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COLLECT FOR THE
FIRST SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST:
TRINITY SUNDAY
Almighty and everlasting God,
who hast given unto us thy servants grace,
by the confession of a true faith,
to acknowledge the glory of the eternal Trinity,
and in the power of the Divine Majesty
to worship the Unity:
We beseech thee that thou wouldest keep us steadfast
in this faith and worship,
and bring us at last to see thee
in thy one and eternal glory,
O Father;
who with the Son and the Holy Spirit livest and
reignest,
one God, for ever and ever.
Amen.

WHAT IS THE ORIGIN OF THIS COLLECT?
This collect, found in the first Book of Common Prayer, derives from a
little sacramentary of votive Masses for the private devotion of
priests prepared by Alcuin of York (c.735-804), a major contributor to
the Carolingian Renaissance. It is similar to proper prefaces found in
the 8th-century Gelasian and 10th- century Gregorian Sacramentaries.

Gelasian
Sacramentary

The HOLY TRINITY, fresco, c.1570, by Jerónimo Cósida, Cisterian Monastery of Tulebras, Spain

WHAT IS THE HOLY TRINITY?
The Christian doctrine of the HOLY TRINITY
defines God as being one god, existing in
three coequal, coeternal, consubstantial
divine persons: God the Father, God the
Son (Jesus Christ), and God the Holy Spirit,
three distinct persons sharing one
homoousion (essence). The three persons
define who God is, while the one essence
defines what God is.
According to the current Episcopal
catechism, the HOLY TRINITY is “one God:
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.”

The HOLY TRINITY, 1515,
by Lucas Cranach the Elder

The term comes from the Latin tri, “three,”
and unitas, “unity.” Tertullian devised the
word to express the mystery of God’s unityin-diversity. Trinity means “threefold unity.”
The corresponding word in Greek is ho trias,
which means “the Triad.”

WHAT IS THE HOLY TRINITY?
The Christian doctrine of the HOLY TRINITY tries
to define how God loves the world: by creating,
liberating, and sustaining. Understanding God as
creator/liberator/sustainer
is
especially
important for those who have an ecological
economic worldview envisioning human
societies, and even a planet, where justice and
sustainability are priorities. In this model God–
the creator/liberator/sustainer–is a down-toearth householder, and the whole universe is
God’s household.

Pope St Clement
Adoring the TRINITY, 1737-38,
by Giovanni Battista Tiepolo

The progressive formulas "I baptize you in the
name of the Creator, and of the Redeemer, and of
the Sanctifier" and "I baptize you in the name of
the Creator, and of the Liberator, and of the
Sustainer" are usually not considered valid since
those are not the words from the Great
Commission in Matthew’s Gospel.

WHAT IS THE HOLY TRINITY?
The HOLY TRINITY compromises neither unity nor distinctness of the
divine persons. The term “economic Trinity” has been applied to the
life of the HOLY TRINITY in time and space, in the “economy” of
salvation; as distinguished from the “immanent Trinity” which refers
to God’s inner life beyond the limits of time and space.
It may be that our experience of the economic Trinity leads people to
know the immanent Trinity and that God’s self-revelation
corresponds to God’s essential nature.
However, the helpfulness of this distinction should not be
overemphasized because there is a single divine Trinitarian life. The
influential Roman Catholic theologian Karl Rahner states, “The
economic Trinity is the immanent Trinity, and vice versa.”

WHAT ARE SOME MAJOR HYMNS ABOUT THE TRINITY
IN OUR HYMNAL?
The Hymnal 1982 presents ten hymns in a section on “The HOLY
TRINITY” (Hymns 362-371).

Hymn 362:
Holy, Holy, Holy!
Lord God Almighty!
1. Holy, holy, holy! Lord God Almighty!
Early in the morning our song
shall rise to thee.
Holy, holy, holy, merciful and mighty!
God in three persons, blessed Trinity!
4. Holy, holy, holy! Lord God Almighty!
All thy works shall praise thy name
in earth, and sky and sea.
Holy, holy, holy! merciful and mighty!
God in three persons, blessed Trinity!

WHAT ARE SOME MAJOR HYMNS ABOUT THE TRINITY
IN OUR HYMNAL?
Hymn 365:
Come, Thou Almighty King
1. Come, thou almighty King,
help us thy name to sing;
help us to praise.
Father all-glorious,
o'er all victorious,
come and reign over us,
Ancient of Days.
4. To thee, great One in Three,
the highest praises be
hence evermore!
Thy sov'reign majesty
may we in glory see,
and to eternity
love and adore.

Trifacial TRINITY, c.1750-70,
by the Anonymous Cusco School

WHAT ARE SOME MAJOR HYMNS ABOUT THE TRINITY
IN OUR HYMNAL?
Hymn 370:
I Bind Unto Myself Today
7. I bind unto myself today
the strong Name of the Trinity,
by invocation of the same,
the Three in One, and One in Three.
Of whom all nature hath creation,
eternal Father, Spirit, Word:
praise to the Lord of my salvation,
salvation is of Christ the Lord.

