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7th June 2009
Gen 18:1-16

The Trinity

Introduction
Icons are sacred paintings which are windows or gateways to the Divine. There can be no limit to what they can say to those who are quiet and still before them.

The icon reproduced above was painted probably between 1408 and 1410 by St Andrei Rublev in Russia and measures 44 x 55 ½ inches. The theme of the icon was not original; the story told in Genesis 18 having been reproduced more fully as a historical scene including Abraham, Sarah and the servant. 
This icon is called ‘The Hospitality of Abraham’ and unlike the other icons of the same story it concentrates on the three visitors. The icon is principally about hospitality something which requires personal effort in faith and the sacrifice of self. And it tells us about the historic event. Also because the text moves from the singular (verse 1) to the plural (verse 2) this story has spoken of the Trinity from the days of the early Church. What follows are brief notes; it is for the individual to meditate on the icon and allow God to reveal what he wants. 
What do we see?

If we take the three figures for a moment – our eye naturally falls to the right. Try it for yourself – pick up any newspaper most eye catching articles are on right hand pages (in books title pages fall on the right together with chapter headings). Rublev’s icon draws us first to the figure on the right. The figure represents the Holy Spirit dressed in blue for heaven and green to symbolize new life. The disciples you remember were distraught after Jesus’ death and still didn’t understand e.g. Lk 24: 21). The explanation of scripture undoubtedly helped in their subsequent understanding (Read Is 35 especially verse 6 – the promise of new life and link that with the importance of baptism as entering into the new life offered by the life of the Trinity. Notice how he the touches the table earthing the divine life of God. (Read the Eucharistic prayers – …send your Holy Spirit that this bread and this wine may be us the body and blood of your dear Son - prayer H). Behind the Holy Spirit is a mountain – places where heaven and earth can seem to touch. They are places where people often meet God (Moses on Mt Sinai, Jesus transfigured whilst in prayer on a mountain; Elijah took the presence of God into his being through the small still voice). The curvature of the figure leads our eye onto the central figure of Christ.
Christ is clothed in blue and brown – the latter colour representing his humanity. The gold stripe speaks of his Kingship, these strong colours of the clothes that Christ wears makes him dominant in the icon. Notice Christ’s hand with two fingers on the table – symbolising his divine and human nature. They are positioned almost in the centre if we view the figures in a circle (Use a ring and centre it on the three figures and you will see what I mean). Are we being pointed to the Incarnation, for without it we would have no human knowledge of the three persons in one Divine nature – our knowledge of the loving circle only comes from the centre of it?  With this dominance in the icon you might expect the figure of Christ to be looking straight at you – but the figure inclines to the figure on the left and so draws our eyes to the final figure. But before we move on – there is a tree behind Christ. From the story it represents the trees at Mamre – consider it this a representation of the cross on which Christ died for us? (Acts 5:30 the NIV uses the word tree also compare Dt 21:22-23).

The final figure is of the Father at rest within himself – both his hands clasp the spear and his position speaks of relaxation and authority -  Jesus speaks of all authority being given to him (Mt 28:18). The Father is clothed in garments that are delicate and light appearing semi transparent. Here Rublev has managed to capture the mystery of the Father. Are we being reminded again of the importance of baptism as the believer comes into the life of the Trinity through the sacrament? After Mt 28:18 Jesus commands, ‘Go… baptize them in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.’ Behind the Father is a house representative of Abraham’s tent. And we are reminded of the verses in John’s gospel, ‘in my Father’s house there are many rooms.’ (Jn 14:2) It should not escape our attention that Jesus follows that assertion with, ‘I am the way, the truth, and the life.’ (v 6) and follows that with the promise of the Holy Spirit (v 26). 
One final thought on the figures – look at the expression on the faces. They are the same and that in a way speaks of the unity that is displayed before us.

Two final points on what we see – there is a strange looking angular box set into the table around which the figures sit. Some commentators have suggested that the four corners represent the fours corners of the world (remember at this time people believed the world to be flat). The cup of wine in the centre of the table reminds us of the Eucharist and the invitation of Christ to enter into life. His hands and the hand of the Holy Spirit touching the table remind us of their involvement in our taking bread and wine. 

How can this icon speak to our modern situation?
There are two important points to be made – the first involves the way the figures are arranged. There is deference to each other in the way they sit and look which speaks of a unity between the figures. There is love and communication between all three. A little exercise, take a ring and view the three figures through it – firstly the figures fit perfectly through the circle of the ring which itself never ends. What can that tells us about the life of the Trinity? 

The second lies in the icon’s perspective. Art critics have assumed that icons were crude paintings but what they failed to recognise is there is a specific point of perspective which has a deep theological significance to it. The perspective that later religious artists employed take the viewer into the picture – you enter into the story. Here the story comes out to you. Follow the lines of the table and the plinth the three figures sit on and you will see what I mean. The vanishing point of the perspective is where you stand. What implication has that for us as the viewer?

There is an invitation to step into the space left at the front of the table. It is as if the Trinity invites the viewer in. If we move into that space the box then disappears to remind us that in baptism we move out of the world (Do you reject the devil and all rebellion against God?) and into the life of the Trinity. A final note on perspective applying the same principle notice where the lines of the ‘house’ take us – heavenward!
Some thoughts to ponder on

I have already highlighted some questions above please feel free to answer those and I offer some more here.

· The Holy Spirit’s hand touches the table (our humanity) what implication has that for our life
· Reflect on your own ‘mountain top’ experience(s) (times when you felt very close to God)
· When have you been aware of the dynamic stillness which is the Spirit within you?
· Abraham offered unconditional hospitality what does that tells us about self sacrifice?
· Reflect on the space in front of the three figures, what implication is there for us if we step in as we are invited to?
· The tree (cross) becomes the tree (cross) of eternal life restored by the obedience of Jesus. What implication has that for us and for the world? 
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