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Meeting the Triune God at the Table 
 
May I speak, and we all listen, in the name of God, Holy Trinity. Amen. 

I stand before you courageously trying to avoid heresy! 

Just volunteering to preach today could be considered ‘courageous’ in Sir Humphrey Appleby’s 
terms. As we recently studied the doctrine of the Trinity in Education for Ministry (EfM), I had 
recalled Peter Middleton’s comment in our previous group: that it was almost impossible to avoid 
straying into heresy when preaching on the Trinity! And there was a tendency in our groups, then 
and now, as we studied the prolonged wrangling over different perspectives, to say: “Ah well, it’s a 
mystery”, take it on faith and move right along. But for me, the second time studying the Trinity in 
EfM, woven together with threads from other reading I was doing, offered new insights that I want 
to share with you today. 

What is the doctrine of the Trinity? 

The scriptures are clear 
Our readings today confirm what we will soon affirm in the creed – we believe in one God in three 
persons: Father, Son and Spirit; Creator, Redeemer, Sanctifier.  
 
In Proverbs (8.1–4, 22–31), Wisdom speaks as God’s Holy Word, present from the beginning, 
involved in creation, enacting God’s purposes in the world. If this needs a bit more teasing out, we 
recall how the new testament writers interpret this, for example, in John’s Gospel (1.1): “In the 
beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God”; in Paul’s first letter 
to the Corinthians (1.24) “Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God”; and in his letter to the 
Colossians (1.15) “[Christ] the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation”. The Word 
of God, Holy Wisdom, present in the creation, became God incarnate in Jesus. And why? For our 
salvation. 
 
Our new testament readings today (Rom 5.1–5; Jn 16.12–15) tell us that we have peace with God 
through the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ and continuing advocacy, support and guidance through 
the power of the Holy Spirit. 

But this describes a paradox, and paradox is an uncomfortable space 
The early church took seriously the great commission “to make disciples of all nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit”(Mt 28.19). But it also 
needed to affirm one God, in continuity with the God of the old testament and in contrast to the 
other religions it challenged. 
 
People tried to resolve the paradox in two main ways: 

• by denying the divinity of Jesus and the Spirit, arguing that they were created by God at 
particular points in time, so could not be God; or 
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• by denying the humanity of Christ, arguing that Son and Spirit were simply different roles 
of God (like I, as one person, might be daughter and sister and friend), so God was merely in 
“the human role” on the cross. 

The wrangling – more complicated and far more bitter than this rather simple summary – continued 
for hundreds of years, and at stake was the redemptive power of the cross. If Jesus was not God 
then there was no reconciliation. If he was not human, and only appeared to be tempted, suffer and 
die, then his death was not the salvation of humanity that had electrified the church and converted 
the Roman Empire. As Ignatius of Antioch wrote on the journey to Rome to be thrown to the wild 
beasts in the Coliseum for refusing to renounce Christianity: “if Jesus suffered in mere appearance, 
why am I in bonds?” (EfM notes, yr 3) 
 
The heresies were examined and refuted at a series of ecumenical councils involving the whole 
Christian world of the time. The Nicene creed basically affirms the agreed resolution.  
 
That there is one God, the creator of all that is. That Jesus Christ is both true God, eternally 
begotten of the Father from the beginning of time, and truly human, becoming the incarnate Word 
of God for our salvation. And that the Holy Spirit is divine in the same way as the Father and Son 
are divine. There is a great deal more detail to this, and may I recommend EfM for any wanting to 
pursue this ripping yarn further. Which leads me into the question: 

Why spend more time understanding the Trinity? 

We’ve been saying the creed this way for millennia, what more does the Trinity have to offer? I am 
going to suggest (most appositely) three reasons for deeper reflection about our triune God. 

Firstly, the Trinity shows us a greater God 
Understanding the Trinity in all its complicated relationships helps to prevent a reductionist 
approach to God. At last year’s Anglicans Together weekend away, Bp Graeme Rutherford quoted 
the telling assessment that “a God small enough to understand is not great enough to worship”. 
Most of the heresies arose from a desire to have God uncomplicated and neatly boxed.  
 
