
03. Monotheism (paper pages 15-21)

‘The lives and teachings of Buddha, Jesus and Muhammad have
influenced and transformed so many billions of people because
they are essentially teachings of love’ (Helminski, page 40).



‘In God we live and move and have our being’ (Acts 17:28).

God, the Source and Sustainer of everything that exists

I. God



• Nothing that we experience has in itself sufficient
reason to ground its existence. Everything is
dependent. There must exist Being that is self-
sufficient, and so not dependent. This is the Being we
call ‘God’.

• Since God holds everything in existence, we can
deduce certain things about God from what we know
about things.

• Fully comprehending this Reality is beyond our capacity.
We know that if reality is ultimately meaningful, this
Reality must exist, but we cannot define it. Any words we
use to speak of this Reality can at best point us towards it.
It remains mysterious.



• People have intuited the Presence of this mysterious
Reality in nature: in a mountain shrouded in cloud, in a
grove of trees, in a spring gushing from the earth, in the
sun or moon, in thunder and lightning and in the night sky.

• There emerged in human consciousness an intuition that
ultimately everything is inter-connected, that the spirit of
the ocean and the spirit of the earth and the spirit of the
sky are ultimately the one Spirit, the one Presence, the
one Creator that accounts for the existence of everything
and sustains everything in being. The notion of
Monotheism was born.



• A key conclusion from the above is that when we use words to
speak of God we must do so only with the most profound
humility. We must begin with the realisation that no words can
comprehensively express a Reality that transcends our
necessarily limited experience. We must begin also with the
conviction that everyone has a contribution to make here: every
thinker, every artist, every lover, every culture. In the context of
this paper we can name Abraham, Moses, Jesus and
Muhammad.
• Christians believe that it is Jesus whose humanity best

reveals God, and reveals God as Love - that is as Self-
giving.

• We refer to the statements by Rumi and al-Arabi.



To love is to give one’s real self to another, with respect for the
other. Where there is love, there we experience the ‘Presence’,
the ‘Mystery’, the “sacred’. We experience ‘God’. The universe
is an expression of the divine. It is love that radiates the divine.
When we love we are in communion with the mysteriously
present God, the Ultimate Reality that sustains in existence
everything we experience.



God is constantly loving, constantly inspiring, constantly offering
forgiveness, so that people will live to the full and help others to
live to the full. When terrible things happen we do not ask why
God allowed it, for we take seriously the freedom of our evolving
universe, and God’s gift to us of our own human freedom, even to
act badly. We ask, rather, where God is in what is happening. And
our answer is: where there is love, there is God.

We human beings experience, in however limited a way, freedom
to choose to do good or to choose to do evil. God respects this
freedom. From our freedom flows much that we experience as evil,
but from it flows everything of value. Every created being is a
limited, imperfect, but real expression of the Self-giving God.
Everything is fundamentally sacred, and so to be respected.



It contradicts reason to think of God as controlling what happens in
our universe. On the human level we experience freedom: not absolute
freedom, since none of us is an independent unit, but a level of freedom
to choose in a limited but nevertheless real way. When I think of ‘God’
I think of a Presence that inspires and respects this freedom. When I
look at the universe, the same thinking applies. The evolutionary forces
that we experience in the universe are sustained by God, but not
controlled by God.

This has radical implications for any and every religion. God loves the
universe. God does not control it. When, in God’s name, we try to
control, or fail to respect the other, we are out of communion with
God. Our behaviour is incoherent. The God we speak of is a false God.
This understanding of God leads to the conclusion that any religion
that is based on the idea of a controlling and determining God, thereby
resulting in a religion of control, is radically faulty.



The first and most basic ‘pillar’ of Islam (Shahâda) is profession
of faith in the One God and in Muhammad as his prophet.

The other four pillars of Islam flow from the first:

1. ritual prayer (Salât)

2. almsgiving (Zakât)

3. fasting (Sawm, in Ramadân)

4. making a pilgrimage (Hajj) to Mecca once in a lifetime.

