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“Which Is It?”
Scripture:
2 Corinthians 13:11-13 Paul’s final greetings and benediction

Psalm 8 O Lord, our Sovereign, how majestic is your name
Matthew 28:16-20 The commissioning of the disciples

I was 1n a Pizza Hut years ago, before Eric was born, and when my
step-daughter, Laura, was only around 12 years old. While waiting for the
pizza, I quickly penciled in the route of a maze that was on a placemat.
Quietly filled with pride as to how easy such things were for me as an
adult, I went on to the next puzzle on the placemat.

The puzzle was nine large black dots, with three in each row.
Looking at them as a whole, they formed a square shape: three down and
three across. The goal of the puzzle was to link all 9 dots, including the
inner dots, using four straight lines, without lifting the pen and without

tracing the same line more than once. Well, I couldn’t do it, so, all pride



aside, I handed it to my smarty pants daughter Laura, who quickly did it,
then returned to drawing something with crayons on her placemat.

Well, I saw that she had cheated, because some of the four straight
lines required for the puzzle had been drawn outside the box of the large
dots. I, in a very caring and adult way, explained that she had cheated.
She said, “No I didn’t,” then returned to her drawing.

Only later did I find out that the puzzle 1s a classic one to teach
people to think outside the box. In order to accomplish the goal, some of
the lines had to extend beyond the box created by the nine large dots.
Laura had no trouble thinking outside the box, while I fretted over my own
sense of how it should be done; that 1s, within the area of the dots; that is,
wrong.

In that moment at the Pizza Hut table, I was a perfect example of
what is called the Einstellung Effect. Einstellung, and I quote here, “refers
to a person's predisposition to solve a given problem in a specific manner
even though there are better or more appropriate methods of solving the

problem.” If people have approached things in a certain way in the past,



then they will apply those same attitudes and solutions in the future. And
if it doesn’t work the first time, they’ll tend to try again and again, rather
than think outside the box. Einstellung is related to the word “attitude,”
and I had an attitude about how the large dots should be connected by the
straight lines.

I say all this today, because in the ancient church, there were great
ancient councils in which both thinking outside the box and the
Einstellung Effect were at play. Jesus had brought something new into the
world. He brought new attitudes that didn’t fit into the box of previous
attitudes about religion. In fact, the very person of Jesus was outside the
box. And then Jesus promised the coming of the Holy Spirit, which came
and empowered the followers of Jesus on the day of Pentecost. And so we
had God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit.

We Christians are Trinitarians, because we believe in a God who 1s
three in one: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. In the word trinity, we hear that

sense of threeness. We all know that one plus one plus one doesn’t equal



one, at least in a strictly logical sense. On the other hand, it doesn’t go
against logic when we say that three equals one in a relational sense.

I want to give you a quick walk through the early centuries of the
church, so that you can see how the ancient Christian leaders dealt with
trying to see God both as three and also as one. In my description, you
will notice some ideas which were caught in the Einstellung Effect, unable
to break with preconceptions, and you will notice that at certain points,
thinking outside the box was required.

In the early centuries of the church, the question arose of whether or
not Jesus and the Holy Spirit were of the same substance as God. It was
suggested that, if Jesus and the Holy Spirit were of the same substance as
God, then why speak of any distinctions? This argument was pushing the
thought that Jesus and the Holy Spirit were either one or they were
distinct, separate from God; of a different substance. It allowed no room
for saying that the three of them were both one and distinct at the same

time. They were either of the same substance, and therefore one and only



one, or they were not of the same substance, and therefore separate and
distinct from each other; three separate gods.

Neither of these solutions was satisfactory, however, because the
Bible holds a tension between the oneness of God, Jesus, and the Holy
Spirit, and also their distinctness. In the Bible, the three seem quite one at
times, and quite distinct or different at other times.

In the Old Testament, the Hebrew scriptures, the Spirit 1s sometimes
seen as a direct expression of God, clearly one and the same as God. And
yet, the divine Spirit is also seen at times as personified; that is, as a
separate being from God. She speaks of herself as beside God, or
rejoicing before God in the creating of the universe.

In the New Testament, Jesus adds to the confusion by his wavering
between oneness and distinctness from God. In one instance, for example,
someone bows to Jesus, and Jesus asks the person why they are kneeling,
for only God is good (Mk. 10:18). This places Jesus in a very distinct
position from God. Yet, near the end of his life, Jesus gives his last

teachings, saying, “If you had known me, you would have known my



Father also.” Philip says, “Lord, show us the Father, and we shall be
satisfied.” Jesus replies to him by saying, “Have I been with you so long
and yet you do not know me, Philip?” This response clearly places Jesus
as one with God. If you know Jesus, you know God, period.

