
TRINITY SUNDAY, 2019 

 This morning I’d like to share a probably familiar and fun folktale, a brief fable from 

India called The Blind Men and the Elephant.   Not surprisingly, I will then proceed to relate it to 

our focus this morning on the Holy Trinity, so you can be ferreting out the connections as I tell 

you the tale.   

Once upon a time there were six blind men. They lived in a town in India. They thought they 
were very clever. One day an elephant came into the town. The blind men did not know what an 
elephant looked like but they could smell it and they could hear it. 'What is this animal like?' they 
said. Each man touched a different part of the elephant. 

The first man touched the elephant's body. It felt hard, big and wide. 'An elephant is like a wall' 
he said. 

The second man touched one of the elephant's tusks. It felt smooth and hard and sharp. 'An 
elephant is like a spear' he said. 

The third man touched the elephant's trunk. It felt long and thin and wiggly. 'An elephant is like a 
snake' he said. 

The fourth man touched on of the legs. It felt thick and rough and hard and round. 'An elephant is 
like a tree' he said. 

The fifth man touched one of the elephant's ears. It felt thin and it moved. 'An elephant is like a 
fan' he said. 

The sixth man touched the elephant's tail. It felt long and thin and strong. 'An elephant is like a 
rope' he said. 

The men argued. It's like a wall! No, it isn't! It's like a spear! No it isn't! It's like a snake! They 
did not agree. The king had been watching and listening to the men. 'You are not very clever. You 
only touched part of the elephant. You did not feel the whole animal. An elephant is not like a 
wall or a spear or a snake, or a tree or a fan or a rope'. 

The men left the town still arguing. A little girl heard them and said 'Each of you is right but you 
are all also wrong … but I know what you are talking about!' 



 Great story, isn’t it?  I especially love the line, “Each of you is right, but you are also all 

wrong.”  I think this folk talk is a great metaphor for how we attempt to comprehend, define, and 

articulate God, and I think the punch line is an apt evaluation for all of the efforts we make in 

that direction:  “Each of you is right, but you all are also wrong.” 

 This Sunday of the Holy Trinity is a theologically oriented Sunday, a day when we try to 

grapple with the very nature of God.  The irony is that God, by definition, is beyond our 

defining.  Our human attempts to perceive and articulate the nature of God are very like the 

attempts of the 6 blind men to perceive and articulate the nature of an elephant.  Here’s how I see 

the analogy lining up.  As the largest land animal in India, the elephant is a reasonable, though 

obviously earthbound and flawed,  image for God.  As humans who think we can comprehend 

and manage whatever comes our way, the blind men who pride themselves on their cleverness 

are a good stand in for humanity in general.  And the dilemma faced by these blind men is that of 

not being able to see the whole entirety of the elephant, of only comprehending their particular 

piece of the beast, but assuming that their piece is absolutely representative of the whole.  That 

would be us, getting our particular glimpses of God, unable to see the whole vast, universal 

picture of the Divine and Holy Mystery, but nevertheless convinced that the part was see must be 

the whole and complete truth.  Best of all is the arguing that follows, as each remains convinced 

of  the absolute correctness of their view and cannot even listen to the perspective of the others.  

That would be every theological debate, every creed written, every church splintering that has 

occurred in the last 2000 years.  And what might we learn from this fable?  That whenever we 

approach the subject of comprehending, describing, or compartmentalizing God, we will fail.  



We will most likely all be right in part, yes; but we also all be partly wrong as well.  Because we 

cannot see the whole elephant.  We cannot adequately understand and define God.   

 And yet we try to do so!  And not just we Christians for the last 2000 years, but the 

Hebrew people before us, and people of all times and places.  It’s most natural and good that we 

should try to understand and describe God; the problem arises when we forget that whatever we 

come up with, will be partly right, but also partly wrong.  It will be our best effort, but it will be 

flawed, because we are.  Throughout Scripture, humans have sought to name God, to describe 

God, to compare that which we cannot see or understand to something that we can see and 

understand.  How else can we get any handle on this God notion whatsoever?  And so when God 

reveals God’s name to Moses as Yahweh---meaning, I am what I am, humanity found this 

abstraction to somehow fall short for our needs.  A long series of best efforts to describe this “I 

am” God followed.  God is pictured in many ways throughout Scripture, in both the Old and 

New Testaments.  God is a Father.  God is a Mother.  God is a rock.  God is a refuge and tower.  

God is a shepherd. God is light.  God is a king.  God is a potter.  And all of those are right.  And 

all of them are wrong, because there are limitations within each image that are not true of God.  

God is a rock, for example?  Yes, God is a strong, unyielding being behind whom we may take 

refuge.  But God is also not a rock---God moves, lives, breathes, grows, is far from static. So, 

God is a Rock and God is not a rock.  God is a Father, yes.  It’s Father’s Day, a day when we 

celebrate fathers and grandfathers and the men who matter in our lives.  I have the most 

marvelous Dad, and I rejoice in knowing God as my father, my Abba, as Jesus calls God, which 

is more like, my papa.  However, not all fathers are as reflective of goodness as mine happens to 

be, and even the best of fathers lose their tempers or struggle with depression or grow old and 



die, and God does none of these things.  So, God is a Father, and God is not a Father. Whatever 

image we create for God will be right and wrong; that’s part of the human dilemma of trying to 

understand and describe a Holy Mystery beyond our understanding.  And yet today, we celebrate 

Holy Trinity Sunday, and the Trinity is the ultimate best effort of the Christian church to describe 

and understand God.  While there are Scriptural references to this triune understanding of God, 

the doctrine of the Trinity is not formulated until at least 100 years after Jesus has ascended into 

heaven, and the doctrine arose out of struggles to understand who Jesus was and how he related 

to God, and how the Holy Spirit fit into the whole picture of this One God.  The Trinity is our 

best effort, so what we want to do is approach this doctrine with reverence and with humility, 

knowing that it is a best effort, that it is destined to be both right and wrong, because it’s 

formulated into a descriptive doctrine by humanity, and we can never see the whole picture.  