These all feature in Sûrah 2, and in other sûrahs.

II. Monotheism



In almost every sûrah, Muhammad speaks of the awesome God,
the Creator of everything. In his day the pagan tribes of Arabia
were polytheistic. That there is only one God is basic to the
teaching of Muhammad, as it is to Judaism and Christianity.

‘God has prescribed for you as religion that which He enjoined upon Noah,
and that which We [God] revealed unto thee [Muhammad], and that which
We enjoined upon Abraham, Moses, and Jesus, that you uphold religion and
not become divided therein. Grievous for the idolaters is that which you call
them. God chooses for Himself whomsoever He will, and guides unto Himself
whosoever turns in repentance’ (Sûrah 42:13, from Mecca).

‘Say, He, God, is One! God, the Eternally Sufficient unto Himself. He begets
not, nor was He begotten. And none is like to Him!’ (Sûrah 122, from ?)



To be truly monotheistic we cannot say that there is only one God,
and then go on to claim that this God is ours alone. If there is only
one God then everything and everybody has the one Source of its
being. A true monotheist must see everyone as fundamentally and
inherently sacred, however badly people may be behaving. People we
consider our enemies are not God’s enemies. Jesus makes this
abundantly clear, and it flows from his understanding of God:

‘You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbour and
hate your enemy.’ But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for
those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your Father
in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and
sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous … Be perfect,
therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect’ (Matthew 5:43-48).



Christians insist on monotheism. It is important that we
express our faith clearly, for the Christian teaching on Jesus as
the Son of God and Mary as the mother of God seemed to
Muhammad (and continues to seem to many Muslims) to
compromise the transcendence of the one God. It is important
that we examine carefully the language we Christians use to
speak of the relationship between Jesus and God, whom he
addressed as ‘Father’.

III. Christian Monotheism



According to the Christian Scriptures, those who knew and came to
love Jesus, heard him speak, and witnessed his healing love, came to
see that his words and actions flowed from the special intimacy he
had with God.



They recognised in Jesus something of their own yearning,
something of their own consciousness of the presence to them of
God. Jesus’ words and actions were the words and actions of Jesus,
and they had a special power to reveal God. When the authors of
the Gospels shared this in their writings, they were sharing
memories, but also reflections on Jesus and the meaning Jesus gave
to their lives. The fact that the community of Jesus’ disciples
treasured and copied and shared their words points to the Gospels
as being inspired, but the words are the words of the Gospel writers,
and cannot be understood without grasping the meaning their
words had some thirty to sixty years after the death of Jesus.



The Gospel of John witnesses to the fact that
misunderstanding the nature of the relationship between
Jesus and God was already a factor in the debates of the last
decade of the first century when the Gospel was composed.
It is evident that Jews who did not accept Jesus as the
promised Messiah (this group is called ‘the Jews’ throughout
the Gospel) were debating with the Jews who accepted Jesus
as the Messiah. The debate was about how Jesus’ followers
understood the relationship between Jesus and God.



In John chapter 5 we find an account of Jesus’ healing a man.
Because the healing took place on the Sabbath: ‘The Jews started
persecuting Jesus, because he was doing such things on the
Sabbath’ (John 5:16).

The text continues: ‘For this reason the Jews were seeking all the
more to kill him, because he was not only breaking the Sabbath,
but was also calling God his own Father, thereby making himself equal to
God’ (John 5:18).

We are then given Jesus’ response: ‘My Father is still working, and
I also am working’ (John 5:17).



That this is not how John understood Jesus’ claim is clear from
Jesus’ response:

‘Jesus said to them, “Very truly, I tell you, the Son can do nothing
on his own, but only what he sees the Father doing; for whatever
the Father does, the Son does likewise. The Father loves the Son
and shows him all that he himself is doing’ (John 5:19-20).

‘I do nothing on my own, but I speak these things as the Father
instructed me. And the one who sent me is with me; he has not left
me alone, for I always do what is pleasing to him’ (John 8:28-29).

