’s work 
and to look beyond traditional modes 
of Christian cultural engagement that 
have been counterproductive. 

A pneumatology which is firmly 
grounded in a trinitarian theology is 
necessary to further develop public the-
ology. It is only within this framework 
that we can understand the divine in-
tention of redemption toward the crea-
tion and have a holistic understanding 
of the mission of the triune God for the 
created world. In so doing, we will be 
able to discern how we should engage 
with culture as a participant in the di-
vine redemption.

In what follows, I will present a 
brief summary of Gunton’s pneumatol-
ogy and then discuss three prominent 
U.S. public theologians and thinkers to 
discern whether pneumatology plays 
any significant role in their public the-
ology. In turn, I examine how Gunton’s 
robust pneumatology provides the nec-
essary resources to address the defi-
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ciency in public theology owing to the 
absence of an adequate theology of the 
eschatological Spirit. Finally, I discuss 
criteria for discerning the Spirit’s work 
in relation to public theology. 

II Gunton’s Pneumatology
Basil of Caesarea is perhaps the most 
significant theological influence in 
relation to Gunton’s pneumatology. 
Gunton states, ‘It is Basil who makes, 
I think, the most important point.’1 
Basil’s stance on the work of the Spirit 
is clearly eschatological: ‘The original 
cause of all things that are made, the 
Father … the creative cause, the Son 
… the perfecting cause, the Spirit.’2 
Moreover, Basil’s attribution of the 
work (ad extra) of the three persons is 
trinitarianly formulated.

Gunton’s appreciation of Basil, 
therefore, is the basis for his eschato-
logical Spirit who perfects the creation 
at the end. However, behind the es-
chatological Spirit, there is a trinitar-
ian God whose being consists of three 
persons in communion which forms 
the centre of both Basil’s and Gunton’s 
theology. Gunton contends, ‘To say 
that the Spirit is the perfecting cause 
of creation is to make the Spirit the 
eschatological person of the Trinity: 
the one who directs the creatures to 
where the creator wishes them to go, 
to their destiny as creatures.’3 More 
succinctly, ‘the Spirit is God being 

1  Colin E Gunton, Father, Son & Holy Spirit: 
Toward a Fully Trinitarian Theology (London, 
New York: T&T Clark, 2003), 81.
2  Basil of Caesarea, On the Holy Spirit XV 36 
and 38.
3  Gunton, Father, Son & Holy Spirit, 81.

eschatological’.4 
Hence, for Gunton, the eschato-

logical Spirit is a person, not substance, 
whose mission is to perfect the created 
world in accordance with Christ. And it 
is not a modalistic God, but rather the 
trinitarian God whose being consists of 
three persons who ‘receive and give 
each other what they are.’5 Indeed, the 
work of the Spirit is inseparable from 
that of the Father and the Son. The Son 
and the Spirit are, Gunton contends, 
the ‘two hands’ of the Father. They 
are distinct, yet inseparable. If Jesus is 
‘the basis of God’s movement out into 
the creation to bring that which is not 
God into covenant relation with him’, 
the Spirit is the one who brings perfec-
tion to the world based on what Christ 
has achieved on the cross.6

Gunton further elaborates, ‘The 
Son is the content of God’s redemp-
tive movement into the world, [while] 
the Spirit is its form, and that form is 
its freedom.’7 The divine love is mani-
fested in the Son and through the Spirit 
to show God’s relentless love for the 
world. Yet, the manner of the manifes-
tation is different. 

Gunton continues, ‘The Spirit is 
God’s eschatological transcendence, 

4  Gunton, Father, Son & Holy Spirit, 76. 
5  Colin E Gunton, ‘The Spirit as the Lord: 
Christianity, Modernity and Freedom’, in Dif-
ferent Gospels, ed. Andrew Walker (London: 
Hodder and Stoughton for the C. S. Lewis Cen-
tre, 1988), 83.
6  Colin E Gunton, Theology through the Theo-
logians: Selected Essays 1972-1995 (Edin-
burgh: T&T Clark, 1996), 127.
7  Gunton, ‘The Spirit in the Trinity’, in The 
Forgotten Trinity: 3. A Selection of Papers Pre-
sented to the BCC Study Commission on Trini-
tarian Doctrine Today, ed. Alastair I.C. Heron, 
130; italics in original.
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his futurity, as it is sometimes ex-
pressed. He is God present to the world 
as its liberating order, bringing it to 
the destiny determined by the Father, 
made actual, realized, in the Son.’8 
The Spirit is the eschatological Spirit 
whose goal is to bring the world to its 
intended end. 

As noted, Gunton defines the work 
of the Spirit as ‘perfecting’. From this 
definition, we can identify two primary 
implications. The first is the dynamic 
nature of creation: the transformation/
perfection of the world. If the Spirit is 
the eschatological Spirit who perfects, 
the creation is the object of such per-
fection. Indeed, the Spirit is the agent 
of the age to come. 

Nonetheless, in the history of the-
ology, the Spirit’s work has been con-
strued primarily as immanent rather 
than transcendent.9 For example, it is 
common to stress the immanent as-
pects of the Spirit such as strengthen-
ing believers and guiding them to fol-
low Christ.10 Indeed, the Spirit is often 
seen as a ‘substantial force’ that we 
possess within us rather than a per-
son who acts as an agent of the age to 
come. 

