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Trinity Sunday, Yr A; 2 Corinthians 13: 11-13 (The Trinity)
Trinity Sunday always brings to mind a movie that Paulette and I saw about 20 years ago.  One of the lead actors was Eric Idle, of Monty Python fame.  The other lead was Robbie Coltrane, who more recently played the half-giant Rubeus Hagrid in the Harry Potter films.

The movie is Nuns on the Run, a British comedy that came out in 1990.  Idle plays Brian Hope, and Coltrane plays Charlie McManus.  I won’t go into the full plot, but the two are hapless bank robbers who want to leave the mob.  They decide their only avenue of escape is to rob an Asian gang called the Triads and leave the country.  They end up trying to hide from both the mob and the Triads in a nunnery, dressed as nuns and introducing themselves to the Sister Superior as Sisters Euphemia and Inviolata.

Brian (Eric Idle) is asked by the Sister Superior to lead a class for the nuns on the Trinity.  Charlie, a former RC, tries to teach Brian about it.  Here’s how the dialog goes:

Brian Hope: Explain the Trinity. 
Charlie McManus: Hmmm... well, it's a bit of a bugger.  You've got the Father, the Son and the holy ghost. But the three are one - like a shamrock, my old priest used to say. "Three leaves, but one leaf." Now, the father sent down the son, who was love, and then when he went away, he sent down the holy spirit, who came down in the form of a... 
Brian Hope: You told me already - a ghost. 
Charlie McManus: No, a dove. 
Brian Hope: The dove was a ghost? 
Charlie McManus: No, the ghost was a dove. 
Brian Hope: Let me try and summarize this: God is his son. And his son is God. But his son moonlights as a holy ghost, a holy spirit, and a dove. And they all send each other, even though they're all one and the same thing. 
Charlie McManus: You've got it. You really could be a nun!

Brian Hope: Does the Trinity make any sense to you? 
Charlie McManus: Oh, no. No, it makes no sense to anyone. That's why you have to believe it. That's why you have to have faith. If it made sense, it wouldn't have to be a religion, would it? 

OK, it’s British humour.  But you’re better off not trying to think too hard about the Trinity, because it’s not going to help.  As Martin Luther said, "To try to deny the Trinity endangers your salvation, to try to comprehend the Trinity endangers your sanity."
This hasn’t kept people from trying, over the ages.  The shamrock – three leaves but one leaf.  The sun – the physical astronomic body, the light, and the heat.  Water – as ice, liquid, and steam.  Photons as both particles and as waves.  Ourselves, as body, soul, and spirit.  Some more ingenious, others less so.  But none fully satisfying.

Now most of you have heard that the Trinity is no where explicitly described or defined in the New Testament.  The few references are heard every Trinity Sunday.  This year, year A, we hear the formulaic saying from St Paul – The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit, be with us all evermore.  That’s the way it is said at the end of Morning Prayer.  And we hear the baptismal formula as part of the Great Commission in Matthew:  “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.”  Other years we have passages that speak of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.  But the mystery of the Triune God is not explained in the Bible.

When I was working in Houston once, away from home, I turned on the TV early in the morning and was surprised to see a religious class on Islam.  One of the points the teacher made was that Islam was a true monotheistic religion.  Unlike Christianity, which teaches that there are three Gods.  And while I haven’t heard that taught in Jewish circles, I suspect it probably is.

So why did the early Church end up with a core doctrine that defies reason?  The short answer is that they had no choice.

The disciples, and Jesus himself, were Jews.  As such they worshipped the one true God.  A prayer central to their identity was the Shema Yisrael: "Hear, O Israel: the Lord is our God, the Lord is one.”

Yet the disciples knew that their knowledge of God was confirmed and deepened by their intimacy with Jesus.  He knew the Hebrew Scriptures.  He worshipped with them in the Synagogue and Temple.  But he spoke with authority, claiming a unity with God that no one had ever claimed before.  He performed miracles in the Name of God, miracles over disease and over nature.  He spoke of himself as the Son of Man.  And when pressed by Jesus, both Peter and Martha, the brother of Lazarus, declared that Jesus was the Messiah, the Son of God.

