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The Promise of the Trinity Prayer: 
An Ecological Spirituality

H. Paul Santmire, 4/2016

Why an ecological spirituality for Christians today? Spirituality 
has become so popularized in these times that one can wonder. A 
spirituality in order to escape facing the real issues of our global 
ecojustice crisis? Perhaps.

But it could be that Christians today, many of whom are enervated by 
constant talk about our global ecojustice crisis and by cosmic projections 
of total collapse, require inner power as much as ecological analysis, 
spiritual substance as much as sociopolitical imperatives, and visions of 
cosmic hope as much as nightmares of cosmic despair.

Where are these inner energies to come from? How are we to 
keep hope alive, when all things are falling apart and the center cannot 
hold?

I came upon such questions only relatively late in life. Although I 
was a practicing pastor all along, I devoted my scholarly writings mostly 
to dealing with theological issues not with theological practices.

Somewhere along the line, however, I began to realize that 
sometimes, especially in times of crisis, an appeal to the Christian 
understanding is not enough.

What’s to stop Christians from having a right understanding of 
the issues — if we do achieve that much — and then still end up behaving 
as if there’s nothing we can do? This is the question that most parish 
pastors confront every Sunday. You preach the Truth. Your people get 
it, you think. But then you wonder whether they’re going to do it.

Obviously -tome- what’s required these days is not just efforts to 
change Christian minds — although that’s critically important — but also
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PtO chanse Christian lives• Enter a newly explicit emphasis for 
V 'met liturgical and spiritual practices. The premise is not that practice 

makes perfect, but that practice makes possible. Hence my two most 
recent books.

This is the Trinity Prayer: Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me- 
Praise Father Son and Holy Spirit; Come Holy Spirit, come and reign.

Now I want to tell you: How it happened - What is its substance - 
What are its advantages — and How you practice it.

he first, III mostly presuppose today, although, of course, its 
implications are radically important: Ritualizing Nature: Renewing 
Christian Liturgy in a Time of Crisis. There I argued that if liturgy is the 
church’s mode of identity-formation, as I believe it is, then the church in 
these times requires a liturgy that is ecologically generative, not 
ecologically indifferent or even ecologically hostilTlfthe shape of the 
Liturgy shapes Christians, that shape ought to be ecological.

Likewise for spirituality. I want to walk you through the narrative of 
my most recent book now, with a view of testing my proposals in the 
midst of practitioners, you who are part of my intended audience The 
book has the title Before Nature: A Christian Spirituality. My theme 
here flows from the narratives of that book: The Promise of the Trinin, 
Eiayer: An Ecological Spirituality. Ifliturgy is the churchmade of 

it is, then spirituality is the personal 
practice of Christian identity. ~~

How did the Trinity Prayer happen? It was an idiosyncratic 
process, predicated on classical Christian confessions. For some time I 
tried to practice the Jesus Prayer of the Orthodox tradition. (But for 
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reasons that I didn’t fully understand at the time, that prayer didn’t work 
for me. It didn’t claim the whole of the Christian experience that had 
been handed down to me, particularly my baptismal identity. You 
know: baptized in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 
Spirit, not just the Son. Nor did it send me anywhere, which had been 
critically important to me ever since I first encountered 
Bonhoeffer, as an undergraduate studying German history.

Eventually, then, I added praise for the God in whose name I had 
been baptized, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. I also added a call to the 
Holy Spirit, since I had been convinced, Already as an undergraduate, by 
Paul Tillich, that there had been an eclipse of the Spirit in the Western 
Church, that had cost us our prophetic edge- It appeared to me, too, that 
it was much easier to appropriate Bonhoeffer’s call to discipleship with a 
strong affirmation of the Holy Spirit, than without one.

But I kept the premise of the Orthodox Jesus Prayer, that one is called 
to pray constantly. Saying the Trinity Prayer - Lord Jesus Christ have 
mercy on me; Praise Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; Come Holy Spirit, 
come and reign - wants to become a part of your subliminal 
consciousness, akin to aspirations about the Jesiis Prayer.

But before I get to the practice of the Trinity Prayer, which is the 
heart of the matter, as far as spirituality is concerned, I want to say a few 
things about the theological substance of the Trinity Prayer. The 
Trinity Prayer honors the traditions of Pietism, Orthodoxy, and 
Orthopraxy, I believe.

