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The Back Story

#e story you are about to read has a back story. #at’s certainly 

not unusual. Almost every tale, whether good or bad, has a story 

behind the story. It’s just that some of those stories are more inter-

esting than others. #is particular one of ours, however, happens 

to be not only interesting but also pertinent. It is so very pertinent, 

in fact, that we must begin by telling it before we get on with the 

business of telling our central story of the Spirit and this age in 

which we live.

#e story behind our intended story is hardly an unknown one, 

despite its being labeled as “back.” #at is, most people in Western or 

westernized cultures are, to some greater or lesser extent, aware that 

we who live in the twenty-&rst century are passing through unusual 

times—that, indeed, we are passing through almost unprecedented 

times of change and shi!, upheaval and recon&guration. But while 

our particular shi!s and upheavals may indeed be particular, many 

of us also know that the timing of their arrival and the generally 

chaotic nature of their presence are not. Rather, the very appear-

ance of such an era as ours is, historically speaking, right on time.
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 The Back Story

About every half millennium, give or take a decade or two, the 

latinized cultures of the world go through a century of enormous 

upheaval that a"ects every part of their existence: from economics 

to politics, from intellectual life to social structures, from cultural 

norms to religious perceptions. #at is to say that those parts of the 

world that received their Christianity through the Latin language, 

were colonized by those who so received, or who were colonialized 

by those who so received are subject to semi-millennial uproars that 

shi! and toss every part of themselves so violently as to recon&gure 

the whole into new—sometimes almost unrecognizably new—ways 

of being and thinking.1

Five hundred years ago, the peoples and cultures of the latin ized 

world slugged their way through the horrors and glories of the 

Great Reformation. As a time of enormous and precipitous change, 

the Great Reformation gave the world, among other things, the cul-

tural and intellectual recon&gurations of humanism, the political 

consequences of a new construct now known as the nation-state, 

the disorienting and very consequential new social structure of a 

middle class in a culture where no such thing had ever previously 

been before, and the economic tsunami of a new way of doing 

business called capitalism, etc. In the course of all of that, and 

because religion never $oats free of the culture in which it exists 

and which it informs, the Great Reformation also gave the latinized 

world that thing we now know as Protestantism or Protestant 

Christianity.

Similarly, one can look back a thousand years from our twenty-

&rst century and discover, with no e"ort at all, the Great Schism of 

the eleventh century, with its devastating severance of East from 

West and of Eastern ways from Western ones in every part of life, 

including the eviction of Orthodox Christianity from the Western 

experience and the establishment of Roman Catholicism up out of 
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what had, for half a millennium, been monastic and/or episcopal 

and/or Mediterranean Christianity.

Fi!een hundred years ago, one &nds in the sixth century the hor-

rendous time of heartbreak and upheaval we now refer to as the 

Great Decline and Fall, when all that had been—all that had given 

ordered governance and economic shape and social cohesion to the 

classical world—crumbled away, leaving nothing save chaos in its 

wake. #e Dark Ages would stand ever therea!er as Mediterranean 

and European humanity’s most hideous of times; but monastic and 

conciliar Christianity would rise up out of the ashes of what had 

been, as would decentralized socio-political units and the impact 

upon the West of Arabic intellectualism and science.

Two thousand years ago, the shi!ing and turning were so monu-

mental and so consequential that the dating of time itself has been 

marked and recorded in terms of it ever since. Despite the fact that, 

for the sake of political correctness, our choice of wording has gone 

from “before Christ” (BC) and “anno Domini” (AD) to “before the 

Common Era” (BCE) and “of the Common Era” (CE), the world still 

pays homage to the Great Transformation every time a date is noted 

or a document recorded.

#e world fell apart during the years of the Great Transformation.2 

Rome moved from being a kingdom to being an empire, and the 

known world moved from being a composition of disconnected geo-

political entities to being member-parts of a cultural and economic 

and political whole. Highways connected disparate citizenries physi-

cally, and a common monetary system connected them economically. 

Relatively easy travel and fairly adequate public safety ended up 

creating unprecedented cultural exchange and cross-insemination 

of ideas, information, and opinions. #e old world was dead and 

the old ways with it. Empire—worldwide empire—made all things 

new (and by the way, it also made possible the spread of a variant of 
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 The Back Story

Judaism that would come to be known as Christianity, a variant that 

would inform and re$ect, from its earliest, most formative days, the 

new mind-set and worldview of the Great Transformation itself).