But does this mean that the disciples and earliest Christians thought that Jesus was divine, that Jesus was, in fact, God?  There are three Scriptural passages that affirm this.  In the prologue to the gospel of John, we hear, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”  The remainder of the first chapter makes it clear that the Word was Jesus Christ.

The second passage is also from the gospel of John.  It was after Jesus invited Thomas to touch the wounds in his hands and side, so Thomas might believe.  And Thomas said to him, “My Lord and my God!”

The third passage is found in the book of Hebrews, in the opening chapter.  Speaking of the Son, clearly Jesus, we hear a quote from Psalm 45:  “But of the Son he says, ‘Your throne, O God, is forever and ever.’”

It was the experience of the disciples and the early church that drove them to accept that Jesus was God.  But not the same as God the Father.  For Jesus prayed to the Father and taught his disciples to do the same.  Jesus repeatedly expressed unity with the Father, but as a relationship between Father and Son.

Yet the church did not fully embrace Jesus’ divinity at the outset.  They struggled with the idea that Jesus could be fully God and fully human.  There was a short-lived heresy called ebionitism, which held that Jesus was human, not divine.  And another one called docetism, that held that Jesus was fully divine, but only appeared to be human.  But a more significant dispute arose regarding the equality of Jesus with the Father.  It is called the Arian controversy, after its leader, a presbyter named Arius.

Arius believed that God was not always a father; that there was a time when God existed, but the Son was not yet begotten.  The Arians believed: (1) The Son is a creature, who, like all other creatures, derives from the will of God.  (2) The term “Son” is a metaphor, an honorific term elevating the Son above other creatures.  It does not imply that Father and Son share the same being or status.  (3) The status of the Son is not a consequence of the nature of the Son, but of the will of the Father.

Arius was challenged by Bishop Athanasius, arguing that Jesus is God incarnate.  Only God can redeem humanity, Jesus did this, therefore Jesus must be God.  The Council of Nicea in 325 A.D. settled the matter, condemning Arianism.  Well, settled is probably overstated.  Arianism was still being condemned as late as the Third Council of Toledo.  In 589 A.D., 264 years later.

Just as the disciples and the early church had no real choice regarding the divinity of Christ, driven by their experience of him, in the same way they had no real choice regarding the divinity of the Holy Spirit.  Jesus had spoken of the Holy Spirit, the Advocate, as divine yet distinct from himself.
  They were to expect the Spirit coming when he was gone.  At Pentecost, they experienced a power they had never encountered before.  And they came to baptize converts to the faith “in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.”

Nonetheless, just as there was debate about the divinity of the Son, there was also debate over the Holy Spirit.  There was a group of writers known as “opponents of the spirit” and led by Eustathius of Sebaste.  They argued that neither the person nor the works of the Spirit were to be regarded as having the status of a divine person.  As late as 380 A.D., Gregory of Nazianzus said that many Orthodox theologians were uncertain whether to treat the Holy Spirit “as an activity, as a creator, or as God.”  The Macedonians, a group of theologians in 360 A.D., held that while Jesus was fully Divine, the Spirit was not.  This was reputed by the Council of Constantinople in 382 A.D.

So the early church was led, inevitably, to the doctrine of the Trinity.  Not without controversy, and not because it was intellectually appealing.  But because they had no real choice.  Jesus was more than a man.  None could deny this.  And something had happened at Pentecost, something inexplicable except that the power of God had come upon the disciples.

But what does the Trinity mean for us?  I think we do well to think about it in the words given in our Epistle reading:  The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit, be with us all evermore.  

Grace, the unmerited favor we received from our Lord Jesus Christ.  The love of God, made manifest in the gift of his Son.  And the fellowship, the communion, of the Holy Spirit, binding us together with God and each other.  The Holy Spirit, bringing forth the fruits of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.

It’s a good check list, for us as individuals and as a parish.  Love, joy, peace.  Patience, kindness, generosity.  Faithfulness, gentleness, self-control.  The difference between a life well-lived and one that is not.  The good news is that when we fall short, the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God will help us to amend our ways.  Provided that we try. 

� John 14:16; 15:26


� Galatians 5:22
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