Consequently, cosmic and social di-
mensions of the Spirit’s eschatological 
work are overlooked.11 Gunton con-
tends, ‘The Spirit is better identified in 
terms of transcendence than of imma-
nence. The Spirit may be active within 

8  Gunton, ‘The Spirit in the Trinity,’ 130. 
9  Gunton provides an extensive discussion on 
how the Spirit’s work has been understood as 
immanent contrary to its true nature in history 
in Theology through the Theologians, 105-108. 
10  Lk 12:12; Jn 14:26; 16:8-11; etc.
11  Gen 1:2, 2:7; Ex 35:30-31; Ezek 37:9, 12; 
Lk 1-2; Rom 8:21; etc.

the world, but he does not become 
identical with any part of the world.’12 

It is therefore the Spirit who trans-
forms/perfects the entire creation. 
This transformation does not indicate 
a return to the protological state of 
the creation, but rather ‘redirection’ or 
movement towards the completion of 
the creation. Gunton refers to this as a 

‘return’ … but of a process by which 
that which was in the beginning is 
not so much restored to a former 
integrity as returned perfected to 
the Father through the Son and by 
the Spirit—an eschatological rather 
than protological return.13 

The second implication, which re-
lates to the first, is that if the Spirit is 
the eschatological Spirit who brings 
the transformation of the world, our 
reconciliation with God through the 
Spirit is the means of effecting such 
transformation. Gunton contends that 
reconciliation is ‘the Father’s determi-
nation to bring all things into relation to 
himself through Christ’.14 

To be sure, relation is an important 
concept because it entails rightness 
with God. If our relation with God is 
skewed, we cannot remain right with 
God. Gunton thus defines sin as a 
‘false relation to God’.15 It is ‘the dis-
ruption or distortion of the relation of 
personal beings with the personal crea-

12  Gunton, Theology through the Theologians, 
108.
13  Gunton, Theology through the Theologians, 
127.
14  Gunton, Theology through the Theologians, 
120.
15  Colin E Gunton, The Christian Faith: An In-
troduction to Christian Doctrine (Malden, MA.: 
Blackwell Publishing, 2002), 139. 
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tor God’.16 
The Spirit opens the hearts of hu-

man beings and invites us to restore 
our relation with God. Restoring our 
relation with God, which is reconcilia-
tion, enables us to become what we are 
created to be. Accordingly, our relation 
with each other, along with the created 
world, is restored as well. This is the 
means of the transformation of God’s 
whole creation. 

Furthermore, this reconciliation 
takes place in the church—the com-
munity of the last days. Gunton ob-
serves, ‘According to the New Testa-
ment, human community becomes 
concrete in the church, whose calling 
is to be the medium and realization 
of communion’.17 The purpose of the 
church is therefore to be the catalyst of 
reconciliation for the world, while the 
church herself is to be shaped into a 
perfect communion, having been recon-
ciled with God, others and the created 
world. 

III Public Theologians and 
Colin E. Gunton

In this section I will examine public 
theologians and thinkers in the United 
States context. I have selected three 
prominent public theologians and 
thinkers whose work has had signifi-
cant influence in public theology in the 
United States. Following this, I will 

16  Gunton, The Christian Faith, 59. For Gun-
ton, the divine justice is by nature transforma-
tional and relational, rather than penal and 
individualistic (Gunton, Christian Faith, 76).
17  Colin E Gunton, The One, the Three and the 
Many: God, Creation and the Culture of Moder-
nity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1993), 217.

evaluate Colin Gunton’s contribution to 
public theology. My intention is to use 
these three theologians and thinkers 
as foils in evaluating whether pneu-
matology plays any significant role in 
their public theology. 

1. H. Richard Niebuhr
In Christ and Culture, Niebuhr con-
structs his famous five typologies in 
order to answer the question: What is 
the relationship that reflects our faith-
fulness and loyalty to Christ in dealing 
with the world if Christ directs Chris-
tians to the world?

The Christ against culture para-
digm perceives culture as sinful and 
non-redemptive. This is an extreme 
type since adherents completely reject 
culture and seek to build a new soci-
ety that is not corrupted by culture. 
The opposite pole of this extreme is 
the Christ of culture type. Contrary 
to Christ against culture, this type ac-
cepts culture. Although adherents are 
loyal to Christ, they ‘seem equally at 
home in the community of culture’.18 

Niebuhr argues that despite their 
differences, these two types are in fact 
similar to each other. For example, 
they are unitarian instead of trinitarian 
in their theology: ‘Jesus Christ being 
essentially God for the former [Christ 
against] and the Almighty Father the 
single God of the latter [Christ of].’19 

Further, these two types are one 
worldly instead of two worldly. For 
Christ against culture, this world is 
thought to be corrupted beyond re-

18  H. Richard Neibuhr, Christ and Culture 
(New York: Harper and Row, 2001), 83.
19  Neibuhr, ‘Introduction’, in Christ and Cul-
ture, 49.
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demption. Therefore, its focus is on the 
world to come. Similarly, with Christ of 
culture, it is melioristic and does not 
‘abandon the idea of another world but 
makes it an extension of the best parts 
of this aeon’.20

In between these two extremities, 
Niebuhr identifies the remaining three 
types: Christ above culture, Christ and 
culture in paradox, and Christ as the 
transformer of culture. For these, the 
main issue is not whether to reject 
or accept culture. Rather, it is how to 
embrace this world and the next at the 
same time—how to live a responsible 
life in the world while remaining faith-
ful to Christ.

A further contrast is that these 
types are not unitarian. Niebuhr states 
that they are ‘if not trinitarian, at 
least bi-nitarian’.21 Unlike the extreme 
types, they distinguish three persons 
of the Trinity and their respective 
missions. Further, they understand 
reality to be two-worldly, rather than 
one-worldly, and they acknowledge the 
usefulness of culture. The divine val-
ues and imperatives can be appreciated 
both in Christ (Bible, church) and na-
ture (reason, culture). Nonetheless, sin 
infects culture. Despite God’s creating, 
governing and redeeming work, noth-
ing escapes the effects of sin. 

