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TERTULLIAN (d. after 200)

The great African fashioned the Latin language
of the Trinity, and many of his words and phrases
remained permanently in use: the words Trinitas
and persona, the formulas “one substance in three
persons,” “God from God, Light from Light.”' He
uses the word substantia 400 times, as he uses con-
substantialis and consubstantivus, but hasty conclu-
sions cannot be drawn from usage, for he does
not apply the words to Trinitarian theology. He
had a Stoic background, not the decided forensic
ideas Harnack thought.

In the Apologeticum, written before T. joined
the Montanists, he gives an idea of his position
on the relationship of Father and Son: “We say
that God has brought forth this spirit and in
bringing him forth he begot him, and that, for
this reason, he is called the Son of God and God,
because of the unity of the substance; for God
also is spirit . . . . Thus what came forth from God
is God, the Son of God and the two are but one.”?

It was, however, in the Adversus Praxean that
T. came to grips with the problems of Trinitarian
theology. In his thinking the “economy” has a very
important place: “We believe in one only God, yet
subject to this dispensation, which is our word for
economy, that the one only God has also a Son,
his Word, who has issued (processerit) out of him-
self, through whom all things were made and
without whom nothing was made (cf. Jn 1:3). He
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was sent from the Father into the virgin and born
of her, man and God, son of man and Son of God,
and named Jesus Christ . . . as if thus also the one
could not be all, since all are from the one, namely,
through the unity of substance; while at the same
time the mystery of the divine economy should
be safeguarded, which of the unity makes a trin-
ity, placing the three in order not of quality but
of sequence, different not in substance but in
aspect, not in power but in manifestation; all of
one substance, however, of one quality and of one
power, because the phases, the aspects, the man-
ifestations, are all of the one God, in the name of
the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.””

Was T'. a binitarian in theology before he joined
the Montanists? In De Praescriptione, 36, and in De
Virginibus Velandis, 1, formulae are used which on
first reading seem to allow this interpretation. His
best commentator exonerates him.* He clarifies
things also in regard to the meaning of persona,
not with T. a fully elaborated concept, as in later
thinking. T. has been accused of tritheism (¢qv) by
Harnack,” whereas J. Tixeront, a historian of
dogma, thought that he was already expounding
the consubstantial (qv)°.

There is little doubt about the meaning of these
assertions: “T'wo we specify the Father and the
Son, and then three with the Holy Spirit, from
the principle of the economy which gives the
number”” “And the Father is God, the Son is God



and the Holy Spirit is God, and each is God.”®
“The second person is his Word (sermo) and the
third the Spirit in the Word.” T. used per Filium
in regard to the procession of the Spirit (see
FILIOQUE).

T uses imagery to express his ideas: “For God
brought forth the Word, as the Paraclete also
teaches, as the root brings forth the shoot, as the
spring brings forth the stream, as the sun brings
the beam. And these manifestations are emissions
of those substances from which they proceed. And
I would not hesitate to say that the shoot is the
son of the root, the stream the son of the spring,
the beam the son of the sun: because every source
is a parent and everything that is brought forth
from a source is its offspring. Much more is true
of the Word of God, who received the name of
the Son in the proper sense.”"’

It would be unfair to ask from a second century
writer the development of ideas which the clash
of minds a century and a quarter later would effect.
Thus he writes: “Because God is Father and God
is judge, nevertheless not that he was always father
and judge because he was always God. For he
could not be father before there was a son, nor
Jjudge before there was a crime. There was a time
when there was neither sin to make God a judge
nor a son to make God a father.”"

Not everyone has reacted against this phrasing
as strongly as Petavius.'” Though the phrasing is
defective T’s idea seems to have been that there
was a time when the Word had not been mani-
tested outside God. How does one explain T’s use
of the word “portio” to describe the character of
the Son? “This does not properly mean ‘part’ (pars).
The Son is not a ‘part’ of the divine substance,
but has a ‘share’ in it. The Father possesses the
substantiae plenitudo, the Son is a portio and as such
has a share in this fullness. The divine substance
is essentially one; the Son is, as it were, an efflu-
ence of this one substance: Pater enim tota substantia
est, filius vero derivatio totius et portio.”"* “With regard
to him (the Logos), we are taught that he is derived
(prolatum) from God and begotten by derivation
(prolatione) so that he is the Son of God and called
God because of the unity of the substance.”'*

Was T. then a subordinationist? The view has
been held from time to time and latterly by a
competent scholar.”” Some of his sentences are
less than clear, as when he says of the Father and
Son “the one commanding what is to be done the
other doing what has been commanded.”'® In such
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statements he seems to contradict his own basic
thesis. He also used the word monarchia without
incurring heretical monarchianism. For him the
will of God towards salvation is the guarantee of
the monarchia, the norm of the Son’s work, the
ground of the existence of the Son and the Spirit.
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T.’s work Sermo in Sanctissimam Deiparam, first pub-
lished in 1935 by M. Jugie, A.A. (qv), contains one
of the most daring syntheses ever composed on
Mary, the Blessed Trinity and the created uni-
verse.' Fr. Jugie thought T. the greatest writer on
Mary’s universal mediation. It is the section
wherein Mary’s relations with each of the divine
Persons is considered that interests us in the pres-
ent work. Mary is united with the Father through
the Son common to each.” Through this union
there is one and the same divine grace and energy
of the Son and Mother which through her reaches
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