Pietism. Luther was a pietist before pietism. His piety was shaped by $ 
an inner Christ mysticism. Bach picked up on this - Jesu meine_^— 
Freude... Pietism is not necessarily bad. On the contrary, afpersonal 
sense for the presence of Jesus Christ is essential for a holy catholic 
faith. And an appeal to his mercy. Did Luther teach us anything else?
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So I pray, Lord Jesus Christ have mercy on me. That is the way I 
enter into the presence of God, not by going into some spiritual 
darkness, but by speaking to the Lord Jesus Christ, who is waiting to 
hear from me.

From Pietism to Orthodoxy. The great theological achievement of 
the last century and on into our own time was the revival of 
Trmitariamsm, from Karl Barth to Juergen Moltmann to Elizabeth 
Johnson. And many others, of course. This is a treasure of huge 
proportions. This achievement has been celebrated and reinforced by 
t e movement for Liturgical Renewal, which began to grow out of the 
ashes of World War II.

Our faith is Trinitarian. Our liturgy is Trinitarian. Our spirituality is 
fittingly Trinitarian. This is the sense in which I’m using the word 
orthodoxy here, meaning: Trinitarian. So the heart of the Trinity 

rayer, as a matter of course, is Trinitarian: Praise Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit. Yes, there are problems with patriarchal language: but I 
think they can be addressed and I try to do that in my book.

. ^7 a historical footnote along the way fn the discussion in my 
book, I constantly shape the presentation of God, Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit, in terms of Luther’s immanence theology. For Luther 
essentially, there is no “up.” The hidden God is to be encountered and 
confessed only m, with, and under the world of our experience. Luther’s 
was a t eology of rigorous descent, not ascent. God is not above, God is 
m, with, and under the whole creation. Hence, when I discuss the 
Trinity in Before Nature, I accent both the cosmic Christ and the cosmic 
Spirit, in, with, and under creation and redemption history. ---------

the theological substance of the Trinity Prayer is, in fact an 
ecotheological substance. The triune God is in, with, and under all 
things and has Christological and pneumatological purposes with all 
thingsjnot just with humanity.

(Ned yT-— , s. <-<
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Okay. From Pietism and Orthodoxy - now to Orthopraxy. From 
SretnefrBonhoeffer to James Cone to Latin American and feminist 
liberation theology, we now know with excruciating clarity - ex crucis, 
from the Cross - that Christian theology only makes sense if it’s 
predicated on discipleship, and on an analysis of our world that flows 
from that discipleship.

Here’s another historical footnote.

In Before Nature, I’m eager to do everything that I can to overcome 
what has come to be called in recent years the eclipse of the Spirit in 
Western Christian thought. Think of classical Western Christian art: 
there you see the Father, holding the Son, typically depicted on the 
Cross. But where’s the Holy Spirit. Often scarcely visible, you see a 
little dove hovering up in the comer of the painting.

I first learned about the eclipse of the Spirit in Christian thought and 
practice from Paul Tillich in his lectures on the history of Christian 
thought. Among other things, Tillich highlighted the role and the 
demise of the so-called Spiritual Franciscans.

Just before the time of St. Francis, the Christian prophet and mystic, 
Joachim of Fiora developed a theology of three ages: the age of the 
Father (the Old Testament), the age of the Son (the New Testament and 
the Catholic Church), and the age of the Spirit (a kind of realized 
eschatology, a heaven on earth or earth in heaven). With the emergence 
of St. Francis, many Joachimites viewed the poor man from Assisi as the 
harbinger of the third age, as a kind of second Christ, who would lead 
the world into apostolic poverty and harmony and a new era of harmony 
with nature.

The spiritual Fransciscans were eventually stomped out as heretics. 
St. Francis, in turn, was incorporated into a church-friendly mysticism 
by St. Bonaventure. Francis thus became no longer a politically 
dangerous prophet who embodied the Age to Come, one who communed 
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with God in nature and who ministered to every poor creature, but an 
exemplar of the spiritual ascent to heaven. End of this second historical 
footnote on the eclipse of the Spirit.