It was from his intimate communion with God that Jesus
experienced the call and the grace to share with others the
revelation that he received from God: ‘My teaching is not mine but
his who sent me’ (John 7:16-17).



‘I declare to the world what I have heard from him’ (John 8:26).

My aim in quoting from John’s Gospel is to state that neither
Jesus nor his followers thought of Jesus as another God. On the
contrary, Jesus acknowledged that everything he is comes from
God, including the words and deeds that flowed from his
communion with the One who alone is God.

If we leave out the word ‘Father’, Muslims could use similar
words in speaking of Muhammad and the Qur’an.

‘The word that you hear is not mine. It is from the Father who
sent me’ (John 14:24).

‘I declare what I have seen in the Father’s presence’ (John 8:38).



‘Jesus said to them, “My food is to do the will of him who sent me
and to complete his work’ (John 4:34).

‘I can do nothing on my own. As I hear, I judge; and my judgment
is just, because I seek to do not my own will but the will of him
who sent me’ (John 5:30).

‘The deeds that the Father has given me to complete, the very deeds
that I am doing, testify on my behalf that the Father has sent me’
(John 5:36).

‘I do nothing on my own. The one who sent me is with me; he has
not left me alone, for I always do what is pleasing to him’ (John
8:28-29).

‘It is the Father living in me who is doing this work’ (John 14:10).



Jesus’ disciples came to see him as the perfect human expression (the
‘incarnation’) of God’s Word (God’s Self-revelation). The Gospel of
John expresses this well in the Prologue. After stating that the whole
of creation is an expression of God’s Self-giving Word, John tells us
that God’s eternal Word found perfect human expression in Jesus:
‘The Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his
glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth … From
his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace … No one has ever
seen God. It is the only Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, who
has made God known’ (John 1:14-18).

When we speak of Jesus’ divinity, we are speaking of his intimate
communion with God. Everything he is, everything he says,
everything he does, flows from this communion. Such was the
intimacy of this communion that Jesus could say: ‘The Father and I
are one’ (John 10:30). Here again ‘the Jews’ misunderstood his claim.



Jesus was never ‘making himself God’. His claim is to be ‘God’s Son’
(John 10:36). He enjoyed such intimate communion with God that
he could say: ‘The Father is in me and I am in the Father’ (John
10:38; see also John 14:11). The Spirit of God filled his heart, his
prayer, his life, and he revealed God in the love that flowed from
this communion, a love, as noted earlier, that gave authority to his
words, and healing and liberating power to his relationships.

‘The Jews took up stones again to stone him. Jesus replied, “I have
shown you many good works from the Father. For which of these
are you going to stone me?” The Jews answered, “It is not for a good
work that we are going to stone you, but for blasphemy, because
you, though only a human being, are making yourself God” (John 10:31-
33).



Jesus’ disciples were astonished at Jesus’ intimacy with God,
and at the extraordinary love that poured out from Jesus’
heart and brought healing to so many. They knew that this
healing came from God through ‘Jesus of Nazareth, a man
attested to you by God with deeds of power, wonders and
signs that God did through him’ (Acts 2:22).

Paul writes: ‘God was in Christ reconciling the world to
himself’ (2 Corinthians 5:19).

‘God our Saviour poured out on us the Holy Spirit through
Jesus the Messiah our Saviour’ (Titus 3:6).



It was their experiences of the crucified Jesus as raised by God to
life and mysteriously present among them that alerted them to a
more profound dimension of Jesus’ communion with God. They
came to see that in raising Jesus to life, ‘God has made this crucified
Jesus both Lord (Kύριος) and Messiah’ (Acts 2:36).

The Greek Kύριος translates the Hebrew ’Adonay, which was the
word sounded when YHWH was found in the Hebrew text. It is the
‘Name’ (HaShem) revealed by God to Moses in the scene of the
burning bush when God commissioned Moses to go to Egypt and be
God’s instrument in liberating the Hebrew slaves (see Exodus 3:15).



