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A Sermon from Falmouth Congregational Church…

A sermon offered by The Rev. Ian F. “Jack” Steeves in the public worship service of the Falmouth Congregational Church United Church of Christ in Falmouth, Maine on Trinity Sunday, May 30, 2010.  The Scripture readings were John 16:12-15.  

“I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot hear them now. When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth…” (John 16:12-13).

“The Trinity: More than Just an Idea”
Today is a problem. Today is Trinity Sunday, the first Sunday after Pentecost.
 It is one of the more difficult Sundays of the Christian year, because it is an “idea” Sunday, celebrating a theological doctrine rather than a historical event. Christmas, Easter, and even Pentecost are historic happenings and events. At the very least, we annually tell “the old, old story” and in some collective way, remember and celebrate the memory of the first Christmas, the first Easter, and the birth of the Church on Pentecost. But, Trinity? Trinity is a thought, a cerebral image and a metaphor that seeks to show us God. “God in three persons, blessed Trinity.”

When I was in my first year of seminary, Dean Banning 
quizzed the class: “According to classic Christian doctrine, which is the correct summary of the ‘Trinity’: ‘God is one in three’ or ‘God is three in one’? Explain your choice.” Dead silence followed. One’s response might be the kind of answer that in an earlier century would have gotten the student burned at the stake for heresy.

“One in three” or “Three in one;” the correct answer is “both.” If in our thinking the unity of God is to be maintained, we must answer that God is “one in three,” but if the integrity of the persons of the Trinity is to be maintained, we must answer that God is “three in one.” Are you approaching the point of exasperation for any further discussion?
To paraphrase a thought from the 15th century mystic Thomas a` Kempis, we can say we would rather love the Blessed Trinity than try to define or explain it. That distinction seems to sum it up for many of us. For some Christians, it is not all that important that we conjure up an acceptable explanation of the three “persons” in the one God. It is enough to believe in God who calls us and maintains us in faith, hope and love. Still, for some 1800 years, the word, “Trinity,” has been in our ecclesiastical word book to fascinate and to frustrate us. What is one to do? 

Down through time, some thinkers have offered metaphors to clarify the doctrine. For instance, Tertullian, an early Church theologian, described the Trinity as like “sun, ray, and light.” Others have offered similar images, such as “ice, liquid, and steam.” It can be said that such images are helpful and reflect both unity and integrity, and they have a certain intellectual tidiness, but what is lost is any sense of personhood for the members of the Trinity. The use of metaphors and other symbols to define what is a metaphor itself is dangerous.
The great 5th century missionary bishop PÁDRAIG (known to us as St. Patrick) had one answer. Tradition says PÁDRAIG explained the mystery of the Trinity to his pagan Irish hearers by using the lowly shamrock with its three separate yet connected leaves. It was a simple show and tell; but it seems to have worked, judging its staying power in the symbolism of Christian people everywhere. Shamrocks, triangles and interconnected circles have long been symbolic attempts at explaining the Trinity.

Our Christian faith has long struggled with and recognized that it is one thing “to know about God,” (that God exists) and something else entirely “to know God.” Our knowledge about God may be simple or very sophisticated. “To know God” (as one knows another “person”) has always been more fundamental, more important. What really matters is not how good our explanations or definitions are, but how deep is our resulting faith. It is all a matter of relationship.

It is informative “to know about” something or someone, perchance claim some small understanding; but what really matters is “to know and be known,” to enter into a relationship with, to have a deeper experience with God. Today’s challenge is not just to find better explanations for the Doctrine of the Trinity, but to relate more deeply and intimately, “to know” the Father, the Son, and the Spirit; the Creator, the Christ and the Comforter.

On their last night together, John’s gospel tells us, Jesus spoke frankly to his disciples: “I have much more to tell you, but you cannot bear it now. When the Spirit of truth comes he will guide you into all truth.” And so, it has always been.

After two thousand years, the truth is that we need to be much more concerned about our immediate experience of God in our lives than in how best to explain it all.

In practical terms, this means changing our prejudice and expectation that “spiritual experiences” are reserved for a few exceptional and long dead saints. I remind you, the Bible was written over a long period of time by ordinary, every day folk. Again and again, it proclaims the experience of God’s love flooding the human hearts of the believers. Nothing is more tangible than an intensely felt love and the Holy Spirit makes that experience possible.

Nothing is more immediate than the awesome spectacle of life, nothing more real than the wonder of creation itself, and the mystic in us “knows God” as we are struck with a sense of the sacred while gazing at the very ordinary.

An everyday spirituality can be ours when we feel a deep communion with Christ as we read and hear read the gospel, or whisper a quiet prayer, or suddenly recognize and accept Christ in a suffering brother or a joyful sister.
Today, we are invited to a more personal relationship with divinity. The Holy Spirit, as promised, is here and was sent from God to be our guide. The Spirit guides; it also teaches and interprets and encourages us that we may be led to a deeper relationship and understanding.

When we approach Trinity Sunday and the life of faith in this light, we can see more clearly its challenge and its opportunity. The Trinity is a truth, far more than just an old idea that cries out for our personal involvement and supports our desire to know and love God all the more.

Fred Buechner, a Presbyterian minister and writer, has written powerfully about God in the events of our modern lives: “Listen to life,” he counsels. “Listen to what happens to you because it is through what happens to you that God speaks (and God reveals God’s self)….It’s in language that’s not always easy to decipher, but it’s there powerfully, memorably, unforgettably.”
Whatever God is ultimately “like” and surely God is more than a lowly shamrock, a triangle, or any group of circles, our relationship to God is personal. This relationship engages us as persons and not as “ideas” at our deepest levels.

So, then here are the sources of our confident pondering: the caring of a Creator God, the saving action of Jesus the Christ, and the continued guidance of the Holy Spirit. Thanks be to our gracious God who is ever beyond our understanding and yet dwells most deeply and richly within and around each of us.

“May the blessing of the God of life be yours. The blessing of the loving Christ be yours. The blessing of the Holy Spirit be yours. To cherish you always, to help you moment by moment, and to make you holy unto eternity.” 
Amen.

� Tertullian (160-220 CE) was the oldest extant Latin writer to use the term Trinity (Latin trinitas) to describe the “three Persons, one Substance” of the Godhead.





