
Three in One?

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

I was visiting with a colleague from another denomination the other day who was inquiring as

to what I thought about the whole issue of Gretta Vosper, a United Church minister who has captured

the attention of the media and the courts of the church by stating the fact that she is an atheist. 

He said, “I know that the United Church is very open but don’t they have to draw the line

somewhere as to what they believe, what makes a person a part of the church of not?”

Today is Trinity Sunday and we engage in the even deeper questions of how we know and

understand God.

How does it stand between us and God? We are down here; God is up there. God is eternal;

we are mortal. God is great, infinite; we are small, finite.

I’m betting that’s why some of us are here today, even if we don’t know it. We’re wondering,

Who is God, really? How do things stand between me and God?

That was the question of the Hebrew slaves once they broke loose from Pharaoh and were at

last free in the wilderness. Free, yes, but also hungry.

“Is the Lord among us or not?” they asked. That, I’m betting, is our question. Is the Lord of all

the universe among us or not? And if God is indeed among us, how?

The earliest expressions of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit signify that God is pure relationship. A

symbol for the Trinity is three interlocked circles, love intertwined. The Trinity is a statement about

what makes God, God. God’s perfection is in God’s closeness rather than in God’s distance—in

God’s communicativeness rather than God’s inscrutable silence.

God is the waiting, seeking, searching, creative Father and Mother.

Jesus told a story about a father who had two sons. One asked for his inheritance, and his
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father gave it to him. When the prodigal son had blown his inheritance, the father welcomed him back

and threw a party. And when the older son pouted because he wanted a party, the father didn’t give

him a party; he gave him everything (Luke 15).

Then there was the one about the man in a ditch who was passed over by all the good

religious people who kept their distance. But this Samaritan stopped and . . . gave him a quarter to

call the highway patrol? No. The Samaritan stopped, risked his own life to help, ripped up his shirt to

make bandages, put the bleeding man on the leather seats of his BMW, took him to the hospital,

gave the hospital every dime he had, and promised to come back and pay more if needed. 

See? When this God gets to giving, God doesn’t know when to stop. Trinity—Father, Son, and

Holy Spirit; Creator, Redeemer, Sustainer—is our experience of God’s relational, communicative

extravagance.

God is the loving, seeking, saving One.

First John says, “No one has ever seen God” (4:12). God? That’s the being who is large,

distant, and invisible, unfathomable, beyond reach of our thinking and perceiving. Can’t say anything

for sure about one so distant from us. That’s Vosper’s stance. So God becomes all the good that we

as humans can do for one another.

Until Jesus Christ. Christians believe, in the words we once used, that Jesus Christ is the “full,

perfect, sufficient revelation” of who God is and what God does. Everything we know for sure about

God flows from what we’ve seen of God in Jesus Christ. We believe that, in Jesus Christ, God gets

personal, relational, available, and virtually unavoidable. 

In his first advent among us, Jesus as “God’s Son” challenged how people thought about God.

Lots of people looked at Jesus, listened to his teaching, witnessed his work, saw his death, and said,

“That’s not God. God is powerful, distant, high and lifted up. God is ___________.” (Fill in the blank
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with whatever high and noble attribute God simply must have if God is to be worthy of your worship.)

Jesus failed to measure up to their preconceptions of who God ought to be and how God is to act if

God is really God.

Jesus Christ is God too close for comfort, God up close and personal, and lots of  people

therefore said, “That’s not the way God is supposed to act.”

Most people in our society seem to want God to be generic, abstract, vague, distant, and

arcane. “God? Oh, can’t say anything too definite about God. God is large, vague, something

spiritual.”

