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Trinity Sunday 2013 

I’d like to begin on this Trinity Sunday with a claim I recently came across which is as 

audacious as I think it is true: “The Holy Trinity is the supreme mystery of existence.  It 

explains everything, and nothing can be explained without it.”  What I can say about this 

“supreme mystery of existence” in ten minutes is pretty limited- I spend an entire 

semester at the Seminary trying to get future priests to somehow just get this claim 

under their skins and into their heads and hearts, and its not easy- but let me try to say 

at least something that might help to open  the door towards  what the doctrine of the 

Trinity is about.   

I think there are two questions that almost immediately arise when Christians say that 

Trinity is the center- both the center of existence, reality itself, and the center of the way 

we should then properly think about existence, reality.  First of all, what is this radiating, 

shaping, determining center that we call “Trinity”?  In other words, what is this Trinitarian 

God like?  And secondly, if it is the case that this Trinitarian God is what the Christian 

Church says it is, why do so many people, including many Catholics, seem to find 

Trinitarian talk to be a complicating, mystifying, unnecessary addition to simple believe 

in God?  Our Jewish and Muslim monotheistic brothers and sisters regularly find the 

Christian claim that we actually believe in one God to be rather spurious; and because 

of our Trinitarian belief, they have often accused us Christians of both idolatry and 

polytheism.  

So, what’s at stake in all of this?  In some ways, wouldn’t it be better for us to talk just 

about “God”- pure and simple- and let the Trinitarian thing go as an unnecessary 
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philosophical abstraction of previous ages?  Given where we are right now in terms of 

our own history, this seems to me to be a legitimate, and probably a necessary, 

question that we will at some point in our lives ask.  The very fact, however, that we 

Christians ask the question shows, I think, how alienated we actually can be from the 

specific Christian experience.  The great Catholic theologian associated with the 2nd 

Vatican Council, Karl Rahner, put the problem like this, “All of these considerations 

should not lead us to overlook the fact that, despite their orthodox confession of the 

Trinity, Christians are, in their practical life, almost mere ‘monotheists’.  We must be 

willing to admit that that, should the doctrine of the Trinity have to be dropped as false, 

the major part of religious literature could well remain virtually unchanged.”  In other 

words,  if we dumped the doctrine of the Trinity, many, many Christians would hardly 

notice it, or care. 

So, let’s begin with this second question I raised- why do so many people, including 

many Catholics, seem to find Trinitarian talk to be a complicating, mystifying, 

unnecessary addition to simple believe in God?  There are, I think, two basic, 

fundamentally different ways or approaches to thinking about God.  The first approach 

tries to work out what God is like from my own experience of life- either the experience 

of the world around me or the experience of my own internal life.  Now let me say from 

the start, that experience is a good thing, it’s a necessary thing, it’s the way we live.  It’s 

one of the poles of the paradox of truth that I’ve been talking about over the last few 

weeks- truth is never mine unless it somehow bubbles up inside of me.  But if this pole 

of the personal experience of truth becomes the entire story, I often somehow get it 

wrong about God.   
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Let me give you an example of what this has looked like in our own religious history.  I 

look around at the world and sense that it must have come from somewhere.  

Someone, something caused it to be, and that someone/something I’ll call “God”.  When 

I use the word “God” in this way I mean something like “creator” or “ruler” or “cause of 

all that is” or the “almighty one” or “power”.   There is nothing wrong with these ideas in 

themselves; we, in fact, use them in the creed we recite.  If, however, this is the 

fundamental way in which I approach “God”- as “ruler” and as “cause” of my existence- 

then when I begin reflecting on what’s wrong with the world and what wrong with my life, 

it is very, very easy to begin thinking that life is about keeping the rules that this creator-

ruler God has put in place, that our problem (what we call “sin”) is that we break the 

rules, and that “salvation” (if salvation is even on offer somehow) is that God  forgives 

my rule-breaking and hopefully treats me as if I have not broken the rules.  In other 

words, in this approach, “God” becomes like a divine traffic cop who, if there is such a 

thing as salvation, when he catches me speeding, rather than either giving me a ticket 

or sending me to jail,  lets me off the hook and treats me like a law-abiding citizen.   Isn’t 

this the fundamental picture of God and of life that so many religious people, both 

Christian and non-Christian, actually have of God?   

