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THE CHURCH OF THE HOLY TRINITY ? 
 
 

  Sometime during his reign (971 – 995) the then King of Scots, Kenneth II 

MacMalcolm, dedicated “the great Monastery at Brechin to the Lord”1. The likelihood is that 

this was the point that Brechin Cathedral began its dedication to the Holy Trinity, though no-

one can be sure, such are the origins of the Cathedral shrouded in the mists of time. Some, 

notably Cosmo Innes in his “Sketches of Early Scotch History”, have suggested that the 

existence of the Church and consequently its dedication to the Holy Trinity goes back much 

further2. Innes concluded that the early 7th century is a much more likely date for the 

Cathedral’s founding and that the association with the Trinity stems from the Celtic Church’s 

stress on the Triune God in their worship and liturgy. This, as we will see, may be of 

significance to today’s worshipping Christians at the Cathedral ! In this essay I intend to 

explore whether Brechin Cathedral’s links to the Trinity are living ones, or a mere historical 

curiosity. I shall examine whether our ecclesiology is informed in anyway by the doctrine of 

the Trinity. And then, in a more lengthy and detailed way, seek to show that if the doctrine of 

the Trinity has any impact upon today’s Church it is primarily upon its worship and liturgy. I 

shall come down on the side of Ruth Duck when she declares : 

“Christian worship is Trinitarian because it grows out of and renews the Church’s 
relationship with God made known in Jesus Christ through the Spirit”3 

In this paper I will attempt to answer the key question for my congregation : can we truly say 

of Brechin Cathedral that it is the Church of the Holy Trinity ? 

 

                                                            
1 Society of Friends of Brechin Cathedral, Book 11, p.13 in which D.B. Thoms, a former Session Clerk, gives a 
very helpful and clear outline of the Cathedral’s origins. 
2 David D Black The History of Brechin to 1864, p.6 (Pinkfoot Press 2009) 
3 Ruth C Duck Praising God – the Trinity in Christian Worship p.1 (Westminster John Knox 1999) 
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THE TRINITY AND ECCLESIOLOGY 

 There has been much discussion amongst contemporary theologians over the concept 

of the Social Trinity, particularly the issue of whether adopting a particular model of the 

Social Trinity can inform better our understanding of the Church. Social Trinity theorists seek 

to re-define the idea of God as three “persons” (the word “person” in classical Trinitarian 

thought having a very specific technical understanding quite different from our modern view 

of person as an individual with a will). They wish to view God not as an individual seen in 

three aspects, but rather in the form of a collective, bound together in mutual love and self-

giving to the other members of the Trinity “team”.4 One of the chief proponents of the Social 

Trinity model is Jurgen Moltmann who argues that Christianity really cannot be monotheistic 

at all if it is true to the Biblical witness.5 Pointing to the issue of suffering, Moltmann has a 

view of God in threefold mode : the God who suffers with us, the God who suffers from us 

and the God that suffers for us. Jesus suffers the agony of being forsaken by God the Father 

on the cross while the Father suffers the anguish of being separated from His only Son, yet in 

this surrender to suffering for the sake of us humans, Father and Son achieve a new unity 

with each other in the power of the Spirit. It is easy to see in this era of 24 hour news, in 

which aspects of suffering humanity are ever before us on our television screens, why this 

model of Social Trinity has an appeal and may point to a model of the Church as “suffering 

community”. Moltmann himself sums up the possible impact of the community of the Trinity 

on the community of the Church thus : 

“the Trinity corresponds to a community in which people are defined through their relations 
with one another and in their significance for one another, not in opposition to one another, in 
terms of power and possession.”6 

                                                            
4 See Karen Kilby’s very helpful article “Perichoresis and Projection – Problems with the Social Doctrines of the 
Trinity” (International Journal of Systematic Theology, Issue 957, Wiley & Blackwell) Kilby gives a good 
exposition of the Social Trinity model prior to her critique of it. 
5 Jurgen Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom of God (SCM Press 1981)  
6 Moltmann ibid. p.198 
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 Moltmann is highly critical of the monotheistic model of God, claiming that it leads 

politically and ecclesiologically to absolutism, stating : “(the) theological justification of 

papal authority and the unity of the church it guarantees is visibly dominated by a 

monotheistic way of thinking.”7 In other words, one God = one Pope = one Church. 

Moltmann even goes as far as using the Trinity to support a Presbyterian polity : 

“The presbyterial and synodal church order and leadership based on brotherly advice are the 

forms of organisation that best correspond to the doctrine of the social Trinity.”8 

Now while clearly as a Presbyterian minister serving a Presbyterian Church I am thrilled that 

such a learned theologian as Jurgen Moltmann believes that the doctrine of the Trinity 

supports my Church’s polity, I have to say, sorry, I am not convinced for reasons I shall 

shortly expound. 

