The Holy Trinity

Mystery and Dogma

When we receive a very precious gift, we place it in a jewel case or a solid finely-worked casket. The casket is not the treasure, but it is made to conserve and preserve the treasure within.  

This imagery can help us when we meditate on the Holy Trinity. Dogma, the fruit of several centuries of loving and dedicated thinking, is not the mystery of the Trinity, but it is there to protect and conserve it faithfully.  

The mystery itself is none other than the mystery of Jesus of Nazareth of whom his disciples had experience, which they passed on to all future generations.   

The mystery of Jesus

At the heart of the Gospels lies this one question: Who is this man?

The question arises from the amazement generated when faced with the absolute authority of Jesus’ words and of the infinite power of his actions. However, deeper still, this question referred to the inner mystery of Jesus, for Jesus was not alone; he was inhabited. His whole person and his works seemed to originate from a magnificent interplay of relations, from an intimate conspiring or co-inspiration. 

 Jesus said, ‘Everything the Father has is mine; that is why I said: All he (the Spirit) tells you will be taken from what is mine,’ (John 16:15)

We find the core of the revelation of a God who is Triune in the New Testament. The word is not found there, but the three persons are clearly named, acting and manifesting themselves, while in their distinctiveness and their unity. 

During Jesus’ Baptism, in his Transfiguration and at the Last Supper, the Father and the Holy Spirit are there in the work of Jesus and with him. In retrospect, the actual human origin of Jesus is presented in the account of the Annunciation, as the work of three separate persons, but inseparably united: the Father who engenders, the Son who comes and the Spirit who fructifies. 

 A Mystery of Love

The Trinity is a mystery of love, which leads St. John to proclaim, ‘God is Love’, (1 Jn 4:16). He is not only so in relation to us and to the entire created universe. He is so in himself, in the intimacy proper to him, in essence, infinitely and eternally.  This revelation of the divine Trinity is in no way a mere metaphysical puzzle reserved to a few highly-gifted theologians. It concerns the revelation of the living God. Far from being solitary and narcissistic, he surges forth in three subsistent relationships: Father, Son and Spirit. Each embraces the totality of the divine essence in order to forward it again in the absolute transparency of eternal self-surrender. ‘Where is the slightest self-interest to be found?’, writes Father Garrigou-Lagrange. All the self-interest of the Father is to give his infinitely perfect nature to his Son, retaining for himself only his relationship of paternity through which he again relates in essence to his Son. All the self-interest of the Son and the Holy Spirit is to relate themselves to one another and to the Father, from whom they proceed. These three divine persons, in essence relative to one another, constitute the pre-eminent exemplar of the life of love. In this way, it is in his essence as such that God is Love. The Trinity is not a doctrine. It is at the heart of faith, prayer and the life of the baptised. 

Let us be transported by this movement of love that comes to transform our world.         
 

Saint Paul and the Trinity
The case of Saint Paul is particularly enlightening in this sense, for Paul had not witnessed   the teachings and works of Jesus. What is commonly called the ‘conversion’ of Paul on the road to Damascus is not strictly speaking a conversion at all, but a sudden and overwhelming encounter with the Risen Jesus, whereby God takes possession of him by the power of the Spirit. The result was a total transformation of the heart of Paul and his vision of the world. It was not only a transformation of his opinions and convictions, but a radical transformation of his life as such. This God of Jesus henceforth lives in him by the power of the Holy Spirit. 

We know the words spread throughout his letters which mention this experience. ‘I live now not I, but Christ lives in me.’ Further, ‘So you are no longer aliens or foreign visitors: you are citizens like all the saints, and part of God's household.’ (Eph 2: 19).  From now on, says Paul, we need to let ourselves ‘live in faith: faith in the Son of God who loved me.’ (Gal 2: 20) we need to put on Christ because ‘you have all clothed yourselves in Christ,’ (Gal 3: 27). We need to allow ourselves to be taken by ‘so much love,’ (Eph 2: 4). Paul also teaches us ‘Before the world was made, he chose us, chose us in Christ’, (Eph 1: 4), They are the ones he specially chose long ago and intended to become true images of his Son,’ (Rom 8: 29). Or again, ‘For us, our homeland is in heaven’, (Ph 3: 20). Paul also says, ‘as I am suffering now, and in my own body to do what I can to make up all that has still to be undergone by Christ for the sake of his body, the Church.’ (Col 1: 24). He invites us to live ‘chosen to be, for his greater glory,’ (Eph 1: 12)

Saint Elisabeth of the Trinity

St Paul’s experience was relived and expressed in a personal and original fashion by Saint Elisabeth of the Trinity, a saint nearer to us historically. Elisabeth Catez was born at Dijon in 1880. As a young girl, she had a fiery temper and was highly gifted. She was also irresistibly drawn by God. At 21, she entered the Discalced Carmelites at Dijon where she took on the cares of the world and of the Church and wrote her spiritual notes. Afflicted by an incurable illness, she died there on the 9th November 1906, after 9 months of agony, at the age of 26. Her last understandable words were, ‘I am going to the Light, to Love and to Life’. Elisabeth of the Trinity was declared Blessed by Pope John Paul II on the 25th November 1984 and has since been canonised. On that occasion, the Pope declared, ‘Here you have a young Christian woman with a tremendously passionate heart who can speak to young people and all those in quest of the absolute.’ 

