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This morning we begin a 12-part series of sermons on the Gospel of John. Matthew, Mark and
Luke, known as the synoptic gospels, tell the story of Jesus from a similar vantage point. There is
quite a bit of overlap in their versions of the story. John is quite different. John lacks, for
instance, a birth narrative or what we typically know as the Christmas story, instead opting for a
prologue which we will hear in a few moments. It’s filled with lofty almost creedal sounding
language affirming the divinity of the Word of God, Jesus Christ. Though different, John has
powerfully shaped the Christian imagination. It is John who gives us the story of the wedding at
Cana where Jesus turns water into wine. John relates the “I am” sayings of Jesus, gives us the very
familiar “For God so loved the world...”, and describes our relationship with Christ using the
image of the vine and branches. And it is John who points to Jesus’ reconciliation with Peter,
inviting Peter to “feed my sheep.” It promises to be a great series, so I encourage you to spend
the summer reading along.

In his sermon On the Trinity, John Wesley writes, “T'ell me how it is that in this room there are
three candles and but one light, and I will explain to you the mystery of the Holy Trinity.” From
the earliest days of the Church, Christians have contemplated the nature of the God we worship.
From Moses’ question, “Whom shall I say sent me?” to the question Jesus posed to his followers
in asking, “Who do you say that  am?” we human beings have struggled to articulate the truth
about this God who has revealed himself to us. Surely, we all have wondered who God is and
what is God really like?

The early Church addressed these questions concerning the nature of God in a series of
ecumenical councils stretching over several centuries. In the fourth century, the debates
concerning the doctrine of the Trinity occupied center stage. The Church Fathers and Mothers
rightly saw that nothing short of “human salvation was at stake. St. Athanasius argued against
several generations of dissenting opinion that since only God could save, it was vital that the
name into which we are baptized be the true and living God.” (Wainwright, The Doctrine of the
Trinity. 117) “That is, it makes a difference whether or not we are baptized in the Name of Zeus,
Athena or Mars, instead of the Name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Just any old name won’t
do because it is only God who saves. The church’s Trinitarian debates culminated in the year 381
A.D. at the Council of Constantinople which developed a creedal formula that expresses the
orthodox position in regards to the doctrine of the Trinity. This creed, or statement of belief,
came to be commonly known as the Nicene Creed - a creed which you find today in our hymnal.
Early on the Nicene Creed was used as a baptismal creed and was used in the liturgy of Holy



Communion from the sixth century. By 451 A.D. the Nicene Creed became the most universally
accepted of all of the creeds of the Church.” (Willimon)

Now while you may or may not find this brief look at the history of Trinitarian debate interesting
the question remains, “Who is God?” Who is God for us? And what is really at stake when we
Christians make the claim that God has revealed God’s self to us as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit?

As a pastor, I have over the years had lots of opportunities to discuss with people what they
believe about God and what the Church teaches. Let’s just say there are a variety of opinions on
the subject — ranging from those that are true and faithful to those that are interesting, to those
that are downright harmful. God isn’t man or woman, you or me, said in a loud voice or written
in larger letters. God is not some larger projection of you or me. As Christians we boldly claim
that God loves us, wants to be in relationship with us so much so that God revealed God’s self to
us first in and through Israel and then most fully and completely in and through God’s Son,
Christ Jesus the Lord. While I know that and most of you know that many believe that if God
exists at all, God is some distant God of wrath, unmoved by our suffering God watches our every
move, waiting to strike us down when we do the least little thing wrong, waiting to rain down
lightning bolts upon us when we mess up.... Some believe that about God because that is the
impression they have been given by the behavior of God’s people who too often are quick to
point out the sins of others and to condemn rather than to show mercy and love. This is one of
the reasons that the coopting of faith by political leaders is so dangerous and idolatrous. God is
not red or blue, Democrat or Republican, and Lincoln was right, it’s not a matter of which side
God is on but whether or not we are aligned with God.

So that’s not the God we believe in or follow as Christians. That is not the God we see revealed in
Israel and Jesus as loving Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The God we do believe in lovingly created
all that there is and called it good. The God we know was grieved at the waywardness, the
lostness of creation, and vowed to wash it all away with a great flood, to start over, but mercifully
saved a remnant, Noah and his family, the animals of creation, and then once again from the
waters of chaos brought forth life, order, and new creation.

The God we know as Christians heard the cry of his people when they were in bondage in Egypt,
came to them with a deliverer, Moses, led them to freedom, to a new life in a good land. The God
we know comes to his people in the prophets and other leaders to offer them guidance, love, the
chance for forgiveness, an opportunity to start over again and again, this God is merciful, slow to
anger, and abounding in steadfast love. This God knows us better than we know ourselves, is as
close as our very breath.