As Ted Peters points out in his very helpful book God as Trinity9 Moltmann’s 

problem is that he sacrifices the unity of God for the sake of plurality and ends up 

dangerously close to tri-theism and the heresy of patripassianism, reputedly expounded by 

Sabellius in the third century, which asserted that God the Father was incarnate and suffered 

on the cross.10 A more recent view of Social Trinity is given by Shirley Guthrie in his book 

Always being Reformed in which Guthrie points to the Eastern Orthodox concept of 

“perichoresis” or mutual indwelling as a useful way of understanding the Trinity and 

consequently the Church11.  

                                                            
7 Moltmann ibid. p.201 
8 Moltmann ibid. p.202 
9 Ted Peters, God as Trinity – Relationality and Temporality in Divine Life (Westminster John Knox 1993) p.104 
10 As with much history which records only the victors view, it is difficult to know exactly what Sabellius 
believed since we are dependent upon the writings of his chief opponent, Tertullian, to tell us !  
11 Shirley C Guthrie jr, Always Being Reformed p.36 (2nd edition, Westminster John Knox 2008)  
The concept of perichoresis is outlined quite fully in the writings of the eighth century theologian John of 
Damascus. 
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In particular Guthrie uses this idea of unity being found in community to explain the Trinity 

and by extension the Church. Guthrie explains : 

If  the deity of God is fulfilled in the community of Father, Son and Holy Spirit, then 
the true humanity of human beings created in God’s image is realized only in human 
community, not in the lonely self-assertion of individuals who seek to be themselves 
apart from or in competition with other human beings.12 

Again, as with Moltmann, it is easy to see the attraction in Guthrie’s model. A notion of 

community is a very appealing one to the Church in an age of individualism and widespread 

loneliness. I am sure many of my own congregation come to Church Sunday by Sunday 

precisely for that reason; not to hear me preach but to meet with each other in fellowship ! 

There is nothing fundamentally wrong with such a model of the Church, community is 

healthy. The question theologically has to be though : can we really derive such a model from 

the doctrine of the Trinity ? Indeed, can we really talk of a Social model for Trinity at all ?  I 

am just a little suspicious that Guthrie is taking a model of how he would like the human 

community to be and projecting it back onto the Trinity, rather than the  Trinity informing our 

ecclesiology. 

It would I think be helpful at this point, and indeed fair to Guthrie, Moltmann and the 

other Social Trinity theorists if we consider some objections to their model. Karen Kilby, like 

myself, is highly suspicious of the projections that are going on in the Social Trinity model. 

Kilby points out that not only is the Social Trinity theorist drawing from human experience to 

project their model onto God, but, having done that, the theorist is then pointing at God and 

saying how useful would be this model in structuring our human society; a double whammy 

of projection ! 

                                                            
12 Guthrie Always being Reformed. p.37 
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“Projection, then, is particularly problematic in at least some social theories of the Trinity 
because what is projected onto God is immediately reflected back onto the world, and this 
reverse projection is said to be what is in fact important about the doctrine.”13 

Kilby also raises the intriguing question as to where do the Social theorists get their 

incredibly detailed inside information about God’s internal life ! Perichoresis the key idea of 

the Social theorist is preserving God’s unity in face of the danger of tri-theism, may have 

pedigree in the Cappadocian Fathers but is certainly not Biblically grounded. Kilby again : 

“What is it, then, that makes the three into one? I do not think one can pretend to find, outside 
of a few proof texts in the Gospel of John, any very clear help in the New Testament in 
understanding this. And whatever it is, it must be something beyond our experience, since in 
our experience three persons are, quite simply, three people. This whatever it is, this thing 
which is beyond our experience which binds the three into a one, however, is given a label-- 
it is called the divine perichoresis. And in order to describe the perichoresis, the social 
theorist points to those things which do to some degree bind human persons together, into 
couples or families or communities-- interrelatedness, love, empathy, mutual accord, mutual 
giving and so on. What binds God into one is then said to be like all the best that we know, 
only of course, unimaginably more so. It has to be more so, since it has to make the three 
persons into one God and not just into one family of Gods.”14  

For me, Kilby has a very valid point. Perichoresis, however useful it may be in Trinitarian 

thought, seems quite an arbitrary invention. And if the Trinity is indeed a collective then why 

not regard it, as Karen Kilby states, as a family of gods ? To my mind this would at least be 

intellectually honest !  

 Ruth Duck too, while more supportive of Guthrie’s model, raises questions about the 

very etymology that Guthrie places on perichoresis. Guthrie wants to split the word into two 

parts : peri (around, as in perimeter) and choresis (dancing, as in choreography).15 Duck 

however sees the word with no such roots, pointing to its origins in the Greek word 

perichoreo, meaning simply “to go around” in the sense of circularity of movement.16 

  

                                                            
13 Kilby p.442  ibid. 
14 Kilby p.441  ibid. 
15 Guthrie ibid. p.36 
16 Duck ibid p.35 
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Kathryn Tanner too has major reservations about the Social Trinity model. Tanner 

outlines three major objections to the Social Trinity view. The first one centres on the use of 

language; how can any form of human language fully capture the essence of the divine 

