
The Holy Trinity Sets Christianity Apart 

When a Christian gets in a theological conversation with a Muslim, one of the first 

things that comes up is the mystery of the Holy Trinity, which we celebrate each 

year on this Trinity Sunday. Muslims, like Jews and Christians, believe there is one 

God, all-powerful and transcendent. Their concept of God resembles what 

appears in the Old Testament. This is understandable, because Mohammed, the 

founder of Islam who lived in the Middle East in the sixth and seventh centuries, 

grew up among Jews and Christians. At that time, the Christian churches in the 

Middle East were constantly getting involved in theological controversies that 

caused violent and scandalous divisions among Christians. This was the 

environment in which Mohammed adopted and popularized a simplified, non-

Christian idea of God. 

He rejected what Jesus had revealed about the Holy Trinity, that God is three 

divine persons - Father, Son, and Holy Spirit - but one divine nature. This rejection 

certainly limited the room for theological controversy, but it also cancelled out 

the whole New Testament, which Muslims do not accept. Of the world's 

monotheistic religions, only Christianity believes in the Trinity. It is unique to us. 

It is true, the Trinity is hard to understand. How can God be both one and three? 

How can the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit be fully God, and yet distinct 

persons? Our minds cannot grasp this completely. Yet this very fact makes the 

doctrine of the Trinity ring true. It shows no merely human mind would have been 

able to come up with it and it also shows that God, the Creator of the universe, 

exists in a way that we, mere creatures, cannot fully understand - and this makes 

perfect sense: God should exceed our ability to understand him; if he didn't, he 

wouldn't be much of a God. 

This inexhaustible beauty and grandeur of God is one of Pope Benedict XVI's 

favorite topics. In fact, one of the symbols on his coat of arms, the shell, refers to 

it directly. The shell comes from a story about St Augustine, who was walking 

along the seashore one morning, trying to understand the Most Holy Trinity. 

Suddenly he saw ahead of him a little child playing. The child had made a hole in 

the sand and was walking back and forth between the hole and the ocean. He 

held a little shell in his hands. When he reached the ocean, he would fill the shell 

up with water. Then he would carefully carry it back and pour the water into the 



hole. He kept on doing this. After a while, St Augustine asked what he was doing. 

The child answered, "I am going to empty the sea into this hole, which I have dug 

in the sand." St Augustine laughed out loud. Then he said, "Child, that is quite 

impossible. Look how big the ocean is, and how small your hole is!" The child 

looked at him and answered, "And yet, it would be easier for me to do this than 

for you to understand the mystery of the Holy Trinity." With that, the child 

disappeared. By putting a shell on his coat of arms, Pope Benedict is reminding 

himself, and the whole Church, that our God is infinitely wonderful. We must 

always stay humble and confident in him, like little children. 

 


