Trinity Sunday 2010: year C

If you enjoy readings books then you’ll know that occasionally you get hold of a book that you cannot put down. It grips you. You want to know what will happen next. You cannot wait to get to the end. Novels can sometimes be like that, but I have been reading a book that does not tell a good yarn in the manner of a novel. Rather, it is a recently published work of theology. The book is by Philip Jenkins, an academic in the USA, and is entitled ‘Jesus Wars.’ The secondary title is ‘How four patriarchs, three queens, and two emperors decided what Christians would believe for the next 1,500 years.’ It outlines the struggles to define the nature of Jesus. It is not a story of holy men piously seeking guidance in prayer, though pray they did. Rather, it is a tale of aggressive argument in incense filled rooms. It is a tale of theological debate fought out on the city streets. It is a tale of enforced communion, and imposed excommunication. The first few centuries of the Church’s life saw debate and division about God’s nature. One writer, influential in the development of Christian thinking about God, St. Gregory of Nyssa, said this in the 380s about what he saw as the appalling spread of theological debate out from the debating chambers to the market places of Constantinople:


Every part of the city is filled with such talk; the alleys, 
the crossroads, the squares, the avenues. It comes 
from those who sell clothes, moneychangers, grocers. 
If you ask a moneychanger what the exchange rate is, 
he will reply with a dissertation on the Begotten and 
Unbegotten. If you enquire about the quality and price 
of bread, the baker will reply: “The Father is greatest 
and the Son is subject to him.” When you ask at the 
baths whether the water is ready, the manager will 
declare that “the Son came forth from nothing.”

Philip Jenkins tells of the sometimes terrible violence which was sometimes released in the heat of debate, and all in the name of God. Why was this? For those concerned with these matters, what a person believed about God was crucial. If they believed the wrong thing, the chance of being smacked down by God was high. God’s favour would be lost. Perhaps for all eternity. Belief was a matter of life and death, and eternal life and death at that. 

Now I have been reading this book as Trinity Sunday approached. This day is unique in the Church’s calendar in that it does not celebrate a person or event, but a doctrine. The language can seen confusing, odd, misleading, complicated. Something very simple is made terribly convoluted. Later on Debbie will say:


And now we give you thanks


because you have revealed the glory of your eternal 
fellowship of love with your Son and with the Holy 
Spirit,


three persons equal in majesty, undivided in splendour,


yet one God,


ever to be worshipped and adored.

Well, that’s all clear, then!

Yet the language of God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit is there in the New Testament; it has permeated Christian prayer and worship for 2,000 years; it seems to reflect Christian experience. So what to do with it?

To start with, I believe that we need to be able to speak of God in a way that is both simple, and complex. On the one hand, if we cannot speak of God in a way that is direct and straightforward, that really doesn't help anyone. The Bible used many images for God, tells stories about God, and in the New Testament God has a human face in Jesus. If someone says 'What is God like' there is a sense in which we can point to Jesus and say 'That is what God is like' for as Jesus says, to have seen him is to have seen the Father. Yet somehow there is a need for more for if we over simplify how can we do justice to God? How can we really contain God in a few words and images? How can we seriously expect to understand all that there is to understand about God? In the Old Testament reading, we have talk of 'wisdom,' almost a personification of God. The language is poetic, wide ranging, appealing to imagination as much as to reason. If we need a doctorate in ancient Greek philosophy to understand God, then something is wrong. But if we also expect to be able to sum all that we mean by the word 'God' as a soundbite, then that is limiting to us. In the Gospel reading Jesus speaks of the Holy Spirit and says that the Spirit will guide the disciples into all the truth. So we today as disciples should expect to come to know more, to grow more, to understand more. When the Christian tradition speaks of God as Trinity, then the invitation is there to do this.

If we are to know more, what sort of thing are we talking about? To return to where I started, with that book that held my attention. Its account of the violence committed apparently because of God highlights for me one thing that God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit should teach us. Allowing for a different time, for people's passion that others should be saved by God for ever, and for their desire for truth, if we really take seriously the words that we use violence cannot be seen as acceptable, ever, in the name of God. God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit speaks to us of a communion of love. If this is truly what is at the heart of God, and if we are truly made in God's image, what place can there be for violence to assert truth? In the Gospels Jesus is done to violently, he does not act violently towards others. Violence in human living cannot ever be seen as anything less than a falling short of the ideal…no, more than that, it is not seeing what is deep within us, the real truth of what we human beings are. This is both very simple, and yet incredibly complex - for we might hear this, believe it, but how to live it? Yet the Church, and individual Christians, must always seek to point to a better way than aggression, self-assertion, selfishness, greed, and so on. Personally, I want more.

I want to end with a very simply and yet profound prayer; one I had not come across until it was printed in this week's Church Times:


Father, behold thy child;


Creator, behold thy creature:


Master, behold thy disciple:


Saviour, behold thy redeemed one:


Spirit, behold thy cleansed one:


Comforter, behold one whom thou dost uphold:


So I come to thee,


O infinite and unimaginable,


to worship thee.


(Margaret Cropper)

