Homily at St. Andrew the Apostle, Syracuse

June 7, 2009

Estelle M. Hahn

In Mark 8:27-33 Jesus said, “Who do men say that I am?”

And his disciples answered and said, “Some say you are John the Baptist returned from the dead; others say Elijah, and others, the old prophet.”

And he asked them, “But who do you say that I am?”

Peter answered and said, "Thou art the Logos, existing in the Father as His rationality and then, by an act of His will, being generated, in consideration of the various functions by which God is related to his creation, but only on the fact that Scripture speaks of a Father, and a Son, and a Holy Spirit, each member of the Trinity being coequal with every other member, and each acting inseparably with and interpenetrating every other member, with only an economic subordination within God, but causing no division which would make the substance no longer simple."

And Jesus answered, "What????"

And many years later, actually, centuries later at a confirmation ceremony, the bishop asked one of the high school students to give a definition of the Trinity. A girl, who was somewhat soft spoken, said, “The Holy Trinity is three divine persons in one God.” Slightly hard of hearing, the bishop said, “I am sorry. I don’t understand what you are saying.” The girl replied, “Bishop, you are not supposed to understand. The Trinity is a mystery!”

These internet gleanings initially reflected my mood when I sat down on Friday afternoon to try to jot down some wisdom that might be inspiring and suitable for a St. Andrew’s homily. In a sense they are meant to warn you that you probably won’t leave here today having had an Aha! moment in your understanding of the Trinity.

The word “Trinity” is not found in the Bible though the three persons of the Trinity are mentioned frequently, beginning in Genesis when God the Holy Spirit moved upon the face of the formless void (Genesis 1:1-5), and in John 1, referring to Jesus, the writer says “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things came into being through Him

Early Christians arrived at the doctrine of the Trinity when they reflected on these and other New and Old Testament writings that referred to the three Trinitarian personages.

Christians have been celebrating the Trinity in its life and worship since the earliest days of the Church. The earliest known liturgies include many references to the persons of the Trinity, including prayers that end with Trinitarian doxologies. An example is contained in the Apostolic Tradition of Hippolytus, a bishop of an early Christian church about AD 236. However, there was no general feast of the Trinity in the early Church.

By the middle of the second century Christians reflecting on the implications of God's nature began using the word Trinity to describe the relationship between the Father, Son, and Spirit. In the 4th century a presbyter named Arius denied that the Father and Son were both true God and co-eternal. Arius was challenged by his bishop Alexander of Alexandria  and deposed. Episcopal authority was not to be trifled with (does this sound vaguely familiar?). The Arian controversy spread, and the emperor Constantine, who had become fascinated with Christianity, convened a council of bishops in AD 325 in Nicaea to deal with Arianism. In this assembly the Church drew up the beginnings of the current Nicene Creed. Later in the 4th century the Church added more text to the creed as a response to those who specifically denied the divinity of the Holy Spirit.

The Trinitarian doctrine states that the Son is said to be eternally begotten of the Father, while the Holy Spirit is said to proceed from the Father through the Son. Each member of the Trinity “interpenetrates”, or permeates one another, and each has distinct roles in creation and redemption, which is called the Divine economy. (The term "divine economy" has been used in the Judeo-Christian tradition to refer to God's plan for the ordering and maintenance of the universe and for manifesting justice in human affairs.)

That’s the history. Now to the more difficult question of what does it all mean? Here are some of my thoughts. I’ll ask you to share your thoughts in a few minutes so keep this in mind as you listen.

Let me start by saying that I believe that no human being has ever, or will ever know what God is, and that it might even be threatening to one’s mental health to study theology with the hope of penetrating the mystery that God is.

When I think about Trinity it is with the understanding that concepts of god are not proposed and developed for the benefit of God. They are proposed and developed by human beings seeking to find guidance and meaning for their lives. People who worship a warrior god tend to be warmongering, people who worship a god of pleasure tend to be pleasure-seeking, people who worship a god of wrath tend to be vengeful, and people who worship a god of love tend to be loving.

So the concept of a Triune God in an eternal loving relationship within itself and with creation is helpful to me. If loving relationship is the essence of what God is, and if our humanity was created by God, and reflects God’s nature, then we are meant to live, not in the unbridled individualism that is championed in the modern world, and especially in this country, but in loving, supporting community. We are created to love and support one another, especially the weakest and poorest among us, to seek justice for the oppressed, and to be peacemakers in our families, communities, and in the world. We are meant to live as a community that mirrors the communion and love and beauty of the life of the Trinity.  

For me, the “take-home” message of reflection on the Trinity is that God is not infinite loneliness “out there”, but infinite relationship suffusing all that exists. As human beings fashioned in the image of God we are meant to live in loving community and to be inspired by the beauty of all of creation.

But let me remind you that I stated my belief earlier that no one can know with certainty who, or what God is, so these are simply my rambling thoughts. I invite you now to share your thoughts.