To help with differing opinions about Jesus and the Trinity, the
emperor Constantine, in the year 325, called for a large church council in
Nicaea. The majority decided that Jesus was eternally begotten, pre-
existent to all creation. They decided that Jesus shares fully in the divinity
of God. The decision didn’t come easily, however. There were partisan
politics involved, and the added complication that some there only spoke
Greek, while others only spoke Latin.

At that first church council, any schools of thought that saw Jesus as
made like us, a part of creation only and not heaven, were declared
heretical; that is, representing opinions outside the official and main
opinion, and thus, against the position of the church at that time. Believe
it or not, the argument came down to one little Greek letter called an iota,
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like a small letter “1” in our alphabet. Its insertion, the insertion of that
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little 1ota into a certain Greek word, changed its meaning from Jesus as the
same as God to Jesus as only similar to God. The little iota was kept out,
and it was declared that Jesus is the same as God; not just similar. By the
way, I agree with the leaders of that ancient church council. Jesus is
fundamentally different than us, and is of God, not creation only.
However, the Jesus controversy kept going until the year 381 at
another big council meeting of the church. At that first meeting in 325 in
Nicaea, it was decided that Jesus was truly divine, but that Jesus and the
Holy Spirit were subordinate to God; lower than God. However, at that
second great church council in 381, some were able to think outside the
box and suggest that a hierarchy wasn’t needed. Here is what they did.
They took the vertical view, with God at the top, over Jesus and the Holy
Spirit, and laid it on its side. By doing that, they placed God, Jesus, and
the Holy Spirit in equal stature, with a doctrine that holds even today for
our sense of the trinitarian nature of God. They described God as three

persons in one being. Three persons in one being.
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Dropped was the argument that they either were of one or of different
substances. Dropped was the concern of an order of importance of the
three. Three persons in one being. That’s the best they could come up
with, and no one has been able to improve on it in the centuries following.
Not three separate functions of God, but three persons in one being. The
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are both one and distinct; three in one; a
trinity.

Although the i1dea of the trinity was pretty well in place after those
first couple of ancient church councils, another related controversy arose
at an ancient church council in 589. They argued over whether or not the
Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father, or both the Father and the Son. This
argument went on for about 500 years — can you imagine being in an
argument that long? — until a whole group left the universal church of
Christ and started the Eastern Orthodox church. Catholic and Protestant
churches, when reciting the Nicene Creed, speak of the Holy Spirit
proceeding from the Father and the Son, but you won’t find that in the

Eastern Orthodox Nicence Creed. That little phrase, “and from the Son”



contributed to the historic split of the church. Now, if my daughter Laura
had been there, she might have helped them think outside the box and find
a solution acceptable to all.

To understand the Trinity, the ancient Christians had to understand
who Jesus was. After much debate, the best they could say about Jesus is
that he is both fully human and fully divine. Some camps said he was
more human than divine; others said he was divine and only pretending to
be human. I like the generally accepted phrase, fully human and fully
divine. I believe that Jesus is from God, divine, carrying the power of
heaven with him, but I also gratefully acknowledge that he truly came and
shared our common lot, suffered with us, and out of love, was willing to
die for us.

Yes, over the centuries, it took a lot to understand the relationship of
God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit. The discussions faced walls of
preconceived ideas, but also found new paradigms by thinking outside the
box. The incarnation of Jesus brought something very new into the world,

and new frameworks of understanding were required.
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The nice thing in all of this is that, though such theological
conversations may seem confusing at times, God can still reach us through
our confusion. The nice thing is that understanding, though important, is
not the main issue in Christianity; our faith is. We actually can’t really
know who God is, but we can still be blessed. We can’t really know who
Jesus is, but we can still be blessed. We can’t really know who the Holy
Spirit 1s, but we can still be blessed.

When we turn to God and believe, when we accept Jesus into our
lives, when we ask the Holy Spirit to be with us in all things, God much
prefers that to our efforts to understand. Understanding is good and
important, and forgive me, but I think kind of fun, but salvation comes by
grace through faith.

So, in the end, we shall always speak of our triune God, and we will
seek to understand our God as much as we can, but it’s the fact that God
knows us; it’s the fact that God loves us; it’s the fact that God saves us
that really matters. I, for one, who apparently can’t even figure out kid’s

puzzles on placemats, am very, very grateful. Thanks be to God. Amen.