In my view, Francis himself might well have been influenced by 
Joachimite ideas. Be that as it may, with Elizabeth Johnson, as well as 
Tillich and many others, I think the time is at hand to declare - and to 
practice - the end the eclipse of the Spirit. Hence my constant prayer: 
Come Holy Spirit, come and reign.

Okay. The Trinity Prayer, what it is. The Trinity Prayer, how it 
happened, and the substance of the Trinity Prayer.

Now I want to highlight whatTSeneve are some advantages of the 
Trinity Prayer. I want to mention two advantages here. Both of these 
have to do with monasticism. Both of these are advantages because 
they’re not monastic.

I have nothing against monasticism. On the contrary, as Luther once 
observed’that everything good that we have we have received 
from the Catholic Church* so I am eager to say that everything good we 
have^MMch, more particularly, we have received from the traditions of 
monasticism. I am not opposed to monasticism, historically or 
theologically.

I worship at a monastery every week. Many of the great spiritual 
teachers of the church, Thomas Aquinas to Thomas Merton in our own 
time, were members of monastic orders. And speaking of activists: 
think of the public witness of St. Francis to peace, which is the main 
reason why he, in the midst of the age of the Crusades, went to visit the 
Sultan. Then, in our own time, there’s nuns on the bus. Let’s hear it for 
the monastic spirit!
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The problem is that the monks and the nuns, and their great spiritual 
masters, have been the major keepers and the major experts and the 
major interpreters of spirituality. And so it still tends to be today. 
Witness the influence today of the Desert Fathers, especially among 
Protestants.

Here I cannot but celebrate my own heresy. I happen to think that the 
greatest thing Luther ever did, was not to nail his theses to the 
Wittenberg Door, but to go get married. By that act, traditional 
Christian spirituality became - if not for the first time, most 
emphatically - secular. Luther once observed how his whole world 
changed when he rolled over in the morning and saw two pigtails on his 
pillow.

Consider silence. That’s a real possibility in a monastery. But not 
when you have a couple of toddlers at home - or toddlers in your mind 
and heart, when you kneel in silence somewhere. Of course, married 
people can make retreats. Of course, married people can take wilderness 
hikes, sometimes without the children, sometimes even alone. But 
absent the day-in, day-out routines of the monastery, the spirituality of 
sustained silence is still a huge challenge for most citizens of this world.

And what if your spouse does not have the same spiritual aspirations 
as you do? It can happen. What if your spouse, with whom you are 
committed to share your life, may not even believe in God, where does 
that leave your own time for spiritual exercises? Leave your spouse for 
a month every year, so that you can make a month-long silent retreat, as 
most Jesuits do every year? Perhaps. But maybe not. What becomes of 
the family vacation?

Nevermind that as a practitioner, who works eighty hours a week, 
and who may choose to take the kids to soccer and such things, not to 
speak of arranging for a weekly date with your spouse or significant 
other, your moments of solitary silence may quickly become moments of 
drifting off to sleep.



All of this is to say that a secular existence requires some kind of 
secular spirituality, which is no longer/dependent on monastic 
communities and calendars. The Trinity Prayer is intended to be 
essentially secular in this manner, not monastic.

The Trinity Prayer is secular in this sense* it’s short and it’s 
portable. You can say it when you’re waiting for your license at the 
DMV, as well as when you walk through the sanctuary first thing 
Monday morning. You can say it in a traffic jam as well as on a 
wilderness hike. You can say it, as I did the other night, when you take 
your five-year old grandson to the bathroom at a Celtics game, while 
you’re waiting in line, as I also do when I water my houseplants.

With these comments, I’m already beginning to conclude. But I 
don’t want to leave you without some more specific comments about 
ways to practice the Trinity Prayer.

— Singing (praying while married)
——Times of beginning and ending, morning and evening

- My pectoral cross
—- Bodily motions

Church seasons - JesiUs<X\i£l&^^ / Lent: Lord keep us 
steadfast in your word

Invoking the theological imagination - Come HSp Come & Reign 
(black holes - the new fawns - the Mediterrean refugees - the ministry 
of Pope Francis)

There you have it. The Trinity Prayer, what it is.
The Trinity Prayer, how it happened
The Trinity Prayer, its ecotheological substance
The Trinity Prayer, its advantages
The Trinity Prayer, its practices