Christ above culture incorporates 
elements of Christ of culture, while 
maintaining the lordship of Christ over 
the created world. The world was cre-
ated through Christ and is upheld by 
him. Hence, Christ and the world can-
not be opposed to each other. Indeed, 

20  Niebuhr, ‘Introduction’, in Christ and Cul-
ture, 47.
21  Niebuhr, ‘Introduction’, in Christ and Cul-
ture, 49.

‘both faith and knowledge proceed 
from the same divine source’.22 None-
theless, adherents do not perceive 
Christ as the Christ of culture. A dis-
continuity exists between the impera-
tives of nature and those of the gospel. 
The distinction must be maintained al-
though culture is ultimately under the 
sovereignty of God. 

Christ and culture in paradox is 
characterized by tension between 
God’s righteousness and human right-
eousness. Like Christ against culture, 
this type sees culture as corrupted. 
But unlike Christ against culture, it ac-
cepts the reality that humanity is sur-
rounded by culture and believes that it 
is impossible to avoid it.

Christ the transformer of culture 
argues for the transformation of hu-
manity as well as the created world. 
Like Christ and culture in paradox, ad-
vocates believe that sin has corrupted 
the entire created world and that we 
are in need of God’s forgiveness and 
mercy. Yet, this corrupted world is still 
under God’s sovereign rule. Therefore, 
Christians must participate in God’s 
creating and redeeming work. 

Niebuhr offers several points of 
theological support for this typology. 
The first is creation. Christians must 
participate in the Son’s creating and 
redeeming work. Niebuhr states, ‘The 
Word that became flesh and dwelt 
among us, the Son who does the work 
of the Father in the world of creation, 
has entered into a human culture that 
has never been without his ordering 
action.’23 

22  Douglas F. Ottati, ‘Christ and Culture’, 
American Presbyterian 66 (1988): 323.
23  Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, 193.
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The second is the ‘nature of man’s 
fall from his created goodness’.24 The 
fall has corrupted God’s creation, but it 
did not corrupt the creation to the ex-
tent of requiring a replacement. ‘Man’s 
good nature has become corrupted; it 
is not bad, as something that ought 
not to exist, but warped, twisted and 
misdirected’.25 Likewise, culture is 
‘corrupted order rather than order for 
corruption’.26 Hence, culture needs to 
be transformed in order to restore its 
goodness even if this means a rebirth 
through transformation. 

The third theological support is 
a view of history. In light of the two 
points described above, Niebuhr argues 
that it becomes clear that history is not 
merely a series of human events. It is 
rather a ‘dynamic interaction between 
God and man’.27 Niebuhr observes that 
on this view the triune God works to-
gether to create, forgive and redeem 
the world in order to bring transforma-
tion. 

It is noted that humankind is to 
participate in this divine work. In such 
a dynamic interaction between God 
and man, ‘the eschatological future 
has become for him an eschatological 
present’.28 Hence, Christ is the trans-
former of culture.

2. D. A. Carson
In Christ & Culture Revisited, D. A. Car-
son presents a treatment of Niebuhr’s 
five typologies seen through the eyes 
of a biblical theologian. In this volume, 

24  Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, 193. 
25  Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, 194.
26  Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, 194.
27  Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, 194.
28  Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, 195.

Carson reshapes the typologies and of-
fers several suggestions.

For one, Carson criticizes Niebuhr’s 
handling of scripture. Carson deter-
mines that Niebuhr’s problem origi-
nates in how he perceives the biblical 
canon. He states, ‘Niebuhr’s view, a 
view that is still quite common in some 
academic circles, is that the Bible in 
general, and the New Testament in 
particular, provides us with a number 
of discrete paradigms.’29 Naturally, this 
view discourages us from reading the 
Bible in a holistic manner. 

Niebuhr’s reading violates the ‘can-
on’s “rule” [which] lies in the totality 
of the canon’s instruction’.30 Hence, 
Niebuhr’s handling of scripture comes 
across as piecemeal. Carson argues 
that we need to listen to all the voices 
of the canon and integrate them sys-
tematically. To do so involves the fol-
lowing ‘non-negotiables’.

In addition to close exegesis of a 
wide range of biblical texts, we need 
to think through how they fit into the 
great turning points of redemptive his-
tory, into the massive movement from 
creation to the new heaven and the 
new earth, with critical stops along the 
way for the fall, the call of Abraham, 
the rise and fall and rise again of Is-
rael, the resurrection, the gift of the 
Spirit and the birth of the church. 

Furthermore, we cannot ignore 
great theological structures, including 
the Trinitarian nature of the Godhead, 
all that the cross achieves, and the 
unavoidable implications of New Testa-
ment eschatology with its underlying 

29  D. A. Carson, Christ and Culture Revisited 
(Grand Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans, 2008), 40-41.
30  Carson, Christ and Culture Revisited, 41.
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combination of inaugurated and future 
eschatology.31 

Carson contends that it is not 
enough to examine a wide range of bib-
lical texts and see what each one says. 
We also need to listen to the voices 
in relation to the grand biblical and 
theological scheme of creation, fall, re-
demption and consummation. In short, 
it is imperative to understand the rela-
tion between Christ and culture within 
the flow of the divine drama.32 Carson 
is also concerned that whatever mod-
els we conceive should be grounded in 
Scripture. 

If for any reason we continue to 
think of different models of the rela-
tion between Christ and culture, we 
must insist that they are not alternative 
models that we may choose to accept 
or reject. Rather, we shall ask in what 
sense they are grounded in the Scrip-
tures and ponder their interrelations 
within the Scriptures, and how and 
when they should be emphasized under 
different circumstances exemplified in 
the Scriptures.33 

Thinking about the relation between 
Christ and culture is thus not a mat-
ter of preference of one paradigm over 
another, but of discerning a holistically 
biblical pattern. Moreover, ‘As empiri-
cally useful as certain grids may be, 
thoughtful Christians need to adopt an 
extra degree of hesitation about canon-

31  Carson, Christ and Culture Revisited, 226.
32  The non-negotiables of biblical theology 
that Carson suggests should act as the frame-
work for all approaches to Christ and culture. 
Indeed, some differences in approach may re-
sult from how one understands the big picture 
of the divine drama.
33  Carson, Christ and Culture Revisited, 62; 
italics original.

izing any of them.’34 Further, Niebuhr’s 
discrete paradigms do not accurately 
reflect the rich and complex nature of 
Scripture. 

