
God for us, Father.  God alongside us, Son.  God within us, Holy Spirit.   

You are the Eternal Mystery that enables, enfolds, and enlivens all things,  

even us, even me.  Every name falls short of your Goodness and Greatness.   

As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be.  Amen. (R. Rohr)  

 

We are just back from a trip to Europe and one of our stops was in Bayeux, France 

to see the famous tapestry.   

As many of you know, it tells the story leading up to  

and including the battle of Hastings in 1066 when William the Conqueror  

became King of England.   

The tapestry is, incredibly, 70 meters long and in one of the many battle scenes, 

William, his brother Bishop Odo, and others are galloping along carrying weapons.  

The narrator asked us to pay attention to the fact that everyone carried maces, 

except Bishop Odo, who carried a long club.  

The reason, he said is that “prelates may not shed blood  

but are allowed to knock people senseless!”  

I’m hoping to avoid doing that to you today with this sermon,  

but rather hoping that it is an encounter with God,  

whether here today or some other time and place  

that takes you to a place where your senses cannot go. 

 

Today is Trinity Sunday, when we probe the infinite mystery  

of the Christian doctrine of one God in 3 persons:  Father, Son, and Holy Spirit 

or the God who Creates, Jesus who redeems, and the Holy Spirit who sustains.   

I don’t know who dreads Trinity Sunday more –  

preachers or those who have to listen to preachers. 

But here we go. 

 

Dorothy Sayers, the great English mystery writer among other things,  

told the story of a Japanese man who politely listened to a Christian  

trying to explain the concept of the Trinity.   

The Japanese man was very puzzled.  

"Honorable Father, very good.   Honorable Son, very good.    

Honorable Bird I do not understand at all."  

Madeleine L’Engle, who retold Sayers’ story, observed,  

"Very few of us understand 'Honorable Bird,'  

except to acknowledge that without her power and grace  

nothing would be written, painted, or composed at all.   

To say anything beyond this about the creative process  

is like pulling all the petals off a flower in order to analyze it,  



and ending up having destroyed the flower." 

 

The doctrine of the Trinity is not found in the Bible.   

Although St. Paul almost intuitively understood the doctrine of the Trinity,  

using phrases like, “This Lord, Jesus, is the Spirit,”  

the term did not exist in those first centuries of the church’s life.   

But by the 4th c, the debate about who God was – one person?  3 persons? –  

really began to heat up.   

And the discussion about God wasn’t limited to academics and theologians.   

It was taken up by everyone.   

There are accounts of a bath attendant “who harangued bathers,  

insisting that the Son came from nothingness;  

of a money changer who, when asked for the exchange rate,  

described the distinction between the created order and the uncreated God,  

and of a baker who informed his customer  

that the Father was greater than the Son.” (A History of God, p. 107) 

As the debate raged on, 3 theologians, the Cappadocian Fathers,  

addressed the questions straight on by formulating the doctrine of the Trinity.  

These theologians, 2 St. Gregory’s and St. Basil,  

responded to the struggles of Christians to make sense of the 3 aspects of God – 

God the creator, God the Son, God the Spirit.   

As Karen Armstrong in her book, The Case for God, explains,  

“The whole point of the doctrine (of the Trinity)  

was to stop Christians from thinking about God in rational terms.   

If you did that, you could only think about God as a being,  

because that was all our minds were capable of.   

The Trinity was not a ‘mystery’ that had to be believed  

but an image that Christians were supposed to contemplate.”  

The idea of 3 persons in one being or substance, to use the Greek word,  

defies all logic. But that’s the point. 

Or, as St. Augustine once told students who studied the doctrine of the Trinity, 

"Lest you become discouraged, know that when you love,  

you know more about who God is than you could ever know with your intellect."   

 

Or maybe poets appreciate the Trinity best  

because they know that truth can be told between the lines,  

beyond where words themselves can go.  

Take Dante. In the final canto of the Commedia  

he brings the reader into the presence of God.  



Bathed in light, he first sees absolutely everything in the universe coming together 

within a book whose gathered pages are bound together by love.  

In the twinkling of an eye he sees that first vision become another:  

three circles of identical dimension appear but each with its own distinctive color -- 

an image of unity and diversity.  

