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Trinity Sunday

May 31, 2010

Proverbs 8:1-4,22-31, Psalm 8, Romans 5:1-5, John 16:12-15

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


Today we are lucky enough to be celebrating a national holiday and a church festival on the same Sunday.  Not only is it Memorial Day Weekend, when we remember those people who have given their lives for our country, but in the church calendar today is Trinity Sunday, the day we celebrate and recognize our Trinitarian faith and belief in the Father, the Son, and Holy Spirit.   And as if we needed more to add to the day, not only is it the unofficial beginning to summer, it is also our patronal feast day.   Our what?  Patronal feast day which means that because today is Trinity Sunday and we are named Trinity Church, this is our day on the church calendar.


The Trinity is a complex theological topic that has 2,000 years of baggage attached to it as people attempt to explain what God is like.  In the first 300 years of the church wars were fought and people martyred over the exact meaning of the Trinity.   Essentially the meaning of the Trinity, despite the millions of words written about it, remains a mystery.  St. Augustine, while puzzling over the doctrine of the Trinity, was walking along the beach one day when he observed a young boy with a bucket running back and forth to pour water into a little hole.  Augustine asked “What are you doing?”


The boy replied, “I’m trying to put the ocean into the hole.”


Then St. Augustine realized that when trying to figure out the Trinity he had been trying to put an infinite idea into his finite mind.   Probably that is why instead of preaching on the Trinity today, I decided to focus on the national holiday of Memorial Day.


Of course memory is a tricky thing.  Particularly as we get older.  You may know the story about three women.  The first said, “Sometimes I go to the refrigerator and forget what I need by the time I get there.


The  second woman said, “When I go upstairs, I can’t remember whether I’m going up for something or I’m on my way back down.”


The third woman said, “I’m lucky, I guess (knocking on wood), I don’t have that problem.  Oh, there’s someone at the door.”


Memory is a tricky thing.  There are some things, however, that we should never forget.  One of these is the sacrifices that others have made on our behalf.  That is what Memorial Day is about remembering the saints who have gone before us, particularly those saints who served in the military and gave their lives for our country.  


The first Memorial Day was reportedly just after the Civil War in 1866.  A group of Southerners did something extraordinary.  They marched down the streets of  what was left of their town to a cemetery and decorated the graves of both Union and Confederate soldiers.  The mothers and daughters and widows had buried their dead and now they buried their hatred.  


Have you every wondered why Memorial Day is marked in May?  Its date doesn’t recall some historic battle, or the start of some war.  Memorial Day is in May for a very practical reason.  Because it is a time when flowers bloom.  Flowers with which to decorate graves.  There are those who remember when Memorial Day was called Decoration Day and when the cemeteries were filled with people kneeling to plant a flower or place a garland or unfurl a flag or say a prayer.  Some still do.


In talking about Memorial Day Abraham Lincoln said, “It is fitting and proper that we should do this.”  It is fitting and proper for us to observe Memorial Day not only as Americans but also as Christians.  There should be not conflict between our loyalty to our God and our loyalty to our country.   These loyalties should reinforce each other.  For God has not set us to live our lives in isolation but to have membership in a home, a community, and of a nation just as we are members of Trinity Church. To live as God intended us to live we must fulfill our obligations in each of these areas of our lives.

Memorial Day is obviously not one of our major holidays.  But we need to remember.  We need to remember our marvelous heritage.   We need to remember those who gave their lives for our freedom.  And we need to remember all our loved ones who are no longer with us.


Abraham Lincoln expressed our heritage so well at Gettysburg when he said, “Our fathers brought forth upon this continent a new nation, conceived in liberty  and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.”  The land which the fathers of our nation have bequeathed to us is the land of liberty and equality.   The flag stands for freedom of thought, of speech, of conscience, and of worship.  Our forefathers accepted this liberty and equality as a sacred trust from the hand of God. 

Are we worthy heirs of such riches?  Do we prize them so highly that we constantly thank God for them?  The collect for the Fourth of July says it well, “Give to the people of our country a zeal for justice and the  strength of forbearance, that we may use our liberty in accordance with your gracious will; through Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen"  Memorial Day is a day to remember and thank God for our heritage.

Memorial Day is to remember those who paid with their lives for that heritage.  Or as Lincoln said we remember those who “gave the last full measure of devotion,” who “gave their lives that that nation might live.”  Memorial Day calls us to pay respect to those living and dead who have fought to preserve the nation.  In the long run, we appreciate most the things for which we have paid the most not in money but in effort.  Our American way of life has been purchased at a high price.  Memorial Day is a day to remember and give thanks to those serving in our armed forces today and to the veterans of yesterday.

T.A. Kantonen tells the story that when the train bearing the body of Abraham Lincoln to its final resting place stopped at the railroad station in Albany, crowds gathered to get a last glimpse of the martyred president.  A poor woman lifted up her little boy above the crowd and said, “Son, take a long look, he died for you.”  Just so, we today try to take a long look and view with reverent respect all those whose lives are the price of our heritage. Memorial Day is a day to thank God and remember those who have helped to preserve our American heritage.

Finally Memorial Day is a day to remember our loved ones who are no longer with us.   To many it is “Decoration Day” when pilgrimages are made to cemeteries to place flowers on the graves of the departed.  Thus it leads us to think about death and about our relation to those who have died. And hopefully it leads us to be grateful to God for the gift of eternal life that comes with the Christian life.

 The Book of Common Prayer has this to say about death. “In the Episcopal Church the liturgy for the dead is an Easter liturgy.  It finds it’s meaning in the resurrection.  The liturgy, therefore, is characterized by joy in the certainty that “neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor power, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.”   


The foundation of the Christian hope is the resurrection of Christ.  It is the risen Lord who assures us, “Because I live, you will live also.”  As we remember our dead we wonder: where are they now and what is their condition?  The answer must be: the blessed dead are with God and they are closer to him than before.   Memorial Day is a day to remember those whom we love but who have gone to be with Christ.    And in that remembrance  may we be filled with the sure and certain hope that we will see them again someday when we too are united in love with Christ. 


Memorial Day is a day to remember our American heritage.  Memorial Day is a day to remember all those who serve or have served in the armed forces and helped to preserve that heritage.  And Memorial Day is a day to remember those we love who are no longer with us.  It is a day to remember with grateful thanksgiving that we serve a God who is love and that love is enough to sustain us through anything.  God accepts us as His own beloved children for Christ's sake. We may not understand why it had to be this way. But we look at the cross and we see there an open door. 
         And thus we remember. We remember those who died that we may live in freedom. We remember those who died that we may live in faith. We remember Christ who died that we may live forever. That's the ultimate meaning of this Memorial Day weekend. It is a time to remember and it is a time to finish what they started. 
        King Duncan shares the following story that offers us a way to remember this Memoria Day. They were shooting the movie "Yankee Doodle Dandy" on the day after Pearl Harbor. The cast listened as President Roosevelt announced on the radio that the United States was at war with Japan and Germany. At that point director Michael Curtiz came on the sound stage with Jimmy Cagney. They all listened in silence for the national anthem to finish. As the women dabbed tears from their eyes, and the men were deeply moved, Curtiz said in his best Hungarian accent: 
"Now, boys and girls, we have work to do. We have bad news, but we have a wonderful story to tell the world. So let's put away sad things and begin."

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

