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You can tell from your bulletins that today is Trinity Sunday, a day that strikes 
terror into the hearts of clergy from coast to coast.  An English preacher, Colin 
Morris, once said that any preacher with any sense calls in sick on Trinity Sunday.  
The reason in a nutshell is that on Trinity Sunday, we are supposed to preach on 
the subject of the Trinity. 

The problem is that throughout history the doctrine of the Trinity has left scholars 
frustrated and the faithful more than a little confused.  I am talking about the 
teaching that God is three persons, historically called the Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit – and yet is still one God.  Over and above the fact that the math doesn’t 
seem to work, it is a difficult concept to wrap our heads around because the 
theology of the Trinity is both complex and subtle. 

What makes the Trinity somewhat unique is that it is a central part of church 
doctrine, but it is not a teaching of Christ.  It is just a teaching of the church.  If 
you’re thinking of paging through your Bibles looking for the doctrine of the Trinity, 
you needn’t bother.  It’s not in there.  You won’t find the word in the Bible.  What 
you will find is one God operating in three distinct ways: as Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit. 

But from the beginning, the church has accepted as foundational a concept that 
comes to us from the witness of the people of Israel found in the Hebrew Bible – 
that there is one God.  So, the important question that Trinitarian theology tries to 
address is how to reconcile the truth of one God with the God described in the 
New Testament, who uniquely discloses himself to us in the person of Jesus 
Christ, and comes to us as the Holy Spirit.  We need a doctrine of the Trinity if we 
are going to make any sense at all about the way the Bible talks about God. 

In trying to get a complete picture of God from all the accounts of the Bible we are 
inevitably like the blind men trying to figure out what an elephant looks like in the 
old Indian parable.  You probably know the story.  One blind man touches a leg 
and decides that the elephant looks like a tree with a thick trunk.  Another puts his 
hand on the elephant’s side and decides that the elephant looks like a wall.  A third 
touches the tail and says that the elephant is just like a snake.  We might say that 
the doctrine of the Trinity is a human attempt to step back and figure out what a 
particular elephant, God, really looks like.  It is a way of engaging a critical 
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question: what is the nature of God? It’s a critical question because we are all 
“created in God’s image,” and God’s nature is our nature.  How we understand 
God will be how we understand ourselves. 

If we were to ask Christians anywhere what the nature of God is, we’d probably 
get a variety of answers.  But I would bet that the preponderance of images would 
center around one particular thing: love.  Today’s gospel lesson about Nicodemus 
and Jesus include what may be the best-know scripture in the New Testament.  It 
is that because it is the best expression of the ultimate nature of God: “For God so 
loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him 
shall not perish but have eternal life.” (John 3:16) God so loved us.  God is love.  
And God is at work, at all times, in all places, and in all ways in the lives of the 
people he created just so he could love them. 

But it might be hard to arrive at this conclusion if we started, for example, with 
Isaiah’s vision that you heard Gillian read this morning.  Isaiah describes how he 
saw “the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe filled 
the temple.” (Isaiah 6:1) The air is full of the smoke of fire and incense, and at the 
sound of God’s voice the doorposts shake.   God is surrounded by strange looking 
creatures whose sole purpose in the temple seems to be to fly around and sing 
about God’s greatness.  Isaiah experiences a God of limitless power; a frightening 
God.  And Isaiah is frightened.  “Loved” is probably not what Isaiah was feeling in 
the presence of this God. 

But a Trinitarian perspective of God reminds us that infinite power and majesty are 
only part of the picture.  God has co-equal partners in the Trinity.  One is the Son, 
and the two cannot be separated.  The Son is the side of God who shows us what 
love is; the one who revealed himself to us in the person of the Christ.  The God 
made known in Jesus is not aloof and impersonal.  He is dynamic, involved, 
always busy relating, cherishing, shining, revealing, expressing, giving. It’s a God 
who can know joy and pain, a God who longs for us to return the love we are 
shown, a God who hurts when we fail to respond and who grieves when we 
damage ourselves or others.  

Of course, the Trinity also reminds us that we don’t get the Son without the Father, 
either.  The Son without the Father presents its own problems.  Trying to leave the 
Father out gives us a kind of squishy, feel-good faith where it doesn’t really matter 
what we believe, as long as we’re trying to be “good people.”  The Son without the 
Father is a warm-and-fuzzy God who is too busy forgiving us to demand anything 
of us.  It’s God minus the transcendent power; a God who ultimately has no ability 
to remake us or the world we live in. 

And then there’s the Holy Spirit.  God without the Holy Spirit is little more than a 
historical curiosity.  He’s an interesting vestige of our past we can read about, but 
is mostly useless and irrelevant today.  God without the Holy Spirit is not the God 
Jesus tells Nicodemus about in the gospel today.  He’s not a God who blows 
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where He pleases in the world, enlivening, empowering, nudging, urging us to 
love.  God without the Holy Spirit is not a God who fills our hearts and changes 
them.  When we forget the Holy Spirit, we forget nothing less than God’s personal 
engagement with our lives.   

We need the doctrine of the Trinity – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – or we can have 
an incomplete and misleading picture of the God we worship.  But the Trinity 
reminds us of something else, perhaps more critically important.  It is that what 
stands at the very heart of the universe is relationship.  The physical world exists 
because neutrons, protons, and electrons form atoms and atoms form molecules 
in specific and consistent relationships.  Whether we want to or not, we exist in a 
web of relationships with each other and the physical world.  We can be the Body 
of Christ only in relationship, and our faithfulness to God’s calling is measured by 
how we engage in relationship with the rest of God’s creation. 

The Trinitarian God we worship is a relationship.  Our God is the community of the 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, co-equal partners in the free-form dance that we 
experience as the one God, the God who is love.  The Trinity itself is the very 
model of the community of radical equality, respect, and cooperation that our 
maker intended for us. 

The theology of the Trinity – how the Trinity works – is complicated.  But we can 
summarize the meaning and message of the Trinity pretty succinctly.  The triune 
God is a God of loving relationship.  Trinity Sunday invites us to enter that 
relationship.  The question before us this morning is very simple.  How will we 
answer? 

 

 

 


