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Sermon                 Sunday 16 June 2019 

Trinity Sunday 

 

 

Lessons Proverbs 8: 1 – 4, 22 – 31  Romans 5: 1 – 5 

    St John 16: 12 – 15 

 

 

Prayer of Illumination 

 

Lead us, gentle Spirit, on pilgrimage, along inner pathways meandering and straight, that we 

may we grow in trust and greater love for You.   Bless our continuing meditation.   Amen. 

 

 

 

 

In his Letter to the Romans, St Paul said, ‘We have peace with God 

through our Lord Jesus Christ…..God’s love has been poured into our 

hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us’.   It is a 

beautiful thought to reflect upon:  God’s eternal, intimate and 

unconditional love has been poured into our hearts.   We hear 

something of this sentiment in the hymn of the fifth century Irish 

saint, Patrick: 

 

   I bind unto myself today  

   the strong Name of the Trinity; 

   by invocation of the same, 

   the Three in One, and One in Three. 

 

 

In his poetic meditation, we hear Patrick enthuse about the Triune 

Deity.   The word ‘enthuse’ comes from two Greek words ‘en theos’ 
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which mean ‘in God’.   There can be no doubt that Patrick lived his 

life in God and God in him.   In his Confessions, Patrick wrote: 

 

 After I came to Ireland – and so tended sheep every day, 

 I often prayed in the daytime….up to a hundred prayers 

 and at night nearly as many, and I stayed in the forest, and 

 on the mountain and before daylight I used to be roused 

 to prayer in snow, and in frost and rain, and I felt no harm, 

 nor was there any inclination to take things easily in me, 

 because as I see now the Spirit seethed in me. 

 

I do not boast such intensity of spiritual encounter or practise each 

day Patrick’s habit of prayer, but I find such stories uplifting, 

comforting and nourishing to my faith.   The Spirit seethed within 

him.    

 

This morning I want to reflect on the doctrine of the Trinity and 

ponder what it might mean for us today.   Although it has its roots in 

sacred Scripture, in the Gospels and the writings of St Paul, the 

doctrine itself dates from the fourth century, from the church councils 

of Nicea and Constantinople.   In the Nicene Creed, we affirm our 

belief in God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit.   

Although the word ‘trinity’ does not appear in the Creed, God is 
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portrayed as three-in-one and one-in-three.   Patrick’s hymn could be 

rendered, ‘belief in the threeness, confession of the oneness’.    

 

Convened at the command of Emperor Constantine, bishops from 

across the Roman Empire gathered at the Emperor’s palace on the 

shore of Lake Nicea, not far from today’s Istanbul.   The critical issue 

for the bishops was the relationship of Jesus to God.   Anthanasius, 

bishop of Alexandria, believed that Jesus was of one substance with 

God, of one Being with God.   Arius, a Libyan priest, believed that 

Jesus was divine but less than God.   The debate, the war of words, 

between the bishops was fierce but not only that:  the public were 

thoroughly engaged with the unfolding drama.   One of the bishops, 

Gregory of Nyssa, said: 

 

 The whole city is full of it, the squares, the market places, 

 the cross-roads, the alley-ways; old clothesmen, money 

 changers, food sellers – they are all busy arguing.   If you  

 ask someone to give you change, they philosophise about 

 the Begotten; if you inquire about the price of bread, you 

 are told by way of reply that the Father is greater and the 

 Son inferior; if you ask whether your bath is ready, the  

 attendant answers that the Son was made out of nothing. 

 



 4 

If the discussion were taking place today, we might expect the main 

protagonists to take to Twitter and Snapchat.   We would see the 

hashtag #athanasiuswalks and there would be great speculation as to 

whether the most popular protagonist, Arius, would take part in a TV 

debate!   Part of the reason that the Council of Nicea caught the 

imagination of the entire empire, tens of millions of people, was that 

the council was more than a religious or theological negotiation.   

Militarily and politically, Constantine had unified his empire and in 

325CE, through religion, Constantine hoped to achieve unity through 

Christianity.   He had, however, to get the Christians to agree on 

doctrine and, in particular, the status of Jesus.   Agreement at the 

Council meant internal peace and economic stability. 