HOW DOES THE GREAT LITANY HONOR THE HOLY TRINITY?
Cranmer published what is now called the
Great Litany in 1544, five years before the First
Prayer Book. The service has been revised over
the years and now includes an strange
invocation praying not to a deity but to a
doctrine to have mercy upon us.
O God the Father, Creator of heaven and earth,
Have mercy upon us.
O God the Son, Redeemer of the world,
Have mercy upon us.
O God the Holy Spirit, Sanctifier of the faithful,
Have mercy upon us.
O holy, blessed, and glorious Trinity, one God,
Have mercy upon us.

HOW DOES ONE DEPICT THE HOLY TRINITY?
The HOLY TRINITY is usually
depicted with God the
Father as an elder, God the
Son as Jesus Christ, and the
Holy Spirit as a divine Dove,
but
in
this
atypical
iconography of "triplets,"
which may not be accepted
by all modern Christian
groups, the Father is
identified by an Eye of
Providence, the Son by a
lamb, and the Spirit by a
dove.

The HOLY TRINITY by Fridolin Leiber (d. 1912)

WHAT ARE THE CLASSIC TRINITY SYMBOLS?

The Circle
A circle is an endless line, having no beginning and no end, which
symbolizes eternity or God. Three entwined circles represent the HOLY
TRINITY, with its three eternal and unified members.
The Triangle
An equilateral triangle having all sides of equal length and each angle
equal represents one God in three Persons. This is probably one of the
HOLY TRINITY’s earliest symbolic representations.

WHAT ARE THE CLASSIC TRINITY SYMBOLS?

The Fish in a Triangle
The fish is believed to be the first early Christian symbol. It is taken a
stage further by combining three fish within a basic triangular shape.
Each letter for “fish” (IXOYG) represented a key word related to of
Christ’s identity. He was “Jesus Christ (IX), Son of God (OY), Savior
(G).”
The Shield of the HOLY TRINITY
This ancient symbol shows visually how
each of the three persons of the HOLY
TRINITY is God, but distinct, and is most
often used as a tool of catechesis.

WHAT ARE THE CLASSIC TRINITY SYMBOLS?
The Trinity Knot or Triquetra

An ancient Celtic symbol, the
triquetra is considered one of the
oldest; dating back to as early as
500 BC when it was used to
symbolize the triple goddess
(maiden-mother-crone).
The
symbol is often used to represent
the
three
fundamental
elements–air, water, and earth or
the infinite cycle of life. Over the
centuries it became the symbol
for the HOLY TRINITY among
Christians in Ireland. An early
Trinitarian
design
found
especially in Great Britain, its
three equal arcs represent
equality, its continuous line
expresses eternity, and the
interweaving
represents
indivisibility.

WHAT ARE THE CLASSIC TRINITY SYMBOLS?
The Fleur-de-lis
Most commonly identified with French
nobility and the Blessed Virgin Mary, the
Fleur-de-lis was also used to represent
the HOLY TRINITY. This stylized lily, or iris,
represents several ideas:
• purity–hence the Virgin Mary (one
tradition claims it is the representation
of the tears shed by the mother of
Jesus at his Crucifixion),
• royalty because it was adopted by the
French kings
• and the HOLY TRINITY because of its
three part shape.

WHAT ARE THE CLASSIC TRINITY SYMBOLS?
The Trefoil-Triangle
There are many different variations of the Trefoil-Triangle, some that
contain other symbols of each of the three divine persons, while
others simply use a triangle without any other additions.

WHAT ARE THE CLASSIC TRINITY SYMBOLS?
The Three-leaf Clover
Often attributed to Saint Patrick, the three-leaf clover has become
one of the most easily identifiable depictions of the HOLY TRINITY in
art.

DOES THE OLD TESTAMENT SPEAK OF THE HOLY TRINITY?
Some interpretations of the
Old Testament find the HOLY
TRINITY in God's word
(Psalm 33:6), his spirit
(Isaiah 61:1), and Wisdom
(Proverbs 9:1), as well as
narratives such as the
appearance of the three
men to Abraham.

The HOLY TRINITY,
1st half of 15th century,
by St.Andrei Rublev,
using the theme of the
“Hospitality of Abraham,”
with three angels symbolizing
the Trinity, which is rarely
depicted directly in Byzantine art

DOES THE NEW TESTAMENT SPEAK OF THE HOLY TRINITY?
The New Testament contains a
number of Trinitarian formulas
including the most obvious one at
Matthew 28:19:
Go therefore and make disciples of
all nations, baptizing them in the
name of the Father and of the Son
and of the Holy Spirit. . . .

Biblical
scholars
from
the
controversial Jesus Seminar have said
that the whole of Matthew 28 is the
result of later editorial work on the
Gospels and was never uttered by
Jesus or his immediate disciples.
Although denying that Jesus spoke the
Trinitarian formula, these scholars
acknowledge that the verse does
represent Trinitarian ideas in the early
Christian church.

