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ADDRESS    16 June 2019    Trinity Sunday 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Proverbs 8.1-4, 22-31   Wisdom 

Psalm 8   God and man 

Romans 5.1-5      The holy spirit that has been given to us .  .  .   

John 16.12-15                When the Spirit of Truth comes .  .  . 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

        Help me, O Father, to proclaim the name of the Lord – Father, Son and Holy Spirit (Deut.32.3) 

You’ll have noticed that today’s readings from the New Testament are both rather short. How do 

you choose Bible readings for Trinity Sunday when the doctrine of the Trinity was put into words 

centuries after the last book of the Bible was written?   

Trinity Sunday is unlike the other great festivals of the church in that it does not celebrate an event, 

or a saint, but a landmark in the eternal human struggle to understand the nature and being of God 

in the light of multiple human experiences of God over thousands of years.  The Trinity is a human 

formula which tries to explain a Divine mystery --  but it is an understanding, a form of words, which 

comes through the wisdom that God has given us.  

When we think about the nature and being of God does not wisdom call and understanding raise 

her voice?  Human wisdom is one of the many gifts of the Spirit of God, so all three readings today 

remind us of the work of the Holy Spirit, which has been given to us to guide us into all truth, in the 

time we now live in, between Jesus’ resurrection and Jesus’ return.  

For more than a thousand years, the greatest of all the world’s churches, in Constantinople, was 

the cathedral dedicated to the Spirit, to Holy Wisdom. 

Words fail us when we try to define God.  We’ll be reminded of that when we recite the so-called 

Creed of St Athanasius later on. The traditional language expresses God as a filial relationship, 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit, holy essence, but some Christians prefer to express the Godhead in 

terms of its multiple roles, as Creator, Redeemer and Sanctifier.  

One of the three Greek monks who are credited with the definition of God as Trinity was St 

Gregory of Nazianus.  His contemplation of the Three in One produced a profound and 

overwhelming emotion beyond rational thought and human logic.  
 

One sentence from his writings is in Connections for us to ponder:  “ ‘No sooner do  I conceive of 

the One than I am illumined by the splendour of the Three; no sooner do I distinguish Three than I 

am carried back into the One. When I think of any of the Three, I think of him as the whole, and my 

eyes are filled, and the greater part of what I am thinking escapes me’.  
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As words fail, many artists have tried to explain or define or illustrate the Trinity through visual 

imagery. Three attempts are shown in Connections. The icon of Andrei Rublev sees the Trinity as 

three, the mediaeval image of the Christ with three faces sees the Trinity as one, the third image, 

the Celtic Trinity knot, sees the Trinity as three interlocking elements.  

When words and images fail, as they do, perhaps the language of mathematics can help us begin 

to understand the reality behind the mystery.   1 plus 1 plus 1 equals three, yes, but we do not 

worship three gods.  But 1 times 1 times 1 equals one.  We worship One in Three and Three in 

One. Our understanding of God is not a sum; it is a product, a product of human experience.  

The understanding of God as Trinity is fully Scriptural.  Inspired by God, the Biblical writers assume 

God as Trinity without defining the threefold nature.   

They tell of God’s speaking of himself as ‘our’ or ‘us’ at the time of Creation;  they record one great 

occasion on which all three Persons of the Trinity became apparent at the same time – at the start 

of Jesus’ ministry.  You recall:   Now when all the people were baptized, and when Jesus also had 

been baptized and was praying, the heavens were opened, and the Holy Spirit descended on him 

in bodily form, like a dove; and a voice came from heaven, "You are my beloved Son; with you I 

am well pleased." (Luke 3.21-22) 

Matthew preserves Jesus’ final commandment to his disciples, before the Ascension, ‘Go and 

make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 

Holy Spirit.’  (Matt. 28.19);   Paul ends his second letter to the Christians of Corinth with a blessing 

in the name of the Trinity,  ‘The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the 

communion of the Holy Spirit be with all of you’. (2 Cor. 13.13)  Paul is seeing the Persons of the 

Trinity in terms of the various gifts they bring to us. 

The Scriptural understanding of God as Trinity in Unity helped the early church to understand the 

role of Jesus in reconciling humankind to the Father.  In her book A History of God, Karen 

Armstrong quotes a contemporary historian writing about street talk in Nicaea in the year 320, 

when the church fathers were meeting in yet another effort to define or explain the relationship 

between the three persons of the Trinity.  

“We hear of a bath attendant who harangued the bathers, insisting that the Son came from 

nothingness, of a money changer who, when asked for the exchange rate, prefaced his reply with 

a long disquisition on the distinction between the created order and the uncreated God, and of a 

baker who informed his customers that the Father was greater than the Son.”    
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The baker obviously supported the minority party at the Council, those who followed Father Arius 

of Alexandria, against the majority, who continued to assert that the three persons of the Godhead 

were equal in all respects.  

