
Understanding the Trinity, May 30, 2021, St. Timothy, Burnaby 

Psalm 29; Romans 8.12-17; John 3.1-17 

Prayer 

Recently I had a discussion about honorary clergy. Honorary clergy are priests and deacons who are not 

“employed” by the church (usually because they are retired) but still take on some responsibilities at the 

church they are associated with from time to time. Sometimes they will lead studies or assist with 

communion. And sometimes they will preach. It is on this Sunday, Trinity Sunday, that I most notice the 

absence of honorary clergy at St. Timothy. This is the Sunday that you are most likely to find someone 

other than the parish priest preaching. Why? Because it is Trinity Sunday, and it is hard to preach on the 

Trinity. 

On the one hand, everyone knows the old (inadequate and incorrect and often heretical) analogies to 

describe the Trinity. People talk about the shamrock, or the phases of water and probably some others 

that I am forgetting at the moment. But what I often say on this Sunday holds true: the less you say 

about the Trinity, the less likely you are to be speaking heresy. 

No wonder it’s the honorary assistants that get this preaching gig most often. Nobody likes to be called a 

heretic. 

Last week, on Pentecost, we heard about the Holy Spirit descending upon the disciples. Today we hear 

Jesus in John’s gospel give probably the best known description for Jesus’ role in the world: not to 

condemn the world but to save the world—to give eternal live to all those who believe in the Son; that 

God sent the Son into the world because of God’s abundant love. So we know who the persons of the 

Trinity are, but we’re usually a bit fuzzy on the specifics.  

We’re using the Nicene Creed shortly so that we can describe our universal faith using the description 

that was agreed upon at the council of Nicea, hundreds of years ago. At that momentous meeting, so 

long ago, much arguing was involved. Threats. Shouts of “heretic”. People were excommunicated. 

Opponents to what has become “orthodoxy” are still remembered for their heretical ideas. 

And yet, despite all of this work to come to a unified understaning, there is still confusion. What does it 

mean that there are “three persons and one God”. What is “substance” anyway?  

But most importantly, “do we really have to know all this?” 

Far too often in church we can be made to feel as though the correct understanding is essential. That if 

we don’t get it correctly, we are wrong. Sinning even.  

But I have a confession to make. I don’t really understand it all. And I’m not just being humble here—

because yes, of course, the concept of “Trinity” and “Three persons and One God” is a holy mystery 

impossible for our merely human minds to comprehend. So, yeah, I don’t understand that. I can’t. No 

one can. 

But I also don’t understand all of the different doctrines. I don’t remember the major players and the 

most highly contested controversies. I’ve forgotten them, if I ever really knew them at all. I don’t 

remember the difference between homoousios and homoiousios (if I ever knew at all) (that’s a really 



“church nerdy” discussion) and I don’t even remember who the heretic was that managed to unite 

everyone else against him so that they could agree on what we have today as our Nicene Creed.  

I don’t know this stuff and I’m the priest! This is my job! I’m supposed to be the local expert! 

I’m not sure how many people will watch this “confession” of mine, but somehow I doubt that it will be 

grounds for termination. We tend to make a big deal about some of these details, but the reality is, 

they’re not really that easy to understand.  

Take a look at our gospel reading today. Nicodemus, the Pharisee, sneaks out in the night to visit with 

Jesus. He doesn’t want the other Pharisees to know that he is meeting with Jesus. Then he has a 

discussion with Jesus about being born from above (or “born again”) and the wind moving where it wills 

and being flesh and not spirit. And Nicodemus looks at Jesus and says, “huh?” And Jesus looks at 

Nicodemus as says to him, “do you not understand?” And Nicodemus looks at Jesus and shakes his head 

and again says, “huh?” 

I know how easy it is to bad-mouth the Pharisees. They are often Jesus’ opponents in the gospels. And 

it’s easy to put down the disciples too. They just don’t get it. They’re so dim-witted, those disciples! Of 

course here we are, two thousand years later, reading a text through our lenses of Christian tradition 

and saying “it’s so obvious. You need to be born again! Of water and the spirit! That’s baptism!” 

The Pharisees were not a dumb group. They dedicated huge parts of their lives to studying the scriptures 

and living them out the best way they knew how. So when Jesus told Nicodemus about descending from 

heaven and being born of the spirit he was talking to an intelligent man. He just wasn’t talking in a way 

that Nicodemus could understand him. He knew all the words…they just weren’t making sense together. 

It would be like someone saying “homoousios” or “homoiousios” to us non-ancient-Greek-experts. 

Nicodemus, like us, had to make a decision. How was he to process this information? How could he deal 

with the fact that he simply didn’t understand everything that Jesus was saying? He didn’t get how one 

could be “born from above” if they were already born. And he certainly didn’t understand how one was 

to change their substance. If one was born flesh then they were flesh. How could they be born of a 

substance like the spirit? Nicodemus could have stopped right there. After all, in the time since Jesus 

spoke those words, we now have an explanation for them. We *claim* to know what they mean. So, 

somebody figured it out and passed it down. Nicodemus could have done that. He could have stayed 

right there in that house pondering over those words, studying them, looking up cognates from similar 

passages, using his Strong’s Concordance to make sense of how those words were used elsewhere in the 

bible until he was able to suss out a meaning. But Jesus would have left by then. He would have missed 

him. So he abandoned his study before he fully understood what it meant. 

But 16 chapters later, in John chapter 19, after Jesus has died on the cross, who do we hear is there to 

take the body down and bury it with a hundred pounds of aloes and myrrh? Nicodemus. We don’t know 

where he’s been all this time, but he stayed close. He was close by when Jesus was facing his trial. He 

was nearby when Jesus gave up his life. And he had been close enough to know that these things were 

about to happen. He had continued following Jesus. Walking alongside him. Even though he didn’t fully 

understand everything Jesus was talking about. And even though understanding what the scriptures said 

was something he was better at understanding than almost everyone else!  This is what Nicodemus did! 

He studied! He listened. He interpreted.  



But now he was doing something different. Now he was following. Listening and absorbing. Walking 

with Jesus. Staying close to him.  

And so I encourage you, be like Nicodemus! There will be times that you don’t understand everything 

that Jesus says. I know I don’t. There will be times when, try as you might, you can’t quite grasp what 

the tradition teaches, about God, about Jesus, about the Holy Spirit. There will betimes when you are 

tempted to study further and times when you will be frustrated. By all means, study. Learn. Read the 

works of the early Church fathers. Study the scriptures. Read the commentaries. Get a Study Bible.  

But all of that is secondary to what is most important. Follow Jesus. Walk alongside Jesus, even when 

you don’t fully understand what God is doing. Stay close. Don’t forget who we have become. As Paul 

says in his letter to the Romans, “all who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God.” And, we “have 

received a spirit of adoption.” Even when we don’t understand what is going on in the world, let us cry 

out to our God as the children we are, “Abba!  Father!” Let us stay close to our God, our “Abba”, and we 

will continue to learn on the way. May the Holy Spirit bear witness with our spirit that we are children of 

God, alongside Jesus, God’s son. And if we are children of God, then we are heirs. Heirs of God and joint 

heirs with Christ. Whether or not we are able to figure out what all of that means. 

Blessings upon us all in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

  


