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Oil & Wine  The Most Holy Trinity 30 May 2010
• Prov 8:22-31  • Ps 8:4-9  • Rom 5:1-5  • John 16:12-15


With last Sunday’s celebration of Pentecost we came to the end of the Easter Season, yet the church seems loathe to take up again the journey across the plains of Ordinary Time. Every Sunday is a celebration which threads Easter, week after week, through the whole year, even if not with the passionate intensity of the Triduum, but the two Sundays following Pentecost celebrates the ‘overflow’ of the Easter mystery in a very focused and conscious way with the Solemnities of the Most Holy Trinity and the Body and Blood of Christ. They mark the return to the second part of the ‘split’ season of Ordinary Time, and remind us of what should be our true identity as water-drenched and fire-branded people of God: people who have been offered the hospitality of abiding in the love of the community of Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and the hospitality of the sacrificial meal at which we say ‘Yes’ to what we are: the body of Christ in communion with God and one another.
There is a story told of a man who lived alone and was so very lonely because no one ever talked to him, shook his hand, patted his shoulder, gave him a friendly jab in the ribs, hugged him or even touched him. Each fortnight he had only a few dollars left of his pension, but he desperately wanted to spend it on something to relieve his loneliness. Food didn’t help because all he could afford to do was eat alone; drink was poison to him; watching a film and sitting alone in a dark theatre, with no one o talk about the film later, only increased his sense of isolation. Then he decided that each fortnight he would spend the last of his money on going to the hairdresser, even though he didn’t have much hair left! After a few two-weekly visits, the hairdresser gently suggested that the man didn’t need to come so often. Embarrassed but grateful, the old man confessed. He came because there, for a few minutes, he would be touched, spoken to, and taken care of…
None of us like to be completely, continually alone. This is different to our need for privacy or times of solitude. When we speak of prisoners who are put in isolation, this is described as ‘solitary confinement’ – that severe and often brutal deprivation of one of our most precious human liberties: the freedom to communicate with one another. Today’s feast of the Most Holy Trinity is a celebration of the communion and communication of the God who is One in Three. It is not a mathematical description but a mystery that draws us into ‘the unnumbered Three,” as the poet George Herbert described it. It is so large a mystery that in life that he writes:

…sparkling light access denies 

Therefore thou dost not show 

This fully to us, till death blow

The dust into our eyes;

For by that powder thou wilt make us see.