DOES THE NEW TESTAMENT SPEAK OF THE HOLY TRINITY?
Most Christians belong to
denominations that tend to
see this Matthew 28 formula
as valid even if not spoken by
Jesus himself. However, the
formula does not necessarily
endorse the specific Nicene
Trinitarian doctrine adopted at
the 4th-century Council of
Nicaea and elaborated upon
by later councils, and does not
necessarily show that 1stcentury Christians believed in
the mysterious unity, equality,
or co-eternity of the Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit.
13th-century depiction of the HOLY TRINITY from a
Roman de la Rose manuscript

DOES THE NEW TESTAMENT SPEAK OF THE HOLY TRINITY?
The New Testament contains
some other Trinitarian formulas:
1 Peter 1:2:
who have been chosen and
destined by God the Father and
sanctified by the Spirit to be
obedient to Jesus Christ and to
be sprinkled with his blood:

and Revelation 1:4b-5a:

The Holy Family, 1682, by Bartolome Esteban
Murillo, with God the Father (top), the Holy Spirit
(a dove), and child Jesus

Grace to you and peace from
him who is and who was and
who is to come, and from the
seven spirits who are before his
throne, and from Jesus Christ,
the faithful witness, the
firstborn of the dead, and the
ruler of the kings of the earth.

HOW COMMON WERE PAGAN “TRINITIES”?
The concept of linking three major deities is an old idea. St. Jerome
argued, “All the ancient nations believed in the Trinity.”
In Greece they were Zeus, Poseidon, and Adonis.
The Phoenicians worshipped Ulomus, Ulosuros, and Eliun.
Rome worshipped Jupiter, Neptune, and Pluto.
In Germanic nations there was Wodan, Thor, and Fricco.
The Celts had Criosan, Biosena, and Seeva, or Sheeva.
The triangle was often adopted by
ancient nations as a symbol of the
Deity. We find this three-sided
figure designating some of the
attributes of many pagan gods.

DID THE ANCIENT MESOPOTAMIANS
BELIEVE IN A “TRINITY”?
In Ancient Mesopotamia, the
universe was divided into
three regions each of which
became the domain of a god.
These main gods formed a
“trinity” that ruled the
Heavens, the Earth, and the
seas as a triad of the Great
Gods.
The highest god was Anu,
the god of the heavens,
followed by Enlil, the god of
wind and agriculture, and
Enki (or Ea), the god of water
and knowledge.

DID THE ANCIENT EGYPTIANS BELIEVE IN A “TRINITY”?
The ancient Egyptians, whose influence on early religious thought
was profound, usually arranged their gods or goddesses in
trinities: there was the trinity of Osiris, Isis, and Horus, the trinity
of Amen, Mut, and Khonsu, the trinity of Khnum, Satis, and
Anukis, and so forth.
The ancient Egyptian Hymn to Amun decreed that “No god came
into being before him (Amun)” and that
All gods are three: Amun, Re and Ptah, and there is no second to
them. Hidden is his name as Amon, he is Re in face, and his body is
Ptah.

This is a statement of trinity, the three chief Egyptian gods
subsumed into one of them, Amon. Clearly, the concept of
organic unity within plurality got an extraordinary boost with this
formulation. In a crude form it came strikingly close to the later
Christian form of plural Trinitarian monotheism

DID THE ANCIENT EGYPTIANS BELIEVE IN A “TRINITY”?
These gold figurines represent
one of the Egyptian “trinities”
of gods:
• Osiris (center),
• Horus (left), and
• Isis (right).
Similarly, there were three
aspects to the Egyptian sun
god:
• Khepri (rising),
• Re (midday), and
• Atum (setting).

DO THE HINDUS BELIEVE IN A “TRINITY”?
The Puranas, a collection of Hindu texts from more than 3,000 years
ago, contain the following passage:
O ye three Lords! know that I recognize only one God. Inform me,
therefore, which of you is the true divinity, that I may address to him
alone my adorations.

The three gods, Brahma, Vishnu, and Siva [or Shiva], becoming
manifest to him, replied,
Learn, O devotee, that there is no real distinction between us. What to
you appears such is only the semblance. The single being appears under
three forms by the acts of creation, preservation, and destruction, but
he is one.

IS THERE A KIND OF “TRINITY” IN TAOISM?
The Three Pure Ones),
also
translated
as
the Three Pure Pellucid
Ones, the Three Pristine
Ones, the Three Divine
Teachers,
the
Three
Clarities, or the Three
Purities, are the three
highest gods in the
Taoist pantheon. They are
regarded
as
pure
manifestations of the
Tao and the origin of all
sentient beings.

IS THE A KIND OF “TRINITY” IN BUDDHISM?
The ideals at the heart of
Buddhism are known as
the Three Jewels, Gems,
or Treasures. These are
the Buddha, the fully
enlightened one (the
yellow jewel), the Dharma,
the teachings expounded
by the Buddha (the blue
jewel), and the Sangha,
the Buddhist monastic
order
that
practice
Dharmas (the green or red
jewel). They are the
supports in which a
Buddhist takes refuge by
means of prayer or
recitation at the beginning
of the day or of a practice
session.

