TRINITY SUNDAY year B at St John and St Stephen’s Reading, 31.05.26
2 Corinthians 13.11-end

11 Finally, brothers and sisters, farewell. Put things in order, listen to my appeal, agree with one another, live in
peace; and the God of love and peace will be with you. ?Greet one another with a holy kiss. All the saints greet you.

13 The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with all of you.
Matthew 28:16-20

16 Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which Jesus had directed them. *’When they saw
him, they worshipped him; but some doubted. *And Jesus came and said to them, ‘All authority in heaven and on
earth has been given to me. ?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, 2°and teaching them to obey everything that | have commanded you.
And remember, | am with you always, to the end of the age.’
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Today is Trinity Sunday and my Christian birthday. I’'m grateful to God that | was able to come into
contact, at the age of 16, with some very keen Christian teenagers. | was a life-long church-goer,
but my faith was very dormant and apart from attending church | didn’t have any ongoing spiritual
practices, and didn’t have much spiritual hunger. But thanks to the teenagers at my sixth-form
college, who took me to a big convention in London with an inspiring speaker and inspiring
worship, | found a vibrant faith that made Jesus real to me. Pray for Christian teens!

When I’'m feeling dry and unmotivated as a Christian, | call to mind that occasion on 315t May 1982,
and it gives me the energy to keep going — | guess that’s the energy of the Holy Spirit.

How did we get the Trinity?

So — Trinity Sunday. How did a group of first century Jewish believers - Peter, James, John and the
others — who met Jesus of Nazareth, morph into a global faith founded on the idea of God as
Trinity, God in three persons, Father, Son and Holy Spirit?

Our gospel reading was Matthew 28:18-19. Jesus’s last words, according to Matthew, are a
commission to go into all the world and make disciples, baptising them in the name of the Father,
and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Already there’s a significant departure from what John the
Baptist offered. Full Christian initiation is into the three persons of the Trinity — that is Christian
baptism and it marks out all of us who follow Jesus.

And then we have Paul. He finishes his second letter to the Corinthians with what we have come to
call The Grace. It is trinitarian: ‘the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the
fellowship of the Holy Spirit...” So already in the very early church, the faith that had been
galvanised by the life, death and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth, was developing into a
Trinitarian faith.

All this is to say that the Trinity wasn’t an add-on to a pre-existing God-figure — rather it was
fundamental to God’s being all along.
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On Good Friday we say a very ancient fourth century form of Trinitarian liturgy ; it only uses the
word ‘God’, and yet its structure is threefold. It’s called the Trisagion:

Holy God,

Holy and strong
Holy and immortal,
Have mercy upon us.

The Trinity under attack.

At this point in history (4™ C.) the Trinity was assumed, rather than set into a Creed, but soon it
was to come under attack from Arianism. Arius taught that Jesus wasn’t really divine because he
was in fact created by God. Athanasius opposed Arius and affirmed that Jesus Christ was
‘begotten, not created’. The difference is significant. If you create something (say, a beautiful
painting or piece of writing) it may become very influential but it cannot be said to be equal to you,
a living breathing human being.

But if you beget something (that is, give birth) you bring forth a human person of the same
substance as you, a human person with equal rights as you, who will, like you, become a full adult
human being — and equal to you.

That is what Athanasius stood up for — that Jesus Christ was equal to God; begotten, not created.
The rift between the Arians and those who agreed with Athanasius, threatened to fracture the
entire Roman empire. Emperor Constantine himself stepped in and convened the Council of Nicea.
The year was 325 AD. The result of this ecclesiastical court of hearing, as it were, was that Arianism
was defeated and the divinity of Christ upheld. The Nicene Creed was formulated and still remains
the bedrock of orthodox Christian belief. It expresses that God is known and worshipped in three
persons — Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

Implications of the Trinity.

What implications does this have for us in our interfaith society? What implications does our belief
in the Trinity have for our interfaith relations in Newtown, in the café?

It matters because what God is like matters. The God we worship is Trinitarian and we put our
faith in Jesus as the Saviour of the world. We are indwelt by the Spirit who animates all we do. It
matters that Christianity is Trinitarian. It matters because it’s true. But it doesn’t give us license to
dominate in our multi-faith society. We do not live in a world of uniformity but of diversity. It is
manifestly clear that people of other faiths experience God. We can be both convinced of the
Trinity and yet open to how God is moving in the lives of others who are different from us. This
seems to me to be the only good way forward in our present situation.

Why does the Trinity matter?

