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 There is a wonderful Gary Larson cartoon that I often think of when I confront the notion of preaching 

on Trinity Sunday.  The cartoon is a picture of a high school classroom with a chubby student wildly waving his 

arm from where he is sitting near the back of the room.  And from the caption we hear him ask, “Teacher, may I 

be excused?  My mind is full.” 

 There may be something of that in the minds of those who come to church on a Sunday when we’re 

asked to celebrate a church doctrine and once again repeat the sometimes incomprehensible words of the Nicene 

Creed. I can well imagine someone getting up from his or her pew and saying, “Preacher, may I be excused?  

My mind is full.”  So let me say clearly at the outset: it is perfectly fine with me to hear any of you say “I really 

don’t understand this Trinity stuff.”  For, as I’ve often said, the nature of God is, by definition, a mystery that is 

beyond the comprehension of any one of us. 
 

 When looking through the Bible, one finds a few, and only a few, Trinitarian expressions in the New 

Testament.  From the final lines of Matthew’s gospel, we read Jesus’ instruction to “Go therefore and make 

disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and 

teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you.”  And likewise from the close of the Apostle 

Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians, there is a variation of that Trinitarian formula in the form of a blessing: 

“The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with all of you.” 

But aside from these two lines, there is not really a doctrine of God’s ‘tri-unity’ explicitly spelled out in the 

Bible.  Rather, what we find are the responses of the early faith communities to their experience of (1) God, the 

creator of all that is, (2) the human being Jesus in whom we most clearly see lived out the love of God, and (3) 

the on-going and transforming presence of God throughout history in the lives of every day people.   

 

 When I was in college, I had a wonderful professor of religion, Robert McAfee Brown, who said “the 

doctrine of the Trinity is not an attempt by theologians to make thing tough for the average Christian by 

introducing some celestial mathematics which says 1 + 1 + 1 = 1.  The doctrine of the Trinity,” instead he 

suggests, “is an attempt to describe, as systematically as possible, the content of the Christian experience of 

God.”  

 The being of God, I think all of us would admit, must be an incomprehensible mystery, well beyond the 

understanding of the human mind, but that doesn’t mean we, each, haven’t had moments when we stand in awe 

and wonder at our experience of the mystery of God and God’s creation. The endless complexity of this 

universe and the marvelous world in which we live gives rise to the notion that all this is the result of a creator 

who is beyond human comprehension. 

 Into a society and a culture that confessed “Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God is one Lord” (Deut 6:4) 

was born the man Jesus.  This Jesus was completely a part of the human condition.  He got hungry; he got tired; 

occasionally he got angry.  He had physical limitations and very human enjoyments.  He was a man who loved 

to eat, drink and be merry, as his detractors pointed out.  And no one who knew him then   would have said that 

Jesus in his essence was “very God of very God, begotten, not made.”   No those words only come some 300-

400 years later, after three international councils (at Nicea in 325, at Constantinople in 381, and at Chalcedon in 

the year 451). 

 Jesus, himself, is quoted as asking, “Why do you call me good?  No one is good but God alone.” (Mark 

10:18)  Yet somehow through the life, death and resurrection of this man Jesus, the loving nature of God has 

been revealed more clearly than in anyone else.  In the Gospel of John, a man named Nicodemus, a member of 

Israel’s religious establishment and a truth-seeker comes to speak with Jesus in private. Nicodemus has 

recognized, because of the things Jesus was doing, that he must have come from God.  But Jesus doesn’t talk to 

Nicodemus about himself.  Instead, he points beyond himself and speaks of experiencing of God through the 

Spirit, whom he likens to the wind that we cannot see or control, but whose reality we can experience. 

 And likewise (as Herbert O’Driscoll once wrote), “we do not think about the Trinity so much as we 

experience it. Only then do we understand. And here is the paradox, that we understand the Trinity most when 

we realize that we do not understand.” 



 The doctrine of the Trinity is, at it most basic level, an assertion that, along with Judaism, Christians 

acknowledge that there is only one God.  But the mystery of our relationship with God is that God has become 

known to us, become real to us, through the experience of (1) God as Father and creator of the world in which 

we live, (2) God as clearly present in the Son who went to the cross to show us God’s love, and (3) God, the 

wind-like Spirit, who empowers each and every one of us -  or as New Zealand Prayer Book puts it, God as 

Earth-Maker, Pain-Bearer, and Life-Giver. 

 Frederick Buechner suggests that   if the idea of God as both Three and One    seems far-fetched and 

obfuscating, then perhaps each one of us might just look in the mirror.  Consider what it is that is you. 

