
Sermon for Trinity C 
Sunday, May 21, 2016 

“It’s about relationship” 

Text: John 16:12-15 

I speak to you in the name of the Holy, Undivided Trinity, One God: Fa-
ther, Son, and Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

Several times this week, I found myself among my priest colleagues, 
and inevitably at some point in conversation among priests during the 
week after Pentecost, these words, or similar ones, emerge:  “I dread 
preaching about the Trinity.”  Whether the sentiment of dread is truly 
felt, or we’re just trying to make conversation, there seems to be a general 
desire to avoid having to think about or deal with explaining the Trinity 
once again.  The advantage of having a priest who hasn’t been a priest 
for very long is the fact that a newer priest has probably had to wrestle 
with preaching on the Trinity recently in his or her ministry, because 
rectors love to give over the task of preaching on Trinity Sunday to their 
curates, assistants, a deacon, or to the seminarian.  Having none of these, 
I must preach on the Trinity myself today…but that’s ok.  I happen to 
enjoy preaching about the Trinity, because it is a fundamental, core truth 
of Christian doctrine. 

There’s no question that the doctrine of the Trinity is not an easy 
one to grasp fully.  For someone outside the faith, one might think that 
Christians believe in three gods or three separate entities, but the early 
councils of the Church wrestled with trying to define the Trinity within 
the limitations of both language and human understanding.  The Trinity 
is a defining marker by which we as Christians find our identity.  In other 
words, our understanding of the one God as three “persons” who share 
one substance is at the core of our belief.   

The first thing we must remember about the Trinity is that the Holy 
Trinity is about relationship.  Father in relationship to the Son in rela-
tionship to the Holy Spirit.  This is captured in the passage from the Gos-
pel.  The Gospel passage gives us a glimpse of the relationship of the 
three persons of the Trinity.  “All that the Father has is mine…he will 
take what is mine and declare it to you.”  “The Spirit will guide you into 
all truth.”  The Trinity—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—is presented to us.  
The Creator of all that is who revealed himself to us in Jesus Christ and 
continues to relate to us in the Holy Spirit.  The problem, the difficulty of 
all this is in trying to wrap our heads around just how they are related.  
The earliest councils of the church from which we get the Nicene Creed 
tried to define it for us, but even then there were disagreements.  The 
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Western (Catholic) Church teaches that the Son proceeds from the Father 
and the Spirit proceeds from both the Father and the Son; the Eastern 
(Orthodox) Church teaches that the Son and the Spirit both proceed from 
the Father only.  The great father and doctor of the Church, St. Augustine, 
said this of our Gospel passage today: 

“It is the Father only who is not of another.  For the Son is 
born of the Father, and the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Fa-
ther.  But the Father is neither born of, nor proceeds from an-
other.  And yet this should not occasion in human thought any 
idea of disparity in the supreme Trinity.  For the Son is equal 
to him of whom he is born just as the Holy Spirit is equal to 
him from whom he proceeds.” 

Some of us may get stuck in the male-specific language of the names of 
the persons of the Trinity; we are at a great disadvantage because of the 
limits of our language. We cannot fully translate the fullness of God with 
our limited language.  We cannot talk about God as an “it” because God 
is not an “it,” and scripture as we have received describes the Trinity as 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  But in our attempts at inclusive language, 
you may have heard the Trinity referred to as Creator, Redeemer, and 
Sanctifier, naming the Trinity in terms of function.  But, that isn’t ade-
quate either, because it makes each nature of God dependent on the func-
tion.  In other words, naming God as Creator, Redeemer, and Sanctifier 
makes God dependent on the created, the redeemed, and the sanctified; 
but, God is not dependent on anyone or anything. Nor does that fully 
capture the relationship.  The Trinity is a relationship. 

Let me call your attention to the diagram on Page 6/7 in the bulletin.  
This is an ancient diagram that can help us visualize this relationship. 
[Explain] 
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We are also at a great disadvantage because of language.  When we call 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit “persons,” our brains visualize three indi-
viduals, much like we see each other as individual persons.  But when it 
comes to the Trinity, that is not the case.  Father, Son, and Holy Spirit 
are distinctive natures of God, all of the same substance, but being visible 
to us in three distinctive ways.  We see the work of the Father in every-
thing that exists; we see the work of the Son in our reading of the Gos-
pels—the record of the life and ministry of Jesus Christ, God’s own self-
revelation to the world; and, we see the work of the Holy Spirit in trans-
forming and sanctifying the sacraments; yet, each observation is God at 
work.  When any one nature acts, the others participate in that action, 
because God works as one.  Let me also call your attention [8:00 to the 
extra insert you should have received with your bulletin] [10:30 to page 
14 & 15 in your bulletin] It is the Athanasian Creed, which is one of the 
three creeds of the Church, the most basic explanation of what Christians 
believe; we won’t read it because it’s very long, but it offers another his-
toric exposition of the nature of the Trinity.  Ultimately, we must accept 
that the Trinity is a mystery.  We cannot fully comprehend the Trinity.  
Centuries ago, the early church fathers wrestled with trying to define 
and understand the Trinity.  The councils of the early church attempted 
to define the Trinity, but ultimately, they came to accept that because of 
the limits of human understanding, we cannot fully comprehend the 
Trinity.  But, we can at least do the best we can. 
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The Trinity is a relationship.  God is about relationships, and we, 
having been created in the image of God, are created to be in relation-
ship—relationship with God and relationship with each other.  Let me 
call your attention to the color handout you received this morning.  It is 
a copy of a famous icon created by the 15th Century painter Andrei Rublev.  
It is a depiction of the story from Genesis in which three angels visited 
Abraham and Sarah and the hospitality they showed them under the 
oaks of Mamre, but it has also become an icon representing the Trinity.  
Three figures with indistinct, gender-neutral facial features, looking at 
each other.  They are around a table sharing a meal.  They are in com-
munity with each other.  We are meant to be in community with each 
other.  [Me generation] Sometimes we hurt each other, sometimes we talk 
about each other, sometimes we are insensitive to each others’ needs, 
sometimes we ignore each other, sometimes we hate each other, some-
times human beings commit evil acts against other human beings.  But, 
we should always strive to be the best we can be.  We should always strive 
to be the image of God, as we were created to be, living in relationship 
with each other to build each other up, to support each other, to share in 
our joys and our struggles, to remember each other in prayer.  I shall 
conclude with a quote from one of the commentaries on our Gospel lesson 
that I read this week: 

The Holy Trinity is about relationship and indwelling. It is 
about collaboration and the self-communication of God. The 
Trinity is about the mutuality of God within the God-head, 
about our invitation into the God-head by Jesus in the power 
of the Paraclete. And it is about our mutuality with each other, 
guiding, speaking, and declaring to one another the glory of 
God, Father/Creator, Jesus/Son, and Holy Spirit. The Trinity 
is our way of life made possible by God. 

Amen. 
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