St Michael and All Angels

Sermon: Jack Williamson  
   TRINITY SUNDAY  (22 May 2005)
Deut 4:32-40;  Ps 33:1-12;  2 Cor 13:11-13;  Matthew 28:16-20

THREE IN ONE AND ONE IN THREE

INTRODUCTORY PRAYER

Almighty God Unity and Trinity we ask you to be with us today as we dare to contemplate your nature. Help us to understand, even to a small extent, the depth of your love for us, the value of your gift to us on the cross, and the blessing of your presence in our hearts today and always.

Amen

INTRODUCTION

1 Use of the concept of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit to describe God.

I normally try to avoid gender when talking of God. I do this not only to appease feminists although I concede that they indeed have justification for complaint. I do it equally to put God above gender, which they provided for the ongoing creation of their animal kingdom. God has no need of gender which is essential in our mortality but of no purpose in their eternity.

Unless our liturgy is changed considerably however we will refer to the creed we have just said together and it in turn will refer to Almighty God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

These are conceptions by people in Biblical times in their impossible struggle to comprehend God. The Father was responsible for running the farm, defending his land and income and providing a home for his wife or wives and children. If he decided to worship Ba’al the whole family would follow suit without a moment’s thought. Later if he decided to embrace the new understanding taught by St Paul and be baptised in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit so too would his entire family and household. This was regarded as just as natural as food being provided at meal times for the entire family and servants and slaves.

He ruled the extended family unit and provided for their needs. Someday his sons would have to take up this responsibility and were groomed accordingly.

In that context it is understandable to think of God as Father and Son. This permits a feel for what God’s responsibilities are for his family which comprises humanity in its entirety.

2 The nature of God as three and God as one simultaneously.

We have focused in the last three months on the Son Jesus and how he died for us, rose again to give us the certainty of eternity, and finally, last Sunday we contemplated that gift of the Holy Spirit. This is a gift of inestimable worth and is freely offered to us all, we need only reach out in faith and grasp it.

Today we move away from Jesus in focus and contemplate and rejoice in the Trinity of Almighty God. 

Trinity Sunday was not widely observed as a separate feast until the Middle Ages. It was introduced to conclude the liturgical commemorations of the Life of Christ and enjoined universally by Pope John XXII in 1334.

I have listened to many sermons trying to explain the nature of God as Trinity and Unity simultaneously and have no intention of going there. God is far too complex for human reason and I concede that I have no idea of the nature of God. As St Paul put it:

1 Corinthians 13:12

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.

God is infinite and any human attempt to define God must therefore trivialise God. To define something is to prescribe its limits. God has none.

There has been a tendency on the one hand to over separate the three persons of the Trinity especially in the Eastern Church from the third century. On the other there has been an accentuation of the unity of God blurring the distinction of the persons of the Trinity. 

I have drawn upon the Work of John Suggit in his book The Simplicity of God.

John Suggit suggests that this difficulty be resolved by thinking rather of the three distinct roles of the one God. The Gospels tend to present Jesus as somewhat lesser in importance than his Father in Heaven. When he raised Lazarus he appealed in faith to God the Father. St John reports him as having thanked God the Father for hearing his prayer. He knew always that the Father would respond to his prayer but wanted to demonstrate to the people there that it was indeed from God the Father that he was sent.

We used to regard Jesus as something less than Divine leading to the conflict in the early Church as to the nature of Jesus. This conflict led to the adoption of the creed we said today at the Ecumenical Council at Nicea in 325. Today we tend to emphasise the divinity of Jesus and deny his humanity. Mel Gibson brought Jesus humanity across in a riveting manner in his Passion. He bled, he bruised, and he died. This suffering was real. Jesus really did die on the cross as a human being. This role as a human being just like us was essential to bridge the gap between God the in the role of Creator and Controller, and humanity.

Initially at Nicea and later in Constantinople in the face of urgently pressing heresies the doctrine of the eternal generation of the Son was presented. This emphasised the co-eternity and co-equality of the three divine persons. The idea in the East was that the Father is ungenerated, the Son generated by the Father, and the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father through the Son. The doctrine was later repudiated in favour of procession from the Father only.  This was a straight-line procession serving to separate the three persons perhaps too much, and to suggest a hierarchy in the Trinity.

In the West the notion of unity of substance automatically safeguarded the co-equality of the three persons of the Trinity. We see the Holy Spirit our sustainer in Jesus human absence as a gift from Father and Son.

AND FOR US
The Trinity is very complex doctrine and there is still much debate as to its nature.

For us the important points are that we have a Father in heaven who loves us enough to take on human flesh in his role as the man Jesus. In this role he taught us how to live, how to pray, and that death is not an end but a gateway to eternity. He took our sinful nature upon himself and offered forgiveness. He assured us of the reality of life eternal.

When Jesus ascended we were not abandoned but sustained by God in the role of the Holy Spirit, our guide and sustainer always.

I draw my comfort and awe from the fact that Jesus lives and is God and that the Holy Spirit is with us and in us today and always. This Holy Spirit is not a mere messenger from God. The Holy Spirit is truly God. – the Lord the giver of life.

What is the challenge for us? We must acknowledge God the Father as our creator – an on-going task. We must accept that it was God who died for us on the cross, we must live in the certainty that the Holy Spirit fills us at all times. These are not three entities co-existing in eternity but a single unit each role of which is carried out in love of God’s creation. This includes all humanity of whatever faith.

We have a single God loving, watching us and acting with care, giving his life for us when necessary, providing for our needs, filling us and sustaining our faith. This Trinity is ours – our Father, Our Jesus, and Our Holy Spirit and they are all there for us at once as the Trinity. Our response must be our best effort to live loving Christian lives and to pray regularly, frequently and earnestly to the one God knowing that he loves us, hears us, and can and does act on our behalf as he sees best for us.

In the name of the one God who creates us, loves and dies for us, and inhabits our hearts.


Amen 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1 Is there a way of speaking about the trinity in inclusive language that would please all people?

2 Is it important to try to understand the nature of the Trinity – how God can be three but also one simultaneously?

3 It seems that some (or many) who acknowledge the presence of God in their lives do not seem to realise that The Holy Spirit is part of the package. They seem to think it is possible to be possessed by God the Creator and God their Saviour – without being possessed by God the Holy Spirit. Does this not tend to divide the indivisible unity of the One God?
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