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The Future of Trinitarian Theology:
Catholic Perspectives
One Day Colloquium
Report by Prof. Lewis Ayres

On 25 November the University’s Centre for Catholic Studies
hosted, with the support of The Tablet and the Newman
Association, a day conference on “The Future of Trinitarian
Theology: Catholic Perspectives”. The day was remarkable for
revealing the richness of current Catholic discussion of
Trinitarian theology, and for revealing the extent to which
discussion of this central theme in Christian thought finds itself
opening to a variety of new conversations and voices.

The conference was a deliberately a cross-generational
discussion. Two of the giants of US Catholic theology over the
past four decades acted as respondents and commentators:
Professor David Burrell CSC (who taught for 40 years at Notre
Dame and is now Professor of Ethics and Development at
Uganda Martyrs University, Kampala) and Professor David
Tracy (Emeritus from the University of Chicago). The main
papers of the day came from Dr Karen Kilby (University of
Nottingham) and myself. Professor Mark Mcintosh, the new
Van Mildert Professor at Durham, and a number of other
figures from the Durham scene took part, including Professor
Paul D. Murray, Dr Medi Ann Volpe, and Dr Marcus Pound.
Scholars and graduate students from around the UK came to
join the discussion.

In my paper | argued that Catholic Trinitarian theology
will best move into the future by returning to its roots.
Attempts over the past 30 years to claim that western
theology has not taken the Trinity seriously, and thus that
something new is needed, have been undermined, | argued, by a
wave of scholarship on Augustine, Thomas Aquinas and a wide
range of other figures. | suggested that this scholarship does
not simply “reveal” that critiques of western theology have
been unfounded; rather it opens up new conversations within
western theology.

Many previous accounts present western theologies of
the Trinity as telling a monolithic story: Augustine begins, and
Aquinas consummates a few basic western theses. | would
argue that the western tradition is constituted by far more of a
conversation and a series of arguments, and this tradition
continues to be the fruitful source of our theological work.

Participants at the colloquium
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From left to right: Dr. Karen Kilby, Prof. David Burrell, Prof. Mark

Mclintosh, Prof. David Tracy, Prof. Lewis Ayres, Prof. Paul D. Murray.

| ended my paper by suggesting that, rather than a
model whereby “systematic” theologians undertake imaginative
reconstructions on the basis of historical work undertaken by
the “historical” theologian, all theology needs to be historical.
To understand the past is already to appropriate its meaning,
and new questions are often best approached by a constant
turn back to our sources in a search for parallels.

In the afternoon the focus of attention was Karen
Kilby’s paper which struck at the heart of much recent “social
Trinitarian” theology, attacking what she saw as some of its
overly “robust” claims to understand the character of the
divine life itself, and then to use this knowledge to offer
accounts of everything from the character of the family,
political programmes, urban planning, and even the ordering of
church architecture.

The centrality of the doctrine of the Trinity for Kilby
rests not on its ability to serve as a resource for theologians to
imagine the complexity of relationship and unity in the
abstract, but to summarise and organise the principles
embedded in the story of God’s action in Christ and the
Christian life itself, in such a way as to emphasis divine
mystery. In this way she underlined the apophatic element to
Trinitarian speak.

Both papers were followed by intense discussion, which
underlined how whatever the form of our speculation or
apophaticism, Trinitarian theology is alive and well.

(A complete version of this text can be found in The Tablet,
12 December, 2009)

Bursaries Awarded in 2009

In September 2009 the Centre was pleased to award three
full-time doctoral scholarships in Catholic Studies for the
period 2009 to 2012, made possible by government
match-funding awarded on the basis of the endowment raised
to establish the Bede Chair of Catholic Theology. Ben
Kautzer’s area of research is a theology of the works of mercy;
Thomas Lynch is exploring the interface between liberation
theology, political theology, and psychoanalysis; Gerald
Boersma is pursuing research on St Augustine.

AR

P Durham

University



Bede Chair Outreach Activities

On 10 February of this year, to celebrate the Year of
Priesthood, Prof. Lewis Ayres, the inaugural holder of the
Bede Chair in Catholic Theology, in tandem with Prof. Mark
Macintosh, the Van Mildert Canon Professor of Divinity, will
be putting on an ecumenically-minded day for clergy both of
the Catholic Diocese of Hexham and Newcastle, and of the
Anglican Diocese of Durham on theology of priesthood today.

The event is one in a long line of outreach activities
Prof. Ayres has been engaged in since joining the Centre last
year, including the “Bishop Dunn Memorial Lecture: Trinity in
the Life of the Church”, St Cuthbert’s Church, Durham, on
the | June 2009.