Godhead. Indeed, Tanner states that if we cannot even fully understand human society, upon 

which we are basing the Social Trinity model, how then will we ever hope to comprehend 

something as mysterious as the Trinity : 

“Because God is not fully comprehensible to us, and certainly not fully so, discussion 
of the Trinity, all by itself, seems of little help in better understanding human relationships : 
what is difficult to understand – the proper character of human society – is explicated by 
reference to what is surely only more obscure – the character of divine community.”17 

Secondly, and this for Tanner is one of her central concerns is that the Social Trinity 

model lessens God’s transcendence. “God is not us, and this sets up major problems for 

theologies that want to base conclusions about human relationships on the Trinity.”18 

In particular, Tanner points to the limitation of human finitude and asks, given this limitation, 

how can we as humans be “in” each other in the same way that the members of the Trinity  

in-dwell within each other ? “Human persons can never be as closely tied to their relations 

with others as persons in the Trinity are commonly thought to be.”19 Furthermore there is a 

distinctness in the relations of the Trinity that is false to our relations as human beings. For 

example, God the Father can ever only be Father, He cannot be the Son, since He is defined 

in relation to the other members of the Trinity precisely by His “fatherhood”. Clearly this is 

not true of human relations where a father of a child is also the son of another person ! 

The terms used in the Trinity are therefore what Tanner calls “person defining properties”. 

 

                                                            
17 Kathryn E Tanner “Kingdom Come : The Trinity and Politics” p.137 Princeton Seminary Bulletin Vol. 28 no.2 
(2007)  
18 Tanner ibid p.136 
19 Tanner ibid. p.138 
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Tanner’s third and final concern is that human society, unlike the perfection of the 

Trinity, is full of suffering and sin. One of my own concerns, drawing upon a similar vein, is 

how far something as perfect as God as Trinity could impact upon something as imperfect as 

the Church ! Yes, of course, the Church is Christ’s body on earth, it is being transformed 

daily by the power of the Holy Spirit, but are we really saying that God’s inner life is 

reflected in a body of people who worship Sunday by Sunday “warts and all” ? 

For me, it is Tanner’s concern that the transcendence of God is being undermined by 

the Social Trinity theorists that is the most persuasive. I do not want to go so far as Socrates 

who famously stated : Quae supra nos nihil ad nos – that which is above us is none of our 

business ! And even Tanner, for all her transcendence motif, recognises that we might end up 

with a God who is so transcendent as to be of no earthly use !20 Nevertheless, however 

appealing it might be to apply the Social Trinity model to the Church (and I do not deny it is 

in many ways appealing), it is, for me at least, an unsatisfactory approach. It is to take 

something perfect (the Trinity) and apply it to something imperfect (the Church).   

 The final scholar who I wish to draw upon with reservations about the Social Trinity 

model is Daniel Migliore, though Migliore is much more sympathetic to Guthrie’s intentions. 

Again, Migliore identifies three problems with the Social Trinity model. Firstly, that this way 

of speaking of the Trinity is “foreign to the biblical witness”21 Second, that it might be wiser 

to concentrate on the economic Trinity (God in relation to us) and less upon the metaphysical 

speculations of the immanent Trinity (God as God is in God’s self). Thirdly, we run the risk 

of “humanizing Deity and divinizing the Church”.22  

                                                            
20 Kathryn E Tanner Politics of God p.72 (Minneapolis : Fortress Press, 1992)  
21 Guthrie ibid p.91 
22 Guthrie ibid p.90 
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 Migliore deals very satisfactorily with each of these criticisms in turn, but it is his first 

response to the critique of the Biblical witness that will lead us into the second part of this 

essay. Migliore wants to dispute that the Trinity is not based in the Biblical witness. 

Certainly, it may be implicit, rather than explicit, but it is there nonetheless. As Migliore puts 

it, rather poetically I think : “it is clear that the Trinitarian faith is already sprouting in the soil 

of prayer and worship in the early Church”23  

My contention is this essay is if the Trinity informs the Church in any sense it is in its 

worship, precisely because that is the point of engagement of the people with God.  While I 

sympathise with the attempts at the Social Trinity approach, largely because I do want a 

congregation that reflects God’s inner life if at all possible, I regret I remain to be convinced. 

The Social Trinity model simply has too many problems stacked against it. 