Eschatologically speaking, we are 
living in a time of tension. Jesus inau-
gurated the kingdom of God. Yet, this 
kingdom will not be consummated until 
his second coming. Hence, it is not ei-
ther ‘Christ against culture’ or ‘Christ 
transforming culture’, but should be 
both. Carson therefore argues that 
Christians must live as a ‘people in 
tension’.35 

He writes, ‘On the one hand, we 
belong to the broader culture in which 
we find ourselves; on the other, we be-
long to the culture of the consummated 
kingdom of God, which has dawned 
among us.’36 This tension exists in the 
Christian life, and we are not free to 
ignore or reject it. Rather, Christians 
must embrace the tension and seek the 
welfare of the city while we wait for the 
final consummation of the creation.

3. James Davison Hunter
In To Change the World: The Irony, Trag-
edy, and Possibility of Christianity in 
the Late Modern World, James Davison 
Hunter seeks to find a new way for 
Christians to engage with the twenty-
first century world. Hunter supports 
his claims using sociological and his-
torical evidence and contends that the 
traditional ways of Christian engage-
ment are based on flawed social theory 
and therefore ineffective in achieving 
their goals. Hunter makes two signifi-
cant arguments based on sociological 

34  Carson, Christ and Culture Revisited, 224.
35  Carson, Christ and Culture Revisited, 64.
36  Carson, Christ and Culture Revisited, 64.
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evidence. 
First, he contends that the tradi-

tional means of engagement encour-
age Christians to evangelize in order 
to bring change to society. This basic 
principle derives from a belief that the 
more Christians there are in society, 
the stronger the Christian influence 
will be because 

cultures are shaped from the cumu-
lative values and beliefs that reside 
in the hearts and minds of ordinary 
people. The means and ends of 
world-changing … are to change 
the hearts and minds of enough peo-
ple that the social order will finally 
come to reflect the values and be-
liefs that they hold.37 

Yet, Hunter contends that this is a 
misconception since none of the evi-
dence of history and sociology supports 
such a theory. On the contrary, changes 
in society often take place when people 
in positions of power work together for 
a common purpose through networks 
of the elite. 

Second, our traditional methods 
of cultural engagement are no longer 
adequate for the cultural changes that 
our modern society has experienced. 
Two such changes resulting from 
modern pluralism are ‘difference’ and 
‘dissolution’. Hunter argues that the 
prevalence of ‘difference’ does not fos-
ter religious belief that is strong and 
coherent because of the lack of sur-
rounding cultural structures to rein-
force such beliefs. ‘Dissolution’, on the 

37  James Davison Hunter, To Change the 
World: The Irony, Tragedy, and Possibility of 
Christianity in the Late Modern World (Oxford, 
New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 
274. 

other hand, creates scepticism about 
basic features of reality. Furthermore, 
‘They [difference and dissolution] 
present conditions advantageous for 
the development of nihilism—genial 
and otherwise.’38 

Hunter therefore argues for a new 
approach. He proposes a ‘theology 
of faithful presence’ that Christians 
should embrace in order to be the light 
and salt of the world. He states, 

A theology of faithful presence be-
gins with an acknowledgement of 
God’s faithful presence to us and 
that his call upon us is that we be 
faithfully present to him in return. 
This is the foundation, the logic, the 
paradigm.39 

Faithful presence calls us to be 
present to others whether they are in-
side or outside the community; this re-
quires sacrificial love. Further, faithful 
presence requires us to be faithful to 
our vocational tasks, in which we are 
to strive for excellenc. Through these 
tasks, Christians honour God.

But this new approach should not be 
taken as a means to manifest or utilize 
one’s power to influence. God invites 
humanity who is made in his image 
to participate in world-making since 
‘world-making is an expression of our 
divine nature’.40 Yet, Hunter qualifies 
that 

it is also important to underscore 
that while the activity of culture-

38  Hunter, To Change the World, 211. Hunter 
defines nihilism as ‘autonomous desire and 
unfettered will legitimated by the ideology 
and practice of choice’. Hunter, To Change the 
World, 211.
39  Hunter, To Change the World, 243.
40  Hunter, To Change the World, 232.
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making has validity before God, 
this work is not, strictly speaking, 
redemptive or salvific in character. 
Where Christians participate in the 
work of world-building they are not, 
in any precise sense of the phrase, 
‘building the kingdom of God’.41 

Hunter argues that the concept of 
‘building the kingdom of God’ is indeed 
a dangerous idea. It invokes the idea 
of ‘taking over’ or ‘conquering’ which 
leads to a type of Constantinian en-
gagement. He contends, ‘The ideal is 
to shift to a post-Constantinian engage-
ment, which means a way of engaging 
the world that neither seeks domina-
tion nor defines identity and witness 
over against domination.’42 Christians 
are not here to dominate or take over 
the culture. But, our engagement with 
the culture should proclaim the coming 
of the kingdom and be the foretaste of 
what is to come. Hunter states, 

If there are benevolent consequenc-
es of our engagement with the world 
… it is precisely because it is not 
rooted in a desire to change the 
world for the better but rather be-
cause it is an expression of desire 
to honor the creator of all goodness, 
beauty, and truth, a manifestation 
of our loving obedience to God, and 
a fulfillment of God’s command to 
love our neighbor.43 

The primary goal of Christian cul-
tural engagement, contrary to what 
Christians have traditionally believed, 
is not to bring change to the world. 
Rather, Hunter argues that the world 

41  Hunter, To Change the World, 233.
42  Hunter, To Change the World, 280.
43  Hunter, To Change the World, 234; italics 
and emphasis original.

cannot be changed: 

Will engaging the world in the way 
discussed here change the world? 
This I believe is the wrong ques-
tion. The question is wrong in part 
because it is based on the dubious 
assumption that the world, and thus 
history, can be controlled and man-
aged.44 

Instead, the purpose of participat-
ing in world-making is ultimately to 
honour God, the Creator, for his good-
ness and to fulfil our duty to love our 
neighbours as God commands us.