Which is why it’s ideally much better to experience God as a Triune and Holy Mystery than to 

try and nail down every detail of the trinity and get into endless theological quarrels about it.  So 

with those thoughts in mind, let’s explore the Trinity.  

 One way to approach our understanding of the Trinity is through our heads, our intellect.  

We can do that by talking about the different roles that one person can play, while remaining one 

person, like being a mother, a daughter, and a wife, while being one person.  Others think of one 

actor who puts on three different masks according to the role that actor is called on to play.  We 

could also talk about water: one element, water, takes on three forms: liquid, steam and solid.  If 

there could be a person so isolated who lived at the north pole and only saw water in it’s frozen 

and liquid states, wouldn’t they be astonished to see it as steam?  And wouldn’t the same be true 

of a person in the tropics who only saw water in liquid and steam form and was then confronted 



by ice?  Ice and steam seem fairly far removed from one another, but they are  still water.  Three 

forms or states, but one element.  These are some of the ways we can intellectually grapple with 

the doctrine of the Trinity. 

 I personally find it more helpful to focus on how we experience the Trinity.  Although at 

first glance the doctrine of the Trinity may seem to be essentially a thinking kind of doctrine, I 

believe that in reality it is mostly helpful in how it describes what we experience with and in 

God.  Do we experience God as creator?  Do we feel a thrill of awe when we see the coming of 

Spring in blossom and leaf or when we watch the crashing waves of Lake Superior  or when we 

hold a newborn?  Do we experience a sense of renewal ourselves as the earth is once again 

reborn or as we look into our children’s or grandchildren’s eyes?  Then we experience God as 

creator or as Father or as Mother, we experience the first person of the Trinity. 

 What of the Son?  Do we experience God as Savior?  Are we delighted by Christ as he 

blesses children, tells stories and parables, and speaks about the lilies of the field?  Are we in awe 

of Christ as he calms storms or multiplies loaves and fishes or heals the sick?  Are we moved by 

Christ as He kneels at his disciple’s feet to wash them at the Last Supper or as He hangs dying on 

the cross?  Are we stunned as we see the empty tomb with his disciples on the first Easter 

morning?  Do we have a sense of knowing God’s heart and mind through our knowledge of and 

relationship to Christ?  Do we have a sense of needing a Savior, a healer, a friend and have we 

found that One in Jesus?  If so, then we have experienced God as Son, as the second person of 

the Trinity. 



 Finally, what of the Holy Spirit, whose pouring out we celebrated last Sunday on 

Pentecost?  Do we, in fact, experience God as being present with us now?  As guiding us, 

inspiring us, sustaining us?  Is God the advocate, the counselor, the comforter for us that we read 

about in Scripture?  Do we find ourselves drawn into new ventures, new creative endeavors, 

where we might lose ourselves into a sense of something greater and other than us?  If so, then 

we experience God as Holy Spirit, the third member of the Trinity.   

 Again, though the Trinity appears to be an intellectual matter, it does correspond to how 

we experience God.  It’s really about the fact that God is in relationship—within God’s self, and 

to us.  God is a lover, and one way of expressing love is not enough for an extravagant lover like 

God.  God loves us at least in these three ways, because of our needs.  So, we not only 

experience God as being triune; we need God to be Triune.  

 Think about it: We need to be loved by God as by a Father—or a Mother.  We all need, 

regardless of our age, the love of a loving parent.  This may become especially apparent to us if 

our parents have died.  People tell me that world changes dramatically when your parents It’s not 

as safe a place. The one’s who really knew you, who knew your history and your past are gone.  

We need parental love.  We need a God who loves us as Father or Mother, because we all need to 

be loved unconditionally by someone who truly knows us, past and present.  We need someone 

who has some answers for us and who provides a haven for us.  We need God to love us as 

Father or Mother. 

 And we need God to love us as Son, as Jesus.  Mostly because the friends who mean the 

most to us are the ones who can understand our pain; because they’ve suffered, too.  By loving 



us through Jesus, God lets us know that God’s been there and done that.  God can relate.  God 

isn’t some complacent, distant being—God has experienced pain, grief, betrayal and loneliness, 

too.  We need God to love us as Jesus, because we need a friend with whom we can share 

everything, even the darkest parts of ourselves.  We need God to love us as Son. 

 And, we need God to love us as Spirit.  Because we need to love each other, and the 

Spirit binds us together into community.  Not a perfect community; but a community 

nonetheless.  We need God to love us as Holy Spirit so that we know we are not alone—we are 

part of a larger family.  We need the Spirit to love us and breathe life and inspiration into us.  We 

need God to love us as Spirit so that there’s a fresh wind blowing through our lives, refreshing 

us, freeing us. 

 The Doctrine of the Trinity isn’t terribly easy to understand, it is our best effort, and 

undoubtedly is flawed, like us.  Any time we try to articulate the nature of this Holy Mystery we 

worship, we will be both right and wrong.  Yet, the beauty of the Trinity is that is does serve its 

purpose as a doctrine; it describes something of the Mystery of God, and something about how 

that Holy Mystery relates to us.  Maybe instead of struggling with the doctrine, we should just 

claim it, celebrate it, rejoice in it, as our sermon hymn does: “Come, join the dance of Trinity, 

before all worlds begun; we sing the praises of the three, the Father, spirit, son.  Let voices rise 

and interweave, by love and hope set free; to shape in song this joy, this life: the dance of 

Trinity.” Amen. 

 