In fact, the God we believe in loves us so much that he became one of us, in Jesus of Nazareth,
became fully human, taking upon God’s self all of our brokenness, our sin, all the evil of the



world, even our death, because of his love for us he took all of that into himself, exhausted it, and
by the power of love offers us the opportunity for new and abundant life, to be new creatures, to
be fully human, to be in relationship. Today we affirm that the God we know, the God we believe
in is Father, Son and Holy Spirit, which means God is love, God is relationship. And we are
invited into that relationship, to participate in that divine and beautiful dance, to be one with the
Three in One.

You see the doctrine of the Trinity is not some philosophical formula to be interpreted, or some
kind of higher math to be solved, rather it is the way we name who God is, and how God saves us.
To say that God is Trinity, God is three in one, God is Father, Son and Holy Spirit, is simply
another way of saying the God we believe in isn’t some distant, wrathful judge, but rather, the
God we believe in, the God who came to us in Jesus the Word made flesh, is a God of
relationship, a God of love who reaches out and invites us into that divine relationship, to
participate in the holy communion, the friendship that exists between Father, Son and Holy
Spirit.

To be saved is much more than being plucked from the fires of hell, to be saved is to be invited
into a life-giving, renewing, loving relationship with the God who created us and who loves his
creation enough that he did not remain at a distance but instead for our sake became a part of
that creation, Word made flesh, became one of us, drew near to us, in order that we might
become more like God and once again draw near to our Father.

The doctrine of the Trinity is a way of affirming what God has done for us in Jesus. It is a way of
affirming that it is only God who can save us, only God can overcome the brokenness that exists
between God and creation, a brokenness caused by our sin and our disobedience. Only God can
heal that division. We cannot by our own power reconcile that separation, the brokenness of our
relationship. We can’t make ourselves whole. The doctrine of the Trinity helps us talk about
how God has overcome this division, the distance between us, on our behalf.

That is to say, if only God can save us then Father, Son and Holy Spirit must all be fully God. We
are saved by the love of the Father. A love that is embodied in the life, death, and resurrection of
the Son and is now at work in our lives by the power of the Holy Spirit. When we use the
Trinitarian language Father, Son and Holy Spirit, we’re not invoking some ancient magical
incantation that requires some kind of special knowledge to tap into — we’re merely saying that
this is who God is, God is relationship, God is a friendship of love that exists between three
persons, who are bound so intimately to one another by that love that they are one. And that
God has invited us into that relationship, to be a part of that friendship, there is room enough
there for us to share in that Holy Communion.



This is, in part, what John is pointing to when he writes,

“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with
God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with
God. All things came into being through him, and without
him not one thing came into being. What has come into
being in him was life, and the life was the light of all
people. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness
did not overcome it....And the Word became flesh and
lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a
father’s only son, full of grace and truth.” (John 1:1-5,14)

This is how God saves.

What the Trinity reveals to us is that the very nature of God is an eternal community of mutual
self-giving love. Not a hierarchy, not a democracy, but a perfect community of equals, indwelling
one another, and sharing life together. The God we believe in has a Name - Father, Son and
Holy Spirit. The character and nature of God revealed by that name shapes and defines our life
together as Church. What might it be like if the Church, the community called and baptized into
that Name, would mirror or resemble the nature of that God? What might it mean for the world
if the church were to be truly — not a hierarchy, not a democracy, but a Trinitarian community of
mutual, self-giving love?

As a Trinitarian people we are called to do what the God we believe in has done. We love the
world enough to enter into it, to be word made flesh, the gospel with skin on, to bear all the
world’s brokenness, and hurt, and sin and division and carry it to the God who can transform all
of that into something beautiful and good. We're called not to condemn the world but to share
in the divine life, to be caught up into the heart of God, and to the invite the world into a saving
relationship with the Father, through the Son, and in the power of the Holy Spirit.

Through the Incarnation, the eternal Word of the Father becoming flesh and dwelling among us,
through the power of the Holy Spirit, God has elevated our humanity to the very gates of heaven.
Human nature has been redeemed because in it God was pleased to dwell. And so, because the
Word of God took on our flesh no longer can we turn a blind eye to the needs of our neighbors -
the poor, the hungry, the refugee, the forgotten, the prisoner, the sick, the oppressed. Because
God in Christ has left the throne of heaven and has redeemed their humanity and elevated them
to the very gates of heaven as well. When our worship ends we are sent back into the world to
bear witness to the good news that “what has come into being through Christ was life, and the life



was the light of all people. And that light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not
overcome it.”

So, if you're still scratching your head, and trying to get your mind around the Word with God,
and the Word is God, and the Word becoming flesh, and God is Three in One. Ilove what Anne
Lamott says, she writes “I didn't need to understand the hypostatic unity of the Trinity; I just

! When we turn our lives
over to the One who came up with redwood trees we become bearers of the light. And in a world

often overshadowed by sin, and violence, illness, selfishness, brokenness, and death, that my

needed to turn my life over to whoever came up with redwood trees.

friends, is a holy calling, to be a witness pointing to the light no darkness can overcome. In the
Name of the God who came up with redwood trees, and who came up with you and me, and
everything in between, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.

! Anne Lamott, Plan B: Further Thoughts on Faith.



