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Oil & Wine  The Solemnity of the Most Holy Trinity  7 June 2009
• Deut 4:32-34, 39-40  • Ps 33(32):4-6, 9, 18-20, 22  • Rom 8:14-17  • Matt 28:16-20

The church is reluctant to come down from the peaks of Easter, and so on the two Sundays after Pentecost we celebrate the two solemnities of the Most Holy Trinity and the Body and Blood of Christ. These two solemnities also mark the resumption of Ordinary Time, and suggest to us what these coming weeks are all about: the ongoing discovery of our true identity as a community of believers who are invited into the hospitality of life in God, and who share communion in the risen Christ and one another through the sacramental bread, broken for a broken people, and the wine that is poured out and drunk to the dregs for the life of the world.

One of the most persistent and pernicious aspects of our contemporary culture is the individualism that tempts us to believe that we are self-sufficient: that we can have relationships with other people on our own terms, and that if we do have any relationship with God, it too is a private matter that has nothing to do with anyone else. Today’s solemnity is the great and saving contradiction of this illusion, for it proclaims that God is a Trinity, a communion of persons, and we are invited into this flow of love between the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. This is what the seventeenth century poet, George Herbert, called the huge mystery of the “unnumbered three”:

Whose 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.

When, for the last time, we trace the sign of the cross on the forehead of a loved one who has died and profess our faith in the Trinity to whose loving care we commend the person, we believe that he or she now sees into the depths of the personal and communal mystery of God. When a child is brought into the Christian assembly for baptism, the first sacramental action of the minister, parents and godparents, is to sign the child with the cross, welcoming the child into the community of Father, Son and Holy Spirit, in the presence of those gathered and already baptised in that same name, that is, in the same personal presence of the Trinity. The sign of the cross is probably the first Christian and symbolic action that we learned as children, but familiarity may breed contempt, and so

often it becomes nothing more than a quick wave at oneself, with or without some half-hearted naming. It is not the action that Tertullian described as ‘furrowing our forehead’ as an outward sign that our hearts, too, have been at least momentarily ploughed for the sowing of God’s love, nor the passionate love that tradition has attributed to St Patrick:


I bind unto myself today


the strong name of the Trinity;


by invocation of the same,


the Three in One and One in Three.

It is love that this feast proclaims – and love is never solitary, never static. It invites us into a dynamic partnership that theology has tried to express with the beautiful imagery of a “dance” or “choreography” (Gk. perichoresis) that invites, encircles, envelops. As in a dance, the movement is fully personal and interpersonal, stretching out and inviting us as partners into the circle of love. The dance of the Trinity forbids us to think of God as solitary and uninvolved with us. The readings, therefore, are about such relationships.
The reading from the Book of Deuteronomy describes God’s invitation to humanity from the time of creation, and the divine partnership with the Hebrew people. In Egypt, God was for them a liberator from slavery, and future generations need to remember and make present this past so that in their present and future it may be recognised that “there is no other beside him.” The temptations of other ‘gods’ are still with us today: the worship of individualism; the addictions that destroy our relationships, and consequently ourselves; the frantic search for pleasure which we hope may solve the problem of our pain. But all these trivialize the wondrous love of God and destroy the dignity of our humanity.
We respond to the first reading with verses from Ps 33 (32) that acclaim the steadfast love, justice and faithfulness of God. God’s love is so vast that it embraces the cosmos and all humanity. Those who are attentive to God’s word and respond with love, are assured of his provident care.
Although Paul does not use the term ‘Trinity,’ he sees our relationship with God as trinitarian. Israel may have been led out of slavery by the pillar of cloud and fire, but those who have been baptised into Christ are led by the Spirit into even greater freedom. This freedom is that of the sons and daughters in the Son, so that we can now name God as “Abba,” “Father.” But if we are heirs of God with Christ, we must also expect to inherit something of the sufferings of Christ as well as the glory. In our weaknesses and sufferings, the name of Abba can be on our lips as it was on the lips of Jesus in Gethsemane, with the tender love of his Aramaic mother tongue that Paul has respected (cf. Mark 14:36).
Today’s gospel is the concluding ‘great commission’ of Matthew’s gospel: the commissioning of the eleven disciples by the risen Jesus to their mission of preaching, teaching and baptizing all the nations of the world. They are to do this with the authority of the risen Jesus himself, and in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, that is, in the personal presence and power of the community of persons. On their first missionary journey (Matt 10:1, 5-8) Jesus had given his disciples no command to teach, for until they had experienced not only his life but also his death and resurrection, they would not have been able to proclaim his full truth. Just as Matthew names Jesus as “Immanuel,” “God with us,” at the beginning of his gospel (Matt 1:23), so at the end of his good news Jesus assures his disciples that he will always be with them “until the end of the age.” His presence will not be that of an ‘absentee lord,’ but of a humble servant who wishes to liberate rather than enslave. The community of the church must, therefore, be a humble and servant community, recognising in itself that mix of faith and doubt with which we all struggle. In this final scene of his gospel this is how Matthew describes the eleven. They are no longer the Twelve; as a community of disciples they have been wounded by Judas’ treachery and, as they worship Jesus, “some still doubted.” But great faith is born out of great doubt when we recognise our weakness and turn to God as our hope and strength. If we have experienced such a painful struggle, we will surely avoid triumphalism and be more sensitive to the wounded and desperate people of the world. A report such as the recent one initiated by the Dublin Archdiocese into abuse by priests and religious, is a humbling experience out of which, it is hoped, honest repentance and commitment may emerge. The church has been battered recently by such scandals, but the challenge is to transform such battering into the love of which John Donne wrote in “Holy Sonnet XIV”:
Batter my heart, three person’d God, for you

As yet but knock, breathe, shine, and seek to mend;

That I may rise, and stand, o’erthrow me, and bend

Your force, to break, blow, burn, and make me new.
When Benedict’s monks prayed the Work of God (the Liturgy of the Hours), at the end of each psalm they were to bow when they prayed the “Glory be….” (RB 9.7; 11.3). This was to reverence the Trinity and to make a sign of our humbling before the immense love of the triune God with our whole selves – not just as ‘talking heads” – for the body has always been considered as important in liturgy. The other significant invocation of the Trinity that Benedict describes is at the profession of a member of the community. After the newly professed has placed his promises upon the altar, he sings  the “Suscipe” (“Receive, me, Lord”) three times, and the whole community echoes this verse of Ps 119:116, adding the “Glory be…” after the third repetition. With this praise of the Trinity, the icon of every Christian community, sounding in their heart, the newly professed then prostrates at the feet of each member of the very human community with whom he is committing himself to God. Symbolically, he throws himself on the love of his brothers with whom, in the years ahead, there will be the mutual responsibility of showing forth the love of God to one another (cf. RB 58:20-23). In different circumstances, the same responsibility of love and support for one another is the bond that creates community between each one of us and our sisters and brothers. And where is love, there is God – the dynamic love of Father, Son and Holy Spirit that draws us into the dance of eternal joy. 