WAS THERE A “TRINITY” CONCEPT IN ANCIENT GREECE?
In the 4th century B.C. Aristotle wrote:
All things are three, and thrice is all: and let us use this number in the
worship of the gods; for, as the Pythagoreans say, everything and all
things are bounded by threes, for the end, the middle and the beginning
have this number in everything, and these compose the number of the
Trinity.

Three was the chief of the mystical numbers.

The ancient Greek philosopher, Pythagoras, postulated that the
meaning behind numbers was deeply significant. In classical Greek
eyes the number three was considered as the perfect number, the
number of harmony, wisdom and understanding. It was also the
number of time–past, present, future; birth, life, death; beginning,
middle, end–it was the number of the divine.
Plato saw the number three as being symbolic of the triangle, the
simplest spatial shape, and considered the world to have been built
from triangles.

DOES THE NUMBER THREE HAVE BIBLICAL SIGNIFICANCE?
Most numbers carry a symbolic purpose in the Bible as well as
conveying something significant in the narrative.

The number three, shelosh [f.], sholoshah [m.], means harmony, new
life, and completeness in Hebrew..
The number three appears in the Bible 467 times, fewer than the
number seven, but more than most of the other symbolically
important numbers.

DOES THE NUMBER THREE HAVE BIBLICAL SIGNIFICANCE?
Sometimes three is used as an emphatic Semitic triplet to describe the
intensity of something.
•
•
•

It is not just “holy” but “holy, holy, holy” in Isaiah 6:3.
“Woe” (three times) are called out by an eagle, foreshadowing terrible
judgment, in Revelation 8:13.
Jeremiah repeats the word “land” three times in Jeremiah 22:28.

Noah had three sons:
• Ham,
• Shem,
• and Japheth

There are three patriarchs:
•
•
•

Abraham,
Isaac, and
Jacob.

God calls the prophet Samuel three times in 1 Samuel 3:8.
Jonah spent three days and nights in the belly of a large fish.

DOES THE NUMBER THREE HAVE BIBLICAL SIGNIFICANCE?
Christ performs the functions of prophet, priest, and king.
His ministry lasted approximately three years.

Three individuals witnessed the Transfiguration of three personages
on Mount Hermon.
Jesus goes back to pray in the Garden of Gethsemane three times in
Matthew 26:4.
He was placed on the cross at the 3rd hour of the day (9 a.m.) and
died at the 9th hour. There were three hours of darkness that covered
the land while Jesus was suffering on the cross from the 6th hour to
the 9th hour.
Jesus rose from the dead after three days. In Jewish culture, three
days past the time of death indicated that they were truly dead.
Therefore, Jesus truly conquered death by not rising until the third
day.

DOES THE NUMBER THREE HAVE BIBLICAL SIGNIFICANCE?
Jesus repeats the phrase “feed my sheep” to St.Peter three times in
John 21:15-17. The Apostle had denied Him three times.

The Apostle Paul went blind for three days after his conversion.
God is described in the very beginning of the book of Revelation as a
Being with the three fold characteristic, “which is, and which was,
and which is to come” (Revelation 1:4).
There are three angels in Revelation 14:6-16.
• The first tells all the earth to worship God.
• The second declares the fall of Babylon.
• And the third declares that anyone who receives the Mark of the
Beast will receive God’s wrath.

HOW SIGNIFICANT IS THE NUMBER THREE?
There is some evidence to suggest that early man may have used counting
systems which consisted of "One, Two, Three" and thereafter "Many" to
describe counting limits.
The number three is one of the powerful numbers in the universe. Humans
perceive the universe to have three spatial dimensions.
It holds special significance in many parts of our shared existence:
mind, body, spirit.
animal, vegetable, mineral.
past, present, future.

The number three is featured in many folktales:
three wishes,
three guesses,
three little pigs,
three bears,
three billy goats gruff.

In Shakespeare's Macbeth (1606–07) there are three witches, and their spell
begins, “Thrice the brindled cat hath mewed. . . .”

WHAT IS THE EARLY CHURCH’S UNDERSTANDING
OF THE TRINITY?
Christian theology is the heir of both Biblical
monotheism and the Platonic, Aristotelian, and
Stoic emphases on God’s unity and simplicity. The
NT ascribed a place of equality with God to the
Word of God who became incarnate in Jesus of
Nazareth (e.g., Jn 1:1-18, Col 1:15-20) and also
included the Spirit of God in the divine life (1 Cor
2:10-13).
The Church took several centuries to work out a
reasonably acceptable way to express the complex
relation of Father, Son, and Spirit. The nearly
complete doctrine of the HOLY TRINITY announced
at Constantinople in 381 held that God is one Being
(ousia) in three equal and consubstantial persons or
hypostases: the Father uncreated, the Son
uncreated but begotten, the Spirit proceeding from
the Father (and--in the western version of the
Creed--and the Son).