The New Testament speaks of ‘God’ nearly twelve hundred
times. The reference is to the One whom Jesus addressed as
‘God’ and ‘Father’. However, it was not long before the
Christian community embraced the practice of including
Jesus when they spoke of ‘God’. We find this in a letter
written in the opening years of the second century to the
community in Ephesus by Ignatius, the bishop of Antioch:
‘Our God, even Jesus the Christ, was borne in the womb by
Mary according to the dispensation of God, of the seed of
David and of the Holy Ghost’ (Ephesians 18). In a letter to
the community in Rome he writes: ‘Suffer me to copy the
passion of my God’ (Romans, 6).



It is possible that an example of this this practice is
found in the Prologue to John’s Gospel, composed in the
last decade of the first century. Some early manuscripts
read: ‘No one has ever seen God. It is the only Son, who
is in the bosom of the Father, who has made God
known’ (John 1:18). Other manuscripts include the word
‘God’ and read: ‘It is God the only Son’.



When we believe that in seeing Jesus we are seeing God, we
are not believing that we are seeing another God, but the One
God. When we say that Mary is the ‘Mother of God’ we are
speaking in the light of what I have just described. We are not
saying that the One God had a human mother. We are saying
that her human son, Jesus, is the manifestation of God in
human form. The focus is on Jesus, and on Jesus who points to
the one God, whom he called ‘Father’ because everything he is
and everything he has and everything he does came from God,
to whose divine will he always submitted.



The early Christian practice of calling Jesus ‘God’ witnesses to
the fact that they were not content to admire the human Jesus,
while failing to see him as the revelation of God: failing to listen
to or watch God being revealed in and through him. The essence
of Christianity is that in listening to Jesus and watching him, and
in experiencing something of the intimacy of his prayer-
communion, we are truly being drawn into communion with God.
When we Christians say that Jesus is ‘God’, or say that Mary is
‘the mother of God’, this is a shorthand way of drawing attention
to the truths I have tried to open up in that last few paragraphs.
Jesus is not another God. He is fully human, but in such an
extraordinary purity that it is God, the one God in whom Jesus
and Christians believe, who is revealed in and through him.



Christians speak of Jesus as having two natures. The word
‘nature’ is a scientific term born of observation. We come to
know something’s ‘nature’ by observing what it does. When
his disciples watched Jesus and listened to him his humanity
was obvious. He showed them what we human beings can
be at our best. But they saw more than this: they came to
see that what Jesus was saying and doing was revealing God
as God is revealed in a human being. That is Jesus’ divine
nature. He invites everyone to share this nature with him.
He wants us to share the intimate communion that he has
with God, so that we, too, will speak God’s words and be
instruments to each other of God’s life-giving love.



The authors of the New Testament were not philosophers
and they show no interest in attempting to explore the
inner, necessarily mysterious, nature of God’s Being.

They speak of God’s ‘Spirit’, when referring to the ways in
which God’s power and God’s action are revealed in the
world. John declares that in Jesus God ‘gives the Spirit
without reserve’ (John 3:34).

They speak of God’s ‘Word’: God’s will to give expression to
God’s Self in sharing God’s Being through creation. It is this
divine Word that finds perfect human expression in the man
Jesus (John 1:14).

They speak of ‘God’.

The Divinity of Jesus and the Christian teaching of the Blessed Trinity



The ‘Trinity’ of God, Jesus and the Spirit alerts us to the
truth that we can understand creation only when we
acknowledge the relationship of every creature to God
who holds everything in existence and God’s Holy Spirit
that energises everything and draws everything to find
itself in participating in the Being of God.

It does more: it opens the way to see God differently.
While never wavering from monotheism, and while
knowing that we humans cannot comprehend God, we
came to think of God as a Communion of Love.



Transcending creation, God is Love-Communion, and it
is this Communion that is expressed in, and is
experienced by, the cosmos: our amazing home and
everything that makes up our universe. Christian faith
opens us to welcome God’s gift of God’s Self in love, in
the threefold giving that is the gift of the Holy Spirit
(Romans 5:5), the gift of the Divine Word made flesh and
dwelling amongst us (John 1:14), the gift of union with
the Origin of all, who is Originating Love (1 John 4:8,16).



