Service of Holy Communion; St Patrick’s Cathedral; May 27 2018
Readings: Romans 8.12-17; St John 3.1-17 
Romans 8.15: When we cry, Abba! Father! it is that very Spirit bearing witness with our spirit that we are children of God …

sermon preached by the archbishop of Dublin 

INTRODUCTION

I am not quite sure where statements such as: ‘… but, sure, Scripture offers us no coherent doctrine of the Holy Trinity, does it?’ in fact get us. They confuse me and I imagine that I am not alone in this. They destabilize me also because I have never felt that the doctrine of the Trinity has prevented me from praying to any one of the Persons of the Trinity or to all of the Persons of The Trinity as God; nor has it prevented me from engaging in Christian or Inter Faith dialogue with others. Such statements alarm me for another reason and it is this: … if we were left to our own devices, our instincts for personalized and therefore ultimately subjective and erroneous interpretations of Holy Scripture, because we are Christian people of enthusiasm and commitment but also of limitation, such instincts would abound even more than they already do. Our human delusion around knowing what we are doing or have done is worrying at the best of times – take for example the different accounts of people who have witnessed or attended the same event - so I could not readily recommend that we crave being left to our own devices in matters of faith. Our world is too sophisticated and too unknown, at the self-same time, for this to be to the advantage of anything other than our self-delusion. As well as knowing our strengths, we need to know our limitations. We need doctrine as well as Bible, Bible as well as doctrine.
REVELATION AND DOCTRINE COMBINE

To say that Holy Scripture is a combination of the revelation of God by God together with a succession of responses by human persons to such revelation in their own context and time is a truism. To say that doctrine is a codification of responses to the being of God and, therefore, a prescription of adherence to agreed thinking about God drawn together at particular times in history is again a truism. God continues to reveal; and history continues to change. This is what is called the dynamic of tradition. This is the heartbeat of Anglicanism. What matters for me, when we bring both of these together, is that Scripture and doctrine cross-reference one another in ways that give identification and personality to us in a public world that needs to see objectivity as well as subjectivity in the expression of lived religious identity. The internal and the external matter and they matter together in the spiritual and the religious self-understanding. 

Both Holy Scripture and doctrine are part of our orthodoxy; we need both of them if we are to mesh orthodoxy in with orthopraxy: right understanding with right action. And Anglicanism is pragmatic, if it is anything. The world of the public square seemingly expresses little need for either; but claiming and using a place in the public square is important for us as children of God and as children of the world at the same time. The public square is a place of both theory and practice, more often than not driven by pragmatism and opportunism. As Christians, we need to work on the coherence of our own tradition and on the understanding of both its depth and its breadth, if we are to engage with others whether they be similar, different, indifferent or hostile. None of us is going away. We share a habitat and we always have, and always will, share it differently. Like the doctrine of The Trinity, we need to get on with it. 

THE TRINITY

If we are to separate out, in order to offer a description to others, what we have inherited as our understanding and our understandings of The Persons of The Trinity, we might say that The Father as the creator is also the re-creator of relationship; we might also say that the responsibility for right implementation of this continuing creation and re-creation of relationship on earth lies with those whom God calls his children; this takes us not only into politics but also into ecology. The Son is the human-born expression of the love itself that is the irreducible character of God; and the work of the Son is enfleshment, sacrifice, servant-leadership and the inspiration of followership. We might also say that the responsibility for right implementation of this continuing giving and leading lies again with us as children of God; this takes us into the imperative of identification with others, community cohesion, altruism and dialogue. The Spirit might be described as the gatherer and disposer of the children of God into the world; this takes us into mission, truth and love along with reconciliation and compromise. I speak of a world that today’s church both sees as hostile and also has made hostile by its dogmatism and its abuse, by its failure with any consistency to resolve the tensions between its own power and authority; the responsibility for engagement with The Other in such implementation again lies with those whom the Spirit teaches to pray and entitles, empowers and equips to call God: Abba. 
THE CONTEMPORARY TRINITY 

The Trinity, through these descriptions, begins rather quickly to have a life here and now in the world we inhabit. Its definition of Persons relating to one another as who they are – being themselves - is helpful to us as we try time after time, situation after situation, to hammer out together what we will never hammer out separately. Relationship is key. It would be wrong of us to see the work of The Three Persons as sequential. The Spirit of God is operative in what we call The Old Testament and before The Incarnation; The Son is present in the creation and before his incarnation; The Father never ceases to be the creator – and orthodox teaching would argue that he never began either – and never ceases to be the re-creator of relationship. The argument from providence – how God relates to the world and the world relates to God - concerns all three Persons of The Trinity and holds together in God time as we know it and timelessness as we cannot even conceive of it. The character that holds them together is love. This is neither new news, nor fake news. You will find all of this in the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed which features prominently in this morning’s service, with the exclusion of the idea that The Spirit proceeds from The Son; it is a Western addition, as the Fathers of the Oriental Orthodox Family of Churches and the Fathers of the Anglican Communion agreed in Dublin in 2017 meeting in the Deanery of this cathedral. The Trinity today has flesh and blood. The Trinity today carries meaning of connection between God and humanity. The Trinity can work outside of our limitations and failures but can also enliven and ennoble our finest aspirations and share them with others whom we will never see and to whom we will never belong. 
HOLY SCRIPTURE

All Holy Scripture is written for our learning …

The Epistle to the Romans 8 speaks to us on Trinity Sunday of the invitation to live according to the Spirit; the children of God are led by the Spirit of God; on this day we learn and we celebrate that the Trinity dwells in the Spirit of God. The Spirit of God further affirms to our spirit that we are God’s children; like Jesus Christ we may cry: Abba! Father! but if we are to share his glory, we must share his suffering. This is understandably less attractive by far.  
The Gospel of John chapter 3 speaks of the questing spirit of Nicodemus from within the Jewish tradition of his day. As we found with the Epistle to the Romans, the setting side by side of new birth and new life with the Spirit of God draws us into a reflection on different forms of birth and therefore on different forms of life. The limitations of an earth-bound perspective on life itself are also set out here: If you do not understand the origin of the wind, which is everywhere around us, is there much point, says Jesus, in continuing the conversation on your terms, Nicodemus, about The Spirit of God? These limitations are also set out in the Epistle to the Romans: … for if you live according to the flesh, you will die … And, as for God in Christ, we have the wonderful assurance that for God victory is healing (And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up…). And what is more, His Father and Our Father set to one side an entitlement to exercize judgement in order to give the gift of salvation. To re-form righteousness as salvation is a gift of love. This surely is worth further exploration. 
When you start looking hard, there are many threads of the tapestry of The Trinity as God alive in these Scriptural readings. Please never underestimate Scripture for vitality. Please never underestimate Scripture for modernity. As the rugby referee says: Use it! 
St John 3.17: Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.    
