June 7, 2009

The Trinity of Love
Romans 8:12-17

This morning we celebrate Trinity Sunday, one of the more mysterious concepts in the Christian church. If you like mysteries and metaphors, this one’s for you. But if you prefer to solve mysteries and like everything to be explained, I’m afraid you’re out of luck. 

The Trinity is one of those theological ideas that grew out of the early Christian Church. If you asked the early disciples – say, Peter or Paul or John – about it, they would look at you like you were out of your mind. But it was a concept that evolved through time, as the early church wrestled with understanding who Jesus Christ really was. Was he the Son of God, or was he the same as God? And how could he be both? And then how does the Spirit fit into all this?
If it’s any comfort, the early Christians spent centuries trying to figure this out. An early version of the Apostles’ Creed emerged by 180 AD, with various additions and changes over time. The Nicene Creed was written in 325 AD by a Council called together to has out some of the theological differences that were tearing the church apart. The best minds from churches all around the Roman Empire came together to debate and discuss and argue. Something new was being said, and it was important to get it right. People were passionate about what they believed. 
I don’t know many Christians these days who are passionate about the creeds. To people who are new to the church, they seem almost like a foreign language, phrase after phrase of words that are wrought with meaning – but who knows what they mean? To those brought up in the church, they’re almost too familiar. 

At confirmation this year we played with this a little bit. We came across a version of the Apostles’ Creed that we had the youth read together. It goes like this: 

I believe in God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth, 
And I say this same thing each week in church; it says that Jesus was conceived by the Holy Ghost, born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead and buried; but what does this have to do with me? When I say this I sound bored, and I don’t care enough about it to mean it, from thence he shall come to judge the quick and the dead…

It’s not meant to be disrespectful. It’s simply to acknowledge that it’s hard to understand what these words are really saying, let alone know what we think or feel about them. But the creeds do mean something, and what they say is important. These hard theological concepts are worth trying to wrestle with. They hold something valuable. In the imperfect, flawed container of language, they hold truth about God. We have this treasure in clay vessels, we hear the Word within the words. But it takes work. 

I know I’ve told this story before, but it’s worth telling again. 
A church history professor at Yale Divinity School once invited an Orthodox pries to be a guest lecturer. He offered a dry talk on the history of the creeds, at the end of which an earnest student asked, “Father Theodore, what can one do when one finds it impossible to affirm certain tenets of the creed?” The priest looked confused. “Well, you just say it. it’s not that hard to master. With a little effort, most can learn it by heart.”
“No, you don’t understand,” continued the student, “what am I to do when I have difficulty affirming parts of the creed – like the Virgin Birth?” The priest still looked confused. “You just say it. It will come to you eventually.” 
The frustrated student now pleaded, “How can I with integrity affirm a creed in which I do not believe?”

 “It’s not your creed, young man!” said the priest. “It’s our creed. Keep saying it, for heaven’s sake! Eventually, it may come to you. For some, it takes longer than others. How old are you? Twenty-three? Don’t be so hard on yourself. There are lots of things that you don’t know at twenty-three. Eventually, it may come to you. Even if it doesn’t, don’t worry.”

From time to time someone comes along who tries to help us understand. William Paul Young did just that in his novel called The Shack. Through a fictional story, he tried to point at some truth about God. It’s a controversial book, for a number of reasons. Some evangelical Christians find it heretical, because God the Father is portrayed in a kind of colloquial way in the character of an African-American woman called “Papa.” Others find it troublesome because of the premise of the book – a young girl is murdered, and her father returns to the place of her death to come to grips with what happened. And some simply don’t like it for literary reasons; they don’t find it compelling as fiction.. 
But many people have found it very moving, and helpful. And from a pastoral perspective, I can see why. It tackles hard questions, like what theologians call ‘theodicy’ – why does evil happen to the innocent? Or the question of ‘immanence’ – how is God present in the world? Or judgment and forgiveness – and how the “law of God” relates to the “grace of God.” Or what happens when we die?

I found it especially interesting when it comes to describing the Trinity. “God is love,” scripture tells us, and Young portrays each member of the Trinity as an embodiment of love. “Papa,” God-the-Father, is a loud, happy, jovial African-American woman who just exudes love. Jesus is a 30-ish Semitic man who likes to kick-back and relax, a non-judgmental friend. The Spirit is an ephemeral, mysterious woman whose presence brings peace. Each Person of the Trinity is love. 

But perhaps more importantly, he describes their very relationship with each other as love. 
One scene takes place at the dinner table. Although none of the God-head has to eat, they all enjoy food – they take pleasure in the eating and the conversation. Mack, the protagonist, watches their interactions at the table:
As Mack ate, he listened to the banter between the three. They talked and laughed like old friends who knew one another intimately. As he thought about it, that was assuredly more true for his hosts than anyone inside or outside creation. He was envious of the carefree but respectful conversation and wondered what it would take to share that with [his wife] and maybe even with some of his friends.

As Mack continues to grapple with the meaning of all this, Papa tells him, 

You are designed to be in community as well, made as you are in our very image… Keep in mind, Mackenzie, that I am not a human being, not in my very nature, despite how we have chosen to be with you this weekend. I am truly human in Jesus, but I am a totally separate other in my nature.

To which Mack replies, 

You do know – of course you do… that I can only follow that line of thought so far, and then I get lost and my brain turns to mush? 

The Trinity is hard to understand. It makes no more logical sense than 1 + 1 + 1 = 1. But the truth it holds is ancient, and real. 

In the Eastern Orthodox Church, there is a famous icon known as “The Hospitality of Abraham.” According to the book of Genesis, God comes to our ancestor Abraham to tell him that he will have a son, and this son will be the ancestor of all God’s people. Abraham and his wife Sarah are very old, and Sarah laughs at this news, because it is so preposterous. 
According to the story, God comes in the form of three men, or three angels, who sit and break bread together with Abraham. In the Icon “The Hospitality of Abraham,” these three angels are seated around a table. Each of the angels has the same face. They are one and the same – but three...each one person of the Trinity.
 
Soon we will come to the table, the table where Christ is the host. We are invited to come here, to join in the holy communion of God. Here we are joined together, with God, through the power of the Holy Spirit, at Christ’s invitation. It is not our own doing; it is a gift of God. 

We may never understand in the way our minds want to – the Trinity isn’t logical. It’s about relationships, and who God really is. Eventually, it may come to us, but if it doesn’t, don’t worry. Simply hold on to this truth: God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them. 
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