The writers of the New Testament were fully aware that no words
can comprehend God’s Being. But their awareness of the special
communion between Jesus and God finds expression in the
Trinitarian Father, Son and Spirit. ‘Father’ picks up Jesus’ intimacy
in speaking of God. ‘Son’ speaks of Jesus in this intimate
communion. ‘Spirit’ speaks of the love that flowed between God
and Jesus. It is this ‘Trinity’ that Matthew has in mind in the
conclusion of his Gospel, when the Risen and Exalted Jesus
commissions his disciples: ‘Go and make disciples of all the
nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son
and of the Holy Spirit’ (Matthew 28:19). It is expressed also in the
traditional prayers: ‘Glory be to the Father, and to the Son and to
the Holy Spirit’ and ‘In the Name of the Father, and the Son, and
the Holy Spirit’.



The ‘Trinity’ of God, Jesus and the Spirit alerts us to the truth
that we can understand creation only when we acknowledge
the relationship of every creature to God who holds
everything in existence and God’s Holy Spirit that energises
everything and draws everything to find itself in participating
in the Being of God. It does more: it opens the way to see
God differently. While never wavering from monotheism, and
while knowing that we humans cannot comprehend God, we
came to think of God as a Communion of Love. The words
‘Father’, ‘Son’ and ‘Spirit’ are perhaps best kept for the
‘Trinity’ we discussed in the previous slide. If we are speaking
of the inner nature of God words like ‘Self-bestowing Source’,
‘Word’ and ‘Love-communion’ seem more appropriate. God is
the Self-bestowing Source of everything that exists. God is the
Word that is the perfect expression of this Source. God is the
Love-communion of the divine Source and the divine Word.



None of this claims to define God, but, thanks to Jesus, we know
that God is Love-Communion, and that everything that exists does
so because of God’s Self-gift. As John says: God’s ‘Word is towards
God’ (John 1:1). God’s ‘Let it be’ (Genesis 1:3) flows from this divine
communion, so that every created being participates in this love,
this divine ‘Spirit’, and is drawn into this divine love-communion.

Christian monotheism is beautifully enriched by Christian teaching
of the Trinity. Transcending creation, God is Love-Communion,
and it is this Communion that is expressed in, and is experienced by,
the cosmos: our amazing home and everything that makes up our
universe. Christian faith opens us to welcome God’s gift of God’s
Self in love, in the threefold giving that is the gift of the Holy Spirit
(Romans 5:5), the gift of the Divine Word made flesh and dwelling
amongst us (John 1:14), the gift of union with the Origin of all, who is
Originating Love’ (1 John 4:8,16).



The Qur’an misunderstands the Christian belief in the Trinity. It
thinks that Christians worship Jesus and Mary as two gods beside God.

‘O People of the Book! Do not exaggerate in your religion, nor utter anything
concerning God save the truth. Verily the Messiah, Jesus son of Mary, was only
a messenger of God, and his Word, which he committed to Mary, and a Spirit
from Him. So believe in God and His messengers, and say not “Three” (Sûrah
4:171, from Medina).

‘When God said, “O Jesus son of Mary! Didst thou say unto mankind, ‘Take me
and my mother as gods apart from God’? (Sûrah 5:116, from Medina).

Again and again the Qur’an insists that God does not have a son or a
consort (Sûrahs 2:116, 6:101, 10:68, 17:111, 18:4, 19:88, 21:26, 72.3 and
112). This language is appropriate as a criticism of the pagan tribes of
Arabia, but reveals a misunderstanding of Christian belief.