While chaos and the resulting recon&guration of every part of 

life are the hallmarks and informing characteristics of the latinized 

world’s &ve-hundred-year cycles, there are two other things that must 

also be said about them just here. #e &rst of these we have known 

for a long time. #e second we have come to grasp only recently, 

and our recent grasping of it has to do with its suspected relevance 

to us right here and right now.

We have just begun to admit, in other words, what we should 

have known and admitted all along: namely, that not all the Greats 

of our cycling history were created equal. One of them—the Great 

Transformation—has far exceeded the others in impact. We have 

sensed this historically, but now we are beginning to consider it 

openly because we are beginning openly to suspect that this thing we 

call the Great Emergence is going to prove itself equal in its impact 

to that of the Great Transformation. As a thought, such is a fairly 

unsettling one. But more on that later. It is the other hallmark of the 

Greats that must &rst command our full attention.

From the Great Transformation to the Great Emergence, every 

&ve-hundred-year pivot in latinized history has been marked by (or 

perhaps one should say haunted by) one overarching question, and 

that is the question of “Where now is our authority?” Or put another 

way, as o!en happens, “How now shall we live?”

What gets lost in the disestablishment of all that has been and the 

recon&guration of all that is into some kind of coherent new level of 

complexity is any clear sense of who is calling the plays, who is making 

the rules, who is determining the good and contending against the 

evil. Indeed, the psychic stress of latinized history’s semi-millennial 

upheavals has to do, in large part, with this displacement or loss of 
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norms or rules or working principles. And whether one likes it or 

not—whether one is a theist or not or whether, in fact, one is a com-

pletely secularized miscreant or not—it is still “religion” whose social 

function it is to answer those questions and articulate for a culture 

those moral norms and moral imperatives by which life is to be judged 

and controlled in this new context and emerging circumstance.

For religion and the religious, of course, arriving at the answer to 

“Where now is our authority?” is not so simple a thing as just con-

structing a new moral code or revamping an old one to accommodate 

new times. True, at a practical or political and purely cultural level, 

religion’s discoveries and reformulations may indeed present as little 

more than a formulary of prescribed values and modes of behavior, 

but not so for the faithful. For the faithful, the devout, the believer, 

the pastor or the parishioner, the theolog or the insouciant, the mystic 

or the rationalist—for all of them, any answer to that fundamental 

question of authority at any time in history must rest &rmly upon 

something that is religiously credible, something that God has directly 

sanctioned. For the religious, both now and historically speaking, 

authority must &nd its &rst principles and validation in something 

that has its foundation &rmly planted in the holy writings, in the 

received tradition, and in the recorded testimony of the elders who 

have gone before in the faith.

#is is all well and good, except for one small problem. When we 

today, from our place as Christians of the twenty-&rst century and 

in the era of the Great Emergence, try to wrestle responsibly with 

the question of authority for our times and for the centuries that will 

follow a!er us, we stumble over the Holy Spirit. Or perhaps better 

said, we stumble over our inherited confusion about What/Who 

the Trinity is and, most particularly within that conundrum, about 

Who/What the Holy Spirit may be. Nowhere, in all our books and 

treatises and hymns, is there a consistent or coherent record of what 
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 The Back Story

the Church before us has understood about these things, and most 

especially not about the Holy Spirit described within them.

Philosopher and theologian Robin Meyers captures both the co-

nundrum and its causes when he contends that, “#e real problem is 

that the Holy Spirit cannot be controlled by the pen of any theologian.”

Of course, in that one brief sentence, Meyers has also caught the 

uneasy grief in our despair. Declaring that church history itself is 

largely “subsumed by the tension between mystics and prelates,” he 

goes on to argue quite correctly that in matters of authority, “It is not 

always &delity to creeds or doctrines that causes concern. Rather, it 

is about the appropriate chain of command. Who is really in charge? 

#e word hierarchy means ‘rule by the holy.’ #is is why the Holy 

Spirit is the most dangerous leg of the Trinity, and why the defenders 

of order make rules and write books.”3

Harvey Cox, one of our most astute living historians of religion, 

makes much the same point when he says: “#e tensions between 

ecstasy and order, between spiritual freedom and group cohesion, 

between mystics and administrators have persisted for the full two 

thousand years of Christian history. #ey show no sign of abating.”4 

Welcome to our tumultuous times.

And with that unsettling realization, our back story concludes, 

and our story itself is set free to begin.

