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Trinity Sunday 
June 7, 2020 

Sermon 
 

 
Gen. 1:-2:4 
Psalm 8 
2 Cor. 13 :11-13 
Matth: 28 :16-20 
 
In her new novel, A Children’s Bible, the American author Lydia Millet tackles a 
wide range of current social and religious issues. The novelty is these issues are 
seen mostly through the eyes of children and adolescents. One of the 
characters, Jack, knows nothing about formal religion except from the pictures 
he has seen in his children’s Bible. But he already has it all figured out, as he 
explains to his sister Evie, when she asks who God is. “Oh, that’s easy,” Jack 
tells her. “God created the Heavens and the Earth, and all the animals and us. 
So God’s a code word for Nature.” But then Evie wants to know who this Jesus 
is. Jack is ready for her. “Well, he’s sorta God too but different. Jesus is science. 
Can he heal the sick? Check. Can he make the blind see? Check. Can he turn 
hardly any food into lots? Check.” And Jack concludes with a succinct wisdom 
that most preachers would envy: “You know, like, for science to save us, we 
have to believe in it? Same with Jesus. If you believe in Jesus, he can save you.” 
 
It’s a shame that little Jack’s definition of God doesn’t run as far as the Holy 
Spirit. The Trinity of Father, Son and Holy Spirit remains a concept that even 
the most committed laypeople find it hard to get their minds around, and the 
most learned clergy a challenge to preach about. Yet already in Hebrew 
Scripture, there are numerous references to the idea of God as Creator, God as 
Savior and Redeemer in the person of the Messiah, and finally God as spirit or 
wisdom – often portrayed as a woman. 
 
In the very first verse of Genesis, we just heard: “the wind from God swept over 
the face of the waters”. But more ancient versions of the text render it as “the 
spirit of God swept over the waters”. Already there is an equation of God’s 
presence and action in the world with wind and breath. Much later in Genesis, 
when Abraham is visited by God, it is in the form of three men, but who seem 
to speak with one voice. And when the prophet Elijah is waiting desperately for 
God’s consoling presence, God appears not in a fire or an earthquake, but in 
the gentle rustling of the breeze. 
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The apostles surely did not completely grasp Jesus’ parting commandment to 
them in today’s Gospel, Matthew’s version of Our Lord’s Ascension: “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”. We read that “they worshiped 
him – but some doubted”. 
 
The disciples had demonstrated a similar lack of comprehension on the eve of 
Jesus’ arrest, when he tries to prepare them over his impending death: “I still 
have many things to say to you,” Jesus tells them in John’s Gospel, “but you 
cannot bear them now. When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into 
all the truth for he will not speak on his own.” The response of the apostles? 
“What does he mean? We do not know what he is talking about”. Nor would 
they until the Spirit descended upon them as tongues of fire, as we heard in 
last week’s wonderful multilingual Pentecost reading from Acts. 
 
So it’s no wonder that not just the disciples, but the early Church as well 
wrestled mightily with the notion of God as One in Three, and Three in One. 
Paul’s Trinitarian blessing in today’s Epistle, which has passed into our liturgy as 
a closing prayer said by all, is one of the few of its kind in the New Testament. 
The concept of God as manifested in three and co-equal forms appears around 
a hundred years after Paul is writing, but it was far from meeting with 
unanimous agreement.  
 
In the 4th century, however, the Church was forced to come to grips with a 
question that threatened to tear it apart. Sects had sprung up throughout 
Christianity with widely divergent views not only on who God was, but who 
Jesus and the Holy Spirit were. Was the Spirit a lesser being than the Father and 
Son? Was Jesus fully human, fully divine, both, neither? One group even 
postulated that he was a hybrid, able to switch back and forth at will as the 
circumstances required. Not really comforting if we believe that God in Jesus 
took on all of our humanity all of the time and became like us, so that 
ultimately we can become like God. 
 
The great Church councils that met in Constantinople and Nicaea – you can visit 
the church where they met in Nicaea, even though it’s now a mosque – these 
Councils drew up and refined the Nicene Creed that we will say in just a few 
minutes. Along with the Lord’s Prayer, it remains one of the very rare 
statements of faith accepted by the overwhelming majority of Christian 
denominations. It affirms in particular the co-equal nature of each part of the 
Trinity. St John emphasizes this eternal character of Jesus when he writes in the 
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beautiful opening of his Gospel that is read at Christmas: “In the beginning was 
the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God…and the Word 
became flesh and lived among us.” 
 
