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The Most Holy Trinity 
 
 

 

What a wonderful day to revel in the central mystery of our faith:  the Most Holy Trinity. 
 
St. Athanasius (d. 373) taught regarding the Holy Trinity that,  

For upon this faith the Church is built, and if anyone were to lapse from it, he would no 
longer be a Christian either in fact or in name.i 

 
That gets my attention.  If I don’t get this, then my very identity as a Christian is in question?  
We profess the Nicene Creed every Sunday.  But, how well do we understand it? 
 
To understand our God as three persons, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit to be one God 
is a stretch for our fragile understanding. 
 
A number of years ago I was serving at a campus parish.  I was working late one night when a 
visiting professor walked in the door with his wife.  He was Turkish.  He said he was Muslim and 
was curious about Christianity.  I used the model of the Apostles Creed to instruct him in the 
faith.  I tried to explain to him the mystery of the Holy Trinity.  He at first understood the three 
Persons as the way people apprehended or related to God.  I had to explain further about the 
distinctness of the three persons.  After a considerable time, he said he thought he understood.  
I told him that if he understood, then I had explained it wrong, because it was mystery and 
beyond human understanding.  I think that at that point he had had enough of this campus 
ministry and politely excused himself and his wife.  I never saw them again.  I’m hopeful God 
had more Christians ready to cross their paths to help them build their understanding and 
ready their hearts for the Holy Spirit. 
 
Preachers have used many analogies over the centuries to clarify for our little brains the 
mystery of the Trinity:  three-pedaled shamrocks, the Irish Trinity Knot or a blanket neatly 
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folded in a threefold way.ii  But it seems many of us have the shared memory of Sister saying, 
“It is mystery, a revelation.” 
 
There is the story of St. Augustine: 

that as he was walking along the shore of the Mediterranean, pondering on the mystery 
of the Trinity, that he came upon a small boy who was carrying a bucket of water from 
the sea and pouring it into a hole in the sand.  Augustine asked, “What are you doing?”  
The boy replied, “I am pouring the sea into this hole in the sand.”  Augustine laughed.  
“Can’t be done. The sea is too large and the hole is too small.”  The boy replied, “So it is 
with you and the Trinity.  The mystery is too large and your mind is too small.”  Then the 
boy disappeared.iii 

 
While God is beyond understanding, he created us with the restless desire to search and 
understand.  It is said that Theology is Fides quaerens intellectum, faith seeking understanding. 
 
As we search, let us begin with what we are taught by our Church as guided by the Holy Spirit. 
 
Our Catechism teaches:   

The divine persons are really distinct from one another. “God is one but not solitary.”iv 
“Father”, “Son”, “Holy Spirit”, are not simply names designating modalities of the divine 
being, for the are really distinct from one another:  “He is not the Father who is the Son, 
nor is the Son he who is the Father, nor is the Holy Spirit he who is the Father or the 
Son.”v  They are distinct from one another in their relations of origin: “It is the Father 
who generates, the Son who is begotten and the Holy Spirit who proceeds.”vi (CCC 254) 

 
St. Hilary (d. 368) expressed better for my heart:  

For what that relates to human salvation is not contained within this mystery?  In it all 
things are complete and perfect as uttered by Him Who is complete and perfect.  For the 
basis of Their relationship is in the name Father.  But He is the sole Father; for He is Un-
begotten, Eternal, possessing ever within Himself the source of His own Being; known 
only to the Son.  The Son is the Offspring of the Un-begotten, One of the One, The True 
from the True, the Living from the Living, the Perfect from the Perfect, the Strength of 
Strength, Wisdom of Wisdom, Glory of Glory, the Image of the Invisible God, the Form of 
the Un-begotten Father.  Nor can we separate the Holy Spirit from our confession of the 
Father and the Son.  In the fruits of His gifts is the pledge of our hope.  He is the Light of 
our minds; the Brightness of our souls.vii   

 
And as we ponder the distinctness of the Persons of the Trinity, St. Chrysologus (d. 450) 
reminds us: 

… how undivided is the nature of the Trinity, that the Father is truly the Father of the 
Son, and the Son is indeed the Son of the Father, and that the Holy Ghost is in truth the 
Spirit of both the Father and the Son; and that He is also the Spirit of Wisdom and Truth, 
that is, of the Son of God.viii 

 



 

 3 

We are to look for the signs of our Triune God in our world and in our relationships.  The 
Catechism teaches that:  

“The Christian family is a communion of persons, a sign and image of the communion of 
the Father and the Son in the Holy Spirit. In procreation and education of children it 
reflects the sacrifice of Christ.  Daily prayer and the reading of the Word of God 
strengthen it in charity.  The Christian family has an evangelizing and missionary task.” 
(CCC 2205) 

 
While we strive to understand what is beyond our understanding, we can yet experience and 
live that love generated by the Holy Trinity.  This is the love that is self-giving, self-sacrificing.   
 
God is love.  How can one have love without having the lover and the beloved?  The power set 
forth animates and breathes life into being.  The love of the 3 persons breaks out into all 
creation.  The love of the 3 persons brings all creation into being.   
 
While beyond our understanding, we can revel in that love.  We can bring our self-sacrifice, our 
self-giving to this very altar.  We can empty our selfishness and in the Holy Eucharist receive the 
very being of our God, the source of our being and our eternal destination. 
 
All of this was to lay a foundation for what I ask of myself and I am asking of you.   
 
Given that you and I are made in the divine image of God and given that God is triune, what 
does that mean as to how we are to understand our own nature?  In the Trinity, the three 
persons engage in a mutual and self-giving activity that is so complete it makes them a dynamic 
unity.  As we understand the transcendent Source of Love; the embodiment of that Love; and 
the accompanying presence of that Love guiding our future, how do we understand ourselves 
as being made in the image of God?ix 
 
While we search for those answers, may we find our peace and joy, celebrating in that love. 
 

 

 
 

i Liturgy of the Hours, Office of Readings for the Most Holy Trinity 
ii John Shea, Following Love into Mystery, p. 203 
iii John Shea, Following Love into Mystery, p. 203 
iv Fides Damasi: DS 71 
v Council of Toledo XI (675): DS 530:25 
vi Lateran Council IV (1215):  DS 804  
vii  M. F. Toal, editor, The Sunday Sermons of the Great Fathers, p. 61 
viii  M. F. Toal, editor, The Sunday Sermons of the Great Fathers p. 60 
ix John Shea, Following Love into Mystery, pp. 202, 204 