In our own time, this may be reflected in a tendency to prefer one person of the Trinity in how we 
relate to God. In the Natural Church Development process we use, the NCD researchers have 
noticed a tendency to identify preferentially with that one of the Trinity most revealed in God’s 
great acts in history: Creation, Calvary and Pentecost. They use colours to represent these three 
dimensions in church life and ministry: red reminds us of what Jesus has done for us on the cross, 
calling forth commitment to God’s mission; blue symbolises the power sent from Father and Son in 
the Holy Spirit to make us effective in our response to Jesus; and green reflects the creation in 
which we live, and also the quality of wisdom that should help us to become more Trinitarian 
people and churches. NCD reminds us that when these primary colours of light are evenly balanced 
we get pure, bright, white light. 
 
Our past surveys, and data from churches around the world, show that we (and churches similar to 
St Mark’s) tend towards the green area, emphasising care of creation, social justice and reason, but 
perhaps less strong in the blue and red areas. Our perennial minimum factors of Passionate 
Spirituality and Need Oriented Evangelism tellingly reinforce this picture.  

Another value of the Trinity today is that it is counter-cultural 
The resolutions of the Ecumenical Councils all those years ago did not satisfy everyone. The 
definition of God as three persons in one substance, of Christ as both human and divine, one person 
with two natures, affronted the intellectual common sense of the day. But the church decided to let 
common sense be affronted!  
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In all probability, the doctrine of the Trinity affronts, albeit somewhat differently, 21st century 
common sense, and I suggest we should also be content, even delighted, to let it be so affronted. 
Our culture extols the individual and freedom of choice, yet the Trinity describes a God who is 
eternally in relationship. Father, Son and Spirit working together and through each other, mutually 
interdependent in perfect love.  
 
So to paraphrase Paul (I Cor1.18), the Trinity may be foolishness to those who are perishing in 
loneliness in our heroically individualistic western society, but to us it is the wisdom of God in 
loving community. 
 
Which brings me to the third implication of the Trinity that might matter to us, here and now. 

Because it helps us to pray 
The Trinity can help us to pray, to grow in our relationship with God and into the person God 
created us to be. This is made most clear for me in the wonderful icon of the Trinity that I have 
placed on the doors into the church and at the front of the altar today. It was written (for icons are 
written with intent and prayer, not just painted) by the Russian orthodox artist-monk Andrei Rublev. 
It depicts the Trinity as the angels who visited Abraham in the desert (since iconographers were 
prohibited from depicting the Father and the Spirit). If you recall the story (Gen 18.1–8), Abraham 
had hurried to prepare food and invite the visitors to the table of desert hospitality. In the icon, the 
Spirit sits on the right, with head turned towards the Father, who is seated at the left of the table.  
 
The Son, Jesus, dressed in ochre and blue to signify his earthly and divine natures, sits in the 
middle. He is also turned towards the father, who blesses the meal in the centre of the table – the 
sacrificed calf in the story of Abraham but also the Lamb of God. 
 
The fourth place at the table is at the front, and it is empty, drawing us into the circle of love that is 
the Trinity, inviting us in to join the feast and the conversation. This offers a new perspective for me 
for prayer – not as something I need to initiate, or strive to “do properly”. I am eternally invited into 
the conversation of the Trinity, to be where Jesus is, with help from the Spirit that in Pauls words to 
the Romans (8.26) “intercedes [for us] with sighs too deep for words”.  
 
As we go up to communion a little later in the service we will be meeting God – Father, Son and 
Spirit – in the circle of love around the Lord’s Table. All we need to do then, and always, is listen, 
join in and let the conversation transform our lives. 
 
Let us pray: 
We live and die, die and live 
in flow and ebb, in ebb and flow. 
We live and die in the sacred Three, 
the ever One, holy Trinity. Amen.  (Jim Cotter: Out of the Silence…) 
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