 “There is (a) the interior life known only to yourself and those to whom you choose to communicate it.”  

[This is like God as Father] 

 “There is (b) the visible face that in some measure reflects that interior life.”  [similar to God the Son] 

 And (c) “there is the invisible power that you have     in order to communicate that interior life in such a 

way     that others (particularly those you love) do not merely know about it, but know it in the sense of its 

becoming part of who they are.” (like our experience of the Holy Spirit)  “Yet what you are looking at in the 

mirror is clearly and indivisibly the one and only you.” (From Listening to Your Life) 
 

 There was a time, early in my ministry, when I hated the thought of having to preach on this, the only 

Sunday, focusing on a church doctrine.  I suppose that anxiety was caused by the notion that I should produce 

some sort of perfectly-worded, philosophical explanation of the doctrine and metaphysics of the fourth and fifth 

century church fathers who crafted the Nicene Creed and its doctrine of the Trinity. After all these  years, I find 

myself less concerned with  theological perfection, for I know that God is always beyond our rational 

understanding, and I understand the impossibility of ever doing God justice by talking as it we had this all 

clearly wrapped up in some sort of neat package. Actually, one of the best parts of being an Episcopalian, for 

me, is our intentional lack of certainty and definition, refusing to spell out exactly what each of us must believe.  

And while we recite the traditional Nicene Creed, no one is expected to fully comprehend or defend its 

philosophical concepts. 

 To my way of understanding, when we stand each Sunday in solidarity with Christians from over the 

years and repeat a creedal statement written seventeen centuries ago, we’re not saying that there is one and only 

one meaning of the Trinity, or that there can be only one way of describing that reality that we call God  – but, 

instead, that we are standing within a tradition of faith that, shared over the centuries, carries a great wealth of 

meanings.  Still, while we repeat those words, we call all affirm our understanding: (1)- that there is a God, who 

made us and loves us. (2) - that this creative and compassionate God is better understood by us because of the 

life and ministry of the man Jesus.  And (3) - that our God can be experienced today, caring for us, and calling 

us all to live lives of justice and freedom, truth and peace, and – above all – lives of love. 
 

 Thanks to the preaching of Desmond Tutu, the former Anglican South African archbishop, people in the 

West now have a new word in our vocabulary, an African expression known as ubuntu.  Ubuntu is a concept of 

personhood in which ones identity is understood to be formed inter-dependently through our life lived in 

community.  What ubuntu attempts to convey is the reality that for each of us to be seen as who we really are, 

we need to be recognized (and recognize ourselves) as part of something larger than ourselves – part of 

community.  The concept of ubuntu says that who I am as an individual is shaped by the communities in which 

I live and function and that those communities and the individuals who comprise them are shaped in part by me, 

and that this is true for all of us. 

 And ubuntu, it might be said, is really the heart of the doctrine of the Trinity.   But I think it applies best 

to those people we know, people whose way of living shapes the communities around them.  As Archbishop 

Tutu put it, “A person with ubuntu is open and available to others, affirming of others, but does not feel 

threatened when others are able and good, for he or she has a proper self-assurance that comes from knowing 

the he or she belongs to a greater whole and is only diminished when others are diminished, humiliated, or 

oppressed.” 

 One such person was an Episcopalian whom I once knew at Grace Episcopal Church in East Concord. 

Her name was Ellen Ahlgren, and she died at the age of ninety.  Twenty years before that, though, when she 

was at the young age of seventy, she was surprised to learn that there were numerous infants confined to New 

York City hospitals because they were born with HIV/AIDS. And as her daughter said, “her heart just went out 



to them.”  So she combined her love of quilt-making with her compassion for this larger community of infants 

struggling to live with a terrible disease. From that concern was born a project known as ABC Quilts (ABC 

standing for At-Risk, Baby Quilts).  Encouraged by the Bishop of New Hampshire, this quiet, diminutive lady 

began to speak out about AIDS at a time when most people didn’t want to even discuss it.   But more than just 

speaking, her example led others, women in churches and homes, even in prisons, to use their talent for quilt-

making to give a measure of comfort to both these children and their mothers.  When the At-Risk Baby Quilt 

program finally disbanded a few years ago, it is said that more than a million quilts had been inspired by her 

efforts.  That woman was a person who exhibited the quality known as ubuntu, being shaped by and shaping the 

community around her.  
  

 We gather this day worship and celebrate the Three-in-One God who has created all that is, who 

continues to love us of us even to the point of death, and who sustains each and every one of us in our life in 

community, and we would do well to follow her example. 

 I think I hear that voice from the back of the room: “Teacher, may I be excused?  My mind is full.” 

 

   Amen. 

 


