Holy Trinity Sunday 2007 – Sermon by Rev. Rolf Svanoe


Trinity! What is Trinity? Ask anyone below the age of 25 and this is what they’ll say. Today’s youth know Trinity as the main female character from The Matrix movies. I can’t say I’ve ever spent a lot of time thinking about the Trinity. Trinity is an ancient teaching of the Church about the essential nature of God. God is triune- three in one. God is Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The Father is God, the Son is God and the Spirit is God. And yet the Father is not the Son and the Son is not the Spirit and the Spirit is not the Father. If you ever have the Jehovah’s Witnesses knock on your door you might have a discussion about the Trinity, a teaching of the church they reject. “One plus one plus one does not equal one,” they will say. It doesn’t add up. How can the church say that there is only one God, and yet that one God contains three distinct persons? That doesn’t bother me though. If there were no mystery about God, if we could understand everything about God, then I would say that our God is too small. 


One day St. Augustine was walking along the beach, deep in thought about the Trinity, when he observed a young boy with a bucket, running back and forth to pour water into a little hole. Augustine asked, "What are you doing?" The boy replied, "I'm trying to put the ocean into this hole." It occurred to Augustine that this was exactly what he had been trying to do: put an infinite God into his finite mind.


It often surprises people to learn that the word Trinity is never once mentioned in the Bible. The word isn’t there, but the ideas behind the word certainly are. Some of the earliest writing in the New Testament contains Trinitarian language. “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with all of you.” (2 Corinthians 13:13) A few years later Matthew’s Gospel ends with a very precise Trinitarian formula. “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…” (Matthew 28:19) Early Christians didn’t have the word Trinity, but they were convinced that there was one God who had created the world, who had come among them in the person of Jesus Christ, and whose Spirit presence they felt in their daily lives. 


It wasn’t until a few hundred years later that the church tried to spell this out in detail in its Creeds. The earliest, and the one we are most familiar with, was the Apostle’s Creed. It contains 110 words. On this Trinity Sunday we will confess our faith using the words of the Nicene Creed, which is longer and has 225 words. Most people are unaware that there is another Creed, the Athanasian Creed, which is really long- 653 words. Some churches have the tradition of reading this creed on Trinity Sunday. The language is very precise, using concepts and categories not found in the Bible. It’s as if the early church leaders were trying to nail down something that is essentially a mystery. 


C. S. Lewis once said that the most frequently spoken word in heaven would be, "OH." As in, "Oh, now I understand." Or, "Oh, now I see what God's plan was." Or, "Oh, now I see the reason for the trial I went through." We do not have that luxury in this world. We walk by faith, not by knowledge. But one day it will be revealed to us. We will be in the presence of the Father and the Son and the Spirit. How can we be in the presence of all three at the same time? It beats me, but as St. Paul says in 1 Corinthians 13:12 “For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face. Now I know only in part; then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known.” 


Still, we struggle to explain this teaching of the Trinity. The early Church leaders used examples to explain it. They said: Look at a tree if you want to try to understand God. There is the root, the trunk and the fruit. The root is like God the Father, invisible but you know it's there, the trunk is like God the son, sent forth by the Father, visible and tangible, the branches and fruit is like the Holy Spirit. We are connected to Christ through the Spirit dwelling in us and by the power of the Spirit we bear fruit in the world.


Or look at a stream: the water rises from a source, but usually that source is hidden, the source of the stream is like God the Father, the stream which we can see and touch is like God the Son, visible because it flows from the one who sends Him, but the water as it flows into the fields, irrigating the plants and giving them life, allowing them to bring forth a harvest is like the Holy Spirit.


There is another image being used today to explain the Trinity. It is the image of a dance- a circle dance, in which all partners equally share. There are no leaders in the circle. Each is important to the dance. There is a new hymn in our hymnal, which captures the idea. 

Come, join the dance of Trinity, before all worlds begun—

the interweaving of the Three, the Father, Spirit, Son.

The universe of space and time did not arise by chance,

but as the Three, in love and hope, made room within their dance.

I have to admit, as someone who has two left feet and doesn’t dance much, that this idea really appeals to me. God’s very nature is like a dance- spontaneous, playful, filled with joy and love, marked by equality and mutuality. If we think of the Trinity as a dance it can teach us how to live and give us a recipe for our relationships, our friendships marriages and families. What the Trinity teaches us is that the best relationships are not marked by power or coercion, by rigid structures of authority or hierarchy, but by equality and mutuality. 


Garrison Keillor, modern American prophet from the radio show “A Prairie Home Companion,” said of love, “We should not think that we have figured this out, because it is not a problem, it’s a mystery and always will be.” I think we could say the same of God. In 1 John we are told that “God is love.” God’s very being and essence is love. That’s easier to understand when we think of God as triune, Father Son and Spirit. In God’s very being is this community of love. And God demonstrates this love perfectly in Jesus Christ, who came to show us how to love, who came to love us by dying on the cross, who took our sins and gave us forgiveness and new life. 


On this Trinity Sunday we won’t understand everything about God. But we do understand that God loves us. And our appropriate response is to fall to our knees and worship God, Father Son and Holy Spirit. And then to get on our feet and join the dance. 