 

THE TRINITY AND WORSHIP 

 Having discussed the possibilities and difficulties of the Social Trinity model in the 

first part of this essay; in the second part I hope to show that Brechin Cathedral can still be 

the Church of the Holy Trinity, assuming it reflects the Trinity in its worshipping life. This is 

true in a number of superficial ways. The Benediction is always given in Triune form, for 

example.  We always celebrate Trinity Sunday as a special day for the Society of Friends.24 

But I want to show that the Church’s worship is much more rooted in the doctrine of the 

Trinity than in just an annual nod on Trinity Sunday. Worship is the very way in which we 

see and engage with God as Trinity : Father, Son and Holy Spirit. John D. Witvliet in his 

                                                            
23 Guthrie ibid p.94 
24 It may be of interest to the Society of Friends to know that Trinity Sunday was first given full status by Pope 
John XII in 1334 during the Avignon exile, several hundred years after the Cathedral was founded. 
See Ruth Duck, Praising God 
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illumining article on “What to do with our renewed Trinitarian enthusiasm ?” puts it well 

when he states : 

“Trinitarian worship does not consist of merely appending a triune formula to 
conclude a prayer of hymn. It is, rather, a fundamental way of reframing nearly every 
act of worship – even those that never mention the name Trinity. The Doctrine of the 
Trinity is, after all, a map or description of the ultimate reality in which we live, move 
and have our being – the very nature, being and reality of God.”25 

For me, whatever we do in worship, from singing God’s praises to hearing His word 

preached or spoken, to praying to God, we stand upon the structure of the doctrine of the 

Trinity. The Trinity is thus the cartography within which the worship of God takes place.26 

THE SERVICE STRUCTURE 

 Before starting to consider specific aspects of our worship and how they might be 

Trinitarian in their nature, it might be helpful, briefly, just to consider the structure of a 

typical Sunday service itself. For, in my view, the very structure of worship itself points to 

the Trinity. We begin with a call to worship, an opening praise, and an opening prayer which 

adores God and then goes on to confess our sin before God. For me, this is our approach to 

Father God of the Old Testament and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. In approaching God we 

are invited into a feeling of awe and reverence in God’s presence. “Come, let us bow down in 

worship, let us kneel before the Lord our Maker”.27 Our awe is also an occasion to realise 

how unworthy and broken are we in relation to a holy and perfect God. Here we avoid any 

thought of the Church echoing the Trinity’s inner life ! Rather, the very encounter with the 

awesomeness of the economic Trinity forces the Church to acknowledge its fallen nature.  

Following this, the scripture lessons and sermon form the central section. We shall return 

later in this essay to consider Philip Butin’s view that preaching is a Trinitarian event, 

                                                            
25 John D. Witvliet “What to do with our renewed Trinitarian enthusiasm ?” p.240 in Trinitarian Theology for 
the Church edt. Treier & Lauber (IVP 2009)  
26 John D. Witvliet “Prism of Glory : Trinitarian worship and Liturgical piety in the Reformed Tradition” p.285 in 
The Place of Christ in Liturgical Prayer edt. Bryan D. Spinks (Pueblo 2008, publ. Liturgical Press) 
27 Psalm 95:6 
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sufficient to say at this point that this is the moment when the congregation encounter the 

Word, and the Word made flesh in preaching. Here worship becomes incarnate, it puts on 

flesh in words and actions. 

In the final section of the service we see two forms of the outpouring of the Spirit’s love to 

others through the Church. First, in our intercessory prayers (usually responsive, thus 

demanding in a real sense the congregation’s participation in the process rather than simple 

sedentary observation) and in these prayers our hearts and minds go out to the needy in our 

world through the power of the Spirit. Second, in the receiving and dedicating of the offering, 

again we see the Spirit’s love being  shown in our giving and in our weekly re-commitment 

to the Kingdom’s values. 

Of course, this is one service, concluding in one triune blessing. Thus, for me, the very 

structure of our typical Sunday morning worship is a reflection of the three persons of the 

Trinity, and perhaps too an indication of how we respond to each of them, while still being a 

united and integrated whole. 

 Furthermore, within the service there is a sense of movement. I begin at the Prayer 

Desk for the opening devotions before moving to the pulpit for the sermon. Later, I return to 

the Prayer Desk to lead the intercessions before dedicating the offering at the “High” 

Communion Table and pronouncing the benediction in the centre of the crossing. So too do 

those reading the lesson come forward to the lectern. Not only does this help the congregation 

follow the natural flow of the service, there is, I think, a sense in which this movement can 

reflect the inner movement between the three persons of the Trinity. 

Clearly, we must be careful that we do not fall into the very Social Trinity model I have so 

recently rejected ! But in worship, my contention remains that because it is the Trinity which 
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is the object of our devotion and veneration, the Trinity is itself reflected in the very structure 

and flow of the worship of the people of God. 

PRAYER AS TRINITARIAN 

 John D Witvliet in his essay “Trinitarian Worship and Liturgical Piety in the 

Reformed Tradition” draws attention to the Trinitarian grammar of mediation in prayer. Just 

how are we praying ? Are we praying to the Father, to the Son, to the Holy Spirit ? Or are we 

praying to God through Christ in the Spirit (the ad-per-in pattern) ? Witvliet points to the fact 

that it is God the Father who receives our worship (John 4:24), Christ the Son who perfects 

our worship (Heb.7:23-25)  and the Holy Spirit which prompts us to pray in the first place 

(Rom.8:15,26) Witvliet states that this is the “Trinitarian grammar or logic of our address to 

God”.28 Sarah Coakley too wants to stress prayer as being Trinitarian in nature : “what I am 

claiming here is that the pray-er’s total experience of God is here found to be ineluctably tri-

facted”29 She sees God as doing the praying in us, being the recipient of our worship and 

finally, through the Spirit, inviting us in this exchange into the very life of Christ.30  James 