HOW DID EARLY CHRISTIANS DISCUSS THE TRINITY?

The martyred Ignatius, 2nd bishop of Antioch, (c.35-c.110) wrote
several letters around 110 to various churches on his way to his
eventual martyrdom. A discernible mix of Old Testament and New
Testament writings informed his Trinitarian consciousness, though
exact quotations were minimal, he does refer to Father, Jesus, and
the Spirit.

HOW DID EARLY CHRISTIANS DISCUSS THE TRINITY?

The clearest Trinitarian imagery and most profound statements can
be found in Ignatius’ Letter to the Ephesians. Comparing Church unity
to a chorus, Ignatius instructs the Ephesians to take
your pitch from God [so that] you may sing in unison with one voice
through Jesus Christ to the Father, in order that he may both hear you
and, on the basis of what you do well, acknowledge that you are
members of his Son.

Noting the Church’s Trinitarian foundation, Ignatius describes
believers like
stones of a temple, prepared beforehand for the building of God the
Father, hoisted up to the heights by the crane of Jesus Christ, which is
the cross, using as a rope the Holy Spirit.

HOW WAS THE TRINITY DISCUSSED IN THE 2ND CENTURY?
A few years after Ignatius, Bishop Polycarp of Smyrna (69156) also demonstrated his Trinitarian consciousness before
his martyrdom:
I glorify you, through the eternal and heavenly High Priest,
Jesus Christ, your beloved Son, through whom to you, with him
and the Holy Spirit, be glory both now and for the ages to
come.

Similar to Polycarp, early apologists for the Christian faith did
not shy away from a Trinitarian confession. The philosopher
Athenagoras of Athens (c.133-90) remarked,
Who…would not be astonished to hear men who speak of God
the Father, and of God the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, and who
declare both their power in union and their distinction in order,
called atheists.

Justin Martyr (100-65) described the typical baptismal
liturgy for his readers:
In the name of God, the Father and Lord of the universe, and
of our Savior Jesus Christ, and of the Holy Spirit, [new converts]
then receive the washing with water.

HOW WAS THE TRINITY DISCUSSED IN THE 2ND CENTURY?

Bishop Irenaeus of Lyons (c.130–c.202) presented a thorough
defense of the economic Trinity, that is, how the members of the
Godhead relate to one another and the history of salvation. The
cooperating of the three is expressed as
the Father planning everything well and giving his commands, the Son
carrying these into execution and performing the work of creating, and
the Spirit nourishing and increasing [what is made].

Responding to the various Gnostic teachings which posited an evil
creator god, and a good spiritual god with numerous lesser spiritual
beings, Irenaeus affirmed the Christian faith as monotheistic, with
the one true God as creator and Lord of all. Christianity affirmed one
God who is creator and sustainer of all things. This one God existed
as three persons and was intimately involved in the redemption of
man and the cosmos.

HOW WAS THE TRINITY DISCUSSED IN THE EARLY 3RD CENTURY?

The martyr Hippolytus of Rome (c.170-c.235) wrote a treatise
entitled Against Noetus in response to a Christian from Smyrna
named Noetus who had been promoting non-Biblical views of the
HOLY TRINITY. Noetus and others claimed that the Father as well as
the Son had suffered on the cross.

Hippolytus also wrote in defense of the economic Trinity:
The economy of harmony is led back to one God; for God is one. It is
the Father who commands, and the Son who obeys, and the Holy Spirit
who gives understanding. The Father who is above all, and the Son
who is through all, and the Holy Spirit who is in all.

HOW WAS THE TRINITY DISCUSSED IN THE EARLY 3RD CENTURY?
Writing against a false teacher named Praxeas,
Tertullian of Carthage (155-240) stated, “He put to
flight the Paraclete and crucified the Father.” Like other
early Christian theologians, the crux of the issue was a
twisting of Scripture. He asserted,
[A]ll the scriptures display both the demonstration and
the distinctness of the Trinity: and from them derived
also our standing rule, that speaker and person spoken of
and person spoken to cannot be regarded as one and the
same.

The “rule” referred to the rule of faith, which was the summary of Biblical
teaching represented in the apostolic declaration of faith. Adherence to
this rule guaranteed proper interpretation of Scripture. Tertullian’s
formulation became the foundation for the Church’s definition of the
HOLY TRINITY. He maintained,
All are of one, by unity. . . of substance; while the mystery of the economy is
still guarded, which distributes the unity into a Trinity, placing in their order
the three persons—the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.

HOW WAS THE TRINITY DISCUSSED IN THE EARLY 3RD CENTURY?
The work of Origen of Alexandria (c.184-c.253)
contains hints of subordinating the Son to the
Father, as seen for example in his Commentary on
John:
We say that the Savior, and the Holy Spirit,
transcend all creatures, not by degree but by a
transcendence beyond all measure. But he, [the
Son, like the Holy Spirit] is transcended by the
Father as much as, or even more than, he and the
Holy Spirit transcend the other creatures, even the
highest.

