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The story is told that one day, St. Augustine was walking along the water’s edge at the seashore, struggling to come up with an explanation of the Holy Trinity which his congregants could understand.  In his abstraction, he nearly walked into a small boy who was seated on the beach.  The little fellow was patiently scooping up sea water with a shell and pouring it into a hole he had dug in the sand.  Smiling, the gentle-hearted bishop inquired: “And what do you think you’re up to there, lad?”  Looking up at the saint, the little boy said very seriously, “I’m trying to empty the ocean into this hole.”  Trying not to smile at the child’s earnest innocence, Augustine said: “Son, I’m afraid you’ll find that is quite impossible.”  At that, the child stood up, looked the older man straight in the eye, and said: “I know.  But I think you will find, your Grace, that what you are trying to do – understand the immensity of God with your tiny human intellect is even more impossible.”  And with that, the angel child vanished.


The story makes an essential point.  The Holy Trinity, whose feast we celebrate today, is a profound mystery of faith.  When Karl Rahner, S.J. – arguably the greatest Catholic theologian of the 20th century – was asked how to “explain” the Trinity in preaching, he answered succinctly: “Don’t.”  St. Patrick famously showed the pagans in Ireland a single shamrock with three leaves.  Others pointed to an egg: itself one, yet made up of shell, yolk, and white.  Perhaps a bit better is the oneness of the sun, its warmth, and its light; or the idea in our mind, the word that expresses it, and the action that puts the idea into practice.  Yet even these analogies all fall woefully short.  You can’t, for instance, say “The yolk is the egg,” because the yolk (or the white or the shell) is only a part of the egg.  Yet you can say, “The Father is God.  The Son is God.  The Holy Spirit is God.”  The one and the only God – because as spiritual children of the Jews, we are most definitely monotheists.  We believe in one God – who is also, somehow, mysteriously, three divine Persons.


Whose crazy idea was this, anyway?  Like most crazy things we Christians believe – like the full humanity and full divinity of Jesus Christ, or the desirability of loving and forgiving our enemies – it originated with God’s own self, and we found out about it from the preaching of Jesus.  As we heard Paul say in Romans: it is through Jesus Christ that “we have gained access by faith to [the] grace in which we stand, and we boast in hope of the glory of God.”  It was Jesus who dared to call the one, all-powerful God of Israel his Father, and more outrageously, who urged us to do the same.  Yet over the early centuries of the Church’s existence, our mothers and fathers in faith also came to believe that Jesus was himself divine, as well as fully human.  
And they began to find evidence in the Hebrew Scriptures for the inner complexity of the one God.  Why else, for instance, should God have said when creating humans in the first chapter of Genesis: “"Let us make man in our image, after our likeness.” Even though the rest of the creation account refers to God in the singular?  Early Christians also came to identify the allegorical figure of “wisdom” in the Hebrew Scriptures with Jesus.  Thus, in the reading we heard this morning/evening from the book of Proverbs, Christians came to understand that it was the Son, the second person of the Trinity who became incarnate in Jesus Christ, who spoke prophetically, claiming: “from of old I was poured forth, at the first, before the earth…  When the Lord established the heavens I was there… then was I beside him as his craftsman, and I was his delight day by day.”


Much of the rest of our Trinitarian theology springs from the words of Jesus in the Gospel of John; and we have heard plenty of it over the weeks of Easter season which concluded at Pentecost last Sunday.  Naturally, as we celebrate the great mystery of God who is both One and Three, we heard it again this morning: “When he comes, the Spirit of truth, he will guide you to all truth”; and “everything that the Father has is mine.”


So let’s sum up.  As we will profess shortly in the Nicene Creed, “We believe in one God.”   We also believe in “the Father almighty, maker of heaven and earth.”  But we also believe and profess “one Lord, Jesus Christ,…eternally begotten of the Father, God from God.”  And “we believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds from the Father and the Son.”  If we look for logical explanations with our finite minds, we will be no more successful than was St. Augustine in the little anecdote I began with.  The Trinity is an irreducibly great mystery of faith – a fleeting glimpse which God in his mercy has chosen to reveal to us of the inner life of God’s own self.  And what that glimpse invites us to believe in faith is that God, who is love, is in God’s very nature relationship; so that we, fashioned in God’s image, are likewise created for loving relationship.

At this point, let me pose my favorite question which I used to throw out to seminarians in preaching class.  “So what?”  We profess belief in the Trinity every Sunday in the Creed; we profess our Trinitarian faith each time we make the sign of the cross.  Apart from making our heads hurt, why a solemn feast given over to this incomprehensible mystery?  Why should we care; what difference does it make?  Why did God, in and through Jesus Christ, let us in on this impenetrable brain teaser anyway?

Well, try it this way and see if it helps.  First, God remains God.  Worshipped as Father, God remains beyond our human ability to comprehend.  God is the source and sustainer of all that is, infinite, mysterious, powerful beyond our imagining.  No word, no image, can exhaust or do justice to the mystery of God.  A practical benefit, to name just one?  We need never worry about an eternity in Heaven being boring after a while.  There will always be more of God’s Truth, Goodness, and Beauty to contemplate, and to give us joy!


As for Jesus Christ, he is the key to our being here at all.  It was the startling decision of the Trinity to incarnate the Son in Jesus which built a bridge between God’s infinity and our humanity.  In Jesus, we see God in human flesh; we are invited to understand God’s love, God’s compassion, God’s forgiveness through one made like us, one walking with us side by side, sharing our joys and sorrows even as he calls us beyond ourselves.  And I use the present tense on purpose, because the great mystery of Jesus Christ continues in and through his living Body, the Church, here on earth – not least, here at the Eucharistic table.


And the Spirit?  As I suggested last week on Pentecost, the Spirit is as close, as omnipresent, and as indispensable as the air we breathe.  It is the Spirit who frees us from sin at our baptism, who makes present the Body of Christ in the Eucharist (just as the Spirit once conceived Jesus in Mary’s womb).  It is the Spirit living in us who enables us to call God “Father,” and to call Jesus “Lord.”  The Trinity is our faith.  Our faith is the Trinity.  We are apt not to think about it much, in part because its mystery eludes us; but also, in part, because we live it, eat, sleep, and breathe it, day in and day out.  It is the story of an infinite God who is love and relationship: a God who stoops to enter human-sized and human-skinned relationship with us, up close and personal; and a God who chooses to dwell within us and among us, sustaining us with divine life and wisdom from within.  [making the sign of the cross] In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  AMEN!
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