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perspective on preaching. Walsh distills from Thomas a vision of preaching mod-
eled on Christ:

What is being announced in any sermon is the transforming power of
the cosmic Christ. The word that does this has to be bold enough to
take on the whole world. It is a word that conquers the powers of
darkness, that makes the cosmos serve the Kingdom of God, that heals
all human ills, that makes the earth and all it holds flourish and be
beautiful. . .. When preaching is done in that way—as in a religious
family, for example, in which the work of preaching is accompanied
by all the other works of the active life—it is more fully modelled on
the preaching of Christ, who went around not just speaking but doing
good. It moves the whole world towards the fulfillment of resurrection
that awaits it at the return of Christ in glory (p. 94).

These words serve well not only as a benediction to 150 years of theology
at Tallaght, but also as a vocational call to the brothers of the Irish Dominican
Province as they step into their future. This future, as Vivian Boland (Master
of Students for the English Dominican Province in Oxford and senior lecturer
at St Mary’s College, Strawberry Hill) makes clear in his essay on study in the
Dominican tradition, has to do with ‘a recovery of the connection between study
and contemplation, between study and a form of religious life. . .. If we do live in
post-modern times, then part of what people are seeking in this crisis of modernity
is wisdom and not just knowledge, understanding and not just technical expertise’
(p. 121). The remaining essays in the book are in this vein.

Donagh O’ Shea (St Mary’s Community, Cork) writes on an obscure Eckhart
sermon, and Paul Murray (Angelicum University, Rome) writes about the healing
power of poetry after the 9/11 attacks. Joseph Kavanagh (moderator of the Priory
Institute) has written a compelling essay, grounded in his experience of teaching
canon law in Trinidad & Tobago during the turbulent seventies, calling upon the
power of critical memory and a proper understanding of the reception of law
to mitigate against an exclusive turn to canonical texts when what is pastorally
needed is a more wholesome and praxis-oriented response: the common good
must be the basis of all authentic interpretation of law.

The concluding essay by John Harris (moderator of the studium in Dublin) fit-
tingly discusses Church-State relations in today’s Ireland. Will the fate of Tallaght
and the ministry of the Irish Dominican friars ultimately be determined by the
disillusionment and alienation of a Catholic nation which no longer darkens the
doors of its seminaries and churches? As Harris writes, ‘The call to holiness is not
the Church in Ireland admitting defeat in the face of secularism’s onslaught. It is
not a running into the sacristy because life has become too dangerous in the mar-
ketplace of public opinion. Rather it is the Church accepting her true role in the
world’ (pp. 221–2). The essays of this volume reflect a passionate commitment
both to the Church and to the human person and a searching out of new ways for
the preaching and teaching ministry that make the rest of us in the Dominican
family celebrate Tallaght and the Dominican friars of Ireland.

GREGORY HEILLE OP

THE TRIUNE GOD: AN ESSAY IN POSTLIBERAL THEOLOGY by William C.
Placher, Westminster John Knox Press, 2007, Pp. x + 163, £12.53 pbk.

Over the course of his distinguished career, William C. Placher has sought to
stem the tide of Protestant liberalism’s influence on theology. Far from being
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a reactionary, Placher has exposed the weaknesses in liberalism’s influence by
proposing the constructive system of postliberalism. Drawing on the wisdom of
his teachers and mentors, Hans Frei and George Lindbeck, Placher’s postliberalism
‘connect[s] a radical view of God’s transcendence with a narrative Christology’ (p.
ix). In previous books, Placher focused on matters such as theological method,
a doctrine of God, and Christology. The publication of The Triune God: An
Essay in Postliberal Theology draws together the lessons inherent in many of
these works by focusing on the broader theme of God’s relational nature. The
strength of Placher’s latest book, and his efforts as a whole, is not that he has
proposed something new which removes any shroud of mystery concerning God.
By contrast, its strength resides in the way he gently yet persistently reminds us
that some of the greatest contributions to such a discussion were made long ago
and are best understood as attempts to preserve a place for the mystery that is
God.

Placher’s attempt to try and reinstitute the notion of God as mystery is evident
from the very beginning of The Triune God. Liberal theology offers a number of
ways of proving God’s existence – oftentimes in complete accommodation with
various manifestations of modern thought. By contrast, Placher opens by arguing
that “anything whose existence we can prove would not be God, but some sort
of idol” (p. 1). The underlying assumption is that human minds are finite in
terms of the scope and scale of what they can appreciate whereas God is infinite.
What is at stake is the domestication of God (borrowing from a title of one of
Placher’s previous works – The Domestication of Transcendence, Westminster
John Knox Press, 1996). In order to prove God’s existence, humanity found ways
to reduce God to that which we deemed knowable on our terms. By clearing
away such faulty assumptions and commitments, Placher opens up space for his
central argument that ‘The task of Trinitarian reflection is then to show how these
three are one, and it is a task central to Christian faith’ (pp. 1–2). René Descartes,
John Locke, and Immanuel Kant are among Placher’s adversaries. On the surface,
Thomas Aquinas’s proof for God’s existence may also bespeak intentions bent on
domestication. By contrast, Aquinas believed that the limits of language bring us
into contact with something greater than ourselves. As a result, Placher argues that
‘Like Jacob at the Jabbok, we see God only in nights of wrestling with unknown
strangers and we go away limping’ (p. 41).