Though there seems to be a subordinationist
strain in Origen, he upheld the ontological unity
of God:
As light. . .could never exist without splendor, so neither can the Son be
understood to exist without the Father.

Origen also provided helpful reflection in understanding the eternal
generation of the Son. He asserted:
God is the Father of his only-begotten Son, who was born indeed of him, and
derives from him what he is, but without any beginning.

He went on to affirm:
The unity of nature and substance belong to the Father and Son.

WHAT WAS THE TRINITY CONTROVERSY IN THE EARLY 4TH CENTURY?
Origen’s mixed thoughts on the HOLY TRINITY,
while never crossing heretical borders, would
have significant effects on 4th-century
Trinitarian reflection for both orthodox as well
as heretical teachers.
A presbyter from Alexandria named Arius (256–336) asserted that
“there was a time when the Son was not.” Emphasizing God’s
oneness, Arius declared that the Son was a created being:
At the will of God, he was created before times and before ages, and
gaining life and being from the Father.

Though Arius granted that the Son was unique, he nonetheless
maintained that he was a created being. Arius leaned upon Proverbs
8:22-31 and Colossians 1:15 for Biblical support of the Son’s status as
a creature.
These were the same passages a century earlier that Origen chose in
order to highlight Christ’s unique status, yet not as a created being.
Arius also pointed to other passages to show that the Son was lesser
than the Father.

HOW WAS THE CONTROVERSY RESOLVED IN THE EARLY 4TH CENTURY?
The Emperor Constantine convened the Council of Nicaea in 325 to
address the thorny theological issue of Arianism. The Council
developed a creed which affirmed the full deity of the Son while also
condemning specific Arian beliefs as heretical. They affirmed that the
Son was homousias (Greek, “one substance”) with the Father and is
“God of God, light of light, true God of true God, begotten not made.”

WHAT IS THE CLASSIC TRINITY DOCTRINE IN THE NICENE CREED?
We believe in one God,
the Father, the Almighty,
maker of heaven and earth,
of all that is, seen and unseen.
We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ,
the only Son of God,
eternally begotten of the Father,
God from God, Light from Light,
true God from true God,
begotten, not made,
of one Being with the Father.
Through him all things were made. . . .

We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life,
who proceeds from the Father and the Son.
With the Father and the Son he is worshiped and glorified.
He has spoken through the Prophets. . . .

HOW WAS THE TRINITY DEFENDED IN THE MID-TO-LATE 4TH CENTURY?
Nicaea would not solve the problem overnight, therefore thinkers
such as Athanasius of Alexandria, Hilary of Poitiers, and the
Cappadocian Fathers would go on to provide significant theological
defense of the doctrine of the HOLY TRINITY in the mid-to-late 4th
century.

Athanasius of Alexandria (c. 296-373) was a deacon when the
Council of Nicaea took place. When he became bishop in
Alexandria, he continued to champion the Nicene faith despite
Arianism being favored by Constantine’s son, Emperor Constantius II
(r. 337–361). Athanasius was subsequently exiled five times for his
ongoing defense of Nicene orthodoxy.

HOW WAS THE TRINITY DEFENDED IN THE MID-TO-LATE 4TH CENTURY?

The Quicunque Vult, commonly called the Creed of St.Athanasius, or
the Athanasian Creed, is a Christian statement of belief focused on
Trinitarian doctrine and Christology. Christian churches used it since
the 6th century to distinguish Nicene Christianity from Arian heresy.
It is the only one of three early Church’s universal creeds to state
explicitly the equality of the three persons of the HOLY TRINITY.
Attributed to St.Athanasius, it was probably written by an unknown
5th-century theologian. Today, this long and argumentative creed
(BCP, pp.864-65) is rarely used in public worship even in the
Western Church. When used, one common practice is to use it once
a year on Trinity Sunday.

WHAT IS THE ATHANASIAN CREED?
The Athanasian Creed states that “we
worship one God in Trinity, and Trinity in
Unity, neither confounding the Persons,
nor dividing the Substance.” Although
not often used, the creed is recited in
certain Anglican churches, particularly
those of High Church tendency. The
Church of England’s standard 1662 Book
of Common Prayer prescribes its use on
certain Sundays at Morning Prayer,
including Trinity Sunday, and it is found
in many modern Anglican prayer books.
It is in the “Historical Documents”
section of the Episcopal Church's
1979 Book of Common Prayer, but its
use is not specifically provided for in the
rubrics of that prayer book.