Or, as the Liberation theologian, Leonard Boff, has put it, when our image of God is that 

of a non-Trinitarian ruler at the top of the chain of being, we then regularly end up with a 

vision of human life and relationships, especially in both politics and religion, which is 

top-down, pyramidal, autocratic, and law-based.  The figure of God at the top as the 

single and universal ruler is, Boff argues, the ideological underpinning for totalitarian 

power in both church and state. In other words, when experience leads us to  see God 
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as the single, individual creator-ruler at the top of the chain of  being- and maybe that’s 

the most that experience by itself can do for us- when that happens, it shapes 

everything, everything in our lives. 

But is there an alternative?  Is there another beginning point? Another ending place? 

The Christian doctrine of the Trinity says there is.   This is where the second pole of the 

paradox of where we find truth is crucial.  What happens if, as I approach God, I don’t 

begin with my own experience, but I begin with Jesus of Nazareth as I encounter him in 

the gospels?  What kind of God do I meet in and through Jesus?  Certainly He is not 

first and foremost creator and ruler; rather, God is “Father”.  Putting aside for a moment 

the difficulties of gendered language (“Father” and “Son” are gendered language)- and I 

recognize some of the problems-  but what is absolutely clear and consistent throughout 

the gospels is that Jesus experienced and spoke about his relationship with God 

primarily as that of a relationship between a son and a father, between a child and a 

parent, not that of a relationship between a creature and the creator or between a 

subject and a ruler.  And what’s more, the gospels speak of this father-son, child-parent 

relationship as if it were eternal, before God ever became ruler and creator. “Father”, 

Jesus says in John’s gospel, “you loved me before the creation of the world”.  That is 

the God revealed by Jesus Christ.  Before God ever created, before God ever ruled the 

universe, before anything else was, God was a Father loving his Son.  In other words, 

God’s very identity, according to Christian teaching, is his Fatherhood, not his status as 

creator and ruler, but his Fatherhood, loving and giving his very life to this Son, and the 

Son returning this love and life to the Father.  There certainly was “a time” when God 

was not creator and ruler- before the universe came to be- but there never was a time 
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when God was not “Father”.  What is at stake for us when use that rather awkward term 

“consubstantial”  in the Creed is precisely this- we are trying to say that from all eternity, 

God has given and shared his very life, his very “substance”- what God is- with the one 

we call the “Son” and  God has done this through that Bond between them that we call 

the “Spirit” who comes from the Father and rests eternally on the Son.  In other words, 

what we are trying to utter when we say the Trinitarian Creed is that from all eternity 

God is love.  When the eternal God shows Godself in space and time, what we see is 

this circling, dynamic dance of love.  When the Spirit descends on Jesus at his baptism 

we hear the words, “This is my Son, my  beloved, in whom I am well pleased”. 

The doctrine of the Trinity is our feeble attempt to say, “In the beginning, before 

anything else was- there was love, there was self-giving, sharing life.  The implications 

of this doctrine are immense- in terms of how we think about God, about the ourselves, 

about life, about salvation, about ethics and morality, about the value of the Law- 

remember, in Romans, St. Paul tells us that “Love does no wrong to a neighbor; 

therefore love is the fulfilling of the law”.  And perhaps more than anything else belief in 

the Trinitarian God tells us that because God is love, outgoing, overflowing love,  God’s 

deepest desire for us is our good, that the law of God is not law in a legal sense at all.  It 

is simply something that tells us how to order our human relationships so that we can 

flourish, be happy and fulfilled as far as is possible on earth- that what Love wants for 

us.  As the great medieval theologian, St. Thomas Aquinas, put it, God forbids nothing 

except what is contrary to our flourishing, to our good.  This is just another way of 

saying that what this Christian thing is about, what human life is about, is our joining, 

our sharing in, the divine and eternal dance that we call Love, that we call “Trinity”. 


