
Rule of Three – Epiphany2B 

       The Rule of Three is a pattern used in storytelling, 
where the story is told three times, with minor variations. 
The first two instances build tension, and the third releases 
it by incorporating a twist; or the heroine is given three 
tests and triumphs on the third.  
 
       The work of Shakespeare abounds with Rule of Three 
activity, Julius Caesar, Romeo and Juliet, The Merchant of 
Venice, King Lear, and many others employ the mechanism 
to enhance their dramatic resonance. 
 
       Threes appear throughout human activity: "On your 
marks, get set, go", "Veni, Vidi, Vici", "Lights, camera, 
action", "Readin’, Writin’ and ‘Rithmetic," “Location, 
location, location,” Bingo, bango, bongo,” somebody stop 
him.  
 
       We tell jokes based on three familiar characters in the 
same situation: A Rabbi, a Priest, and an Imam walk into a 
bar. The first two react stereotypically, the third does 
something outrageous; a Blonde, a Brunette and a Redhead. 
Or we repeat the same idea three times, but with a twist on 
the third one: The Dick Van Dyke Show will have Morey 
Amsterdam say to a bald guy, "Can I get you anything? Cup 
of coffee? Doughnut? Toupee?"  
 
       In art, there's a Rule of Thirds where the areas at third-
points across a field are known to be more visually 
interesting than the center, because the viewer can “read” 
the work instead of merely observing it.  

http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/YoungestChildWins
http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/StockCharacter


 
       These rules of three stem from of a deeper psycho-
cultural phenomenon, so it’s not only a matter of Church 
doctrine that the three men I admire most, the Father, Son 
and Holy Ghost, have landed right here on the coast; it’s 
because of our primal mid-brain longing for the order, 
resolution and comfort the Trinity provides. We can truly 
rest when the peace of symmetry has been achieved. We 
want to know that God pervades all life, and the treble 
presence of divine Creator, human Redeemer, and mystical 
Sanctifier satisfies this desire. The psalmist cries: “If I climb 
the heavens, you are there; if I lie in my grave, you are 
there. If I take the wings of the dawn and dwell at the sea’s 
furthest end, even there your hand should lead me, your 
right hand should hold me fast.”  

       It’s no coincidence that Indiana Jones has to pass three 
tests to get to the Holy Grail. The Path of God, (Father?) The 
Word of God (Son?) and The Breath of God (Holy Spirit?) 
George Lucas and company plucked an ancient soulstring, 
and audiences everywhere adored it.  

       Today’s story is about Samuel, whose very name means 
“The Name of God.” This is the Samuel who will go on to be 
the last of the Prophets and the first of the Judges in the 
Hebrew Bible. It is Samuel who will anoint the first kings of 
the Israelites, Saul and, more importantly, King David.  
Young Samuel is sleeping under a counter in back of the 
temple, when he’s awakened by a voice: “Samuel!” He runs 
out to Eli, and says, “Here I am, Sir, all present and correct!” 
But Eli says, “I didn’t call you; go back to bed.” So he goes 
and lies down again. The voice comes again, “Samuel! 
Samuel!” Again, Samuel gets up and goes to Eli, “Here I am; 



you called me.” “I did not call, my son; go lie down.” The 
voice comes again, a third time: “Samuel! Get up!” That’s 
the turning point, when matters come to a head and Samuel 
is transformed into his full self.  Eli realizes that it is God 
who is calling the boy and tells him so.  After that, Samuel 
grows up, the Lord is with him and lets none of his words 
fall to the ground. From then on, all Israel from Dan to 
Beersheba knows that Samuel is a trustworthy prophet of 
the Lord.  

       At first, Sammy assumes that it is human leadership to 
which he must respond, but it is not. To have us cease 
trying to make the world conform to our own standards of 
good, and to the will of the powerful, and instead start 
adopting the standards of goodness, forbearance and 
benevolence known as the Will of God is the purpose of 
Holy Scripture and all religion.  Only then will none of our 
words fall to the ground. The Bible tells the story of 
humanity’s three opportunities to comport itself according 
to the cosmic rules of goodness.  Humankind, up until the 
time of the Flood, fail to do this. So God washes the Earth 
clean and starts again.  

       We must note that God starts again with Noah and his 
family, who, by most any measure are less than exemplary 
citizens, but that is a story for another day. The second 
opportunity comes when Moses leads the people out of 
Egypt to begin life again as ‘one nation, under God.’ As Paul 
puts it, “Our ancestors all passed through the sea, and were 
baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea, and drank 
from the spiritual rock that followed them, and the rock 
was Christ. Nevertheless, God was not pleased with most of 
them, and they were struck down in the wilderness.”  



       In his typically dramatic way, Paul gives examples of 
the things that occurred as examples for us, so that we 
might not desire evil as our ancestors did, the things that 
got them struck down in the wilderness: “Do not become 
idolaters as some of them did; flee from the worship of 
idols. We must not indulge in sexual immorality as some of 
them did, and twenty-three thousand fell in a single day. 
We must not put Christ to the test, as some of them did, and 
were destroyed by serpents. If you think you are standing, 
watch out that you do not fall.  And stop complaining. 
Nothing has happened to you that is not common to 
everyone. God will not let you be tested beyond your 
strength, but will provide the way out so that you may be 
able to endure it.”  

       Following the Rule of Three, our salvation history 
culminates in the climax of God’s interaction with 
humankind, the life, death and resurrection of Jesus of 
Nazareth. Philip says to Nathanael, “We have found him 
about whom Moses in the law and also the prophets wrote, 
it’s ole Jesus from Nazareth.” Nathanael is skeptical: “Can 
anything good come out of Nazareth, this sounds like 
another false alarm, pie in the sky fanatic, another chance 
for us to fail.” But Philip persists: “Come and see.” When he 
sees Nathanael coming toward him, Jesus says, “I searched 
you and I know you, I know your resting and your rising; I 
discern your purpose from afar,” or words to that effect. 
And Nathanael replies, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God! And 
Jesus says to him, “Very truly, I tell you, you will see heaven 
opened and the angels of God ascending and descending 
upon the Son of Man.”  



       When Paul refers to us as the “people upon whom the 
ages of ages has come, he is pointing out that humanity’s 
third, and he would say final opportunity has arrived, to get 
it right. Jesus is called the Ancient of Days, because the 
opportunity he embodies for us has always been present in 
our strivings and struggles, our defiance and devotion, our 
failures to follow God and our new beginnings.  Jesus is 
God’s punchline. 

Here is Henrietta Cordelia Ray’s poem, “Life” 
 
Life! Ay, what is it? E’en a moment spun from cycles of 
eternity. And yet, what wrestling ’mid the fever and the fret 
of tangled purposes and hopes undone! What affluence of 
love! What vict’ries won in agonies of silence, ere trust met 
a manifold fulfillment, and the wet, beseeching eyes saw 
splendors past the sun! What struggle in the web of 
circumstance, and yearning in the wingèd music! All, 
one restless strife from fetters to be free; ‘til, gathered to 
eternity’s expanse, is that brief moment at the Father’s call. 
Life! Ay, at best ’tis but a mystery! 
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