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Trinity Sunday 
 

If you look for early Cistercian preaching for the feast of the Holy Trinity, you might come 
away frustrated. In the early years, there was a votive Mass of the Holy Trinity, celebrated on a 
Sunday at some point after Pentecost, but it had no special day in the calendar. In fact, for the 
idealistic author of the famous/infamous Dialogue between a Cluniac and a Cistercian, it was a 
point of pride that the Cistercians did not have such a feast:  
 

CLUNIAC: What are these new and unauthorized feast days of ours? 
CISTERCIAN: The Feast of the Transfiguration and the Feast of the Holy Trinity which 
should have no special feast day since we praise and venerate the Holy Trinity in hymns, 
psalms, responsories and masses everyday when we say “Glory be to the Father, Son and 
Holy Spirit.” (1.43; CF33:44) 

 
Idung, that enthusiastic author, was writing in the 1150s. He probably should have been more 
circumspect since practice in the Order was not as uniform as he thought. In some places Trinity 
Sunday was becoming a feast, and about twenty years later, in 1175, the General Chapter made it 
an obligatory celebration on the Sunday after Pentecost. Then, in 1230, the General Chapter gave 
it the rank it has retained ever since. The statute from 1230 is worth quoting: 
 

From now on, the Feast of the Holy Trinity will be observed with three lamps [i.e., as a 
solemnity]. The abbot will preside at the solemn conventual Mass, but no sermon should 
be given in chapter, on account of the difficult subject matter. (Statute of 1230.1; Canivez 
2:84) 

 
I include this last point because, as you can see, I’m doing my best to avoid giving a chapter talk 
on the Holy Trinity. 
 
It seems, however, that the monastery at Rievaulx was somewhat ahead of the Order regarding 
this feast. Aelred has left us three sermons for the day. As far as I know, these are the only 
surviving Cistercian writings for Trinity Sunday from the twelfth century. The first of them (S. 
130) comments on an antiphon we still use in the office: “O blessed Trinity, we praise you, we 
bless you, we worship you….” Aelred sees each of these verbs as representing a specific form of 
prayer. The second of Aelred’s writings for this feast (S. 131) consists mostly of passages 
borrowed from Hugh of St.-Victor. It seems to be not so much a sermon as a sort of notebook 



entry of theological points he wished to retain from Hugh. The third is a commentary on the 
episode in Genesis 18, where Abraham welcomes three mysterious visitors. Here we are on mor 
familiar ground. Aelred gives a moral application of the story, using a favorite Cistercian image, 
i.e., the soul as a house (here a tent) that must be protected and set in order if God is going to 
come and dwell there. As a sort of thought for the day, here are a few passages from this sermon. 
 

God appeared to Abraham in the valley of Mambre. Behold, brothers, behold in what 
place Abraham waits. He does not dwell on a mountain, but in a valley, and not just any 
valley, but the valley of Mambre. […] A valley is in the lowest place and signifies 
humility of heart. One who dwells in this valley is in a suitable place to be visited by 
God. For the more people feel dejected and humbled about themselves, the more the Lord 
will repay them with better and more worthy rewards. […] 
 
Mambre is interpreted as vision or attentiveness. See what the sort of place is in which 
the Lord appears, in which he can have a feast. In the valley of Mambre: in humility, 
where there is vision and attentiveness. […] 
 
And lastly: 
 
[Abraham] sits in the door of his tent, just as a prudent, brave, and armed man guards his 
courtyard, closing his doors to enemies so that they do not enter to him and steal his 
spoils. Our tent is the human body, in which our soul is enclosed as though in a tent. This 
tent has three doors: ears, eyes, and mouth. Through these doors friends and enemies 
enter and exit. If we live reverently and honorably, piously and righteously, then friends 
enter to us through these doors, God and his angels.… 
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