Since then, even with the Nicene Creed as a profession of faith, while the 
Trinity is not a barrier to our belief, it’s not something that most of the faithful 
give much thought to either. Like the Ascension, the Trinity does not make for 
an easy subject to portray in sacred art. However, two of the most beautiful 
that I know of are right here in Switzerland, albeit way at the other end of the 
country, in the Grisons. The church in Lavin, for instance, has the ceiling fresco 
of a three-faced God, looking simultaneously left, right and straight ahead. 
Even more unusual is the 15th-century mountain chapel in Fex-Crasta, 
accessible only on foot, where we have God the Father enveloping in his cloak 
both the descending dove of the Holy Spirit and Jesus at his baptism. 
 
So where is the theological meat? What can the doctrine of the Holy Trinity 
possibly bring us in this 21st century which we may wish were already over? The 
last week in particular has brought simply horrific news of every kind: ferocious 
typhoons in Bangladesh, already one of the earth’s poorest countries; 
exponentially mounting coronavirus deaths in South America; in the United 
States, deadly police brutality against peaceful protesters, or looting and 
burning by violent protesters, all not seen on such a scale in 50 years; 
everywhere – and I do mean everywhere – a political class that is so corrupt, so 
incompetent and so mendacious that it has no idea how to confront the 
pandemic not to mention the worst unemployment since the Great Depression. 
 
If you think that 2020 is a unique point in the history of humankind, think again. 
Let’s look back, for instance, 650 years, to the 1370s in England. The plague 
known as the Black Death struck, carrying off over a third of the population. 
The country was only in the third decade of its Hundred Years War with France, 
draining finances and causing rampant poverty. Having lost their cattle to 
disease, then their crops to drought, the starving peasants revolted, a rebellion 
that was crushed by brute force. Those who sought solace in their faith were 
disgusted by the sale of indulgences as well as the spectacle of the Great 
Schism in the Church, where a pope and anti-pope in Avignon and Rome 
excommunicated each other. 
 
And yet: this is precisely the period when the great English mystic, Dame Julian 
of Norwich, produced some of her most profound writings, based partly on 
visions that she had while presumably dying of the plague. Despite the 
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environment of total misery in which they were set down, Julian’s 
interpretations of her visions are filled with hope, gentleness, love, genuine 
faith and forgiveness – qualities not often on display either in her time or ours. 
In today’s offertory anthem sung by the virtual choir, we will hear one of her 
most famous lines: “all shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well”. 
 
Seemingly against all odds, Dame Julian survived the Black Death and lived for 
at least another 40 years. She continued setting down her visions and 
meditations long after she had recovered. She seems to have harbored a 
special fascination for the Holy Trinity, about which she wrote extensively. Her 
insights here are often nothing less than remarkable, and always poetic, as 
when she writes: “The almighty truth of the Trinity is our Father, who made us 
and keeps us safe within him. The deep wisdom of the Trinity is our Mother, in 
whom we are enfolded. And the goodness of the Trinity is our Lord, who dwells 
in us, and we in him. All power; all wisdom, all goodness; one God, one Lord.”  
 
Nowadays, we are used to, albeit wearied by, the endless arguments in the 
Church about how to address God: traditional patriarchal language, 
contemporary, gender-neutral, gender-inclusive, etc. A woman ahead of her 
time, Julian simply knocks down all the barriers: “I saw that God rejoices that 
he is our father; and God rejoices that he is our mother. And I saw three ways 
to understand God’s motherhood. The first lies in our being made in God’s 
image. The second is Christ taking on that nature – that is the motherhood of 
grace. The third is the work of the Spirit – a pouring forth of endless height and 
depth, of love.” 
 
Julian of Norwich resorted to original, down-to-earth images to describe the 
Trinity because she knew that no human language can adequately define that, 
or other divine truths. She understood from her visions and her meditations 
that no matter how sinful we human beings may be and what a mess we make 
of the world that God created, God’s love and care for us is complete, it is 
inexhaustible. Late in life, she wrote: “Some believe that God is all-powerful 
and able to do everything; and that he is all-wise and knows how to do 
everything. But that God is all-love and will do everything, there we hold back. 
What our Lord means by this teaching is that we should remember this: “Since I 
brought good out of the worst evil, know that I will bring good out of all the 
lesser evils too.” AMEN 
 
The Rev. Deacon Richard Cole 