Sister Elisabeth of the Trinity is probably the Carmelite who has read and meditated Saint Paul the most. She says, ‘There is a word in Saint Paul that is like a summary of my life and that could be written into each moment of it: ‘Propter nimiam charitatem’ – ‘because he has loved me so much.’ Undoubtedly, Sister Elisabeth of the Trinity imbibed Pauline doctrine and had assimilated it so well that it springs constantly from her pen.

Here in a few brushstrokes are the doctrine and spiritual life of Elisabeth of the Trinity.

My Three Beloved

The love of the Trinity is truly the specific characteristic proper to the charism received by Elisabeth. Other souls would be more especially drawn to the Father, or towards the Son or the Holy Spirit. Elisabeth would go straight to the Three in their life of union, their family life. It was edifying to hear her speak in such tender tones, her hands pressed to her heart as for a beloved, of her ‘Three’. ‘I love this mystery so much. It is an abyss into which I plunge myself entirely.’

 Inhabited by the Trinity

'If anyone loves me he will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we shall come to him and make our home with him. (John 14:23) Elisabeth of the Trinity received a quite special grace to experience this promise. ‘We carry our Heaven within us’, was the prophetic cry of Elisabeth, who at the core of her spirituality condensed all the power of the Gospel message. 

 The silence in the depths of the soul

Elisabeth came back repeatedly on contemplating and finding God, his Presence and his Mystery, in the deepest silence of the heart. This is pure Gospel: whoever wishes to rise to God must extinguish in the self all futile disturbance from outside and the noises from within, withdrawing into the deepest recesses of self and there, in secret, contemplate ‘behind closed doors’. (Mt 6:6) This is how Jesus prayed throughout his nights of silence when he remained in ‘prayer with God’ until morning. Lk 6 :12.

 In praise of his glory

This is the new title Elisabeth gave herself and that she again found in Saint Paul. This new name expresses her spiritual identity and her vocation proper. Praise of glory is a soul that lives in God,   loving him with a pure and selfless love; it is a silent soul that stands ready like a harp under the mysterious hand of the Holy Spirit; it is a soul that focuses on God in faith and simplicity. 

Conclusion

 In this Pauline year, along with Sister Elisabeth of the Trinity, let us be those who read his epistles with the faith of the children of God and may his intercession obtain for us enlightenment, so that we may be insightful in praise of the glory of the living God.  Amen.

Living with the Holy Trinity

In this second part of our recollection, I would like to reflect with you on four questions: How do we know the mystery of the Trinity? Can we conceive of the mystery of the Holy Trinity? Can we experience the Triune God? How can we pray to the Trinity?

How do we know the mystery of the Trinity?

It is not in studying notions and definitions of the dogma of the Trinity that we are going to learn to know the Trinity. It is in the Gospel that Jesus reveals to us his union with the Father and the Holy Spirit by his words and through his acts. The Trinity is made manifest in the Baptism of Our Lord and in the Transfiguration: the Father, speaking from on high; the Son glorified and the Holy Spirit descending on him like a dove or in a luminous cloud.

Jesus sent his Apostles to baptise all nations in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Saint John tells us, ‘so … there are three witnesses, the Spirit, the water and the blood, and all three of them agree.’ (I John 5:7ff.)

An important point should be made here in relation to the quest for the historical Jesus which is very much in vogue today and very enlightening. If we are not careful, there is a risk of only seeing the humanity of Jesus and considering his knowledge of the Father and his existence in the Spirit as something abstract, unreal and subsequently contrived. This would be to make the historical Jesus incomprehensible; his absolutely unique and indomitable character precisely indicates the irruption of eternity into history. Omitting the Trinity in relation to Jesus would be to empty his story of its essence. 

Can we conceive of the mystery of the Trinity?

Although we cannot understand the mystery of the Trinity, we can nonetheless conceive of it, i.e., we can have an idea of it. This is how the Doctors express it: God the Father, as a Being infinitely intelligent and active, has never for a single instant been without self-knowledge. Now, this infinite, perfect and equal-to-God knowledge, although distinct from him, is his Wisdom or his Word, who necessarily possessing a separate reality is called the Son. However, God the Father, knowing himself as he is and knowing his Son, who is in the image of his person, with its infinite perfections, cannot not love him. Further, the Son, similarly knowing the Father, cannot either not love the Father with an eternal infinite love; now, this reciprocal love of the Father and the Son, a necessarily subsistent reality, is called the third person, or the Holy Spirit. He proceeds simultaneously from the Father and the Son and he too is God, being infinite and eternal as they are.’
Moreover, in order to facilitate the conceiving of this dogma, God has let images of his Trinity fall everywhere in nature.  In this way, the roots, the stem and the branches form a single plant; in the family, the father, mother and child are like an earthly trinity. 