One of the contending fathers set his arguments to music, and his supporters walked the streets 

singing about how they saw the essential nature of God.  Today street talk is more likely to be 

about who will play for the Blues in their next encounter with the Maroons. 

Why does all this matter?  Why do mainstream churches observe Trinity Sunday?  Because, in 

understanding God more fully, we come to understand ourselves more fully and to see how we can 

become more like God.  

As we sang today, the Psalmist is amazed that the One who  made the heavens should care about 

us and want to communicate with us;  

 When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, .  .  .   

                           What are we that you should care for us?   (Psalm 8.4-5). 

The answer is surely, that humans were created with God-like attributes and can grow more God-

like by relying on his grace and rejoicing in his love. 

This is the major difference between being religious, rather than simply being spiritual. People who 

proclaim that they are ‘spiritual but not religious’ generally focus on the Self, on the God within, 

rather than on the Other, the God beyond, the God who created us, redeemed us and continues to 

reveal the answers to the great mysteries of life, where did we come from?, why are we here? and 

where are we going?   

Nearly 40 years ago, the Monty Python team satirised this self-focused approach in their last 

movie, telling us that  the meaning of life is, and I quote, nothing very special. Try to be nice to 

people, avoid eating fat, read a good book every now and then, get some walking in, and try and 

live together in peace and harmony with people of all creeds and nations.   Very trite, but the truth 

is challenging. 

The Genesis story tells us that God created humankind in his own multiple image; other passages 

teach that humans, too, have multiple elements: body, soul and spirit, or body, mind and spirit.  We 

feel that in our hearts – we accept that, as grow older, our bodies become less attractive and our 

minds become less agile, but we know we are still human, still children of God, and we still want to 

be treated as people of value.  I am reminded of that each time I visit a nursing home, and see how 

compassionately most staff care for the residents. 
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When we say goodbye to our loved ones, we know that they live on, in our memories and in the 

love of God.  We may say that ‘they rest in peace’ or that ‘they are with God’, these are  comforting 

phrases but we don’t really understand what they actually mean. We simply know that their bodies 

have died, perhaps their minds have died as well, but for us and for God these children of God 

have not ceased to exist.  

So, if we grasp that God has multiple natures, multiple roles  and that we have multiple natures, 

multiple roles, we can see a little more clearly what it means to be made in God’s image.  God has 

no body, in the sense that we have, he has no mind, in the sense that we have, but he is Spirit, so 

he connects with us through our soul, our spirit, our essence, not through our bodies or our minds. 

We cannot force someone into loving God, we cannot talk them into loving God, but we can show 

them what God is like by living in the Spirit, by attuning our Spirit to his. 

Paul puts this truth succinctly in his letter to the church in Rome:  ‘For all who live by the Spirit of 

God are children of God’ .  .  .  When we cry “Abba! Father!”  the Spirit Himself witnesses with 

our spirit that we are children of God.’  (Romans 8. 14, 16) 

These verses are part of Paul’s careful explanation of what it means to be redeemed, to live in 

accordance with the desires of the Spirit, not the desires of the body or the mind.  

If we understand God as three Persons in divine community, we can understand more fully what it 

means to be religious rather than simply spiritual; what it means to live with God in a serving 

community.  Parishes can become little more than social clubs, if they simply look after their own 

members, rather than serving God  through serving others.   

The debates on the Trinity began with a desire to understand Jesus more fully in the light of 

centuries of experience of God as Father and Spirit.  Human wisdom, one of God’s many gifts, 

struggled to put into words the early church’s new revelation of God in the living, dying and risen 

Jesus.  Here was a man who lived and died for others, not for self.    

If the Creator is God, and the Spirit is God and Jesus is God, does that mean that Christians 

worship three Gods?    No!  No!  No!  -- but as Jesus is fully Divine, we must worship him.  As 

Jesus is fully human, we can love him.  Our lives are enriched if we do both. The Trinity then 

becomes more than a formula. It is an expression of saving truth. 

May the God who is revealed as Father, Son and Holy Spirit endow us with greater knowledge of 

his Being and his Love. AMEN. 
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The Trinity, in words and images. 

‘No sooner do  I conceive of the One than I am illumined by the splendour of the Three; no sooner do I 

distinguish Three than I am carried back into the One. When I think of any of the Three, I think of him as the 

whole, and my eyes are filled, and the greater part of what I am thinking escapes me’.  – St Gregory of 

Nazianus, 4th C.  

   

 

 