In Jesus of Nazareth, God got physical, explicit, and came close. Jesus Christ is God in action,

God refusing to remain a general idea or a high sounding principle. Jesus Christ is God in motion

toward us, God refusing to stay enclosed in God’s own divinity. The minimalist, in-active, unobtrusive,

noninvasive, detached God who is just about as much of a God as we moderns can take. To say,

“Jesus is not only a human being but also God” is just too unnerving for us enlightened modern

people to handle. To affirm, “God was reconciling the world to himself through Christ” (2 Cor 5:19) is

a threatening disruption to many people’s idea of a God who stays put.

The Trinity is God in action. In Christ, God did not sit on high, serenely pronouncing, “I love

you. Promise me you won’t change a thing.” God came to us as Jesus Christ, reaching toward us,

transforming us with his move toward us. Jesus not only spoke about but embodied the one who

actively loves, searching for one lost coin, relentlessly seeking the one lost sheep until he finds it

(Luke 15).

An often repeated criticism of Jesus was that Jesus “welcomes sinners and eats with them”

(Luke 15:2). Jesus intruded where he was not invited, sometimes where he was not wanted. The

thing that upset Jesus’ critics (at least those in Luke 15) was not that Jesus loved people but that
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Jesus actively received, ate with, and thereby loved “the wrong” people. Thus Jesus not only showed

us that God is love but also that God’s love is considerably more interesting, active, expansive, and

determined than most of what passes for “love” around here.

In order to keep God distant, vague, and irrelevant, many people want to keep God simple,

uncomplicated, and abstract: “Well, I’m not very religious, but I do believe in God, and isn’t that what

it’s all about?”

The problem is that once we discovered that “God was in Christ,” things got complicated not

because the church wanted to make the simple faith of Jesus complex and confusing but rather

because we discovered in Jesus that God was at once much more demanding and interesting than

we had first thought. 

As the writer to the church at Ephesus put it, “He made both Jews and Gentiles into one

group. With his body, he broke down the barrier of hatred that divided us” (Eph 2:14). Here is a living,

active, loving God who makes union and breaks barriers. When the far off one who has been brought

near is you, when the wall that has been kicked down is the wall that you built in a vain attempt to

keep God out of your life, then you know the God who would say, as Jesus says in today’s Gospel,

“I’m so determined to remain part of your life, I’m going to send the Holy Spirit to make sure we stay

constantly connected.”

God is the present, active, communicative Holy Spirit.

God is the present, dynamic Holy Spirit who is God near to us, God empowering us to do

those things that we could never do on our own, God constantly revealing God to us, God talking to

us about God. Our God, our triune, trinitarian God, is unlike us in that God is so close, so self -giving,

holds nothing back, offers us everything.

Today’s first lesson, Proverbs 8:1-4, 22-31, is another curious text, even more curious for
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Trinity Sunday. Wisdom is personified as a woman who sits by the city gate and calls out to those

entering the gate. In Proverbs, wisdom, the philosophy of the good life, insight into wise living, is

extolled as a great gift of God. This section of Proverbs makes wisdom into a person who calls out to

people, urging them to buy her wares and enrich their lives.

That’s not the way we usually think of philosophy and wisdom. We usually think of philosophy

as a set of ideas, noble propositions that we are to examine, understand, and then, if we choose,

accept.

But biblical wisdom is much more engaging, evocative, and inviting. Wisdom is here made into

a person who reaches out to us, beguiles us, calls to us, and seeks God.

Thus today’s sermon has emphasized God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; Creator, Redeemer

Sustainer—not as some impersonal, abstract, distant force. God is the Trinity reaching out to us,

desiring us, wanting to embrace us, even as Jesus, second person of the Trinity, sought and saved

the wayward and the lost.

As you go about the coming week, be forewarned: keep looking over your shoulder, pay

attention to subtle but nevertheless real prodding, hints, and coincidences. God as Trinity is

immensely resourceful in reaching out to you, in drawing you in, beckoning, and outreaching. God is

determined not to be God in heaven without making contact with you on earth. Like a magnet, like

the seeking shepherd, the searching woman, the waiting father, God wants you at all cost.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Thanks be to God! Amen. 
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