This is a Sunday that celebrates a later doctrinal development rather than a biblical event, and so we look at the lectionary readings ‘through the other end of the telescope,’ focusing on the doctrine, then searching the scriptures for hints of this mystery, and reflecting on out lived Christian experience as we try to live in bold, radial and self-giving love with one another.
When we began today’s Eucharist, we gathered, as always, “In the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit;” when we are sent forth to the world at the end of Mass, it will be in this same name. When we were claimed for Christ at baptism, the first human touch by the presider, our parents and God parents was the sign of the cross, traced on our foreheads; the last human touch we receive at our death will, please God, again be the signing in the name of the Trinity, and it is usually the first Christian action that we teach our children. In every sacrament, between every mystery of the rosary, at the end of every collect prayer, the Trinitarian words are said. But does familiarity breed a thoughtless flap of the hands accompanied by a rather mindless mumble? Whether the naming of the Trinity gives us a sense of being touched by anything but our own fingers, is a question that today’s feast can raise, and a simple way of remembering more consciously the solemnity we celebrate today.
The late Catherine LaCugna wrote that: “Living ‘in the name of’ someone else, being blessed in another’s name, means being incorporated into their personal history. To take on and live the name of God is bold and radical.” The personal history of the Trinity is love. It is this that creates communion and community, and the reading for today seem to have been chosen to give us some insights into the wisdom-filled, love-oriented, and Spirit-led dynamism of the Trinity.
In the first reading from the Book of Proverbs, Wisdom is imaged as the feminine gift of God, the only witness to God’s love which is expressed in creative activity: the ease and artistry with which God fashioned the universe. The splendour of the cosmos is but a reflection of this creativity. As in many of the ancient creation myths, there is no fierce cosmic battle, no slain gods. In the presence of God there is only a joyful singing at the heart of the universe, such as a woman might croon with pleasure over the works of her hands, or a delighted playing with the building blocks of creation. On a vast cosmic canvas God has painted the awesome beauty of the world, and to slash or destroy this ecologically criminal and an offence against the Creator. In the very last verse of the reading, humanity is spoke of as the special joy and play companions in which Wisdom rejoices, and it is through the gift of Wisdom that all creation is bonded together with the Creator. Creative love, delight, presence: these are the realities that later doctrinal formulation has expressed about the Blessed Trinity.
We respond to this reading with Ps 8. It is the only psalm in the whole psalter that is composed wholly of direct speech to God. There is a feeling of awe when we gaze at the vast canopy of sky and stars. Even though pollution and the glare of modern city lights in the city may diminish this feeling of insignificance compared to earlier generations, we who have seen our planet from outer space are surely and humbly aware of our place in created reality. Yet as well as human lowliness, the psalm hymns human grandeur and dignity. Both must be held in creative tension. We are not lost in outer space like some grand film odyssey or science fiction. Later biblical and theological reflection sees in Christ the one who, after the indignities of his sufferings, is crowned with the greatest honour and glory of the resurrection, and draws us into his mystery.
The reading from Paul’s Letter to the Romans can be called ‘Trinitarian,’ but only in the sense Paul explains how he understands each person of the Trinity as playing a role in the salvation which comes to us through faith in Jesus Christ. Our access to the presence and life of God is by faith and through Christ. Our confidence in this brings us peace, and this relationship of peace is not only in the future but also in the present, where there is a rhythm of suffering which gives way to patience, patience which gives way to perseverance, and perseverance which brings us hope. Such hope is not disappointed because the Holy Spirit, the love of Father and Son, has been poured into the dryness of our lives to make them fruitful.
The gospel is the last reading we will hear this year from the Last Supper discourse of John. It is the fifth and final saying of Jesus about the Holy Spirit that we have heard during the weeks of Easter, words that are both the parting words of Jesus and the present words of the risen Christ to is church in the world in every age. We must make no distinctions between the pre- and post-resurrection sayings of Jesus. The words of the historical Jesus did not touch on every human condition or question that might arise in the future. Emptied out into the limitations of our humanity (cf. Phil 2:7-8), he could not do this, nor would his followers have been able to comprehend what he was saying. Jesus assures his disciples that the Holy Spirit, the gift of the Father and Son, will be sent continually to the community of disciples “to guide you into all the truth” and “to teach you the things that are to come.” As we encounter new ecclesial, social and global challenges, as well as the personal, the Spirit enables past, present and future to converge. The Spirit will help us to remember the words that Jesus spoke while among us, but will also pluck the chords of memory so that new melodies are played at the heart of the church. This may be considered dangerous, as some people may use this to rationalise every new notion, every prophecy about the fate of the world, every act of God’s will they considered as certain in every crisis. But what is demanded be discernment and genuine openness to the Spirit present in the church and in her witnesses, a discernment that is not self-seeking and protective of the ‘good name’ of individuals or of reputation of the institutional church, but is truly ‘in the name of,’ the loving communion of the Trinity in which is complete truth and integrity. 
There is a beautiful legend told of St Augustine who was walking one day along the seashore, troubled and perplexed because of his many difficulties in understanding the mystery of the Blessed Trinity. He came upon a child who had dug a hole in the sand and was carefully filling it with water. Augustine stopped and watched him for a while as he went back and forwards between sea and sand, and then asked him what he was doing? The child replied that he meant to empty the sea into this hole. “But that’s impossible,” said Augustine. “No more impossible than that your human mind should understand the mind of God,” said the child – and then disappeared. Augustine saw this as a message from God that there are things that only God can know, and we can only adore. We can continue to walk, to wonder, to watch, but also to humbly accept and rejoice in “the depths of the riches and wisdom of knowledge of God” (cf. Rom 11:33) that can escape our understanding as the water escaped into that small hole in the sand.
When Benedict’s communities prayed the Work of God (the Liturgy of the Hours), he writes that at the end of each psalm that they should rise from their seats and bow when the recited the “Glory be…” This was both out of reverence for the Blessed Trinity and a sign that we are humbled before the great love of the Blessed Trinity. It is also rather like an audience who gives a standing ovation to a wonderful concert performance. The acclamation is of the community of the Trinity who are being reverenced by those praying. Now that the Liturgy of the Hours may often be prayed by both religious and lay people in more domestic situations than the monastic choir, the physical gestures may have to find different expressions, but the body is always important in liturgy lest by (often comfortably) ignoring it we run the danger of worshiping as talking heads, not whole persons. 