IV The Promise of Gunton’s 
Pneumatology

Despite the richness of the public the-
ologies offered by the theologians and 
thinkers examined above, none of them 
pays much, if any, attention to pneuma-
tology. As a result, their understanding 
of the work of the Spirit in public the-
ology lacks depth. For the most part, 
the Spirit seems to be viewed merely 
as an extension of Christ. When Christ 
is mentioned, the Spirit appears to be 
implicitly included. 

Consequently, the Spirit’s relation 
to the Father and the Son is not taken 
into account in relation to the transfor-
mation of the creation. Indeed, it is not 
only pneumatology that is noticeably 
missing from the theories discussed 
above, but also God’s trinitarian na-
ture.

This presents a lacuna in contempo-
rary approaches to public theology and 
reveals the need for a robust pneuma-
tology in this theological endeavour. 
When pneumatology is overlooked, 

44  Hunter, To Change the World, 285.
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there is a tendency to perceive God in 
a unitarian or binitarian manner, creat-
ing a serious deficiency in one’s theol-
ogy. Colin Gunton rightly argues, ‘Be-
cause God is triune, we must respond 
to him in a particular way, or rather set 
of ways, corresponding to the richness 
of his being.’45 To fail to perceive God 
trinitarianly means that we begin on 
the wrong foot. 

Gunton continues, ‘In turn, that 
means that everything looks—and, in-
deed, is—different in the light of the 
Trinity.’46 Thus, we must approach God 
trinitarianly. Gunton’s pneumatology 
provides a firmer foundation for pub-
lic theological inquiry and helps set-
tle several important questions whose 
answers must guide our hermeneutics: 
Who is God, what is he doing with the 
world, and how is he guiding the world 
to its ultimate end? 

1. Trinitarian thinking 
Trinitarian thinking is indispensable 
to ‘undo the old bifurcation between 
the cultural mandate and the great 
commission’.47 These issues have been 
approached apart from considering the 
Trinity so that the two commandments 
are not perceived within the divine in-
tention of creation and redemption. As 
a result, the complementary nature of 
the two commandments is overlooked. 
We are not forced to choose one or the 
other, but the two go hand-in-hand in 

45  Colin Gunton, The Promise of Trinitarian 
Theology, 2nd ed. (London: T&T Clark, 2003), 
4.
46  Gunton, The Promise of Trinitarian Theol-
ogy, 4-5.
47  James K. A. Smith, ‘Thinking Biblically 
about Culture’, Perspectives 24 (2009): 23.

order to achieve the ultimate plan of 
God for the world. 

One perceives the tendency to bi-
furcate these commandments, for ex-
ample, in the case of D. A. Carson. His 
understanding of the creation story 
seems thin because he does not view 
it through the lens of God’s triune na-
ture and work. Indeed, Carson rather 
quickly dismisses the cultural mandate 
as ‘peculiar responsibilities toward the 
rest of the created order’ that we have 
as God’s image bearers, without any 
elaboration.48 Yet, he emphasizes the 
importance of a trinitarian theology of 
the Godhead in public theology, even 
including it as one of the non-negotia-
bles of biblical theology. 

This is where Gunton’s robust pneu-
matology can be helpful. Gunton ar-
gues that a weak pneumatology has 
plagued western theology since the 
time of Augustine. There is a tendency 
in western theology to perceive the 
Spirit as the ‘bond of love’ that unites 
the Father and the Son. Hence, the 
‘bond of love’ is hardly perceived as a 
person, contrary to the nature of the 
triune God.

Yet, as Gunton argues, the Scripture 
attests that the Spirit is the eschato-
logical Spirit. If one overlooks the work 
and person of the Spirit, one’s theology 
is deprived of the third aspect of the 
creation story: the Spirit’s perfecting 
work. Indeed, when one surveys Car-
son’s non-negotiables of biblical theol-
ogy, it seems clear that the Spirit’s re-
lation to the Father and the Son is not 
taken into account.49 Hence, a holistic 

48  Carson, Christ & Culture Revisited, 46. 
Also, see Smith, ‘Thinking Biblically,’ 22.
49  This point appears more prominently in 
Carson’s criticism of Vincent Bacote’s cosmic 
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trinitarian thinking is missing. But 
seen through a trinitarian lens, the dis-
tinct work of each person of the Trinity 
becomes clear. 

The Father, who is the fountainhead 
of the three persons, reaches out to the 
world through his two hands, the Son 
and the Spirit, as Gunton frequently 
observes. On the one hand, the Son, 
who is the mediator of creation and 
redemption, works incarnationally 
by identifying himself with the world 
through becoming human and institut-
ing a new beginning for fallen human-
ity. On the other, the Spirit works both 
transcendently and immanently in per-
fecting and transforming the creation 
(humanity and the created world) to 
bring all things into relation to the Fa-
ther through the Son. Yet, their respec-
tive work should be understood as uni-
fied although each person’s is distinct. 
They are united in one goal, namely, to 
transform the whole creation.

