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Trinity Sunday Year B

 June 7, 2009

Isaiah 6:1-8, Psalm 29, Romans 8:12-17, John 3: 1-17

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.


Three ministers were having a discussion about prayer and got onto the topic of the most appropriate and effective position for praying.  As they were talking, a telephone repairman was working on the phone system in another corner of the room.   One minister stated that he felt the key to good prayer was in the hands.  He said that he always held his hands together and pointed his fingers upward as a form of symbolic worship.  The second minister believed that it was an absolute must to be on your knees for real prayer.  The third argued that the only position worth its salt was to pray while stretched out flat on one’s face.


Listening intently to what they were saying, the phone man could no longer stay out of the conversation.  He walked over to their table and said. “I found that the most powerful prayer I ever made was while I was dangling upside down by my heels from a power pole, suspended 40 feet above the ground.”


Whether we are talking about prayer or theTrinity, I suspect many of us including me have more questions than answers. Today is Trinity Sunday which celebrates the doctrine of the Trinity or that we worship the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.   It is also our patronal feast day which is a ‘fancy churchy” way of saying that this church’s name is Trinity.   But I also suspect that talking about the mysterious concept  of the Trinity for most people is a little like that phone man listening to the ministers talk about prayer.     After  years of beard-tugging, hand-wringing and bouts of name-calling, the Christian church finally formalized the doctrine of the Trinity at the Council of Nicea in 325.  The Nicene Creed which we say every Sunday was a result of that council.


 Despite the way it seems, the doctrine of the Trinity is not an attempt by theologians to make things tough for the average Christian by introducing a celestial mathematics which says 3=1. Early Christians struggled to describe the God of their experience who seemed to have many different ways of acting yet was one God.    The doctrine of the Trinity is an attempt to describe as systematically as possible, the content of the Christian experience of God. 


Often at least for me, it’s easier to understand abstract concepts  through the eyes of a biblical person.  So let’s take one of these early Christians, Peter, and  see how he might have viewed the three aspects of the Trinity.   The Father.. or as the New Zealand  Prayer Book phrases it in Night Prayer, God  refers to the Earth Maker.  Peter grows up in a Jewish home.  He knows the God of his fathers, the God and Lord of history to whom the  Jewish  people stand in special relationship.  Through the worship of the synagogue, through studying the law, and through the experiences of his own life, this God has been a reality for Peter; one with whom he has had a personal relationship.  He knows along with countless other Jews that God pities those who fear him, “as a father pities his children.” Perhaps Peter has even called this God “Father.”  


How about the Son or “Pain Bearer” as Jesus is called in the New Zealand prayer book?  One day Peter meets a man who is more than a man.  This man confronts Peter as he mends nets, or fishes all night without luck.  Peter makes himself the follower of this man Jesus and lives in close relationship with him.  He finds that human categories won’t explain him.  So when Jesus asks Peter, “Who do you say that I am?” Peter replies, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.”  When Jesus confronts Peter, Peter cannot escape the conclusion that God is confronting him.  This man is God—and yet he is still a man.


And finally “Life Giver” or the third person of the Trinity, the Holy Spirit. … But the time comes when Jesus is no more physically present with his disciples.  In spite of this fact, they do not feel that God has left them, for he has sent “the Holy Spirit.”  This is not another God, this is the same God, making God’s self known to them as a constant abiding presence and the source of their power.   Peter has known God as Father, he has known God as Son, and now he knows God as Spirit, and his life becomes a constant surrender to that power which is not his own, but rather God active and at work right now in the present, with the promise that it will continue to be so in the future.

In today’s gospel we have Jesus’ meeting with Nicodemus, another biblical character who encounters the Trinity.  Today’s gospel passage also has aspects of the Trinity embedded within it.   Because people have been so focused on the “born again” and famous “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life,” aspects of this passage, its connection to the Trinity is often overlooked. But through the dialog between Jesus and Nicodemus we learn that God, as Father offers us boundless love.  God the Son is the one who came down from heaven; and through him we have eternal life.  And finally, God the Holy Spirit infuses our lives in mysterious and surprising ways. 

Nicodemus is a truth-seeker and leader of Israel’s religious establishment.  He comes to Jesus in darkness since he fears to come openly and discerns in our Lord a spiritual power that he has not seen elsewhere.   Nicodemus is astonished when Jesus tells him that to see the kingdom of God one must be born from  the water and Spirit.  Of course, Jesus is referring to the need for a spiritual rebirth that comes through baptism.  Jesus is saying that everyone who would enter the kingdom of God must repent, confess their belief in God, and be baptized and sealed by the Holy Spirit.    Jesus compares the  actions of the Holy Spirit in the lives of people who are baptized to the mystery of the wind: one can observe the effects of the wind, but no one can control it.   Nicodemus remains confused, having difficulty moving beyond his literal understanding and into the world of the Spirit that Jesus introduces to him.   Nicodemus, like so many of us,  is having trouble with adjusting to the changes that Jesus is suggesting.

A few years ago in a Time Magazine article Mark Leyner asked a question “ Can a person really, and I mean fundamentally, change?”  Leyner wrote “No.  there is no such animal, he says, as a changed man.  I don’t believe in epiphanies, personal growth, midlife crises, or death bed conversions.”  He’s convinced that the assumptions behind psychiatry, prison reform, and religion are all false.  He is convinced that who we are  is because of millions of years of evolution.  

Brett Blair writes that he agrees with Leyner about change but  with this important postscript about Nicodemus.   “I think this is Nicodemus’s confusion.  If you’re a Jew, you’re a Jewish.  If you’re a Gentile you’re a gentile.   Nothing will ever change that.”  It’s as though  Nicodemus is saying to Jesus. “I can’t come out of my mother’s womb again and start all over.  I can’t be born again.”

Speaking directly to Nicodemus, Blair continues, “Nicodemus there is  the Spirit and it is like the wind.  You do not know where it has come from, and you do not know where it is going.  And Nicodemus, so it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.  God can change  us simply by an act of his grace.  There is no reason for it having happened and there is no explanation for its continuance.    This man, that woman, this old man, this young women has been changed, fundamentally.  But  Darwin has no theories to explain this evolution.

The changes that take place in us do not come from this world and our effort.  I cannot change, but what the evolutionists do not understand, Paul the apostle does.   When the Spirit breathes new life in us it is, “ No longer I who live, But Christ, who lives in me.”

Today is Trinity Sunday.  Some say that the Trinity can be partially explained by the use of analogies.  For the Trinity is like a molecule of water  which is the identical molecule whether it manifests as ice, water or steam.  Saint Patrick used a shamrock, with three equal leaves, to explain the Trinity in converting pagans to Christianity.   Others point out that the Triune God can be compared to an apple:  the seeds in the middle are the creative force; the flesh is the part we eat; and the skin covers the whole to protect and sustain the fruit.

An old teaching ditty says, “ Father, Son and Spirit.  Three in one and one in three, but very difficult to see!”   And for many Christians it’s perfectly fine if they don’t understand the doctrine of the Trinity and that it’s okay to let it  remain a mystery!  For in the final analysis, that is what the Trinity is – a mystery that we attempt to understand because it reveals more about the God that we worship.   But ultimately the reality is that we will never totally understand God because God is beyond our understanding.  For like the prophet Isaiah in today’s Old Testament reading, all we  really need to do is stand before God and say, “Here I am I; send me!”

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

