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Fr Francis Marsden

St Edmund of Abingdon spent his early life as a student and lecturer in logic and mathematics at Oxford. He was especially fond of geometry and would spend hours puzzling over geometrical proofs. Later he became Archbishop of Canterbury in 1234 and died in exile at Pontigny. His conversion from mathematics to theology came by an unusual experience.

One night in a dream, he found himself musing over a geometrical problem, drawing circles and triangles on the ground. Suddenly in the dream his mother Mabel, who had died recently,  appeared to him and asked what the diagrams were. He began explaining them to her, but instead she took his right hand and drew on it three circles, equal and interlocking. She wrote a name on each circle: Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

“My dear son,” she said, “these are the figures you should study in future. Leave alone those others, for they have not helped you towards gaining the heavenly treasures for which you were born. You know I have always told you the truth — believe me, these are the most interesting and the most useful for your study.”

Shortly afterwards Edmund relinquished the study of mathematics and devoted his energies to theology and Holy Scripture. The study and contemplation of the Most Holy Trinity would absorb him all his life — and for eternity. It is the most mysterious and deep teaching of the Lord, and the least comprehensible. 

We must not expect to be able to understand the Holy Trinity. For if the human mind could fathom out the Trinity, the Trinity would not be God: it would be finite and less than the human mind. 

Once a Jehovah’s Witness came knocking at my door. We argued about the Bible, and I asked him for his address. A few days later, he was astonished when I paid a return visit to his home. (I think it’s a fair tactic!) 

My interlocutor had great difficulty with the Trinity. He could not accept that Jesus and the Holy Spirit are God and co-equal with the Father. He was Pakistani, and he put it like this: “No, no, no. Three is three and one is one. One is not three. Three is not one. So no Trinity. No Trinity.” His mathematics was better than his theology,

The Christian creed professes neither three gods in one God, nor three persons in one person, but three Persons in one God, with one Divine Nature — like the three leaves on St Patrick’s shamrock. 

God is indeed One, as every Jew and Muslim insists. But beyond this fact, He has revealed to us that He is also a Divine Community of three Persons, a Family bound together in infinite love. We hope finally to share in their family life, together with all the saints. 

The song “Green grow the rushes O!” has a refrain “One is one and all alone and ever more shall be so.” It is supposed to refer to God, but it is very misleading. “One is Three in Unity and ever more shall be so,” would be more accurate. 

God is not just one Person, the great ‘I am’, satisfied when everyone else worships Him or angrily burning in hell those who refuse.  Rather He a Divine Family of three Infinite Persons, exulting in a “round-dance” of joy and mutual self-giving and receiving, which the Greeks describe as  perichoresis and the Latins as circumcessio.

St John told us that “God is Love.” However, Love is something between at least two Persons at least. If God were one Person alone, would He infinitely love just Himself? Would He be just an enormous Self-Love?

May not the revelation that God is Love, also hint at the possibility of Persons within the Godhead, who love each other?

The Trinity is certainly not a reality we could have deduced by our own unaided reason. It is a revelation the Father gave us, in sending us His Son and the Holy Spirit. It is a truth still veiled from the eyes of the Jews and the Muslims. It is the Mystery of Mysteries at the heart of our Faith. It goes beyond all human explanations, as St Hilary of Poitiers (d. 367 A.D.) wrote:

“For one to attempt to speak of God in terms more precise than He himself has used - to undertake such a thing is to embark upon the boundless, to dare the incomprehensible. He fixed the names of his nature — Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Whatever is sought over and above this is beyond the meaning of words, beyond the limits of perception, beyond the embrace of understanding. It cannot be expressed, cannot be reached, and cannot be grasped.”

“The nature of the subject itself is that it exhausts the meaning of words, its impenetrable light obscures our mental perception — what​ever is without limits exceeds the capacity of our understanding.”

So firstly we must recognize that human words are poor and inadequate tools. Nevertheless, let us ponder how the only-begotten Son, the Word of God, originates from the Father. 

We start with the analogy of human speech. When we humans speak, we use words to express ourselves. However, we can never totally or per​fectly express our own nature in words — we do not know everything about ourselves anyway. 

In contrast, God the Father has total and perfect self-knowledge. When He expresses Himself totally and perfectly, He does not emit mere words. He begets The Word, His own perfect Image, His Son. 

From the whole Father, the whole Son is begotten, not from elsewhere: “God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten not created.” For us the incarnate Son was the visible icon of the invisible Godhead.

Next we consider how the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son. The Father infinitely loves the Son, the Son infinitely loves the Father. The love between them is so enormous and perfect as to be a Person, the Holy Spirit. The Spirit, Who is Love, “proceeds from the Father and the Son.” The technical term for this is “spiratio,” the breathing-forth of the Spirit from the Father through the Son.

Human family life is modelled upon this infinite family life of God. When a man loves his wife, their love can actually become a third person, taking flesh in the conception of a child. The Love between two persons becomes a Third Person.

The Holy Spirit is Holiness itself, co-equal with the Father and the Son, sharing in the Divine Essence. Although the three Divine Persons always work together, Scripture and the Fathers attribute particular properties or activities to them: the Father is Power, the Son is Wisdom, and the Spirit is Goodness. 

“Eternity is in the Father, beauty is in the Image (Word), and use (happiness) is in the Gift (Paraclete)” The Father decides the plan of salvation, the Son executes it, the Spirit completes it. They are the Creator, the Redeemer and the Sanctifier respectively.

Tertullian likened the Father to the sun, the Son to a shaft of light coming from the sun, and the Spirit to the apex of the ray producing warmth where it falls.

The doctrine of the Trinity stands out more clearly when it is contrasted with the heretical variants rejected by the Church in the early centuries, because they did not correspo​nd to the Apostolic Faith. 

Sabellius, for example, suggested that God was one Person who adopted different roles like an actor: Father, Son or Holy Spirit. Logically this implied that the Father became the Son and suffered on the Cross. It is also called Modalism or Patripassianism. Pope Callistus excommunicated Sabellius in AD 220.

The arch-heretic Arius postulated that there was only one Divine Person, the Father. Christ and the Spirit did not share His Divinity. He was condemned at the Council of Nicea in 325 AD. 

Another sect, the Pneumato​machians or “Spirit-fighters” (Ghost-busters?) branched off from the Arians. They claimed that the Holy Spirit was merely a spirit like the angels, denying His divinity. Saints Basil, Gregory and Athanasius refuted their heresy, and they were excommunicated by the First Council of Constantinople in 381 AD.

A later deviation was Tritheism. It suggested that just as three men are three individuals of the species man, so the three Divine Persons are quite separate individuals of the species “god”, connected only by their mutual agreement of will and power — just as three angels or human souls might be. Such a notion of three separate gods was also condemned.

Whilst holding to the orthodox revelation of a Trinity of Divine Persons in the One God, we may still agree with St Hilary of Poitiers: 

“Our confession of God fails because of the limitations of language; and whatever aptness there is in our words, we cannot give expression to God as he is, nor to how great He is. Perfect knowledge is this — to know God in such a way that you know you must not be ignorant of Him, while you cannot yet describe Him. We must believe in Him, we must apprehend Him, we must worship Him, and it is these acts which must stand in place of our describing Him.”