Notes

1. #e groundwork for much of our tale-telling here, both in the back story 
and what follows, was laid in !e Great Emergence in 2008 (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Books). A!er !e Great Emergence, Emergence Christianity: What It Is, Where It 
Is Going, and Why It Matters (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2012) described how 
those who are living within and through the current Emergence reformation mo-
ment aim to serve the Kingdom of God in whatever form God is presenting it. 
!e Age of the Spirit, a collaboration between Tickle and Sweeney is, then, book 
number three in a series, as well as being the &rst in the group to aim itself at illu-
minating one particular holy hinge upon which the faith of every Christian turns.
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2. #is is the only one of our Great upheavals to have two competing popular 
names. Some readers, for that reason, may be more familiar with the name the 
Great Transition. Whether transition or transformation matters not. Both refer 
to the same cataclysmic shi! of the &rst century.

3. Robin R. Meyers, !e Underground Church: Reclaiming the Subversive 
Way of Jesus (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2012), 68, 70–71.

4. Harvey Cox, !e Future of Faith (New York: HarperOne, 2009), 94.
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1

Beginning at the Beginning

As a rule, the best way to approach a really loaded question is to 

commence where the question itself commenced: at the beginning. 

Sometimes, though, it is even wiser to begin by reminding ourselves 

of exactly why it is that we are taking on the question in the &rst 

place. #is is one of those times,

. . . because, whether we like it or not, we live in an era when 

our fellow citizens tend to be “more spiritual than religious” 

and yet, despite that surrounding emphasis, we are not quite 

sure of what the “Spirit” is in mainline and/or historic and/

or orthodox Christianity.

. . . because we face renewed charges and/or perhaps an internal 

concern about whether or not Christianity is truly a monotheis-

tic religion. #at concern has never been more important than 

it is in the present moment. #e roots of Islam’s early, dramatic 

growth in the sixth and seventh centuries of the Common Era 

can be traced, in part, to the furor over the Trinity and all its 

representations and descriptive presentations. Certainly, in our 

own time, the charge of polytheism is the one being increasingly 
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laid at Christianity’s doorstep by contemporary Islam. Without 

a full and rich contemplation of the mystery of the Trinity, we 

Christians stand defenseless against such summations.

. . . because Pentecostalism is the fastest-growing expression of 

Christianity, especially in the Southern Hemisphere, where 

the demographic he! and bulk of global Christianity have 

now shi!ed. And whatever else it pivots on, Pentecostal Chris-

tianity is poised forever upon the engagement of the Spirit.

. . . because the early Church and our post-apostolic forebears in 

the faith started life with councils as their ultimate authority. 

As a result, they—and by extension, we—inevitably ended 

up with the top-down hierarchies of today, all of which are in 

some distress and many of which are in extremis. How, then, 

is religious authority to be determined today? Many—most, 

in all probability—would say by discernment through the 

Spirit, which means what?

. . . and because, ready or not, we &nd ourselves alive and Christian 

in a time of almost unprecedented upheaval. And this upheaval 

which we &nd ourselves in the midst of is apparently going 

to do nothing less than attempt to discover a fuller and more 

complete understanding of the Trinity during our lifetime or, 

barring that, most certainly within the lifetimes of our children 

and their children.

. . . and because, if that be true, what we are going through right 

now, which we call the Great Emergence, is indeed more cata-

clysmic than the Great Reformation or the Great Schism or 

the Great Decline and Fall ever were. It is right up there with 

the Great Transformation, when our Lord Himself brought the 

Christian movement out of Judaism and everything changed, 

even our way of dating and marking time.

And in view of all of that, what matters is not whether, as individual 

believers, we are Emergence Christians or traditional Christians. 
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What matters is that we have arrived at the point in our conversation 

where we are to begin tracing the strange story of how, as a people 

of faith, we Christians have envisioned, engaged, and all too o!en 

even tried to engineer the Holy Spirit over the millennia. As we do 

so, however, at least one imperative is upon us. #at is, we must 

remember always—and again, without regard to whether we are 

Emergence Christians or traditional Christians—to do our story-

telling and our discerning with an eye on our own time and with 

the ears of our souls and of our minds ever and always attuned to 

the guidance that this story can lend us in this time of our upheaval.

#ere was, of course, a beginning for this “Holy Spirit and Us” 

story of ours, and it is recorded, predictably enough, even before we 

get to the one about Adam and Eve. Within the &rst two or three 

dozen words of Scripture, we are told: “In the beginning, God created 

the heavens and the earth. #e earth was without form, and void; 

and darkness was on the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God was 

hovering over the face of the waters” (Gen. 1:1–2 NKJV).

