Trinity Sunday 2007 [3rd June 2007]
Our faith is not an organic, flowing entity, spontaneous and unthoughtful. Rather it is something that for two millennia has occupied some of the finest minds this world has known. This morning I want to give you a flavour of the ardour and rigour with which our most central doctrines have been formulated.

Our faith is summed up in the words of the Nicene Creed but do you have any idea of what it cost to evolve that formula? The early Church was rocked by schisms and seduced by heresies. For many years there was a struggle to decide even what were the canonical books of the Christian Scriptures and then began the fight to work out what they actually taught us. Our creed, which so easily trips of the tongue each Sunday, was formed directly as a result of the teaching of Arius which had a wide appeal in its day but was robustly rejected, anathematised, by the Councils of Nicaea, Chalcedon and Constantinople. 

In Arianism, the Son had a beginning whereas the Father did not, the Father is ingenerate, a monad, the Son is not co-eternal with the Father. This was overturned at the Council of Nicaea 325, but controversy rumbled on until Constantinople in 382. Arius was trying to be logical and to bring philosophical rigour to bear upon his theology. Thus he argued that God the Father’s being is underived and the Son is indeed begotten and this derivative state means that he is different in his essence from the Father. Since he was a creature, he was therefore fallible and passible, that is, able to sin and to suffer. Being other than the Father, he could not know him perfectly. 
Arians were prepared to accept that Jesus was without sin but that he could have fallen like the Devil. Now this has certain advantages soteriologically in that if the Logos, the Word, could have fallen but super-heroically chose not to, then it said much about him and laid out a pattern for us to follow. If he were unable to sin, then where was the victory, argued the Arians.  
Arius’ position could be justified through Scripture. At Nicaea his opponents had to use non biblical terms in which to prosper their own arguments of ‘, the same substance shared by the Father and the Son, whereas Arius used texts such as John 14:28: My Father is greater than I. So this was another subordinationist theory such as the Church had struggled with from earliest times. It was a type of hierarchical trinity unlike the one of equality of persons that we are familiar with. 
Athanasius, he of the Creed that BCP Mattins requires for today, was the figure who was perhaps most identified with challenging Arius and his persuasive views. When Constantine insisted on the adoption of unity in the Church through the ‘ formula, many eastern bishops were reluctant to accept this. Athanasius was the one leading bishop who stood firm. Subterfuge and false charges undermined his position until at the Synod of Tyre in 335, Athanasius was deposed on accusations of murder and black magic. When appeal was made to the emperor on his behalf, they changed the charges to ones relating to interfering with the sailing of corn ships from Alexandria to Rome thus making clear that Athanasius was a mover and a shaker. Constantine was quick to recognise in the subtler charge that Athanasius had indeed a real power base. He did not like it and had Athanasius unceremoniously removed to Trier. Eventually he was reinstated.

Things got really rough when Constantine died and the empire became split. There were more intrigues and murders – and we think the Church today is unruly at times! Athanasius became known in Alexandria as the invisible patriarch who moved secretly but effectively. The man who survived all this must have been stoutly resilient and probably more than worldly wise. 

All this time the Church was trying to work out  formulae that made sense, was explicable to those outside the Church who were philosophically educated. These doctrines had to come out of Scripture and to resonate with the tradition that summed up how the Church had encountered God.

