The Holy Trinity and the Eternal Nerd

“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, 20and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” Matthew 28:19-20.

This morning, because it is Trinity Sunday, I want to speak to you about nerds.

Every academic subject has its nerds.  Nerds are the ones who are most fascinated by the minutiae of the subject – and most fond of it.  The obscure and eccentric in their field of study is what they like – they find it amusing.  They’re also a bit like Gnostics in that they revel in secret knowledge – stuff the ordinary people don’t know.  So nerd historians love the War of Jenkin’s Ear, or the First Defenestration of Prague (1419 – not 1618!).  And nerd physicists love to giggle about quantum dynamics of nonlinear systems or geometric dephasing in zero-field magnetic resonance.  What nerds in theology seem drawn to is the Trinity…
This day is their day.  They look forward to spotting the errors in any preachers’ sermon – Sabellianism and other forms of modalism, subordinationism, tritheism, partialism, appropriationism…  These heresies often betray some Incarnational heresy on the side, so they’re still on the look-out for Apollinarianism and other forms of Docetism, Arianism or Nestorianism.  They don’t necessarily look out for these things in a hostile way, of course – nerds love the terminology, but view heresy in much the way the Sealed Knot views a pikestaff charge: it’s another delightful detail.

Aside from heresies there are other historical matters, like the problem surrounding the filioque cause, and the various terms of the debate: does the Spirit proceed from the Father and the Son?  And then there are the terms of the debate: ousia, hypostasis, prosopon…  Are substance and person sufficient terms to translate these?  Most recently among the nerds there is plenty of excitement about how exactly we frame the three-in-one.  Do we start with the three persons, and emphasize the so-called “Social Trinity”; or do we start with the one God, and end up with an Augustinian model, where the Father and the Son love and the Holy Spirit is the love between them?  Nerds love this sort of thing: if they incline in a rather left-wing way to “Social Trinitarianism” they can talk of perichoresis – the mutual in-dwelling dance of the deity’s inner life; if they like the Augustinian version, they can sneer at all the trendy lefties who like the Social Trinity, and make a virtue instead of being orthodox.
So the nerd approach to the Trinity is therefore great fun, full of historical oddities and eccentricities, and full of secret knowledge.  And that’s a bad thing.

Now, I rather like nerds – and I’m probably one of them myself.  They’re probably more present in the church today than they ever were.  If nerds are attracted to the obscure and the eccentric – look no further than the theology of the Church of England…  In these days of our minority and victimhood we attract nerds.  And so we have nerds as priests all over the country – even as Bishops and, dare I say it, Archbishop of Canterbury.  All very well – if you want leaders who aren’t nerds, you risk having leaders who know nothing at all – hello there, President Bush.  But the trouble with putting the nerds in charge is that you allow them to mystify doctrines and muddy the waters.  They will be keener on complexity than practicality.  They will know marginalia better than they know the boring old centre-ground.  In the middle of a crisis that will split the church, they will take three months off to write a book entitled “Dostoevsky: Language, Faith and Fiction”.
And if Trinity Sunday belongs to the nerds then, I’m afraid, the Trinity will become a footnote to the faith, something to be interested in “if you like that sort of thing”.  It won’t be at the heart of Christian life.  But the heart of Christian life, as the lesson today reminds us, is precisely where the Trinity should be.
There are some words in Thomas a Kempis “Imitation of Christ” that are relevant here.  “What good does it do to speak learnedly about the Trinity if, lacking humility, you displease the Trinity? Indeed it is not learning that makes a man holy and just, but a virtuous life makes him pleasing to God. I would rather feel contrition than know how to define it. For what would it profit us to know the whole Bible by heart and the principles of all the philosophers if we live without grace and the love of God? Vanity of vanities and all is vanity, except to love God and serve Him alone.”

But how do we serve God?  The Trinity is the illustrated manual for it – and it is all about the imitation of Christ.  It is not an accident that Jesus follows up his command to make disciples of all nations by saying that the disciples’ teaching, once they’ve baptized in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, should be about obedience: and it’s no accident that Jesus says he will be with them always.     He will be with us always because we are called to follow in his love and obedience to the Father.  The Father’s mission to the Son was to be loving in this world of anti-love: even if it killed him.  Our mission is the same.  And I guess that puts me in St Augustine’s camp as regards models for the Trinity.  The Father loves the Son and the Son loves the Father and go-between for all this love is the Holy Spirit.  We are here this morning to participate in Christ – to be his Body; and therefore to love the Father and obey his law of love; and we do that in the fellowship of the Holy Spirit whose outpouring we celebrated last week.  That is Trinitarian theology – not a mystery, not secret knowledge, but the living heart of our faith.  Amen.