Torrance too stresses that we need to recapture the doctrine of the Trinity if we are to truly 

understand what is going on in worship.31 

 What is extremely interesting, I think, is that Coakley and Torrance approach worship 

from the perspective of different persons of the Trinity. Coakley, drawing upon many of the 

great patristic scholars, wants to lay great stress on the involvement of the Holy Spirit in 

                                                            
28 John D. Witvliet “Prism of glory : Trinitarian Worship and Liturgical Piety in the Reformed Tradition” in  
The Place of Christ in Liturgical Prayer p.270  edt, Bryan D Sparks (Pueblo 2008, publ. Liturgical Press) 
29 Sarah Coakley “Why three ? Some further reflections on the origins of the doctrine of the Trinity” in The 
Making and remaking of Christian doctrine p.37 (Clarendon Press 1993) 
30 Sarah Coakley “Living into the mystery of the Holy Trinity : Trinity, Prayer & Sexuality” in the Anglican 
Theological Review 80 (1998) p.224 
31 James B. Torrance Worship, Community and the Triune God of grace p.28 (Intervarsity Press 1996)  
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worship and claims that Montanism unfortunately gave the Spirit a “bad name”.32  Coakley’s 

stress on the Spirit is appealing because in my own view the Holy Spirit is the most 

understated (even underrated !) member of the Trinity. Coakley herself points to the fact that 

in the early centuries the “personal distinctiveness” of the Spirit was never faced, the result 

being, by default, binitarianism. This binitarianism becomes a model of God which lays 

emphasis on the transcendence of the Father on the one hand, while giving stress to the 

incarnation of the Son on the other. Sadly, as a consequence, the poor Spirit gets lost. 

Coakley wants to reclaim the Spirit, not simply as the means to extend in a linear, temporal 

sense God’s revelation, but as the means by which the whole of creation is incorporated into 

the divine life (Romans 8:9-30). This means that prayer itself becomes a “co-operative 

action” between God and us. As Coakley puts it : 

“the dialogue of prayer is strictly speaking not a simple communication between an 
individual and a distant and undifferentiated entity but rather a movement of divine 
reflexivity, a sort of answering of God to God in and through the one who prays.”33    

 

Recently, at our Prayer Circle meeting I was asked the very question : What is  

Prayer ? To my mind, Coakley’s stress on the Spirit as the member of the Trinity who opens 

the doors of communication between God and humanity is a valuable answer to this. The 

Spirit conveys our desires to God whilst also reflecting the desires of God back to us. It is 

also a good example of Paul’s view in Romans 8 where the Father is the object of our desire, 

the Spirit the enabler of that desire within creation and the Son as the example of perfected 

creation. 

 By contrast, Torrance’s stress is upon the role of Christ as the second member of the 

Trinity. Torrance’s concern is that so much of what goes on in Church of Scotland worship 

                                                            
32 Montanism was another heresy of the early Church which centred on the ecstatic nature of prophetic 
utterances given by the Spirit. Some see it resurrected in today’s Pentecostal movement. 
33 Coakley ibid. p.37 
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appears minister centred; the very prayers appearing to reflect the minister’s concerns of that 

day. As a counter to that, Torrance lays his stress on Jesus as the “high priest” the leitourgos 

whose task it is to “lead our worship, bear our sorrows on his heart and intercede for us, 

presenting us to the Father in himself as God’s dear children, and uniting us with himself in 

his life in the Spirit.”34 Torrance is probably more traditional in his approach : the prayers of 

the Church being delivered to God the Father through Jesus Christ the Son, though his 

thoughts are no less helpful for that. Torrance’s approach is a good reminder to us in the 

Reformed tradition that Jesus is the great high priest of worship, Sunday by Sunday. 

All of them, Torrance, Coakley and Witvliet point to the Trinitarian grammar and 

logic of the very exercise of praying. 

PREACHING AS A TRINITARIAN EVENT 

 How far can we consider preaching to be a Trinitarian event ? Here, I think, we are on 

safer Reformed theology ground for there has always been in all types of Reformed theology 

a clear inter-relation between Word and Spirit, even if the details of that relationship vary ! 

Philip Butin, quoting Jean Jacques von Allmen gives a good definition of the Trinitarian 

nature of preaching : 

 “God is not so much the object as the true source of Christian preaching. Preaching is 
thus speech by God rather than speech about God. There is no true preaching unless God is at 
work in it through His Holy Spirit…….Christian preaching cannot be understood apart from 
the doctrine of the Trinity : on the basis of the past work of His Son, and in the perspective of 
the work He has yet to do, God the Father gives us today, through the Holy Spirit, faith in the 
salvation which has been accomplished and hope in the salvation yet to be revealed.”35 

 Karl Barth understood the Word of God in its threefold form : the Word of God 

preached, the Word of God written, the Word of God revealed. Yet, unlike many other 

                                                            
34 Torrance ibid. p.29 
35 Jean Jacques von Allmen, Preaching and Congregation, p.7f., transl. B.L. Nichols (John Knox Press 1962) as 
quoted by Philip Butin in “Preaching as Trinitarian Event” p.206  in Trinitarian Theology for the Church edt. 
Trier & Lauber (IVP 2009)  
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Reformed thinkers, Barth’s view of the revelation of preaching was more subtle and cautious. 