Hence, the old bifurcation of the cul-
tural mandate and the great commis-
sion can be eliminated by viewing both 
in light of the unified work of the three 
persons of the Trinity. In my view, it is 
not enough to read the Bible canoni-
cally, we must also read it trinitarianly. 
When we read the Bible trinitarianly, it 
helps us to see who the triune God is 
and how he is working in order to bring 
ultimate redemption to the world. Gun-
ton’s trinitarian theology, especially 
his robust pneumatology, enables us to 
shift our eyes to the triune Creator.

pneumatology. He questions how ‘these com-
plementary roles of the Spirit are properly re-
lated to each other (the Spirit’s role in creation 
and the Spirit’s role in redemption).’ Carson, 
Christ and Culture Revisited, 215.

2. The nature of transformation 
by the Spirit

Gunton’s pneumatology leads us to 
conclude that the nature of culture is 
redemptive.50 It is not only humanity 
that will be redeemed, but also the cre-
ated world because the creation will be 
‘brought into the glorious freedom of 
the children of God’ (Rom 8:21). Since 
culture is a significant aspect of the 
created world, the Spirit uses it in his 
work of perfection and transformation; 
thus, culture is redemptive.

As noted above, Hunter contends 
that culture-making is not salvific or 
redemptive in character. Culture can-
not be changed by mere human effort. 
Instead, we should honour God by be-
ing faithful witnesses rather than at-
tempting to change the world. Perhaps 
the main difference between Gunton 
and Hunter is not primarily whether 
culture is redemptive, although they 
diverge on this point, but how to under-
stand transformation. Hunter argues, 

Within the dialectic between af-
firmation and antithesis, faithful 
presence means a constructive re-
sistance that seeks new patterns of 
social organization that challenge, 
undermine, and otherwise diminish 
oppression, injustice, enmity and 
corruption.51 

This statement hints that, after all, 
Hunter expects some type of transfor-
mation to occur as a result of faithful 
presence. As one might discern from 
the preceding discussion, Hunter 
promotes the more peaceful and non-

50  In stating that culture is redemptive, I do 
not mean in the sense of effecting salvation, 
but in the sense of being indispensable for hu-
man flourishing.
51  Hunter, To Change the World, 247.
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violent approach toward cultural en-
gagement that is aligned with the Ana-
baptist tradition. But, if one can ac-
cept that transformation arises from 
faithful witness and pacifism rather 
than triumphalism, it is possible that 
Hunter would find common ground 
with Gunton. 

Further, if the Spirit is the agent of 
transformation, should not the nature 
of the transformation reflect the pur-
pose of the divine mission? Gunton 
contends that the Son and the Spirit 
are agents of the Father’s love. If so, 
whatever the Spirit perfects and trans-
forms derives from the Father’s love. In 
divine love, the triune God reaches out 
to the creation through his two hands, 
the Son and the Spirit. This, I believe, 
frames the background for the nature 
of transformation by the Spirit.

Indeed, Gunton argues that the 
purpose of the Spirit’s work is recon-
ciliation, not domination. If so, there 
is no place in cultural engagement for 
violence or oppression. The triune God 
does not transform the created world 
so that he can dominate or overpower 
those who oppose him. The world is 
already under his reign. But, he trans-
forms the created world to bring about 
reconciliation, harmony and unity 
between God and humanity, between 
human beings, and between humanity 
and creation.

3. A Contemporary example
Furthermore, although humanity is 
asked to participate in the divine trans-
formation, we do not work apart from 
the Spirit who is the agent of transfor-
mation. On the contrary, we are to be 
directed by the Spirit. Thus, human-
ity has no ultimate power or ability to 

change the world, or even to perceive 
how to change the world aright. Unfor-
tunately, many Christians fail to grasp 
this point and misconceive their role in 
the transformation of the world. 

It is the Spirit who transforms the 
world, and as Gunton argues, he trans-
forms it by reconciling humanity with 
God, with each other and with the 
world. If so, humanity cannot change 
the world apart from the eschatological 
Spirit. The Spirit must first bring us to 
God. Only in the context of reconcilia-
tion does transformation of the world 
become possible. 

One recent contemporary example 
of this, I believe, is the church shoot-
ing which took place at the Emmanuel 
African Methodist Episcopal Church 
in Charleston, South Carolina, on the 
evening of 17 June 2015. The young 
gunman, Dylan Roof, killed nine people 
during a prayer service. Later, he was 
indicted on thirty-three federal hate 
crimes charges. 

As much as such a heinous crime 
shocked the nation, what followed the 
killing astonished the country even 
more: The victims’ families, appearing 
in front of Roof in court, forgave him 
for killing nine black attenders of the 
meeting. David Brooks of the New York 
Times called this extraordinary act an 
example of living faith and the one up-
lifting part of this horrific crime. 

In the following days and weeks 
calls were made to remove the Confed-
erate flag from the South Carolina state 
capitol—the same flag Roof had posed 
with in a widely circulated photo. On 
22 June, the governor of South Caro-
lina, Nikki Haley, also called for the 
removal of the Confederate flag, which 
eventually came down on 10 July 2015. 
Many other efforts to remove Confed-
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erate flags have followed in various 
states, including Alabama, Mississippi 
and Tennessee. 

I believe that this was a moment 
when the Spirit worked among people 
to move toward reconciliation. The vic-
tims’ families’ extraordinary courage 
to forgive Roof and the humbleness 
they demonstrated at the court—even 
apologizing for their slowness to for-
give him—are signs of their obedience 
to the Spirit’s lead in reconciliation. At 
the same time, the nation’s hearts and 
minds were opened by their testimony, 
pointing to the grace and love of God. 

Surely the Spirit was at work in 
these events, bringing about transfor-
mation and reconciliation. Events such 
as this remind us that we must forsake 
triumphalism and seek peace and love 
instead. Further, we must rely on the 
Spirit to lead us to the right path. It 
is not human power or ingenuity that 
changes the world, but our faithfulness 
to the Lord that brings godly change. 

