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St Andrew’s on The Terrace Trinity Sunday June 11 2017 
Organisations grow a little ‘like Topsy’.  Rituals and ideas become familiar, then  emotionally significant as they accrue many memories and associations.  But they may no longer fit in another time.   I dare to suggest that the doctrine of the Trinity may have grown a little like Topsy.  This you understanding is my rather folksy interpretation of the scholarly mass of material – but I offer it for our reflection today.

Earlier we said together the liturgical statement which Jewish faithful knew well, telling a story of how the world might have formed.  We are all  hampered in getting this particular story together of course, since none of us were present at the time!  Scholars think repetitions in this passage suggest it was used in the Temple as liturgy, spoken or chanted antiphonally – responsively across the sacred space.  Run your eye down the printed version which you read from - see  the words in bold italic are like a recurring refrain – things are seen to be ‘good’, they are ‘the first’ or ‘the second’ or ‘the third day’ and so on.  And “it was so.”  I love that statement best.  What better way to state your faith in a powerful God who gets things done.  God spake!  And it was so!  I wish that had been the case when I was a teacher!  Mrs Jones spake!  And it was so!  Yeah, right!  This non-scientific story-telling encapsulates the chief way the Jewish religion saw God – as Creator, Maker of the universe.  Later Christian creeds echoed this faith with their opening statements, something like “We believe in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of all things visible and invisible.”  Initially, expanded later to “We believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of all that is, seen and unseen.”   These statements are amazingly up to date – that means even dark matter can be attributed to this all powerful creating God. “all that is, seen and unseen”  and we’ve only just discovered dark matter!