Neither preaching nor scripture was revelation, it only had the potential to become revelation 

in the “event” of proclamation. But for Barth, the sacraments too were an event of 

proclamation and not merely preaching.36 “Revelation is itself the Word of God which the 

Bible and proclamation are as they become it.”37 

 For Philip Butin himself the Incarnation is the key in interpreting preaching as a 

Trinitarian event. Butin views the “visible divine incarnation within the creation as the 

ultimate form of divine speech”.38 The Incarnation is seen by Butin as a “speech act” by God 

and this consequentially means that preaching becomes a Trinitarian event in which God 

Himself is made manifest. Butin’s main contention can be best summed up thus : 

“by the Spirit, God’s Word in Jesus Christ can characteristically assume and 
transfigure our human words, as the scriptures are faithfully proclaimed in the context 
of a gathered community of worship. Thus Christian preachers have a reliable and 
well grounded expectation that God’s Word will be spoken in and through our human 
words.”39 

But what indeed of the preacher ? How far is she or he part of this revelatory process, this 

incarnation of God made manifest ? Butin quotes Philip Brooks in his Yale Lectures of 1877 

in which Brooks, I think, comes very close to claiming that the Word of God is incarnated in 

the very preacher when she or he is engaged in the activity of preaching and perhaps beyond ! 

This indeed a high and holy calling !! “The truth must really come through a person, not 

merely over his lips, nor merely into his understanding and out of his pen. It must come 

through his character, his affections, his whole intellectual and moral being.”40 

 I baulk just a little at this rather high view of the preacher, which seems to set her or 

him indeed amongst the gods, or at the very least, amongst the Trinity ! Perhaps instead, 
                                                            
36 Karl Barth Church Dogmatics vol. 1/1 p. 88 – 120, as quoted by Butin ibid. p.209 
37 Barth ibid. p.118 
38 Butin ibid. p.214 
39 Butin ibid. p.219 
40 Philip Brooks Lectures on Preaching p.8 (Grand Rapids, Baker, 1969) as quoted by Butin ibid. p.208 
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Coakley’s view of the Spirit as intrinsic to worship may come to our aid. Surely, it is the 

Spirit that transforms the preacher’s words into God’s Word for a particular congregation in a 

particular place ? The sermon is, in my view, the moment of incarnation for the congregation 

Sunday by Sunday (in this I endorse Butin) for this is the moment when, not by what I say, 

but by how the people hear what I say and take it into their very selves, God does indeed 

become manifest, incarnate. 

Ruth Duck puts it rather well, I think, when she states :  

“The sermon is the crossroads of our universe, where God, humanity and the world 
meet. In each sermonic encounter, we discover a dimension of who we are in 
relationship to God and the world.”41 

Duck is also more realistic (at least than Brooks) but just as demanding of the preacher’s role 

in this divine-human encounter. She states : “The preacher’s work is to evoke for the 

congregation an experience of the Trinitarian God as holy, both awe inspiring and utterly 

desirable.”42  

 Perhaps the last word on Preaching as a Trinitarian event should lie with John D. 

Witvliet, whom we have already encountered as providing a useful perspective on Trinitarian 

prayer. Witvliet’s contention is that in the Reformed tradition the Prayer of illumination 

before the sermon is as vital as the epiclesis prayer in the Eucharistic traditions of Eastern 

Orthodoxy or Roman Catholicism. Again, for me, this brings us back to the involvement of 

the Holy Spirit, upon whose promised guidance the preacher relies. With the Holy Spirit’s 

presence in the preaching of the Word, the congregation do indeed encounter the incarnate 

God. 

 

 
                                                            
41 Duck ibid. p.65 
42 Duck ibid. p.68 
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SACRAMENTS AND THE HOLY TRINITY 

 I recognise here that some, at least, of my Reformed colleagues, may feel a little 

uncomfortable, particularly those who adopt a more Zwinglian position on Eucharist as mere 

memorial meal. However, if we are true to our Calvinistic roots, I think we must do justice to 

a “real presence” of the Trinity in both baptism and Communion. Indeed, Gordon T. Smith in 

his article “The sacraments and the embodiment of our Trinitarian Faith” reminds us that 

“we do not understand the doctrine of the Trinity unless and until it is embodied.”43 Smith in 

particular is concerned at the false dichotomy between those who would have God as the 

actor in the sacraments and, by contrast, those who lay stress on the need for our faith to 

recognise what is actually happening. For Smith we need to be reminded that firstly the 

sacraments are a corporate event of the church community, not an individual reaching out to 