V Criteria for Discerning the 
Spirit’s Work

It is generally agreed that it is difficult 
to discern the work of the Spirit due 
to his elusive nature. Yet, this does not 
mean that the Spirit’s eschatological 
work is completely hidden from us. 
Amos Yong rightly argues, 

Christian discernment … is intri-
cately tied to moral discernment as 
well as to the development of the 
human faculties of perception, un-
derstanding, and judgment in their 
broad senses. Growth in love and 
knowledge is inseparable from the 
acquisition of deep moral and per-
ceptual insight, and all contribute 

to the continuing increase in the ca-
pacity of the Christian to accomplish 
moral and spiritual discernment.52

Thus, Christian discernment is a 
‘skill that is developed over time’.53 
One of the challenges of discerning the 
Spirit’s work is acquiring the requisite 
sensitivity and wisdom. Yong contends 
that although discernment is one of the 
spiritual gifts (1 Cor 12:10), it takes 
time to develop. An essential aspect of 
nurturing our skills of discernment is 
to immerse ourselves in Scripture and 
Christian living. 

Hence, discernment is not a su-
pernatural ability that is instantly 
acquired, but rather a skill that is de-
veloped over time. If so, it is plausible 
to formulate criteria for discerning the 
Spirit’s work. The criteria that I list in 
this section are by no means exhaus-
tive. But, it is my hope that they move 
us forward in our attempt to discern 
the Spirit’s work in culture in relation 
to public theology. 

1. Positive criteria
The first criterion is Scripturalness. 
Discerning the Spirit’s eschatological 
work requires testing by the Scripture. 
For example, when we encounter a so-
cial phenomenon that may look like the 
Spirit’s work, it must be examined in 
the light of God’s revelation. Nonethe-
less, Yong cautiously adds that ‘such 
norms have to be sensitively applied to 
the concrete world of things’.54 

It is one thing to apply biblical 
norms to current affairs, it is another 

52  Amos Yong, Beyond the Impasse: Toward a 
Pneumatological Theology of Religions (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2003), 145.
53  Yong, Beyond the Impasse, 146.
54  Yong, Beyond the Impasse, 159.
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to discern whether such norms are ap-
plied appropriately. Yong continues, 
‘“Life in the Spirit” … requires read-
ing both Scripture and the world accu-
rately in order to ensure the appropri-
ate applicability of scriptural norms to 
the world.’55 Christendom might have 
turned out differently had more caution 
been taken in applying biblical norms 
to the world appropriately.

The second criterion is Trinitari-
aness. As Gunton has shown, it is im-
perative to perceive the eschatological 
work of the Spirit in light of the Trinity. 
The Spirit does not work alone. On the 
contrary, he works in accordance with 
the Son and the Father. Yet, the Spirit 
is given his own distinct mission in re-
lation to the Son and the Father. 

Therefore, in discernment, this 
balance (distinction in unity) must be 
maintained. It is not enough to discern 
the actions of the Spirit alone. Rather, 
we must discern whether a putative ac-
tion of the Spirit is compatible with the 
work of the Father and the Son within 
the scheme of divine redemption. 

The third criterion is communion-
enabling. This criterion is derived from 
the nature and character of the third 
person of the Trinity. If the Spirit brings 
redemption to the world by creating an 
eschatological community, the actions 
of the Spirit must be characterized by 
communion. In other words, when we 
see reconciliation, love, and peace, it 
is plausible to argue that we are wit-
nessing the Spirit at work (though the 
totality of the circumstances has to be 
taken into account, of course). 

Michael Welker argues, 

One can readily see with one’s own 

55  Yong, Beyond the Impasse, 159; italics in 
original.

eyes that love is the most complete 
of the forms of expression and com-
munication in accordance with 
the Spirit. For in a differentiated 
way, love corresponds to the prom-
ised Spirit of righteousness and of 
peace.56 

A fourth criterion is other-person-
centeredness expressed in love. When 
the eschatological Spirit is at work, 
people act for the benefit of others. 
The Spirit makes it possible for us 
to freely put others ahead of our own 
interests for the sake of the commu-
nity.57 Indeed, even an everyday thing 
like a father reconciling with his son 
or a mother with her daughter may be 
a sign of the work of the eschatologi-
cal Spirit. Human love is fostered in 
our most basic relationships, such as 
family. If so, a reconciliation that takes 
place at home may go a long way in 
furthering the eschatological work of 
the Spirit.

Welker argues that love is ‘in a way 
unmatched by any other power granted 
to human beings’ because it is a

master in inventing exceptions that 
provide deliverance and promote 
life. Because love not only immers-
es itself in the beloved person, but 
also exercises a beneficial influ-
ence, both directly and indirectly, 
on that person’s environment, love 
is continually building up new forms 
of life, both individual and commu-
nal.58 

Indeed, says Welker, ‘With its free 

56  Michael Welker, God the Spirit (Minneapo-
lis: Fortress Press, 1994), 250.
57  Welker describes this as ‘free self-with-
drawal for the benefits of others’. See Welker, 
God the Spirit, 252.
58  Welker, God the Spirit, 250.
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self-withdrawal, love is contagious.’59 
One can appreciate Welker’s com-

ments in relation to public theology. 
The Spirit manifests the divine love by 
transforming the world through recon-
ciliation, Gunton contends. Hence, any 
actions of the Spirit should not contra-
dict his nature. Yet, we often quickly 
dismiss the efficacy of love. We are 
more attracted to something powerful 
and heroic. 

