The Trinity Code

At  Easter I told you about my music teacher, Mr C Hedley Teale who also taught Mike Batt, the chief Womble his music! I would now like to introduce you to my systematic theology tutor – the teacher who at “vicar factory” had the job of opening up the many and often deeply mysterious ways God is considered and described. Amongst other things, he was an expert in iconography and Orthodox theology.  His name was Jamie Walker, a profoundly intense Church of Scotland man – and an intensely profound man of prayer! 
One day he showed us Rublev’s famous 15th Century icon of “The Trinity” (a clearer-to-see-than-the-original copy has been reproduced on this month’s cover!) With this icon he gave us some tips on how to pray with an icon and why icon painting is very different than standard western styles of painting.

Rublev’s icon is at first glance is based on the story in Genesis 18; of Abraham by the trees of Mamre who is visited by three mysterious guests. He shows them hospitality and welcomes them with food and drink. They in turn make the promise that he and Sarah will have a son. From this visit, Abram will become Abraham, the father of the nations. This icon though is far more than a stained glass window depiction of this event: We need to understand the icon’s codes! Take a closer look and notice five things.

(1) these three guests are heavenly. There are the suggestions of wings, signifying their ability to defy physics. They are more than us yet they also look just like us. Their faces are identical but they each have a different character. The colour version shows them all wearing the heavenly colour of blue but they are also wearing other coloured cloaks too.
(2) The visitor on the left is seated firmly on a throne. His blue top is almost completely shrouded by a worldy brown-coloured outfit – making his heavenliness invisible (he almost is invisible in the original!) A house is behind him. Tradition has it and the “code” points to this one being God the Father; the creator whose being went into the heart of creation – whose heavenly heart is still in creation’s heart. He holds a staff of authority and his seat is the most throne-like.
(3) The middle visitor has his heavenliness falling from his shoulders like a waterfall so that it touches the table. He is the one who reaches out to touch. He is the one with a golden sash of victory over his right shoulder. Behind him is the tree; at one level Mamre, but at another, the tree of Calvary. He is God the Son; the Word made flesh and he looks to the Father.
(4) The right-hand visitor is wearing a blue garment with a fresh green over-garment. His is the image of spring and new life. He has a mountain behind him, signifying the places where holy people have encountered God. This visitor is the life-giver and he looks to the earth. He is God the Spirit.
(5) Notice finally that the perspective is reversed. This is quite deliberate: it has nothing to do with their inability to paint realistically! It is meant to be like this, because the viewer is included in the picture: we are invited into the scene as we meditate on it. There is a circle enveloping these three visitors. They are sufficient in themselves, but there is a gap for us: the Spirit points to it; the Son and the Father blesses it.
Like all iconography, there is also a circle coming out the picture to catch us up into the scene. And this is the essence of the Trinity. We are not considering an abstract theological concept. We are not in the business of proving God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit, but engaging and experiencing a godly reality through the practising of hospitality. Abram became the friend of God and we are invited into this friendship too.
Jesus said “I and the Father are one”. Jesus said “Receive the Holy Spirit”. Jesus said “Abide in me”. Where shall we live today? I pray we all live within the fullness of God and that God will be please to have all his fullness dwell within us! Hallelujah!

Peace be with you.

David