We don’t know how Muhammad’s Christian contemporaries in
Arabia expressed their Trinitarian faith, but there is a warning for us
today to be careful with our words, lest today’s Muslims think that, in
spite of our claim to be monotheists, we do in fact believe in three
gods.
Jesus’ disciples began by getting to know Jesus. He was clearly a
human being, but there was something quite special about him: his
healing love. Gradually they came to see that this amazing love came
from his special communion with God, whom he addressed as ‘Abba’
(‘Father’). Knowing God as ‘Father’, Jesus knew himself as God’s
‘Son’. Christians believe that there is only one God, the God whom
Jesus addressed as ‘Father’, and this God is revealed in Jesus, his
‘Son’, and most intimately in Jesus’ prayer, in the communion of love
he enjoyed with his ‘Father’, the communion of love we speak of as
the ‘Holy Spirit’.



Jesus’ followers were amazed at the purity and beauty of Jesus’
love. Because of Jesus’ teaching and actions, they came to see
that God, the one God who is the source of all and who holds
everything and everyone in existence, is Self-bestowing Love and
that the human Jesus was totally caught up in this divine love. It
was God who healed through Jesus. It was God who loved
through Jesus. It was God who forgave through Jesus. Jesus and
the God he called ‘Father’ were one in an intimate communion.
It is their mutual love that is spoken of as ‘The Holy Spirit’. It
was God’s will that Jesus share this Spirit of love with his
disciples, and ultimately with every person on earth.



Paul ends his Second Letter to the Christian community in Corinth
with the prayer: ‘The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God,
and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with all of you’ (2 Corinthians
13:13-14). It was largely their experience of sharing in this love that
explains the growth of Christian communities and that attracted
people to find in the Christian community a way of life that satisfied
their search for meaning. As Paul wrote in his Letter to the Christian
community in Rome: ‘Hope does not disappoint us, because God’s love
has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been
given to us’ (Romans 5:5). And to the community in Philippi he wrote: ‘If
there is any appeal in Christ, any consolation from love, any
communion in the Spirit, any movements of compassion and feelings of
love, make my joy complete: be of the same mind, having the same love,
being of one soul and one mind’ (Philippians 2:1-2).



We cannot see the Transcendent God, but we believe that in
watching the human Jesus we are watching how God wishes to
reveal God’s Self in human form. Jesus says: ‘Whoever sees me has
seen the Father’ (John 14:9). When we speak of God’s ‘Word’, we
are speaking of God achieving God’s will through creating,
forgiving and embracing in love. We Christians see Jesus as
expressing this in a fully beautiful human way.

Christianity preserves the Transcendence of the One God. We
also believe that this One God is constantly active in history, and
Jesus helps us to see and feel what this loving presence and action
is like. He enables us to find human words to direct us to better
ways of thinking of God. He is a constant corrective to our
tendency to misunderstand God by imposing on God our limited
concepts and customary habits of thinking.



God is a communion in love. It follows that the whole of creation
exists because it is a finite participation in the very being of God.
Everything is an expression (a limited, imperfect, but real
expression) of God. Everything belongs, because everything is held
in existence by, and gives expression to, the One God.

Never is our teaching concerning God intended to compromise
Jesus’ belief and our belief in the truth we share with our Jewish
and Muslim brothers and sisters, that there is one God. Seeing
Jesus as the Word of God in human form reminds us to listen to
all the ways God speaks to us. Watching Jesus inspired by God
reminds us to wonder at the way God breathes in each of us,
embracing us in love and drawing us into full listening (full
obedience, full submission) to God who is breathing in us and
drawing us all into love-communion. The God revealed by Jesus is
a God of all-embracing, all-encompassing, Love



All you need to know
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I was here right with you never did I leave you.
I was your strength, your peace of mind, 

all you hoped that you could be.
And Oh perhaps it’s hard for you to grasp or understand

All you need to know for now is I was always there.



I was there right with you never did l leave you.
You trusted me to be for you 

the song of courage you were needing.
And though the mystery is hard for you to grasp or understand

All you need to know for now is I was always there.



I will be with you for always, you will have nothing to fear.
I will love you protect you and keep you.

I was there right with you never did I leave you.
You have my word I promise you that you will never be alone.
And though perhaps it’s hard for you to grasp or understand

All you need to know for now is I was always there.



All you ever need to know is 
I am always there.