Augustine had been concerned with working out the nature and substance of Jesus. The arguments raged about when, if in time, Jesus had come into being. What did it mean that he was man and God. Was one bit more important than another.  The ‘formula explained that Jesus was of one substance with the Father so how come he did not sin if he were also fully human.
Augustine gave us this neat piece of Latin explaining types of being as threefold: posse non peccare; non posse non peccare; non posse peccare. 
· Posse non Peccare: Able not to sin. Adam's state before the Fall, and in another way also ours after we are saved. 
· Non Posse non Peccare: Not able not to sin. Total inability to obey God or resist sinning. Unregenerate humanity. 
· Non Posse Peccare: Not able to sin. In one sense, God alone is unable to sin, being intrinsically holy. And this was Jesus who made a new pattern for us to follow as one day we too will be unable to sin.
The Church struggled to find a way to express these mysteries and yet maintain the monotheistical God that Jesus so clearly taught in the gospels and which Judaism was so very definite about. The Council of Chalcedon used the formula of the four conditions of the nature of Christ: that he was perfect in godhead and in humanity without confusion, without change, without division and without separation. Previously there had been many models suggested, using natural analogies of fusion, of mixture and so on. This settled all that with another model of expression altogether.
But where did this leave the doctrine of the Trinity? How did the Holy Spirit exist? What was the relationship of it with the other two persons of the Trinity? And to a certain extent this still rages on with the filoque controversy that continues to divide the Church of the West from the Church of the East but I am not going to go there this morning.
How did all this get resolved? Through the Cappadocian Fathers. Basil was the leader who shaped his area of influence with ideals of simplicity and sanctity. He was a practically generous bishop whose actions brought material benefit to those under his rule. He remained orthodox to the Nicaean formula in troubled Arian-ridden days as emperors arose who followed that doctrine. It was not without reason that he was known, and still is, as Basil the Great.
One of his associates, Gregory Nazianzen, succeeded Basil despite pleading that he preferred the ascetic life whose excesses had shortened Basil’s to a mere 49 years. He too was an ardent Nicaean and his rhetoric persuaded many. Arian violence and plots were laid against him but finally Emperor Theodosius arrived and installed him as archbishop. It was this Gregory that realised that revelation was indeed continuing and that more was becoming clear about the Holy Spirit through the experience of the Church than was actually in canonical writings. Revelation was progressive and continuing. The Old Testament revealed the Father; the New Testament the Son; the Church revealed the Holy Spirit which made the tenets of the Church vitally and eternally important.
Gregory Nazianzen argued that there can be no distinction hierarchically between the persons of the Trinity. There may be three subjects but their infinity means that they are indistinguishable alongside each other, there is no first and last. There is existence and non existence; there cannot be degrees of being; one cannot be more or less existent than another. 

Meanwhile, Gregory of Nyssa, Basil’s brother, continued where Basil had left off. He was an eloquent and persuasive preacher whose views were much sought. He said that if the divine substance is in principle indivisible, incomposite and undifferentiated, if number is inapplicable so that one and one and one cannot be added to make three so that they cannot exist alongside each other but only in each other then the oneness of God is ensured. Added to that if the divine substance is also unchangeable then the mutual relationships within the godhead are eternal and non-hierarchical.
Gregory also argued that God is incomprehensible in the divine entirety. No one epithet can encapsulate what God is. This is why he said that as God cannot be deceptive, thus all that has been revealed is true but not all has yet been revealed. Logic and faith come together to accept that we cannot understand all things, that mystery is part of God’s nature and may well be for our protection that some things are hidden to all as God hid his face from Moses so long ago in order not to harm him with the abundance of his shekinah glory.
So the Church continues to falter and stumble its way along in order to clarify divine revelation to the world. In our day perhaps it is the nature of humanity that is more under discussion, especially in relationship to the nature and role of the sexes and the nature and permissibility of how humans express their sexuality. We now mostly live long lives in the developed world and this brings new challenges about our understanding of ourselves and about the definition of fidelity within human relationships. In our post platonic, post Freudian world, we worry about who we are and how we are, we talk about trying to find ourselves. 
Maybe we need to return to the rigours of the thinking of the Early Church in order to re-examine our notions of self. Such a tour of the past would certainly teach us more about focussing on God and in that endeavour we may find out more about who and how we truly are: God’s creatures, made by God for the divine delight. 
To sum up, God is God’s own company in a dynamic and eternal union that does not need anything else to be sufficient. The wonder and the joy of this beautiful, mysterious, loving God is that God wants us, actually wants us, and has reached out to us through the human mission of Christ Jesus and under the continual operation of the Holy Spirit. 
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