It matters because our images of God inform our attitudes and our behaviour. When we come
across people who claim to believe in the God of Jesus but who are terrified of difference and
aggressively looking around for a scapegoat, we can deduce certain things about the God they
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believe in. He’s probably authoritarian, a harsh disciplinarian, a strong authority figure hot on
boundaries and rather unapproachable. He’s punitive and partial, angry and ready to throw out
anyone who stands in his way. and Is this really the God of Jesus Christ, oris it a projection?

The Trinity is such an enormous topic and threatens to stretch our minds and hearts to bursting
point, but it’s important. Our images of God often need to grow and stretch. When we’re open to
the Spirit, we can develop from one dimensional, to two, to three-dimensional images! Our images
of God often develop when we’re in transition, passing from one stage of life to another, maybe
with accompanying troubles and doubts along the way.

Richard Rohr has written ‘history has long operated with a static imperial image of God —as a
Supreme Monarch who is mostly living in splendid isolation from what he (...) has created (p. 35).
Our images of God as supreme ruler still persist and many people around the world are fascinated
with everything to do with our inherited monarchy, which, | think, is a reflection of this.

But within the royal family, especially in Prince William’s generation, (he’s a Millenial) there’s a
deep understanding that to continue as Royals, they need to be accessible and human as well. The
two things go together. Similarly God needs to be both transcendent and in solidarity ‘with us’.

Limitations to ‘the persons’ view.

I’d like to end with a suggestion that there are limitations to the ‘persons’ view of the Trinity. Yes,
our Creed reminds us that God is Father, Son and Holy Spirit — one God in three persons. But it
doesn’t stop there. ‘Persons’ can create quite a static image in our mind. As the digital age has
catapulted us into videos over photos, modern theologians have wondered about God in a much
more dynamic ways than simply as ‘persons’.

‘The picture beginning to emerge is looking (...) more and more like a mandala of love in motion.
Dynamism, relationality and creativity within an open-ended field are the hallmarks of this new
breed of Trinitarian reflection’ (Cynthia Burgeault, p. 82). So finally, three ways to ponder the
Trinity that might enlarge our vision this morning.

God as ‘dispersed’.

One way | have been helped is by re-imagining what Jesus meant in the Lord’s Prayer when he
began ‘our Father in Heaven’. The word for heaven is ‘ouranos’ —it’s a plural and it means
heavens, but it also means the sky or atmosphere around us. When we say ‘our Father in heaven’
we can imagine God all around us, in the very air we breathe. Because it can’t be that God is
literally in a literal heaven which is another place from here, because that makes him very distant.
That’s where the ‘persons’ view of the Trinity breaks down, for me. We need a vision of the Trinity
that is dispersed in creation, as well as reigning ‘in heaven’.

God as participatory.

And then there’s the Rublev icon. | spent some years thinking ‘this is a picture of the Trinity’, and in
a way it is. But it’s so much more than that. It is called ‘The Hospitality of Abraham’. It depicts the
three visitors who came to Abraham to announce that Sara would have a child. In middle-eastern
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custom, if a stranger came to you, you prepared food and gave hospitality. This is what Abraham
does for his guests in Genesis 18. Yet it’s clear that this is a divine visit, whether of God in person
accompanied by two angels, or whether God in three persons, it’s not clear. But it is ‘the Lord’.

Rublev depicts the three visitors as sitting round a table and sharing a meal — one of the most
intimate things we humans do together. In the icon, Rublev has the three figures sitting in a semi-
circle and, crucially, there is still space at the table. The space for a fourth is the space for the
creation, of course, coming into being as a result of the generative love at the heart of the Trinity.
And that means you and me. ‘Space at the table’ is a phrase we use when we want to indicate that
all people are included. Everyone has a place at the table of the Trinity. In fact, God wouldn’t be
God unless there was space for us too.

God in motion.

Finally, I’d like to suggest the Trinity is in motion. Nothing is static with God — there is eternal
renewal and therefore hope. When we were at school we may have imbibed a view of the solar
system as the sun in a fixed point around which all the planets, including earth, orbited. And this
was a reasonable model. But it has limitations, because in fact not only is the earth spinning round,
and orbiting the sun, the sun is also orbiting the galaxy, so in fact the static model we probably
have in our mind is not expansive enough. Instead what we have is a ‘three-dimensional cosmic
dance’ (show video).

God inhabiting all of creation, God inviting us to the table and God in motion. | hope and pray that
is an expansive enough image to enlarge our vision this morning on Trinity Sunday.

Amen.

For further reading:

The Holy Trinity and the Law of Three, Cynthia Bourgeault, 2013.
The Divine Dance, Richard Rohr, 2016.

Being as Communion, John Zizioulas, 1931.

The Divine Conspiracy, Dallas Willard, 1998.
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