God. And second that God is sovereign; God is located in the sacraments but not constrained 

by them. Smith thus sees both sacraments as “a real time encounter with the living Christ.”44 

Smith recognises though that many of the Reformed view will recoil at the necessity of 

something tangible for salvation, preferring to lay stress upon faith alone. Here he suggests 

that a Trinitarian view of the sacraments may in fact come to our rescue : 

“We can and should appeal to the Trinitarian character of our faith to appreciate why these 

actions are so essential to the very faith we long to express and sustain.”45 

 The Lord’s Supper then can be seen as a participation in the very life of the Triune 

God. Indeed, its very structure provides the clue. Firstly, we give thanks to God the Father in 

the Eucharistic Prayer, bringing to God both our hymn of praise and the gifts of the earth. 

                                                            
43 Gordon T. Smith “The sacraments and the embodiment of our Trinitarian Faith” p.186 in Trinitarian Theology 
for the Church, edt. Treier and Lauber (IVP, 2009)  
44 Smith ibid. p.187 
45 Smith ibid. p.188 
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Then in the anamnesis, we recollect the saving work of Christ and the fact that we “do this in 

remembrance of Him”. This is the memorial aspect of the meal. The Holy Spirit (as in the 

sermonic Prayer of illumination earlier) is then invoked upon both the bread, wine and 

people, as all are consecrated to God’s service. The gifts of God the Father are then 

distributed to the people of God by the power of the Holy Spirit and in direct imitation of the 

work of Christ in life and cross.  Smith points out that the very fact that this is one act of 

worship, the unity of its structure, shows one can have a three in one. 

 Again, as with Coakley and Witvliet, Smith too puts stress on the third person of the 

Trinity, the Spirit, as the one who makes the Trinity real for God’s people in the sacraments. 

Smith states : “We do not understand or participate in the work of God in the world without a 

dynamic theology of the Spirit.”46 And that the “transformative nature of this event resides in 

the Spirit.” 47 For Smith, drawing upon Calvin, it is the Spirit of Christ that in the Eucharistic 

event unites us with God and with each other. That is why it can rightly be called “Holy 

Communion”. 

 The reader by now may well have realised that my hero of the Trinity tends to be the 

Holy Spirit !! However, Ruth Duck in her book Praising God : The Trinity in Christian 

Worship does sound a note of caution against my emphasis. She points out that in fact 

Communion is never linked directly to the work of the Holy Spirit in the New Testament 

scriptures. I think however Duck is being over cautious. Paul interchangeably uses Spirit, 

Christ, Spirit of Christ and Spirit of God without necessarily making the same distinctions 

that would only be obvious post Nicea. 

 

                                                            
46 Smith ibid. p. 192 
47 Smith ibid. p.193 
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 But what about baptism ? Surely that sacrament is about simply me and Jesus ? Here 

again, Smith gives it a more Trinitarian spin : “We need to make it explicit that through 

baptism we are entering into the work of Christ, offered to the Father, and that we enter into 

this fellowship through the ministry of the Spirit.”48 Like Smith, I want to urge caution 

against seeing Baptism as a me-Jesus moment at which the Father and Spirit are only 

incidental (in as much as the baptism is done in the name of the Trinity !) The gift of the 

Spirit is given at Baptism, through which both the Church and the individual believer enters 

into the Triune life. 

 Thus we can point to one loaf in the Lord’s Supper, a symbol that shows unity in the 

face of diversity. The sacraments do not merely mimic a mental picture of the Trinity but in a 

real sense “through baptism and the Lord’s Supper we actually enter into a dynamic of the 

fellowship of the Trinity.”49 

THE TRINITY AND HYMNODY 

 Ruth Duck in her essay “The Trinitarian language of hymns”50 provides four very 

helpful categories of hymnody in relation to the Trinity. 

 Firstly, there are those that have a one stanza doxology praising the Trinity. We may 

consider these to give thought to the Trinity almost as an afterword. Secondly, those with one 

stanza each dealing with a person of the Trinity, sometimes with a final verse praising the 

whole Godhead (eg. “God the Father of creation” or “God whose almighty word”). Thirdly, 

those which are unashamedly Trinitarian, that praise the Trinity as a unity (eg. “I bind myself 

unto today”). Finally, there are those hymns that express economic Trinitarian theology. (eg. 

“Blessed assurance” or “A mighty Fortress is our God”). 

                                                            
48 Smith ibid. p.198 
49 Smith ibid. p.202 
50 Ruth C. Duck in her book Praising God : The Trinity in Christian worship 
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 What I think is important however is that in singing our hymns, Sunday by Sunday, 

we recognise the hidden Trinitarian ethos that often underlies them. For example, we might 

not immediately associate “Love Divine” by Charles Wesley with Trinitarian thinking until 

we consider who it is that the hymn is actually addressing ! Similarly, the new baptism hymn 

“Child of blessing” has within it hidden echoes of Trinitarian thought and is thankfully not 

just all about Jesus and me !! The important thing about hymns is that it is through this 

means, rather than through sermon, prayer or sacrament that the vast majority of the 

congregation engage with Trinitarian thought. What we choose as praise items then is about 

much more than the tune; we do well to pause and consider the theology. Is the Trinity an 

after  thought in this hymn ? Does it feature at all ? Or is it central to the hymn’s message ? 

