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"The Trinity - A Mystery"

As I thought about what I wanted to say to you today, this past week, I thought I could perhaps give an

explanation of the Trinity.  That is, a brief explanation, description, of this very basic Christian doctrine that we

hold as so central to our faith.  

I figured I could get some of my old text books from seminary days and look up "Trinity" and just share

what I found.  I figured it wouldn't be too hard and thought, initially, I would entitle the sermon, "The Trinity for

Dummies", like so many of the current instruction manuals for all kinds of things.  In fact, there probably is a book

out there by that name.  But Kate thought that title might not be appropriate, as it might suggest I think you all are

dummies.  Which of course, is not the case.  In fact, after trying to read and understand the Trinity, I think I am the

dummy!

So, where to start with this?  I guess, the beginning is the best place.

1) The God of Jesus and of the Hebrew people has always been understood to be One God.  Judaism

is a monotheistic religion.  One God.  This is true not only for Jews but for followers of Islam as well.  Both of

these groups, our brother/sister faiths within the Abrahamic tradition, have always struggled to understand the

Trinitarian concept that we Christians want to uphold.  They think we have made 3 gods with our Trinity.  But we

say that our faith is also a monotheism, a belief in One God. One God with 3 parts, or not really parts but . . . let me

come back to that in a bit.  But even within Judaism and Islam, whether implicitly or explicitly, God is understood

as a two-fold God, both transcendent and imminent.  Greater than everything and yet in and throughout everything.

2) Christian scripture, the Old Testament or the New Testament, does not contain a Trinitarian

doctrine.  There is no place in scripture that talks about a "Trinity."  However, there are places in the New

Testament that name the 3 parts.  At the end of the gospel of Matthew, Jesus tells his disciples to "Go therefore and

make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit,

teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you." (Matthew 28:19).  Then also in II Corinthians where

Paul ends his letter, "The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit

be with you all." (II Corinthians 13:14).  So, the words are there, but no where does it explain or set up a doctrine

or concept of a 3-part God.

3) Somewhere along the line in the early church, the followers of Jesus, felt the need to make him

divine.  No one knows exactly when or where this may have taken place.  We are not sure if Jesus thought this of

himself or not.  Perhaps it came about as the followers of Christ sought to place their allegiance to Jesus versus the

Roman emperors, who were themselves considered divine, sons of gods and gods themselves.  Or maybe it came

about as the followers of Christ sought to uphold the teachings of Jesus up against those of traditional Judaism, at

the end of the first century.  For whatever reason, the divinity of Jesus, forced the question, of what the relationship

between God and Jesus was. 

4) The actual Trinitarian formulas didn't get hammered out until the 4th century.  The Cappadocian

Fathers (Basil, Gregory of Nazianzen and Gregory of Nyssa),  in response to Arianism (which believed that Jesus

was the highest form of creation but not divine), spoke of God as "threefold in the "persons" (hypostases,

subsistences, prosopa), but single in the "nature" (physis, ousia, essence, substance)." (On Being a Christian, pg.

472, by Hans Kung).   Great debate and arguments were made about this but I'm not going to try to explain that

here.  But it was at the Council of Nicea, called by the Emperor Constantine in 325, that a decision was made

regarding the nature of the Son of God and his relation to the Father.  The actual Trinitarian formula would come

about later at the Council of Constantinople in 381.



Marcus Borg, in his book, Speaking Christian, says this:  "The reason that Christianity moved from the

twofold monotheism of Judaism to a threefold monotheism is because of the significance of Jesus for his followers

in the first century and continuing in the centuries since then.  He was for them the decisive revelation of God - and

continues to be that for Christians.  This is what makes somebody Christian:  seeing the decisive, normative

revelation, disclosure, epiphany of God in Jesus.  The Trinity is thus a testimony, witness, tribute to the centrality of

Jesus for Christians." (Speaking Christian, pg. 213.)

But the Trinity is more than just a formula to explain the divinity of Jesus.  In her book God for Us,

Catherine Mowry LaCugna says this:  "The doctrine of the Trinity is ultimately therefore a teaching not about the

abstract nature of God, nor about God in isolation from everything other than God, but a teaching about God's life

with us and our life with each other.  Trinitarian theology could be described as par excellence a theology of

relationship, which explores the mysteries of love, relationship, personhood and communion within the framework

of God's self-revelation in the person of Christ and the activity of the Spirit." (God for Us, Introduction).  

All of this is to say, that the Trinity is to remind us, that at the center of life, of all existence, at the center of

God, is this ongoing, ever cycling, movement, a movement of relationship within which we are all caught up.  That

the love that exists between Father, Son and Holy Ghost, or Creator, Christ and Spirit, or the Ground of all being,

Logos and Eternal Breath, or however you want to name it, even as one scholar put it, 2 Men and a bird, that this

love exists within and between us too.  That there exists a unity, a harmony within the created order, and that we

need just recognize it and live within and with it, as best we can.

In seminary I had a roommate named Brad Bartlemay.  He is now an ordained pastor in the United

Methodist Church in Michigan.  But Brad used to tell me, especially when he was stumped on an assignment about

the nature of God or some related theme, that the essence of God is ultimately a mystery.  Brad always knew, if he

couldn't find the answer to any question about God, that he could always fall back on that vital truth.  That God is

mystery.

The passage from Isaiah speaks to me about that mystery.  I really don't understand why it was chosen as a

passage for Trinity Sunday, although I read that John Calvin argued the 3 "Holy, Holy, Holy"s spoken by the

seraphim, somehow "proved" the Trinity.  Regardless, I have always loved this passage.  

I love the imagery of Isaiah's vision here, with the amazing and overwhelming presence of God, seated on

the throne, and the seraphim flying around him, whose voices shake the foundations of the Temple.  Isaiah is

humbled before God's presence, sees himself as lower than low, as unworthy, as "a man of unclean lips[who dwells

in the midst of] a people of unclean lips",  who yet is able to answer the call of God Almighty who asks, "Whom

shall I send, and who will go for us?" (note the use of the plural "us" for God! "Who will go for us?").  It is before

this great mystery, that Isaiah answers, offering himself up by saying, "Here am I!  Send me."  

The Trinity may ultimately speak only of a mystery that we cannot fully comprehend.  But it does tell us

that God is relational, that the connections between Creator, Christ and Spirit, run through us as well, binding us,

not only with God but with one another and with all creation.  And that the power, the essence of that which

connects us, is, as Jesus taught, the power of Love.

Thus, the Trinity tells us how to live.  That we must see ourselves , not as isolated little units, concerned

only for our own well being, but as connected  to all that is around us, to every other person, every creature.  That

we are called, like Isaiah before the great mystery that is God, to seek and strive to strengthen the bonds of unity

and harmony in all we do, and simply, to live in love. That's it.  That's why we celebrate the Trinity.  Thanks be to

God.  Amen.


