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How Christians Believe 3 

In the Beginning the Spirit  
 

 

Most of you will recall a movie of a generation ago, Dead Poets’ Society. It is the 

story of events surrounding the arrival of a new English teacher in a strongly 

traditional school, the teacher being wholly unorthodox in his approach to his subject. 

One of the most memorable moments in the film is when he invites his entire class 

forward to stand on his desk and view the classroom from that vantage point. The 

purpose of this is to show the students that from there the room appears differently 

from where they usually stand, which is one of the themes of the whole film, as 

dismal an image of the world as it finally portrays.  

The reason for invoking the table-standing scene is that, in its own peculiar way, this 

is what dealing with the risen, crucified Jesus ought to effect in those who hear his 

story properly told. The problem is that we easily become familiar with what was 

once re-visionary in this way.  

In the case of the creeds, what we have seen over the last couple of weeks is that they 

embody in their structure and content a polemic in their own context – a re-orientation 

– of the thinking about the divine and the human. For us today, however, this re-

orientation is largely hidden because we receive the creed as something of a historical 

relic, even if a very important one. We recognise its threefold character and we 

understand – so we think – its details, whether or not we assent to them.  

What is much harder to see, and requires a kind of standing-on-the-table, is our 

familiarity with how the creed is typically laid out and used. For example, and what 

will be our main focus today: the creed has what we might consider to be a natural 

“beginning to end” structure. Thus, the creation of the world features in the first 

article, history and its salvation features in the second, and the “end things” feature in 

the last article. The creed reads like a history which, of course, it is, even if sometimes 

hotly contested. The chronologically first thing is followed by the second thing and 

then the third thing.  

Like any history, this one is told for a reason which is, fundamentally, to 

communicate a truth. Yet it is not hard for it feel like a rather cheap truth – one which 

does not much actually ask much of us. And so the saying of the creed can feel a 

hollow act, even for believers. Perhaps true, in the sense of something to which we 

assent, but also a little sterile. 

With this in mind, we might consider reading the creed differently. In particular, we 

could read it “backwards”, beginning with the third article on the Spirit and ending 

with the article relating to the Father. The rationale for this has to do with the 

difference and the relationship between how things happen chronologically and how 

we know these things. 



 

Chronologically, it makes sense to tell the story as the unfolding of God’s dealings 

with history – first creation, then the inauguration of salvation and finally its 

consummation in the “end times”. This is in the order in which things happen. But 

existentially, we experience these things the other way around. Faith begins not with 

belief in God the Father, but out of the work of the Spirit-created and enabled church. 

Or, at least, specifically Christian faith begins in this way, because this particular 

Spirit bears witness to Jesus as the Christ. It is in the context of the church, as part of 

the communion of saints, being forgiven, and raised to a life of eternal qualities that 

we come to be able to say the creed with any confidence. 

Having started here, we can move from the third to the second article. This is largely 

about the specific history and destiny of Jesus but it is critical, as the fuller text of the 

Nicene Creed has it, that Jesus does this as one “truly human”. The human existence 

described under the heading of the Spirit as church, communion, forgiveness and 

resurrection is a participation in the defining humanity which was Jesus’ own.  

And the point of our sharing in that humanity is that we might know God as Jesus did: 

as “Father” and as source of all things. By the power of the Spirit creating the church 

we are conformed to and incorporated into the humanity of Jesus the Son, that we 

might know God the Father as he does. Or, as Paul put in the letter to the Galatians 

this morning: “God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, 

‘Abba! Father!”  

Such a reading-backwards is more than just a cute proposal – if it is even cute! If we 

re-order the creed in this way, a number of the things there which seem to present to 

us obvious problems are re-configured. For example, when the creed is read from the 

top down, at least three things at the very beginning strike the modern mind as 

problematic: “God”, Father” and “creation”. As a bland history of God these creedal 

affirmations appear as kinds of premises which simply have to be accepted. If the 

article on the Father comes last, however, they have a very different feel. The God 

met here is now not the premise for the existence of the world – its cause – but the 

Father who has already worked through the Spirit and the Son a true humanity in 

broken human history. This Father is not our Father but the agent in relation to whom 

Jesus realised that true humanity. And, perhaps most surprisingly, “creation” is now 

not what comes first but what comes last. That is, we know the world as a creation 

only when we share in the humanity and devotion of Jesus himself. Creation is now 

not the basis for all that happens in history but the goal of all that happens in history: 

we become creatures when finally, in the Spirit, we know God as Jesus did. 

What this means in more detail, we might get to in the next couple of weeks, as we 

look more to the second and first articles of the creed. It is enough today if the creed 

might become for us more than simply a well-ordered list of things which should be 

said about God. 

This morning, as usual, we will confess the faith of the church in the words of one of 

the creeds, but we will do it backwards, as we will for the next two weeks as well. 

This will doubtless be annoying for some of you, but it is intended to be a kind of 

“standing on the table” by which we might catch a glimpse of something new in what 

is so familiar. In a clumsy kind of way, we will poetically re-order our language in 

order to understand better what we actually mean to say, how we believe. 

  



 

Starting the creed – or at least, starting unthinkingly – with the first article can be to 

get to the beginning too soon. Our confession is not only what we believe but how we 

have come to believe it. Instead of reading the creed as a kind of world history, a 

“macro” history from a chronological beginning to its end, reciting the creed 

“backwards” tells a history which is not so much “informative” as simply formative. 

It is God who enables us to confess, that it might, in the end, indeed be God that we 

confess. 

Let the spirit in which we confess our faith then, be the Spirit which is its very 

possibility, that our faith be not simply stuff we believe but what and whose we are to 

become. Amen. 

*** 