#e Hebrew word used here for Spirit is ruach, which means, basi-

cally, a disturbance of the air and is, as a result, translated sometimes 

as breath, sometimes as wind, sometimes as Spirit. As words go, that 

is, this one, right from the beginning of things, enjoyed not so much 

a speci&c de&nition as it did a connotation of being both the agency 

and also the proof of the invisible made visible in its consequences. 

One of the great witticisms or bits of wordplay attributed to Jesus 

rests, in fact, on His use of this very ambiguity. In telling Nicodemus 

that unless one is born of water and the Spirit (pneuma in Greek), 

he cannot enter the kingdom of God, Jesus immediately proves His 

point by citing the wind (again, pneuma) as blowing where it wishes, 

yet none can tell where it comes from or goes to (John 3:5–8).
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Ruach itself, with its multifaceted subtleties and teasing nuances, 

occurs almost four hundred times in Hebrew Scripture. It does every-

thing from inspiring the art of Bezalel, the master cra!sman who 

oversaw the furnishing and decorating of the Tabernacle of Meeting 

(Exod. 31:2–6), to giving Samson his strength (Judg. 14:6), to bestow-

ing intellectual prowess and understanding (Sir. 39:6), to conveying 

wisdom and religious knowledge (Wis. 7:7; 9:17). It is also the ruach, 

the prophets say, that will rest upon the Son of David who is to come 

as Messiah and as Israel’s hope (Isa. 11:2; Ezek. 36:26; Joel 2:28; etc.).

#e ruach, or Spirit, was, in fact, the inspirer of all the great 

prophets of Judaism right up until the time that prophecy ceased in 

the land because of the disobedience of the people. #ere is a rab-

binic tradition, however, that holds that Y-H-W-H in His mercy did 

not entirely withdraw from His people. Instead of speaking to them 

through the ruach, He spoke through the Bath Qol: that is, through 

“the daughter of the Voice of God.”

When Messiah comes, that tradition teaches, there will be little or 

no more need for the Bath Qol, for the people will again have direct, 

and even greater, access to the Spirit. #is tradition—this sadness 

of lost prophesying, this consolation of the daughter of the Voice of 

God, and this promise that when Messiah came, the Spirit would 

once more be among us—was well known amongst the disciples and 

early Jewish Christians. #us it is that at Jesus’s baptism, Mark tells 

us that the Spirit (pneuma) descends on him like a dove and that 

it is the Voice (phōnē in Greek), and not the daughter of the Voice, 

that proclaims him as the well-beloved Son in whom Y-H-W-H 

&nds delight (Mark 1:9–12). It is the Voice, or phōnē, and neither the 

pneuma nor the daughter of the Voice, who will appear again at the 

Trans&guration, where it is the Voice Itself that declares, “#is is my 

beloved Son: hear him” (Mark 9:7 KJV). #e power of that distinction 

and the power of its implication, while usually lost to most Christians 

today, were certainly not lost on those &rst disciples and converts.
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But with or without the extracanonical tradition of the Bath Qol 

and its suggestive e"ects, we still must at some point address four 

things if we are to pursue our story any further. #e &rst of them is 

easy to accept: Judaism is deeply and wholly monotheistic.1

#e second thing we must recognize certainly comes out of Juda-

ism’s characterizing monotheism, but it is considerably trickier to pin 

down. #at is, as we have seen, Judaism uses a system of multifaceted 

and suggestive namings when it is speaking of the Spirit that is and 

is not Y-H-W-H, but is of Him.

#e third thing is closely tied to the second but is fairly painless. 

We must understand, as we begin our story of the Spirit among 

us, that at least two or three of those Jewish suggestive, rather than 

de&nitive, namings came bouncing into Christianity’s continuation 

of the story right from its very beginning.

#e fourth thing that impacts our tracing of the Spirit’s story is 

more di*cult to resolve. #at is, we as Christians can neither think 

nor speak of the Spirit without thinking or speaking, either directly 

or by implication, of the Trinity itself. #e truth of things, however, 

is that neither the Hebrew Bible nor our New Testament ever em-

ploys—or even mentions—the word Trinity as such at all. What that 

means, at a working level, is that there is no better or more available 

way into the heart of our adventure than to look at the Spirit’s story 

chronologically. #at is, we are best served in our study if we look 

&rst at the Spirit as Spirit, and then at Spirit as within a Trinity, and 

then, &nally, at Spirit as one of three distinct and approachable and 

“personed” Great Truths within a Great Truth.

On, then, to the next stage of our exploration.

Note

1. #e very centerpiece and foundation of all Jewish prayer is the Shema: 
“Hear, O Israel: #e Lord our God, the Lord is one” (Deut. 6:4 NKJV).
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