WHAT IS THE ATHANASIAN CREED?
The long and elaborate statement of the doctrine of the HOLY
TRINITY in the Athanasian Creed begins:
And the catholic faith is this: That we worship one God in Trinity, and
Trinity in Unity;
Neither confounding the persons nor dividing the substance.
For there is one person of the Father, another of the Son, and another of
the Holy Spirit.
But the Godhead of the Father, of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit is all
one,
the
glory
equal,
the
majesty
coeternal.
Such as the Father is, such is the Son, and such is the Holy Spirit.
The Father uncreated, the Son uncreated, and the Holy Spirit uncreated.
The Father incomprehensible, the Son incomprehensible, and the Holy
Spirit incomprehensible.
The Father eternal, the Son eternal, and the Holy Spirit eternal.
And yet they are not three eternals but one eternal.
As also there are not three uncreated nor three incomprehensible, but
one
uncreated
and
one
incomprehensible.
So likewise the Father is almighty, the Son almighty, and the Holy Spirit
almighty.

WHAT IS THE ATHANASIAN CREED?
The long and elaborate statement of the doctrine of the HOLY
TRINITY in the Athanasian Creed continues:
And yet they are not three almighties, but one almighty.
So the Father is God, the Son is God, and the Holy Spirit is God;
And yet they are not three Gods, but one God.
So likewise the Father is Lord, the Son Lord, and the Holy Spirit Lord;
And yet they are not three Lords but one Lord.
For like as we are compelled by the Christian verity to acknowledge every
Person by himself to be God and Lord;
So are we forbidden by the catholic religion to say; There are three Gods
or three Lords.
The Father is made of none, neither created nor begotten.
The Son is of the Father alone; not made nor created, but begotten.
The Holy Spirit is of the Father and of the Son; neither made, nor
created, nor begotten, but proceeding.
So there is one Father, not three Fathers; one Son, not three Sons; one
Holy Spirit, not three Holy Spirits.
And in this Trinity none is afore or after another; none is greater or less
than another.
But the whole three persons are coeternal, and coequal.
So that in all things, as aforesaid, the Unity in Trinity and the Trinity in
Unity is to be worshipped.

HOW WAS THE TRINITY DEFENDED IN THE MID-TO-LATE 4TH CENTURY?

Taking up the mantle from Athanasius, Hilary of Poitiers (c.310–c.67)
affirmed the Nicene message within Western Christianity, and the
Cappadocian Fathers, from a region in Turkey, did so in the East.
Hilary wrote his treatise On the Trinity around 360 which upheld
Nicene theology, earning him the title “Athanasius of the West.”

HOW WAS THE TRINITY DEFENDED IN THE MID-TO-LATE 4TH CENTURY?
Bishop Basil of Caesarea (329-79) and his younger brother, Bishop
Gregory of Nyssa (Gregory Nyssen) (c.335-c.95), alongside their
mutual friend Gregory or Nazianzus (329-90), collectively known as
the Cappadocian Fathers, wrote numerous treatises on both the
unity of the godhead and the unique role of each divine person. It
was a spiritual exercise arising from a concern for maintaining the
gospel. They argued that God was one in essence (Greek, ousia)
while three in person (Greek, hypostasis).
Basil the Great wrote,
The term ousia is common [to all]…while hypostasis is contemplated in
the special property of Fatherhood, Sonship, or the power to sanctify.

HOW WAS THE TRINITY DEFENDED IN THE MID-TO-LATE 4TH CENTURY?
Similar to Basil, St.Gregory Nazianzus
(Gregory the Theologian or Gregory
Nazianzen),
Patriarch
of
Constantinople, taught,
The Godhead is one in three, and the
three are one, in whom the Godhead
is, or to speak more accurately, who
are the Godhead.

HOW WAS THE TRINITY DEFENDED IN THE MID-TO-LATE 4TH CENTURY?

St.Gregory of Nyssa followed along the same lines stating,
Each of the three persons possess unity. . .by reason of the identity
of essence and power.

By the close of the 4th century, thinkers such as Athanasius,
Hilary of Poitiers, and the Cappadocians had solidified the
Biblical teaching of Nicaea (affirmed by the subsequent Council
of Constantinople in 381) as the true Trinitarian doctrine of the
Church.

HOW WAS THE TRINITY SOLIDIFIED IN THE 5TH CENTURY?
Thinkers in the 5th century provided the apex of Trinitarian reflection
that would solidify Trinitarian theology for the next 1000 years.
St.Augustine of Hippo (354-430) in the west and St.Cyril of Alexandria
(c.376–444) in the east provided a keen defense for Trinitarian
orthodoxy. They continued to promote belief in the unity of essence and
threeness of person.

In his work On the Trinity, Augustine asserted,
Whatever. . .is spoken of God in respect to himself, is both spoken singly of
each person, that is, of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit; and
together of the Trinity itself, not plurally but in the singular.

HOW WAS THE TRINITY SOLIDIFIED IN THE 5TH CENTURY?
Augustine also articulated the view of the Spirit’s double procession from
both the Father and Son because we see the Spirit proceeding from the
Son as well. The Latin phrase filioque (“and the Son”) would become a
hallmark of Western Christian Trinitarian teaching, being added into the
Nicene creed and later causing consternation between the Western and
Eastern Church.

In the incarnation, according to Cyril, the Patriarch of Alexandria,
the two natures being brought together in a true union, there is of both one
Christ and one Son

while also retaining their respective characteristics. For Cyril, the eternal
Son of God took upon and personally united with a human nature, both in
body and soul.