Further to that, Prof. Ayres has contributed a series of
three public talks for the Diocesan Education Service,
Newcastle, on the theology of Benedict XVI (8 Oct, 5 Nov, 3
Dec). In November 2009 a further two seminars were held
on the "The Trinity and Christian life" at All Saints Catholic
Church, Lanchester (19 & 26 Nov), and on the 2 December,
Prof Ayres contributed to the RCIA session for St. Cuthbert's,
Durham, on "The Trinity". This July Prof. Ayres will be
speaking at the Diocesan Deacons’ Annual Retreat.

If you would be interested in Prof. Ayres coming to
speak in your Parish, why not contact the Centre (details
below).

Catholic Theology Research Seminars
5:15 - 7:00pm

Epiphany 2010

[9 January
Prof. Tom Villis,
'"The Chesterbelloc and Fascism'
Dun Cow Cottage

27 January
Prof. Paul D. Murray
Paul and Ecumeni sm:
Theology & Ethics Seminar, 11.30-1pm,
Seminar Room B, Abbey House
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9 February
Fr Lloyd Baugh S)
'Jesus Reinvented: Aesthetic and
Theological Issues in the Gospel Films'
St Cuthbert's/Catholic Chaplaincy

23 February
Dr Sheridan Gilley
'John Henry Newman and the: Crises of Capitalism’
Seminar B, Abbey House

2 March
Sr Geraldine Smyth
St Cuthbert's Lecture
[title TBA]
St Cuthbert's/Catholic Chaplaincy

5 May
The Bishop Dunn Memorial Lecture
Prof. Paul D. Murray
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St Cuthbert’s Church, Old Elvet
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For further details please contact: Dr Marcus Pound,

Centre for Catholic Studies, Durham University, Abbey House,
Palace Green, Durham. DHI 3RS, m.j.p.pound@dur.ac.uk,

Tel: 0191 334 3954, www.centreforcatholicstudies.co.uk

Invitation to Pope Benedict XVI
to Visit Durham

A Durham consortium of University and faith leaders joined
forces to invite Pope Benedict XVI to make the first ever papal
visit to the North East of England. Following a visit of the
British Ambassador to the Holy See, HE Francis Campbell, to
the Centre for Catholic Studies in March 2009, a unique
partnership of University, Anglican Church and Catholic
Church representatives has invited Pope Benedict XVI to
present a major academic address in Durham Cathedral in the
course of his September 2010 visit to the UK.

Were Pope Benedict to accept the invitation, it would
be the first ever papal visit to the North East of England, a
region that boasts the richest Christian heritage in the UK.

At a time of some increased sensitivity in Anglican-
Roman Catholic relations, the strong ecumenical character of
the invitation is very significant. The invitation is led by Dr Tom
Wright both as Lord Bishop of Durham and the University’s
senior representative, and Mrs Maggie Wright, but is
counter-signed and fully supported by Bishop Seamus
Cunningham of the Catholic Diocese of Hexham and
Newcastle, the Chapter of Durham Cathedral, the Abbot of
Ampleforth Abbey and the President of Ushaw College.

Bishop Wright said: “Durham has in recent years
become a major global centre for ecumenical work and the
close interlinking of Cathedral and University means that
Durham is well placed to host an event which is simultaneously
academic and ecumenically spiritual.”

The University’s Vice-Chancellor and co-signatory to
the letter, Professor Chris Higgins, added: “The strong
academic and ecumenical background of this invitation means
there is simply no more appropriate place in the country to
host such an academic lecture than Durham. Leaders of the
major churches of the region are working together alongside
scholars in Durham University’s Department of Theology and
Religion which was recently confirmed as the leading UK
research department in its field in the most recent government
That 6.

Bishop Cunningham of the Catholic Diocese said: “In
the age of Bede, before there was a single university in the
world, never mind this country, this region was the foremost
centre of Christian learning in the western world and it
continues to be a world-regarded centre of Christian learning
today.”

Prof. Paul D. Murray, Director of the Centre for
Catholic Studies concluded: “This would be an event of
immense academic, ecumenical, cultural and regional
significance. Durham University and the Cathedral have a
proven track-record in hosting global political and religious
leaders to great acclaim and we would be delighted to
welcome Pope Benedict to the region.”

For further information, and a full copy of the press
release, see the Centre website (details below).

The Centre for Catholic Studies is pleased
to be working in partnership with:

Ampleforth Abbey

The Ballinger Trust
Prdrficlsiuk Academy: Th g3

The Newman Association

The Sisters of La Retraite (Britain &
Ireland)

The Sisters of Mercy (Oaklea)

The Tablet

Ushaw College

Bicentenary
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