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One Trinity Sunday, when I was swatting for my School Certificate, our new Vicar had the whole congregation stand and recite the Athanasian Creed..
One of our Churchwardens muttered, 'O dear!'  And off we went: We worship one God in Trinity, and Trinity in Unity; Neither confounding the Persons; nor dividing the Substance.
And when we came to the words: The Father incomprehensible, the Son incomprehensible; and the Holy Ghost incomprehensible, followed shortly after by: there are not three incomprehensibles but one incomprehensible, it had this whole 15 year old's attention.
So! This was the doctrine of the Trinity, the Church's teaching about God.  
In swatting up Chemistry and Physics I was trying to make sense of the physical world, and now suddenly I was face to face with the Church's attempt to make sense of God and it was every bit as deep and mysterious as Einstein's Theory of Relativity.
On which I had just read what the great physicist Sir Arthur Eddington had to say. 'There are three people who understand the Theory of Relativity, there's Einstein, there's me and I've forgotten who the other one is.'
I could imagine our Vicar saying, 'There are three people who understand the Trinity.  There's me, the Curate and oh! The Bishop might know!
If he'd asked me, I would have said, 'Well, the Father is God, and the Son is God and the Holy Spirit is God, but they are not three God, but one God.  I'd learned that in confirmation class, beyond that there was the Athanasian Creed.
Then, in the Sixth Form I met a Unitarian and to my surprise I discovered that their church couldn't belong to our local Council of Churches because although they believed in Jesus, they didn't didn't believe in the Trinity and that meant that the other churches, Anglicans, Methodists, Baptists, Presbyterians and so on, didn't count them as Christians.
For that you had to believe in the Holy Trinity, and, like Muslims and Jews, although his church believed there was only one God, as Unitarians it didn't accept that God was three in one. 
The doctrine of the Trinity is as important as that and today, Trinity Sunday, is the Sunday we celebrates the very nature of God himself.
Of all Christian beliefs, the Holy Trinity is the most difficult which is why it took the Church 300 years to arrive at it.
Some Christians said, 'in the Bible, the Father is God, the Son is God, and the Holy Spirit is God, so that means there must be three Gods. 
But the Church said, 'that can't be right, because there's only one God.'  
Once, when I opened the door to some Jehovah's Witnesses they tried to get me with that one.  'Everyone knows', they said, 'that one and one and one makes three, but the Church of England says it only makes one.
What sort of maths do you call that?  
Being a smart Alec, I said, 'Mathematicians call it topology and I reached for my scarf and said, 'How many sides does this scarf have?'  Two, they said.
And I then gave it a half twist, joined the two ends together and said, 'Pretend you are an ant walking all over my scarf.  How many sides does it have now.  
'Two they said.  
No, I said.  It has one, because the ant would never have to cross an edge to get to the other side.  And the penny dropped.
Now supposing if, instead of this being a two sided scarf it was a long rubber Toblerone bar and I gave it a twist and joined the ends together, how many sides would it have then?
And the penny dropped again.  What had been three sides was now only one because an ant could crawl anywhere it wanted to without crossing an edge.  
One and one and one, makes one.  
And then they headed down the garden path.  I hoped that never again would they try that 'one and one and one makes three' argument.
But, of course, I had cheated.  Why? Because I had turned the 'mystery' of God into a 'problem' and though you and I may experience God the Holy Trinity as a Problem, He's not.  God is a mystery, and He remains a mystery however well we think we understand Him.
As that great book on prayer, The Cloud of Unknowing'  puts it.  'By love may God be grasped and held, but by thinking, never.'
The moment we claim to understand God then we have turned him into a kind of object we can possess and that's clearly not right.  God is not something we can own, even intellectually, nor is He a kind of puzzle to solve.  The Athanasian Creed refuses to let us do either.
Just as it took science 400 years to demonstrate the existence of the Higgs' Boson, which very few people can understand; so it took the early church roughly the same length of time to work out how God was best described as Holy Trinity and with the result that most Christians find it as hard to explain as the Higgs and other Bosons!
And just as scientists tried to explain to journalists that the way the Higgs Boson gave matter its mass was like Margaret Thatcher at a party walking through a room full of guests all wanting to talk to her and who  therefore slowed her down; so when St Patrick wanted to explain the Holy Trinity to his Irish converts he held up a shamrock leaf and told them that just as the leaf had three lobes but was one leaf, so God was three persons yet one God.
But Shamrock leaf or Margaret Thatcher, these illustrations are only simple examples trying to make sense of much more difficult explanations.
It became even more difficult for me when I discovered that when we say 'three persons and one God', the word 'person' in the creed does not mean what you and I normally mean by 'person', namely a human individual!  
It was much more like what psychologists, adapting the idea,  mean by 'persona', for example when we say that someone has one persona in public and another in private.
At which point, some people give up and say, 'It's all getting too complicated.  The Shamrock is good enough for me.  If you don't mind.  I'll just go on loving God and saying my prayers.
If you are asking how and why the Church came up with such a difficult doctrine, the answer fortunately is easy: Christian doctrines take shape in the same way that scientific theories take shape – by trial and error.
For example, around the year 200 AD three theologians answered the question of how the three revelations of God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit can can be revelations of the one God by suggesting that they were  different ways he showed himself and by which we experienced him.
It sounded convincing.  After all, if H2O can be known as water, steam or ice, why can't God  also be known as Father Son and Holy Spirit.  What's wrong with that?
Plenty, the Church said.  It makes these three different revelations of God 'temporary' when they are permanent.  It's why in the Athanasian Creed the Vicar had us all recite: The Father eternal, the Son eternal: and the Holy Ghost eternal.  And yet they are not three eternals but one eternal.  
And in Athenasius' lifetime there was another heresy very like the belief Jehovah's Witnesses have today, that said that in some way the Son was less fully God than the Father.
This why the Athenasian Creed says: In this Trinity none is afore, or after other; none is greater or less than another.  But the whole three Persons are co-eternal together: and co-equal.
By saying what we could not say about the Holy Trinity, by trial and error the Church was slowly homing in on what we could say.
Trial and error is the still the most widespread of methods for getting to the truth.  In science and industry, it's known as R and D, Research and Development.  We move from what works a little to what works even better.
It's how economists, drug companies and even philosophers work, so we shouldn't be surprised if it was how even the Church's teaching about God, the greatest of all mysteries in a a mysterious universe also developed.
Is our understanding of God still changing, still developing.  When I went on my sabbatical in 1991, this is what I went to study, the why and the how of doctrinal change.
One  area of personal interest was what effect if any, the second wave of feminism had had on theology and I was lucky in being to attend a seminar given by Janet Soskice, one of the first of a generation of distinguished women theologians.
When I started being interested in serious theology, women theologians were rarer that women scientists.  All that changed in the 1980s.
So what did I learn?  Chiefly, that for men, the quest for truth was mostly in the aristocratic warrior tradition of 'combat' against error; for women theologians it was biased in favour of attitudes like co-operation and communion.

This was as true in our understanding of nature as in our understanding of God.  Man's conquest of nature has been a  destructive one and that should make us men think again of what it might have done in our attempt to understand God.

To know God is essentially to love him and to seek communion with him.  On that theologians of both genders can agree, which is one reason why we call this service, our Holy Communion.  

Through this sacrament of love, we come to God the Father, through God the Son, in the power of God the Holy Spirit.  
The temptation is that we will spend our time thinking about God when we should be loving him.
If the doctrine of the Holy Trinity only makes us think about God, it has failed us.  It's real purpose is to help us each to love him more; to be in communion with God, daily.  Amen.
