
'Begotten not made ... Consubstantial with the Father'

If you asked a typically and reasonably observant Muslim how many Gods 
Christians believed in, they would give you a simple answer: Three - Father, 

Son, and Virgin Mary. You can partly understand the logic, given the kind of 
images and statues that are typical of Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Church 

images: images that you also (hopefully) find in the homes of Catholics. The 
idea of a Trinity of gods, or better still a Tri-unity of One God - Father, Son, 

and Holy Spirit - makes no real sense at one level. Last week we proclaimed 
that, "I believe in One God", but we also speak of three aspects or 'persons' 

in God. Confusing? Mysterious? Bad mathematics? What we are dealing with 
here are matters of belief, but also the problems of stating those beliefs in 

language which is limited. However, I think that the problem can be solved 
quite simply in our kitchens, as we shall see in a few minutes.

In our Creed, we proclaim that God is not simply beyond our existence, time 

and space, but has revealed himself in distinct ways - Father, Son, and Spirit, 
and we say that they are 'Consubstantial'. Our Creeds are not the best ways 

of speaking about God, but perhaps the least worse ways of speaking about 
God, so let's do some exploring in words.

When we use the word 'Substance' in English, we instinctively think of 'stuff': 

what things are made of. However, if a classically educated Greek at the time 
of Jesus were proclaiming this, then they would know instinctively what was 

being said. In the ancient world 'substance' was the most fundamental way of 
describing what something is, and usually a combination of two things: matter 

and form. We have two examples here on my right and left. To make a statue 
of Our Lady or St Joseph the sculptor needs a big lump of raw material - 



matter, and then begins to shape it into something discernible, definite, and 
having a purpose. We call that form. In the case of Our Lady and St Joseph 

the matter is wood, but they are formed in different ways. They each, 
therefore, have a certain 'substance'; they are a 'this' as opposed to a 'that'.

So what do we mean by this word which we use week by week: 

'Consubstantial' in terms of God? Let us return to that most difficult of 
concepts, the Trinity. As God reveals himself in three distinct ways - The Holy 

and Undivided Trinity - whatever God is, then God must be the same thing, 
but distinct in each aspect. To explain his we can do a simple experiment in 

our kitchens, always supervised by parents please. You will need a see-
through kettle, cold water, and some ice cubes. When you switch on the 

kettle, Cold Water begins to boil into steam; steam and water coexist 
together. Hold down the switch and throw in a few ice cubes and you have 

the three states of the same thing existing simultaneously. All three states 
have the same substantial form - H2O - but experienced in distinct ways.: 

water, steam, and ice. They are in a physical sense 'consubstantial'.

This kind of thinking has huge implications on human anthropology - male / 
female. Equal, but substantially different; a 'this', as opposed to a 'that'. We 

are 'formed' in our mother's womb to be male or female: from the first few 
days after our conception our genetic map is traced out and defined. What 

God is, in terms of substance we have no idea or possibility of knowing, 
because God is not some 'thing' in the universe. God is separate and 

transcendent from it; the universe has God for its ultimate origin, and for 
Christians - like our Jewish ancestors in the faith - God is always distinct from 

the universe. Genesis chapter 1 states that we are made in the 'image and 
likeness of God' - male and female. We are consubstantial with God in a 



unique but remote way, and God is both our origin and ultimate destiny. 
Where we come from, and one day to whom we hope to return. That Return 

is affected by the One who is truly and consubstantially God - revealed to us 
in time as the person of Jesus Christ, Son of Mary, Son of God. You and I are 

generated by our parents by birth: Jesus is born of an earthly mother, but 
'begotten' - fathered - by an immortal God. He is like us in his full humanity; 

he is like - or consubstantial - with God in his full divinity.

Whatever truths we state about God, then we are saying something 
fundamentally true about ourselves. Just as a sculpted object has some 

vestige of the sculptor in what it truly is, so we who are created by God have 
the vestige of God's consubstantial nature deep within our being. You and I 

are 'fearfully and wonderfully made' by a God who desires to share his true 
nature in our human being.