Then Jesus makes his impact and confuses everything. The force of his words, the power of his personality, the spirituality which exuded from him the authority of his teaching all seemed to add up to divinity.  Yet, the Jewish position was decidedly monotheistic.   First there were a few Jesus followers, making quite a lot of sound and noise, but relatively small in number.  Disturbing they were nevertheless, especially to Jewish religious authorities, so the first persecutions were fratricide, brother Jew against brother Jew – Paul at the stoning of Stephen is a case in point.  The growing, troublesome sect was the perfect scapegoat for Nero when Rome burned.  Persecution became backed by the might of the Empire.  As we saw in the Eclipsing Empire study series on Paul, Jesus’ Kingdom of God was a direct confrontation with Empire.  Jesus was the ultimate activist leader.  Like Martin Luther King junior, Malcolm X and other leaders cut down in their prime, Jesus’ martyrdom only enhanced the appeal of his teachings and stiffened his followers’ resolve.  Still the church was hardly well organised.  It existed in pockets mainly  found in the cities of the Middle East, Turkey, Greece and Italy.  Sometimes I forget the Second Testament letters are a geographical map of that area – Corinth, Ephesus, Philippi, Galatia, Colossae, Rome, also Antioch and Jerusalem.  As the church grew, in those pockets, baptismal formulas  developed separately from each other.  There was no Skype for conference calls, no email to send through a draft to another city’s bishop, no tweets, texts or facebook by which to make instantaneous contact.  Ideas and approaches developed along similar but disparate lines.  The two shorter readings today illustrate how endings to letters and gospels changed.  While we read today the gospels first in the Second Testament, actually many of the letters to the churches were written first.  Paul’s second letter to the church in Corinth was probably written about the year 55 while the Gospel reading probably dates 30 or more years later.  What we say in church in 2017 is a lot different from what we were saying in church in 1987.  Notice the first ending is informal and intimate “greet one another with a holy kiss.”  I remember as a teenager being very disappointed in an Easter Camp  speaker who said that could be translated as “hearty handshakes all round”.  We might very well write – ‘Give Fred a hug” or “Give the girls a kiss from me”.  Yet the end of Matthew’s Gospel has become more formulaic and Jesus is described as very prescriptive:  “baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20 and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”  Perhaps this is a baptismal formula already in use among the Jewish Christians whom this Gospel writer was addressing
Small Christian groups grew despite or maybe because of the persecution.  And then an emperor appears who can see Christianity might help him achieve his goal of stabilising the Empire. Imagine his dismay when he finds heterodoxy – lots of different thinking - rather than orthodoxy or one set of ‘right thinking’.   Debate about Jesus had raged between early Christian thinkers  – who he was, divine or human, or human and divine; what his relationship was to God – was he the same as God or a kind of sub-God since he was only the Son?  And when Constantine got the early Christian leaders of the fourth century – (that’s the century of the 300s) together, I am sure Jesus’ own question “who do you say that I am?” was the major focus.    I can tell because the creed which emerged from that Council and Constantine’s editing has what I call the Nicene bulge.  The current debate at the time - the character and life and work of Jesus - gets more words than any other part of the creed.  In terms of the power point, God the Father (as was the current terminology) gets one slide of script.  Jesus gets four!  Three of those slides contain statements about Jesus’ life and work which are also in other creeds like the Apostles’ Creed (which was not written by the apostles, buy the way).  But what I call the Nicene creed bulge is this slide:   We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ,/the only Son of God,/ eternally begotten of the Father,/God from God, Light from Light,/ true God from true God,/begotten, not made,/of one Being with the Father.  How many styluses were broken over the production of this paragraph?  How much parchment was spoiled in the process? How many cups of coffee were consumed at late hours?  For them :  first, the status of Jesus’ sonship has to be made clear  Second, his having existed from the beginning of time has to be stated “eternally begotten of the Father”  Third his being God and Light and fourthly another emphasis ‘true God from true..’ – no pale imitation or a sub-god.  Fifth, let’s make sure they believe that Jesus was not created like us humans, but born from God (so therefore of God’s very essence).  Finally let’s make it clear that Jesus while a Son is the same kind of ‘stuff’ as God is.  More than one kind of thinking has now, because of this paragraph, been declared heresy.  We have to face the fact that maybe ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ thinking is established here not necessarily because early Christians wanted clarity and uniformity but their emperor did.  A stable Empire was not going to be established if heterodoxy – varied thinking - was allowed.  And, by the way, a stable and impressive logo was needed too.  The cross which had till then been one of a number of Christian symbols began to make its mark as the best known sign of Christian faith.  
In the first Creed written by the Council of Niceae called together by Constantine in 325, the Holy Spirit only got one line:  “and the Holy Ghost”  Oh to live in such simple times!  The final Nicene Creed 56 years later had to be more precise than that of course!  You can see in the language a similar need to pinpoint and distinguish and describe as for Jesus.    We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life,/ who proceeds from the Father [and the Son],/ who with the Father and the Son is worshipped and glorified,/ who has spoken through the prophets.  This Trinitarian structure echoed the briefer baptismal formula which the Gospel writer put into the end of the Gospel “Baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit”
Well, “we’re not in Kansas now Dorothy”, and we’re no longer in 325 or 381 or even 1987.  In more recent talk of the trinity we have moved from what I think of as a 2D Trinity to a more three dimensional interpretation.  It is thought this frieze might be a first representation of the Trinity in about 351 and this fifteenth century Russian icon will be familiar to some of you.  This beautiful icon shows what I think of the two dimensional trinity – three figures just sitting, not particularly relating to each other nor to you or me.  When I began hearing about Trinity in my studies I was quickly introduced to the concept of perichoresis  and I have been left ever since with a very dynamic view of the trinity – of three dancers circling each other, intertwining in the dance of Life and Love, a much more three dimensional view of this Trinitarian structure.  Even this two dimensional window shape which will be familiar to you from older churches, gives a sense of this interweaving motion.    This purply- blue painting images figures dancing in the moment of creation and these three figures dance on a purple ground too.  Pablo Picasso’s painting The Three Dancers has been choreographed for ballet by Didy Veldman and is here presented by the Rambert dance company.  This work of art too is a movement from the two dimensional painting by Picasso into three dimensional ballet .  In recent theological writing about Trinity, not only the intertwining movement of the three persons is emphasised but also the communion of love between the three has been a prominent metaphor.  The Trinity as interpreted now by some is no longer three rather droopy figures isolated from each other and from us, but a dancing, moving, warm involvement.  This warm involvement is seen as being extended to human kind.  Maybe, in fact, to claim a slightly different dance genre, the world is God’s great dance floor.

I want to finish with a recent reinterpretation of the Trinity which has caused flak in the US.  In the novel The Shack, Mack, a depressed father whose young daughter is missing, feared murdered, has an extended dream where he meets Papa, Jesus and Sarayu – Father Son and Spirit if you like - and this is what they look like to him.  God (called Papa) is a warm, black- skinned Earth Mother, Jesus is a Jewish carpenter smelling of sawdust, the Spirit is a fine-boned Asian woman who moves in and out of focus, here one moment and not the next.  Mack struggles with his preconceptions of God as he talks with Papa, with his expectations of Jesus as they talk by the lake, and really struggles to trust all three.  In one scene, Sarayu meets Mack in a garden which is a bit of a jungle.  When he comments on the mess, she smiles.  The garden is his soul and he is right – it needs a lot of work.  As the story progresses, so does the garden and so does Mack.   This is a three dimensional glimpse of trinity, of warmth and loyalty, persisting love and endless compassion.  On the world wide web outrage has been expressed that God might be portrayed as not only black and Asian and/or female but the greatest outrage has been reserved for the fact that in the movie God is portrayed as human.  Yet in today’s less formal times might we not need to image God as like us?
Through time we have tried to describe the indescribable so we can grasp the immensity of what God might be, or maybe so we can get our arms around God.   Interpretations needed in the fourth century are different from Russian icons of the fifteenth century and both are different from the aspects of God which we need to celebrate and work with now.  Perhaps the actor who plays Mack in the movie sums up the human need which has always influenced our descriptions of God.  Specifically, perhaps he sums up the particular need we have now as twenty first century human beings.  In response to the flak the movie earned, he apparently tweeted this comment:  “I know if I told you what God looked like and felt like then I’d be telling you a story. I just think we don’t know. God manifests himself, herself or itself in a way that we need it, in a way that we can grab a hold of and a way that we can put our arms around.”
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Hebrew Bible
Genesis 1:1-2:4
1 In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. 2 Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.  3 And God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light. 

