Ctime606 Trinity

22nd May 2005 

Fr Francis Marsden

“I bind unto myself today 

The strong Name of the Trinity,
By invocation of the same
The Three in One and One in Three.

By Whom all nature hath creation,
Eternal Father, Spirit, Word:
Praise to the Lord of my salvation,
Salvation is of Christ the Lord.”


This hymn is known as St Patrick’s Breastplate, or alternatively, the Deer’s Cry. 


Patrick had spent his youth in slavery in Ireland as a shepherd boy. When later he returned as a Catholic bishop from Gaul, he began to travel round preaching the Christian Gospel. He knew that sooner or later he must have the support of the High King of Tara, Laoghaire, to facilitate this missionary work. The King, however, was a pagan, and much under the influence of the Druid priests.

On the Eve of Easter 433 AD, Patrick approached Tara. That year Pascha (Easter) coincided with the Druid spring festival. It was the pagan practice to put out all fires before a new one was lit in the royal sanctuary.  The King’s edict prohibited the lighting of any other fire before his own. 

It was therefore a deliberate challenge to this Druidic status quo, when on Holy Saturday night Patrick kindled his Christian Easter fire, atop the Hill of Slane, some miles from Tara yet clearly visible from there. 

The King was angered at such defiance, and the Druids warned him that he must extinguish the Christian fire, or it would never afterwards be put out in Erin. He summoned Patrick to Tara, but had soldiers stationed along the way, to intercept and attack Patrick before he arrived.

En route the Saint and his followers chanted the above hymn -"The Lorica," or "Saint Patrick's Breastplate." 

One account of Patrick’s life narrates: "Saint Patrick went with eight young clerics and Saint Benen as a ghillie with them, and Saint Patrick gave them his blessing before they set out. A cloak of darkness went over them so that not a man of them appeared. Howbeit, the enemy who were waiting to ambush them saw eight deer going past them, and behind them a fawn with a bundle on its back. That was Saint Patrick with his eight, and Saint Benen behind them with his tablets on his back."

Muirchu’s Life of Patrick, written some two centuries later, then describes a contest of druid magic versus Christian miracle. Eventually Laoghaire's Druids had to concede victory to Saint Patrick. Whatever the details, Patrick impressed King Laoghaire sufficiently with his spiritual powers, that he was given permission to conduct his missionary work throughout the realm, although the king himself remained a pagan.

Thus it is not for mere poetic effect that another verse of Patrick’s hymn reads: 

Against all Satan’s spells and wiles,
Against false words of heresy,
Against the knowledge that defiles,
Against the heart’s idolatry,
Against the wizard’s evil craft,
Against the death wound and the burning,
The choking wave, the poisoned shaft,
Protect me, Christ, till Thy returning.

The Druid wizards themselves had predicted that one like an “adze head” would come over the wild sea. His mantle would be “hole-headed” – note that the Christian chasuble is tailored with an opening for the head, not cloth wrapped like the Druid robes. His staff would be crook-headed, and Patrick’s pastoral staff was like a shepherd’s crook, not straight as were the Druid staves. His table would be in the anterior part of his house (an altar), and all his household (the church) would always answer “Amen. Amen." 

They prophesied that the posterity of this man would remain until doomsday, for he is the herald of the Prince of Peace.

Knowing that the shamrock was sacred to the Druids, St Patrick intelligently used it illustrate the Holy Trinity. Having three leaves on each stem, it gives us an analogy of the truth that the one God is three divine Persons:  the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. 

Patrick went on to travel widely in Ireland, making converts and establishing new churches. Eventually made his headquarters at Armagh. When Saint Patrick had finished, much of Ireland believed in the Holy Trinity and no longer followed nature spirits. In terms of religious authority, the court at Tara was replaced by the court of Christ at Armagh.

Patrick was of course obeying Christ’s final command: "Therefore go 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 I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age." (Matthew 28:19-20)

Today’s Solemnity of the Most Holy Trinity is the only feast of the Church’s year which celebrates an eternal fact, rather than an event in time, in the history of salvation. The Trinity is the everlasting mystery. All other mysteries arise in time, but the Trinity is in eternity

The Old Testament insists upon the Oneness of the Godhead. In the New Testament the One God sends to us His Word and His Spirit, thus revealing to us that He is One but somehow also Three Divine Persons, in a manner which goes beyond our understanding. As St. Jerome said: "The true profession of the mystery of the Trinity is to own that we do not comprehend it"

Cardinal Newman argued that it is only to be expected that a description of the true inner nature of God will be mysterious, because it goes so far beyond our limited human intellect:  

“I consider that this mysteriousness is, as far as it proves anything, a recommendation of the doctrine. I do not say that it is true because it is mysterious; but that if it be true, it cannot help being mysterious. It would be strange, indeed, as has often been urged in argument, if any doctrine concerning God's infinite and eternal Nature were not mysterious. It would even be an objection to any professed doctrine concerning His Nature, if it were not mysterious.” (Parochial Sermons, vol. vi., 'Faith without Demonstration.')

There are analogies which can teach us a tiny bit about the Trinity. Patrick used his shamrock. Teachers sometimes use an egg, and say that the yolk is like the Father, the white like the Spirit, and the shell like Christ – the visible, external part.

Personally I prefer the Neapolitan ice-cream analogy: strawberry, chocolate and vanilla in one block. They are all ice cream, all share the one substance, yet they are different and complement one another. Well, it’s an attempt ………

Perhaps one of the church equipment manufacturers, who are forever sending us their expensive catalogues, could devise a candle for Trinity Sunday with a wick divided into three strands which would burn with three flames simultaneously. Maybe I should patent the idea myself first?

Any analogy is limited and imperfect. Mgr Eugene Clark said: "God is one, and God is three. Since there is nothing like this in creation, we cannot understand it, but only accept it." Pope John Paul II spoke of "the inscrutable mystery of God the Trinity."

Hans Küng complains in his book Christianity and the World Religions that the Trinity is one reason why the churches have been unable to make any significant headway with non-Christian peoples. He states: "Even well-informed Muslims simply cannot follow, as the Jews thus far have likewise failed to grasp, the idea of the Trinity. . . . The distinctions made by the doctrine of the Trinity between one God and three hypostases do not satisfy Muslims, who are confused, rather than enlightened, by theological terms derived from Syriac, Greek, and Latin. Muslims find it all a word game. . . . Why should anyone want to add anything to the notion of God's oneness and uniqueness that can only dilute or nullify that oneness and uniqueness?" 

We reply that what God has revealed cannot be set aside just because some people find it difficult. Indeed Christians must explain the Threeness of God without derogating from His Oneness. Properly understood, the doctrine of the Trinity emphasises the uniqueness of God, because He is like nothing created. 

The Trinity is a test of our faith, because we have to accept humbly it as beyond our understanding. God is God, and He is under no obligation to justify His own nature to our limited reasoning powers.

The Greek word trias is first found in Theophilus of Antioch about A.D. 180. It means simply a triad or Threeness. He speaks of "the Trinity of God [the Father], His Word and His Wisdom.  The term may, of course, have been in use before his time. 

The Latin Trinitas was first used by Tertullian. The Creed of Gregory Thaumaturgus (260-70) is the first to attempt to explain the Trinity – all Three Persons co-existed equally for ever, immutably. No one of them was ever created, nor is any one less than the others.
Although Sacred Scripture nowhere uses the term Trinity, it frequently mentions the three Divine Persons of the Godhead: "May the grace of the Lord JESUS CHRIST, and the love of GOD, and the fellowship of the HOLY SPIRIT be with you all." (2 Cor. 13:14) 