By reconfiguring the terms concerning debates over God’s existence in chapter
one of his book, Placher is now able to move forward and establish a more
faithful understanding of God – an understanding that is ultimately triune in nature.
Placher spends the remaining three chapters of his book creating an understanding
of the narrative account of a Triune God as yielded by Scripture. Chapter two
provides an understanding of the Son. Chapter three provides an understanding of
the Holy Spirit. Although the fourth chapter explicitly focuses on the relational
dimensions of the Trinity, discussions about the limitations of language also find
their way into chapters two and three. At issue is not that Placher’s language
is awkward or ill-conceived but that he is striving in some sense to focus in a
singular sense on any one member of the Trinity. For example, he finds it difficult
to write about the Spirit in the absence of the Father or the Son. As a result, for
Placher, debates concerning topics such as the procession of the Holy Spirit are
not antiquated remnants of the Church’s past but vital attempts to grapple with
what it means to write about God.

If the limitations of language were implicitly evident in chapters two and three,
the limitations become explicitly evident in chapter four where Placher seeks to
detail how the ‘These Three Are One.’ In this chapter he concludes that ‘(1) Trini-
tarian terminology should function less to explain the mystery than to preserve
it; (2) thinking about the Trinity should move from the three to the one rather
than the other way around’ (p. 121). Placher does an admirable job of working
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through the terminology generated by such a discussion over the course of the
Church’s history. The finite limitations inherent in a construct such as language
can prove to be enough of a barrier. However, Placher also recognizes that the
relational nature of the Trinity is difficult to describe because it stands in contrast
to our fallen nature as human beings. According to Placher, ‘While I cannot be
human except in relation to others, I am always curving in on myself and failing
to be as fully open to such relations as I ought to be’ (p. 135). Although difficult
to understand, Placher contends that ‘it is the divine three that manifest what
personhood truly is’ (p. 150).

In his attempt to preserve a place for mystery, Placher surrounds himself with
conversation partners spanning the Church’s history. In his introduction, Placher
acknowledges the significant influence that the work of Hans Urs von Balthasar
has had on his own work. However, Placher may draw most frequently from the
work of Karl Barth. Placher may not always agree with Barth’s theological assess-
ments. Regardless, Barth offered an indication to Hans Frei, George Lindbeck,
and thus possibly to Placher as well, that efforts of contemporary theologians to
grapple with the Trinity were in many ways insufficient. Drawing deeply from fig-
ures such as the Cappadocian Fathers and Augustine, Placher is able to escape the
traps inherent in the theological language left by Protestant liberalism. The work
of Thomas Aquinas affords him a similar way of superseding the understanding
that the best work in theology reduces its object to the most infinitesimal, if not
also isolated, detail.

Overall, by drawing upon the wisdom of some of the Church’s most ancient and
influential voices, Placher’s work reconnects theology with a form of language
which seeks to appreciate God’s mysterious nature. A finite construct such as
language betrays us at such a point, and Placher is left to work within such a
system. By comparison to many of his immediate predecessors, however, Placher
is keenly aware of the possibility that the greatest contribution his work can make
is that it points us to a reality which cannot be fully explained. The best he can
do in The Triune God is to help us focus our attention and our efforts. As a
result, Placher’s effort to preserve a place for the mystery that is God is, in and of
itself, a significant contribution worthy of our attention. In many ways, learning
to describe less about God ironically allows us to understand God as being so
much more.

TODD C. REAM

THE AUGUSTINIAN PERSON by Peter Burnell, Catholic University Press of
America, Washington, D.C., 2005 Pp. ix+ 218, $24.95 pbk.

When I told an Oxford tutor of mine that I was about to write a review of a
book titled ‘The Augustinian Person’, he mentioned that two different scholars
had begun essays on that topic for a collection he was editing, but neither had been
able to bring their work to completion. There is good reason for this. Augustine’s
first and final formulation of the subject matter of philosophy is ‘God and the soul’
(Soliloquia 1.2.7). Hence, any treatment of Augustine’s political, epistemological,
or linguistic thought, is bound to be unsatisfactory unless the author has grasped
how Augustine’s view of a particular secondary subject relates to his views on
this all-important primary subject, man’s relation to God. This is no easy task.
Undoubtedly much scholarship on Augustine continues to be produced to a very
high standard. Yet the sheer quantity of Augustine’s corpus added to the plague
of academic overspecialisation tends to encourage two unfortunate consequences.
One is that it has become possible to publish respectable books and articles
that make reference to Augustine’s epistemology, for instance, without a wider
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