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"The Spirit of Truth"

Today is Trinity Sunday, an opportunity to think about the way we understand God.

The Trinity is a formula developed during the earliest centuries of the Christian church, brought
to fullness in the Nicene creed of 325 CE.  It was formulated as a counter to Arianism, which
upheld the idea that Jesus was not divine, was not God.

The concept of the Trinity is not found in scripture, though there are references that obviously
lead to it.  Matthew ends his gospel with Jesus instructing the apostles to go out 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; and lo, I am with you always to
the end of the age." (Matt. 28:19-20)

Paul also makes statements that were used to develop this concept and the gospel of John speaks
strongly about the relationship between Jesus and God and the sending of the Spirit upon the
disciples.  

So, the Trinity was a way for the early church to identify itself, a way of speaking about the man
Jesus in a way that spoke of his uniqueness, of lifting up his teachings as the supreme way of
life, that made him and his way the way of God.

John Macquarrie, in his Principles of Christian Theology (1966), says this:
"The Christian community believed that God, who had created heaven and earth, had become
incarnate in a particular man and that furthermore he still dwelt with the community and guided
it.  This, we may say, was the narrative or mythological expression of their faith, and like us,
they looked for an alternative interpretative language that would express the same faith in a
different way.  They came up with the trinitarian  formula."  (p. 191)

He continues:
"Yet before we try to offer a contemporary interpretation, we need to listen further to some of the
ancient words.  The unity of God is expressed in his one "substance" or "essence" (substantia). 
No person of the Trinity is any less God than the others; in particular, the Son and the Holy
Spirit are not demigods or intermediaries, subordinate to the Father.  They are all one in respect
of their Godhead.  But what can be meant by talking of the "substance" or essence" of God?  St.
Thomas gives us an answer to this, an answer which is very much in line with the positions that
have been developed in the earlier part of our own inquiry.  He declares that in God, essence
and being are identical, and that this is uniquely the case with God. So if the three persons are of
one substance, and this "substance" is Being, we are again directed to the understanding of God
as Being, rather than a being, and likewise directed to understanding Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit in terms of Being rather than as three beings.  So our interpretation will be oriented back
to the earlier analyses of Being." (p. 192)

In our gospel passage, we again have a portion of that long narrative in John called the farewell
discourse of Jesus to his disciples.  Here Jesus tells of the Spirit of Truth who will come to



guide them.  Jesus says that this Spirit "will not speak on his own, but will speak what he hears",
and that "He will glorify me, because he will take what is mine and declare it to you."  

As Macquarrie goes on to speak of the essence of God in the Trinity as Being, that is, not as a
being or three beings, but as the state of Being, I hear in this passage from John, the idea that
within  God is a central core, a common core that unites the three parts of the Godhead.  That
within God there is a core truth,  the Spirit of Truth.  Something or some set of things that
unites the Godhead, that characterizes each and all of the parts, that when put together, name, at
least in part, what God is.

So, for us to make this real, real for ourselves and for our community, for it is within the
community, that John makes very clear, that the Spirit of Truth is to be known, I want us to think
about and share the ways that we have come to know, have come to experience our God,
whether as the Father/Mother/Parent/Creator/Source of all Being; or as the
Son/Jesus/Christ/Word/Logos; or as the Holy Spirit/Holy
Ghost/Paraclete/Advocate/Helper/Guide.

How have you experienced or known God? 

Though we seldom use the creeds in our practice here at First Church, we still recognize their
importance in the history and development of our faith tradition.  With this in mind, I invite you
to read together the Nicene Creed (the alternate version), found on page 884 in our hymnals.