However, the entire universe is a reflection of the mystery of God and this is particularly striking in the cosmology arising from modern astrology. In biblical and classical cosmology, God appeared as a potter or gardener, who created the admirable order of the world. The hallucinating perspectives of an infinitely vast universe born from an unimaginable explosion of energy, is it not the visible image of a God who is fire, energy, an eternal whirlwind and expansive love?

Experiencing the Triune God
The real experiences of our lives, says Father Michel Rondet, are not the fruits of disembodied reflection, but of involvement. Awareness of God is lived through the experience a person makes of his or her freedom and in the choices he or she then creates. If his or her choices lead them to campaign for what appears more humane, just and true to them,  they will discover, like Moses, the mysterious Ally, who reveals himself to them: ‘I shall be with you.’
 Supported by biblical tradition, we can say that ‘experiencing God’ is to discover God at our side in struggles where he precedes us and where he is our strength. Our task then is to take a stand on the paths of liberation where we can find God in spirit and in truth. These are paths that Scripture reveals as being those of God. 

 JOIN WITH THE FATHER IN HIS LOVE OF LIFE

The Father is the origin and source of all life; he from whom everything comes and towards whom it returns. Therefore, saying YES to LIFE, defending it, promoting it, developing it, is to join with God the Father in that which constitutes him: his love of Life. No one loves life, gives life or saves life without joining in act with the Father’s will. Many will have done so without knowing with whom they have done it, but the Father knows. Many are saved in this humble and simple love of life, which is in fact their positive response to the Father. 

JOIN WITH THE SON IN HIS COMBAT FOR HUMANITY’S LIBERATION  

Called to Life by the Father’s love, marked by the breath of the Spirit who makes of it the image of God, humanity has allowed and daily still allows sin to disfigure this image and tarnish this likeness. The Son came, a man among men, to reveal to us the image of his true likeness. From his human countenance shone all the love and holiness of the Father. Jesus was not content to declare this love, but rather showed it in his life and death. Experiencing God is to join with this passion that led the Son to give up his life, so that our eyes would be opened at last and we would recognise the love in which we subsist. 

For us, God is being met on the paths that recognise, respect and love in each person the perhaps disfigured but genuine image – those to whom the Son comes to show his likeness. For Jesus, to glorify God is to give his life, so that humanity may rediscover the features of the divine. 

JOIN WITH THE SPIRIT WHO UNITES RESPECTED DIFFERENCES IN A COMMUNION OF LOVE 
The Spirit is the love that binds the Father and the Son in a communion where the difference is distinct: the Father is source, the Son image, word. The Father is beyond history and time; the Son is incarnate in our history and our time. He experienced death for us. Through Him, the Father has become vulnerable, accepting through love to be reachable through his Son. The Son agreed to live the adventure of humanity for us, a humanity separated from the Father by sin, to deliver us in fullness to the love that bound him to the Father: the Spirit.

Experiencing God-Spirit is to live in the communion that binds that which is different: man to woman, Jew to pagan, freeman to slave, diverse gifts and charismas to the human community. It means giving up the dream of unitive love that only experiences communion in the denial of differences. It is therefore to accept our differences and all they entail in possible conflict between genders, races, generations, functions and try to create a greater communion. Wherever differences open out onto acceptance, encounter, dialogue, the Spirit is present: his function is to have differences communicated in love. He is not the one who would reduce all languages to a single unit, but instead, achieves communion in all known languages. 

In order to verify its authenticity and not confuse it with religions fervour, let us enquire if what we have lived leads us to allow ourselves to be led by the Spirit to situations and choices. These would enable us to share the Father’s passion for Life, that of the Son for Truth which liberates and that of the Spirit of Love which leads to uniting differences. The most exalted prayer itself is true only on the basis of this encounter, in the thanksgiving and supplication that springs from it. Meeting with God is a human task: it is a passion to welcome, a task to accomplish. 

How do we pray to the Triune God?

The mystery of the Trinity invites us to pose questions about our prayer, in particular, its place, the author and object of our prayer.  
The place: When I pray, do I find myself face-to-face with God or in him? Do I pray to God or in Him?

The Author: Is it I who pray or the Spirit who prays in me? Jesus was led into the desert by the Spirit who united him to his Father; St Paul says that it is through the Spirit that we cry Abba, Father. (Rom 8: 15) 

The Object: The prime object of prayer is God himself: his holy Name, his Will, and his Kingdom. All the rest, even our most humble daily needs, stem from that. This is what we learn so simply and so clearly from the prayer that Jesus himself gave us: Our Father.
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