Finally, he notices that the center of the three circles  

is painted with our human image and likeness.   

A human face within an image of the 3 persons of the Godhead?   

What does that mean?   

How to understand how uncreated light  

could possibly incorporate our finite, mortal flesh?  

The poet finds himself in the place of the theologian  

intent on nailing down two natures in one person and three persons in one God. 

Try as he may, he finds the road blocked.  

All he can do is allow himself to be swept away  

by the overwhelming presence of God, caught up in the love  

that moves the sun and the other stars.   

Or listen to Augustine’s description of his encounter with God.   

“Late have I loved you, beauty so old and so new; late have I loved you… 

You called and cried out loud and shattered my deafness.   

You were radiant and resplendent, you put to flight my blindness.   

You were fragrant, and I drew in my breath and now pant after you.   

I tasted you and I feel but hunger and thirst for you.   

You touched me, and I am set on fire to attain that peace which was yours.”   

From these descriptions we get a taste, just a taste, of a God beyond all words,  

a God that can be described by the senses  

and yet is not limited to sight or touch or taste. 

   

So God, being God, is beyond all description.   

And God who is one essence in 3 expressions –  

Father, Son and Holy Spirit –  

is particularly difficult to get our minds around.   

These 3 expressions or persons could be called  

the energy by which God makes Godself known  

but they are only partial or incomplete glimpses of the Divine Nature.   

St. Patrick explained the Trinity to the Celts by using a shamrock,  

three individual leaves, yet still one plant.   

Augustine said the Trinity was best understood  

as the Lover, the Beloved, and the love which exists between them.  

St. Basil wrote, “We are not saying 1 + 1 + 1 = 3” but  



“unknown infinity + unknown infinity + unknown infinity = unknown infinity.”  

How’s that for completely messing with your rational mind?   

In fact, the Cappadocian Fathers understood numbers differently than we do.   

They viewed the number 1 as no number at all because it had no diversity.   

It possessed no discernible strength.   

The number 2 was weak as well in that it was only a dualism.   

At best, it could only be two sides of the same coin. 

The number 3, then, was considered the first real 'number'  

in that it had an innate stability, a complexity; a diversity, if you will,  

which made it durable and strong.  

 

I love all these descriptions of the Trinity.   

I feel as if I could both float on them and drown in them.   

They both wrap themselves around me  

but also throw me out into the wilds of the unknown.   

They speak of that greatness of God that is so beyond anything  

we can say or dance or write or paint.   

The older I get, the more I love the mystery of it all. 

 

But there is a more contemporary insight into the Trinity  

that I’d like to leave with you this morning.   

This is an idea proposed by the contemporary Brazilian theologian Leonardo Boff 

in his book, Holy Trinity, Perfect Community.    

He offers the image of the Trinity as a primal community;  

"just and equal within the reality that is God... 

and, therefore, a model for human society."   

In some ways the Trinity is the first community,  

the model for how we are called to connect with one another,  

without prejudice, without inequality, without competition,  

and always with perfect love.   

Boff sees God as communion rather than solitude.  

God is not a lone ruler standing above a static universe.   

Christian belief in the Trinity means that at the root of everything  

there is movement, an eternal process of life, outward movement, and love. 
 

You know, when you ask people, what does God look like,  

you get all kinds of answers from the old guy on the throne to the Big Bang.   

But no matter what the description, it is usually of one being, one thing.   

But if we imagine God as 3 beings  

then I think we come closer to that foundational view of God as community,  



God as relationship.   

God in 3 persons embodies the relationship we are all called to be in.   

Without the connections, we are nothing.   

Without the constant sustenance of God we are but dust.   

Without the families that we belong to, however irritating they may be at times, 

without the community of the church,  

where we come together as believers in a bigger truth,  

without the work, paid and unpaid, that we do,  

where we join with others to imagine, plan and carry out projects  

that make a difference, our lives would be nothing -   

barren deserts with no water or trees or shelter to sustain us along the way.   

The privilege of our lives, the joy of our lives,  

the sustenance of our lives are the relationships that support and nourish us.   

They are the roots that ground us in love,  

they are the steel beams that sustain us day after day,  

they are the essence and the richness of our lives.  Thanks be to God.     

 

 
 
 

 
 

 