4 God saw that the light was good. 

And God separated the light from the darkness. 5 God called the light “day,” and the darkness was called “night.” 

And there was evening, and there was morning—the first day.

6 And God said, “Let there be a vault between the waters to separate water from water.” 7 So God made the vault and separated the water under the vault from the water above it. And it was so. 8 God called the vault “sky.” 

And there was evening, and there was morning—the second day.

9 And God said, “Let the water under the sky be gathered to one place, and let dry ground appear.” And it was so. 10 God called the dry ground “land,” and the gathered waters he called “seas.” 

And God saw that it was good.

11 Then God said, “Let the land produce vegetation: seed-bearing plants and trees on the land that bear fruit with seed in it, in their various kinds.” 

And it was so. 

12 The land produced vegetation: plants bearing seed according to their kinds and trees bearing fruit with seed in it according to their kinds. 

And God saw that it was good. 13 And there was evening, and there was morning—the third day.

14 And God said, “Let there be lights in the vault of the sky to separate the day from the night, serving as signs to mark sacred times, and days and years, 15 and lights in the vault of the sky to give light on the earth.” 

And it was so. 

16 God made two great lights—the greater light to govern the day and the lesser light to govern the night and also the stars. 17 God set them in the vault of the sky to give light on the earth, 18 to govern the day and the night, and to separate light from darkness. 

And God saw that it was good. 19 And there was evening, and there was morning—the fourth day.
20 And God said, “Let the water teem with living creatures, and let birds fly above the earth across the vault of the sky.” 21 So God created the great creatures of the sea and every living thing with which the water teems and that moves about in it, and every winged bird according to its kind. 

And God saw that it was good. 

22 God blessed them and said, “Be fruitful and increase in number and fill the water in the seas, and let the birds increase on the earth.” 

23 And there was evening, and there was morning—the fifth day.

24 And God said, “Let the land produce living creatures: the livestock, the creatures that move along the ground, and the wild animals, each kind.” 

And it was so. 

25 God made the wild animals according to their kinds, the livestock, and all the creatures that move along the ground according to their kinds. 

And God saw that it was good.

26 Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, in our likeness, so that they may rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky, over the livestock and all the wild animals, and over all the creatures that move along the ground.”

27 So God created humankind in God’s own image, in the image of God they were created; male and female they were created.

28 God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky and over every living creature that moves on the ground.”

29 Then God said, “I give you every seed-bearing plant on the face of the whole earth and every tree that has fruit with seed in it. They will be yours for food. 30 And to all the beasts of the earth and all the birds in the sky and all the creatures that move along the ground—everything that has the breath of life in it—I give every green plant for food.” 

And it was so.  31 God saw all that had been made, and it was very good. And there was evening, and there was morning, the sixth day.

2 Thus the heavens and the earth were completed in all their vast array.  2 By the seventh day God had finished the work; so on the seventh day God rested from all work. 

3 Then God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it God rested from all the work of creating.

****************************


 


The two blessings which follow, show development from the very early days of the church (in Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians written about C.E. 55) to a few decades later when the Gospel according to Matthew was written about 80-90 C.E. 
The Epistle
2 Corinthians 13:11-13                    
Final Greetings

11 Finally, brothers and sisters, rejoice! Strive for full restoration, encourage one another, be of one mind, live in peace. And the God of love and peace will be with you.   12 Greet one another with a holy kiss. 13 All God’s people here send their greetings.

The Gospel
Matthew 28:16-20   
The Great Commission

16 Then the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain where Jesus had told them to go. 17 When they saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted. 18 Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 19 Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20 and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”

Contemporary reading 
from Jesus the Teacher Within by Laurence Freeman, p. 35   
The meaning of the universal selfless agape of the Trinity is that this passion for self-communication is at the very heart of reality.  In the minutest atomic force, in the expansion of the universe and in every human relationship. Behind [Jesus’] question [Who do you say I am?] therefore is his personal insight into the nature of God as a communion of love.