HOW WAS THE TRINITY SOLIDIFIED IN THE 5TH CENTURY?
Throughout his writings, including extensive commentary literature,
Cyril demonstrated his indebtedness to Nicene theology from the 4th
century and solidified its place as the true Biblical understanding of
God as triune.
The Council of Chalcedon (451) relied heavily upon Cyril’s teachings
regarding the two natures of Christ, asserting that Christ was both
human and divine
without confusion, without change, without division, without separation;
the distinction of natures being in no way annulled by the union.

Chalcedon would affirm the previous theological affirmations of the
HOLY TRINITY and would become imbedded in the Church’s
Trinitarian theology to the present day.

WHAT IS TRINITY SUNDAY?
Trinity Sunday is one of the
seven principal church year
feasts. It celebrates “the one and
equal glory” of Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit, “in Trinity of Persons
and in Unity of Being.” It is the
first Sunday after Pentecost in
the Western Christian liturgical
calendar, and Pentecost Sunday
in Eastern Christianity. It is eight
weeks after Easter Sunday. The
earliest possible date is 17 May
and the latest possible date is 20
June.
The liturgical color used on
Trinity Sunday is white.
The BLESSED TRINITY with Crown,
by 1917, by Max Fürst

WHAT IS THE BACKGROUND OF TRINITY SUNDAY?
In the early Church, no special Office or day was assigned for the
HOLY TRINITY. The Micrologies, written during the pontificate of
Gregory VII (460), call the Sunday after Pentecost a Dominica
vacans, with no special Office.
When the Arian heresy was spreading, the Fathers prepared an
Office with canticles, responses, a Preface and hymns to be recited
on Sundays.

In the Sacramentary of St.Gregory the Great there are prayers and a
Preface of the Trinity.
The feast was instituted by Bishop Stephen of Liège (903-20) and
spread quickly through northern Europe. It began to supplant the
celebration of the Octave of Pentecost,

WHAT IS THE BACKGROUND OF TRINITY SUNDAY?
The feast became associated with Thomas Becket
(c.1118-70), who was consecrated Archbishop of
Canterbury on the Sunday after Pentecost (then
called Whitsunday), 1162. His first act was to ordain
that the day of his consecration should be held as a
new festival to honor the HOLY TRINITY. This
observance spread from Canterbury throughout the
whole of western Christendom.

Pope John XXII in 1334 finally approved the
Celebration of Trinity Sunday for the entire Western
Church.
This day is notable for being the only major Christian
festival that celebrates a Church doctrine rather than
an event in its sacred history. The papacy resisted its
adoption at Rome, partly because of opposition to
introducing purely theological feasts having no basis
in historical events and because every Eucharist
honored the Trinity.

WHAT WAS TRINITYTIDE?
Becket’s martyrdom influenced the Trinity Sunday’s popularity in
England and the custom of naming the remaining Sundays of the
church year “Sundays after Trinity.”

19th-century depiction
of Becket, showing a sword
piercing his head,
at St Peter's Church,
Berkhamsted

In the Church of England, following the pre-Reformation Sarum use,
and in all editions of the Prayer Book through the 1928 BCP, the
following Sunday is the "First Sunday after Trinity," thus beginning
the season known as Trinitytide, used throughout northern Europe
from the 10th century.

WHAT WAS TRINITYTIDE?
During the post-Pentecost season called
Trinitytide. the readings focus on the Church's
moral teachings.

Trinity Sunday was the hinge on which the
entire Christian liturgical calendar year swung.
The first half of the year (Advent, Christmas,
Epiphany, Lent, Easter, Ascension, Pentecost)
culminated in Trinity Sunday. The second half
of the year unfolded from that same day.

The Trinity,
1511,
by Albrecht Dürer

The 1979 BCP identified this portion of the
church year as a season after Pentecost, and
named the Sundays of the former Trinitytide
the Sundays after Pentecost.

WHAT DO THE ARTICLES OF RELIGION SAY
ABOUT THE HOLY TRINITY?
Article I of the Articles of Religion affirms:
There is but one living and true God, everlasting, without body, parts, or
passions; of infinite power, wisdom, and goodness; the Maker, and
Preserver of all things both visible and invisible. And in unity of this
Godhead there be three Persons, of one substance, power, and eternity;
the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost.

HOW ELSE DOES THE CHURCH PRAISE THE HOLY TRINITY?
A Doxology is the term for words said or sung in praise of the HOLY
TRINITY, such as the conclusion of each Eucharistic Prayer or the
Gloria Patri.

OCCASIONAL COLLECT
OF THE HOLY TRINITY
Almighty God,
you have revealed to your Church
your eternal Being of glorious majesty and perfect love
as one God in Trinity of Persons:
Give us grace to continue steadfast
in the confession of this faith,
and constant in our worship of you,
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit;
for you live and reign,
one God,
now and for ever.
Amen.

