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It seems that I was here a year ago on the first Sunday after Pentecost, also known as Trinity 
Sunday. How blessed I am to have another go at preaching on the Trinity here again! The 
difficulty with explaining and understanding the Trinity is in visualizing what it means with the 
limitations of our finite minds. How can the one God we worship at the same time be three 
distinct persons? St. Augustine’s famous quote sums it up well: in Latin “Si comprehendis no est 
Deus” roughly translates “If you can get your mind around it, it cannot be God.” 

I imagine that preachers in many churches right now are doing their best to help their 
congregations visualize the Three-in-One God. Often-used metaphors or analogies are based on 
familiar scientific phenomena from our world: The Triune God is like water, found in liquid, 
solid, and gaseous forms. Or it’s like a chain, its links connected but distinct entities of the 
whole. Or it’s like a rainbow with the primary colors of the one light beam blending seamlessly 
into one another. 

Hopefully, these preachers are also explaining the limitations of these metaphors, because if 
the essence of God is love – and our faith teaches this to be true – these examples from the 
created order aren’t really that helpful, are they? Where is the love in water or chains or 
rainbows? 

Some of these analogies are even heretical! Take the water example: the same molecular 
formula, H2O, defines liquid water, ice, and steam, but each manifests in only one form at a 
time. The analogous heresy to the three-in-one God is called modalism. It denies the three 
distinct Persons of the Trinity claiming that God is one Person who appears in different “modes” 
at different times: so in the Old Testament, God was the Father; in the Gospels, God was in the 
form of the Son; and after Pentecost, God’s form has been that of the Holy Spirit.  

But Scripture doesn’t depict God this way. For instance, at the baptism of Christ, the Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit are all distinctly present and interacting. Matthew’s gospel recounts the 
scene this way: 

And when Jesus was baptized, immediately he went up from the water, and behold, the heavens 
were opened to him, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and coming to rest on 
him; and behold, a voice from heaven said, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well 
pleased. 

Rather than trying to make sense of contrived earthly metaphors, we can simply accept without 
complete understanding, the mystery that God exists eternally as one divine nature, comprising 
three co-equal, co-eternal persons of the same essence—the Father, the Son, and the Holy 
Spirit. Each person is fully the one God, but is also distinct.  

The only way I can make sense of the Three-in-One God is to think in terms of relationship 
founded in love. In fact, a hallmark of the Trinitarian relationship is “unity in diversity in love” as 
mirrored imperfectly in our earthly relationships. 
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Last Sunday, I began my Pentecost sermon by comparing the people from the Tower of Babel 
story in Genesis with those gathered in Jerusalem at Pentecost. At the Tower of Babel, the 
people sought to preserve a false unity as a means to isolate themselves from the unknown and 
to avoid the kind of difference they would find outside their own narrow perspective. At 
Pentecost, on the other hand, the culturally diversified peoples became unified in Christ. Those 
gathered that day in Jerusalem, filled with the Holy Spirit and baptized into the Christian life, 
were people from “every nation under heaven.” And remarkably, “each one heard them 
speaking in the native language of each.” 

It seems that God’s divine purpose would have the peoples of the earth engaging with one 
another through the hard work of reconciliation over our differences, hashing out intolerant 
actions toward the other, and finding truth through adversity. Somehow, at Pentecost, the 
people gathered from different cultures with different languages were able to understand one 
another. The diverse crowd became unified in the Spirit! 

The Christian faith teaches that Jesus promised those who believe and follow him will be filled 
with his Spirit. In our gospel reading today, Jesus says to his disciples, “When the Spirit of truth 
comes, he will guide you into all the truth.” 

This is the promise that Jesus made to those of us who are baptized Christians. But what of 
those who follow a different faith tradition – or have no faith? Our Holy Scriptures reveal the 
truth that the Spirit blows where it will. And that Truth is present wherever there is beauty and 
love and joy, in people and places and events and encounters that reveal the presence of the 
Spirit in sometimes startling ways we couldn’t have imagined before they happened. Both our 
readings from Proverbs and Psalm 8 speak to the glorious and astonishing diversity of God’s 
creation in the presence of the Spirit. And Jesus tells us that the Spirit does not speak on his 
own, but declares what he and the Father know as the truth. 

The Anglican theologian and priest John Macquarrie wrote a perfect little book in 1974 called 
Christian Unity and Christian Diversity. In it, he writes this: “In all theology, truth is established 
dialectically and dialogically.” By this he means that we find truth through engagement in 
dialogue with those who are different, who do not always share our life experiences, who view 
life through a different perspective than we do.  

Macquarrie cautions against the notion that we must conflate our Christian denominations and 
interfaith traditions into a contrived single faith in the interest of peace and tolerance. Instead 
we must live into the tension of committing fully to the beliefs we cherish while being open to 
the truths of other faiths. 

“The truth,” he says, “is not found in a final consensus in which we all can rest – and especially 
not in a consensus so broad or so vague that it is devoid … of meaning. Truth is not something 
at which one arrives, but more of an ongoing process, involving the interplay of different views 
which sometimes agree, sometimes conflict, sometimes correct each other, but which defy all 
attempts to subsume them into a single truth.” 
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We can do this, as I proposed last year, by getting to know someone who doesn’t share our 
beliefs or our culture or who doesn’t look or act like us; to make some unlikely friends and 
really listen to their point of view; to build community in a way that has us living into the reality 
of the Trinity, our destiny as followers of Christ. 

Let us pray: 

O God, who created all peoples in your image, we thank you for the wonderful diversity in this 
world. Enrich our lives by ever-widening circles of fellowship, and show us your presence in those 
who differ from us, until our knowledge of your love is made perfect in our love for all your 
children; in the Unity of the Holy Spirit, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

  

 

 