A FINAL ASSORTMENT OF TRINITARIAN POINTERS 

 At Brechin Cathedral we do not regularly use the lectionary (here I depart from my 

immediate predecessor’s practice !) however I would contend nonetheless that from the 

thematic approach we take to worship Sunday by Sunday, we do reflect the Trinity in the 

context of the Christian Year. From Harvest Thanksgiving in October through until Advent, 

we will generally consider Old Testament themes, particularly those reflected by the 

prophets. Here God the Father is made manifest in our calendar : Creator (as in Harvest) and 

Protector of the nation of Israel. From Advent until Easter, Jesus, God the Son, is much more 

to the forefront as we celebrate incarnation, reflect upon aspects of His earthly ministry and 

finally commemorate His sufferings and celebrate His resurrection. Finally, from Pentecost 

until Harvest time again, we would generally consider the workings of the Holy Spirit. This 

autumn, for example, we have been looking at the Spirit and the Church and how it is active 

in the body of Christ. Now, of course, each individual act of worship lays stress on the Trinity 

as a whole, but each service, in the context of the whole year, will be flavoured by a 

particular  member of the Trinity. 
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 So too this is reflected in the liturgical colours, red for Pentecost and the fire of the 

Spirit; green for creation and the gifts of God the Father; purple for Lent and the sufferings of 

Jesus; white for resurrection and the glory of new life. Naturally, because we are the Church 

of the Holy Trinity, we have a special Communion cloth for the festival of the Trinity ! 

Last year too by the use of a Chrismon51 tree, I would argue we reflected well the Trinity and 

its unity. The tree begins life in Advent as a Christmas tree, decorated by Christian symbols 

in white or gold before becoming a plain cross at Lent, a floral cross for Easter, and a bonfire 

on Pentecost Sunday as we burnt it ! We can see reflected God the Father in the tree’s 

creation; God the Son in the crosses (plain and festival); the Holy Spirit in the fire; yet one 

tree, central symbol of our worship. 

 Ruth Duck also has a useful analysis as a liturgy of healing as symbolic of the 

Trinity.52 For Duck the service of healing is an expression of the divine love of the Triune 

God : God the source who seeks the good of all creatures, Jesus Christ who healed folk of 

disease and the Spirit which continues that ministry of healing. Though we have not had a 

liturgy of healing in the Cathedral since I arrived, it is something both myself and the Prayer 

Circle group are keen to pursue. 

CONCLUSION : THE CHURCH OF THE HOLY TRINITY. 

 In the course of this essay I have asked the question as to how far the Cathedral at 

Brechin can be the Church of the Holy Trinity. Firstly, in considering the Social Trinity 

model, I outlined that while this may indeed be an appealing model for a whole variety of 

reasons, it nevertheless raises more questions than it answers. The issue of projection, indeed 

                                                            
51 This was a practice first started in the Lutheran church in the 1950s and acts, in my own view, as a very 
valuable counter point to the commercialism of much of today’s Christmas ! 
52 Duck ibid. p.142  
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one might even say, double projection, is an issue not satisfactorily dealt with by the Social 

Trinity theorists. 

 Secondly, in drawing upon the thoughts of several scholars, I then considered how far 

the Trinity is reflected in the worship of the Church in a whole range of areas : prayer, 

preaching, the sacraments, even the Christian Year and the service structure itself. In doing 

this, it became clear that the Holy Spirit (often in my view overlooked in Trinitarian thought) 

becomes a key player as the member of the Trinity that acts as the intermediary between God 

and Church, the conveyor of Trinitarian concepts if you like. Worship then, for me, is the 

means by which the Church can truly claim to be a Community of the Holy Trinity. 

 Of course, some will retort that worship is only Trinitarian because it is the worship of 

a Trinitarian Church; it does not actually prove the Trinity as such. My concern in this essay 

however has not been in any sense to prove the Trinity, merely to see how it is best reflected 

in the life of the congregation. Is our claim to be the Church of the Trinity right and true ? 

 It is my key contention that, provided Brechin Cathedral remains a worshipping 

community, it will in some way always be the Church of the Holy Trinity. As Catherine La 

Cugna put it :  

 “Christian liturgy is sometimes called the cult of the Trinity…..not for dogmatic 
reasons but because its symbols, structures and rhythm disclose the basic pattern of 
(Trinitarian) economy : everything comes from God through Christ, in the Spirit and 
everything returns to God through Christ in the Spirit.”53 

Or as St. Patrick’s breastplate famously declared : 

I bind unto myself today 

The strong Name of the Trinity 

By invocation of the same 

The Three in One, and one in Three. 

                                                            
53 Catherine M La Cugna God for us p.356 (Harper Collins 1993) 