But, the love that Christ exempli-
fied on the cross is meek and humble. 
And if this is the love that the Spirit is 
testifying to in order to bring people to 
God, we should take a careful look at 
how we can promote God’s love for the 
transformation of the created world. 
Indeed, all of the fruit of the Spirit 
(Gal 5:22) may be good criteria for dis-
cerning the work of the eschatological 
Spirit.

2. Negative criteria 
One potential pitfall of discerning 
the Spirit’s work is confusing it with 
demonic activity. Yong argues that 
discernment includes ‘distinguishing 
between the divine, the human, and 
demonic’.60 Hence, there is always 
the possibility that what we are wit-
nessing may be the result of demonic 
forces. Yong suggests that ‘evidence 
of demonic influence or infiltration 
consists in a thing’s radical departure 
from its purposes and functions, thus 
affecting its relationships in a destruc-
tive manner’.61 Satan is cunning, and a 
master of deception. He disguises him-
self as an angel of light (2 Cor 11:14) 

59  Welker, God the Spirit, 250.
60  Yong, Beyond the Impasse, 157.
61  Yong, Beyond the Impasses, 158.

and can cause great destruction in the 
name of good. 

In this light, we may also formu-
late negative criteria which suggest 
activities that are not of the Spirit but 
contrary to the Spirit’s nature. For ex-
ample, anything that does not produce 
the fruit of the Spirit is not the work 
of the Spirit (Gal 5:22). Attitudes or 
actions that display hatred, jealously, 
rage, selfish ambition, and the like are 
the works of the flesh (and perhaps the 
demonic) rather than the work of the 
Spirit (Gal 5:19-21).

Our flesh thirsts for power, domi-
nation, and tyranny and seeks self-
importance rather than humility and 
edification. Indeed, when we neglect 
to ‘balance truth-telling with listening, 
justice with peace’, the Spirit will not 
be among us ‘because the Spirit is the 
Spirit of truth (Jn 16:12-13) and also 
the Spirit of love (Rom 5:5).’62 

Further, the ‘spirit’ that denies the 
Father and the Son is not the Spirit of 
God (1 Jn 4:1-3). Yong argues, ‘We dis-
cern the Spirit by discerning the Christ, 
but then also discern the Christ by the 
Spirit.’63 Although elements of humil-
ity, justice, peace, and other moral 
goods may characterize certain social 
movements or activities, if these also 
explicitly deny core scriptural truths, 
they are not the work of the Spirit, but 
may be the work of the Enemy in dis-
guise. As Jesus said, we must be alert 

62  Kirsteen Kim, ‘Case Study: How Will We 
Know when the Holy Spirit Comes? The Ques-
tion of Discernment’, Evangelical Review of 
Theology 33 (2009): 96.
63  Yong, ‘The Holy Spirit and the World 
Religions: On the Christian Discernment of 
Spirit(s) “after” Buddhism’, Buddhist-Christian 
Studies 24 (2004): 203. 
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for false prophets who come to us in 
sheep’s clothing (Mt 7:15). 

The process of discerning the Holy 
Spirit’s work will necessarily involve 
balancing all of the preceding criteria, 
rather than taking one or two in isola-
tion. For example, although the Nazi 
party created a community—the ‘peo-
ple’s community’ (Volksgemeinschaft) 
based on national unity—this commu-
nity was motivated by racial denigra-
tion and thus not a result of the work 
of the Spirit. In any particular case 
under examination, both positive and 
negative criteria (e.g., community cre-
ating vs. debasing) must be taken into 
account in determining whether the 
Spirit is working. 

In sum, we must rely on the triune 
God and Scripture for spiritual discern-
ment. Prayers that seek wisdom for 
spiritual discernment are necessary, 
while love and obedience prepare our 
hearts to be sensitive to the Spirit’s di-
rection. 

VI Conclusion
In this article, we have examined Colin 
Gunton’s contribution to public theol-
ogy and how it enables us to move for-
ward in developing a trinitarian public 
theology. Gunton’s robust pneumatol-
ogy provides the resources necessary 
to move toward a more comprehensive, 
holistic and trinitarian public theology. 
By recapturing the work of the escha-
tological Spirit over the creation, Gun-
ton enables us to explore the relation 
between the trinitarian God and the 
created world. 

Gunton’s pneumatology clearly de-
lineates the Spirit as the agent of trans-
formation in relation to the Father and 
the Son. In so doing, he succeeds in 
giving the eschatological Spirit a per-

sonal identity while maintaining unity 
among the three persons. As a result, 
Gunton’s pneumatology helps us to 
identify the modes of the Spirit’s work 
in the world.

This represents a fresh approach to 
public theology. To my knowledge, no 
public theologian has approached pub-
lic theology from the standpoint of the 
nature and particularity of the Spirit’s 
work in the creation. We have not been 
viewing the world through the eyes of 
the Spirit, nor wisely discerning how 
the Spirit may be working among us to 
transform the world. As a result, our 
attempts to discern the Spirit’s work 
have been largely arbitrary. 

Similarly, this fresh approach ena-
bles us to look beyond traditional 
modes of Christian cultural engage-
ment that have been counterproduc-
tive. Drawing on trinitarian resources, 
Gunton identifies the Spirit as the di-
vine love who transforms the world 
by reconciliation. If so, anything that 
is contrary to reconciliation or does 
not promote harmony and love may 
be a sign that the Spirit’s work is not 
present. 

Gunton’s pneumatology shows that 
the transformation of the world hap-
pens when we reconcile with God, oth-
ers and the creation. This means that 
the sphere of transformation by the 
Spirit is human relationships. This, in 
my opinion, significantly widens the 
approaches that Christians can take 
for cultural engagement, and may en-
able us to discern the Spirit’s work in 
places we never expected it. 

Gunton’s contribution to public 
theology should not be overlooked be-
cause his pneumatology provides the 
resources needed to further pursue a 
trinitarian public theology. 