 

In the end, Athanasius won the day; it was agreed that Jesus was of 

one substance with God, one Being, co-eternal, co-equal, a Godhead 

of Three equal Persons:  Father, Son and Holy Spirit.   The greatest 

sensitivity in the discussion, around which the bishops had to tiptoe 

ever so carefully, was the fact that Constantine, as Roman Emperor, 

was hailed as divine:  he was the Son of God; he was Lord.   It was a 
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most remarkable moment in history when, in the end, Constantine 

accepted the argument of Athanasius.   This was political and 

religious dynamite:  the Council of Nicea had declared that Jesus had 

a higher call on the lives of Rome’s citizens than Constantine the 

Great.   Some scholars suggest that Constantine misunderstood what 

was agreed and later changed sides, but it was too late.   The doctrine 

of the Trinity has remained the centre piece of Christianity for 1700 

years.   If those scholars are right, if Constantine had sided with 

Arius, one can only wonder how history might have turned out 

differently:  the Biune God? 

 

Be that as it may, the creeds are surely metaphorical.   Concepts of 

God create idols.   When we recite the lines that Jesus ‘ascended into 

heaven’ or ‘is seated at the right hand of the Father’, do we mean that 

heaven is up there?   Or that God has hands?   Or that God is a male 

being?   Similarly, Father, Son and Holy Spirit are metaphorical:  they 

are modes of the Divine; pathways along which we encounter the 

Eternal.   God is Father/Mother who creates and recreates the 

heavens, the stars above us, the cosmos in all its complexity; God is 
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Son seen in the face of Jesus of Nazareth, heard in His voice; and God 

is Holy Spirit, the Spirit of Truth, dwelling in our hearts, poured into 

our hearts.   Correctly understood, the Three are not persons but 

personae.   I hope that, like Patrick, we will have moments, however 

fleeting, of the Spirit seething within us.    

 

There is a poignant story told of the Emperor Hadrian who said to a 

rabbi, ‘I desire to behold your God’.   The rabbi replied, ‘That is 

impossible’.   The emperor insisted.   It was the summer solstice.   

The rabbi asked the emperor to face the sun.   ‘Gaze at that’, he said.   

The emperor replied, ‘I cannot’.   The rabbi said, ‘You admit that you 

are unable to look at the sun, which is only one of the attendants upon 

the Holy One, blessed be He; how much more beyond your power 

must it be to look at God Himself!’ 

 

The Jesus scholar, the late Marcus Borg, said that modern Christians 

are hindered in their use of the ancient creeds because of the opening 

phrase, ‘We believe’ or ‘I believe’.   The assumption, said Borg, is 

that it appears we are required to believe in a doctrinal expression 
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which we struggle to accept.   Borg said that the original meaning of 

believe is ‘belove’.   I belove God, I give my heart to God, maker of 

heaven and earth, of all that is seen and unseen, who is known 

decisively in Jesus; and I belove the Holy Spirit, the giver of life.   

Rather than be known for arguments over doctrine, how much better 

to be known as lovers of God. 

 

Described as one of the most significant Christian voices in Europe, 

Enzo Bianchi describes communion as ‘the divine life of the Trinity, a 

life of mutual listening, dialogue and giving’.   If we think about that, 

let that spirit and ethic seethe in our souls, how might we be changed, 

transfigured by the Trinity:  mutual listening, dialogue and giving.   

Celtic Christians used Caims to retune themselves to the reality of the 

love and presence of God.   We too need to regularly switch on to the 

Presence and tune in.   Caims are very simple, spoken inwardly, 

slowly, gently: 

 

   Your Presence is in my life 

   Your Presence is all around me. 

   Your Presence is Peace. 
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   Your Presence is in my home 

   Your Presence is all around me. 

   Your Presence is Peace. 

 

   Your Presence is in my work 

   Your Presence is all around me. 

   Your Presence is Peace. 

 

 

A threefold pattern suggestive of the Three-in-One God.   We may 

say, Your Presence is Peace, or Your Presence is Love, or Your 

Presence is Strength.   For Celtic Christians, the Trinity was not an 

arcane, irrelevant doctrine:  they brought it alive in their daily lives. 

 

Let the meditation of St Patrick mould and shape your soul: 

 

I bind unto myself today  

   the strong Name of the Trinity; 

   by invocation of the same, 

   the Three in One, and One in Three. 

 

Amen.  

 


