7th June 2009

John 3.1-17; Romans 8.12-17

I don’t know if you like to read a book on holiday or whether you just like to do sightseeing or lay by a pool. I like to do a bit of everything to be honest. The other week in Greece on my holiday I read The Shack by Paul Young. The book was given to me by Jenny Helsop who said I should read it. It is a compelling novel about the story of a father whose six year old daughter is abducted and murdered and tells of his long and tortuous journey to find faith in God and joy once more in his life. Not a relaxing read by the pool – but a rewarding one.

The father is called Mack and Mack returns to the Shack in the countryside where his daughter Missy was abducted. There he meets with God  - all three of them. The book depicts God the father as an Afro Caribbean woman of stature, called Papa. Jesus appears as an ordinary looking Middle Eastern man and the spirit is an ethereal female presence of Asiatic origin. The three persons have a fun and loving relationship between them but Mack can’t get his head round it all. 
Papa speaks to him and says ‘I want to heal the wound that has grown inside of you, and between us but I have no magic wand to wave over you and make it all better. Life takes a bit of time and a lot of relationship.

Mack replies by saying it would be easier for him if Papa wasn’t wearing a dress. 

Papa replies by saying ‘if it were easier, then I wouldn’t be. But this is a good place to start. I often find that getting head issues out of the way first makes the heart stuff easier to work on later .. when you’re ready’.  
‘Mackenzie’ she goes on, 'I am neither male nor female, even though both genders derive from my nature. If I choose to appear to you as a man or a woman, it’s because I love you. For me to appear to you as a woman and suggest that you call me Papa is simply to mix metaphors, to keep you from falling so easily back into your religious conditioning. To reveal myself as a very large white grandfather figure with flowing beard, like Gandalf, would simply reinforce your religious stereotypes, and this weekend is not about reinforcing your religious stereotypes.’ 
Mack had had an abusive Father as a child and so Papa touches on this when she says’ Mack, hasn’t it always been a problem for you to embrace me as your father? And after what you’ve been through, you couldn’t very well handle a father right now, could you?

Mack realises that the way she had approached him had skirted his resistance to her love.

Mack asks why there is such emphasis on God being a Father. Papa replies that once Creation was broken, true fathering would be much more lacking than mothering and so an emphasis on fathering was necessary because of the enormity of its absence.

Mack then asks the question most people ask about the Christian view of God – ‘I kind of get lost with the whole Trinity thing!’
Papa replies by saying ‘to begin with, that you can’t grasp the wonder of my nature is rather a good thing. Who wants to worship a God who can be fully comprehended, eh? Not much mystery in that’

‘But it makes all the difference that there are three of us and that we are all one God. We are not three gods, and we are not talking about one god with three attitudes, like a man who is husband, father and worker. I am one God and I am three persons and each of the three is fully and entirely one. If I were simply One God and Only one person, then you would find yourself in this Creation without something wonderful, without something essential even. And I would be utterly other than I am.’ 

Mack as he starts to understand says ‘and we would be without…’

‘Love and relationship’ Papa finishes his question. ‘All love and relationship is possible for you only because it already exists within me, within God myself. Love is not the limitation; love is the flying. I am love.’
Unless I had an object to love – or, more accurately a someone to love – if I did not have such a relationship within myself, then I would not be capable of love at all? You would have a god who could not love. Or maybe worse, you would have a god who, when he chose, could only love as a limitation of his nature. That kind of god could possibly act without love, and that would be a disaster.’
You’ll have to read the rest of book to see how Mack worked out his relationship with God and found healing for his grief and pain. It’s worth a read.

Trinity Sunday invites us to brood over the mystery of God
The doctrine of the holy and undivided Trinity is a doctrine about what it is to be human. Since we are made in the image of God, and God, according to Christians, is a communion of persons, what does that say about us? We sense that on one hand, we want to stand alone as free individuals, and on the

other, we want to be in a freely chosen relationship with others. We want two things at once. We want individuality without domination from another. But we also want intimacy and community.
We also live in a society that can be aggressively competitive. We like winners and losers. We push for hierarchy – to be top of the pile. Political infighting is happening because the Prime Minister is seen as weak and flawed and not likely to deliver the Labour party a chance of victory in the next General Election – whenever that will be. The Apprentice TV Programme with Alan Sugar suggests that to be a successful businessman or woman – as the final two contestants both are – you have to be prepared to stand on your colleagues in order to get ahead.
The vision of the Trinity is of a community of persons in love. God is love – John 3 verse 16 – God so loved the world. This is the heart of reality – when we think and encounter God we are encountering what is at the heart of reality – how things should be. We are deluded into thinking that what we see is the real world – this is how we should behave – this is what it takes to be successful and fulfilled – whether it is in politics or on the Apprentice. This is not the real world but a distortion – a fall – a break from the real world which is centred in the reality of the God head

The doctrine of the Trinity – God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – developed as a way of putting into words the experience of the early Christians. God was clearly God, and yet God came to them in three ways that were distinct but not separate. They knew God as Creator. They’d met God in the flesh in Jesus. And after he was gone, they were aware of

his all-pervasive Spirit: they encountered this living presence whenever they met together to break bread. At the same time, they reflected that they felt more truly themselves when they were in communion with God and with each other. They didn’t feel less themselves but, like lovers, they felt more themselves when they were with people they loved. Out of this furnace of experience there emerged a dynamic and open understanding of God and of themselves – a doctrine of God that was always capable of revision. Their experience brought new problems because it set the Christians on an adventure that is still going

on, in spite of efforts of authoritarians to close it down. Their own humanity was being shaped by forces beyond their control.
In his encounter with Jesus in today’s gospel passage, Nicodemus recognises Jesus on an intellectual level but is struggling with Jesus invitation to a deeper relationship. The Pharisees saw God as distant and one whose laws had to be obeyed. Jesus turns this on its head, saying you have to experience God and God cannot be tied down to rules and regulations. Jesus says he needs to be born again – to think and feel in a different way. He talks about the Spirit being like wind. Last week was Pentecost and the image of the Spirit was of fire.
 The Holy Spirit is wind and fire, elements that cannot be controlled or subdued. Imagine what it was like to reflect on the fact that a human being was made up of such elements.

If we are made in the image of God, there is something about us that cannot be controlled, subdued, or enslaved. That’s why questions about the Holy Spirit (in fact, questions about religion in general) are often questions about authority. Who gets to say what’s what? Whose version of reality is the most accurate, and what are the consequences of our false choices?

The name of the game is freedom, but we don’t really want to be free. We want to control or be controlled, but the Spirit blows where he wills. Perhaps that’s why the Church has been somewhat weak with regard to the life of the Spirit. The Spirit cannot and will not be controlled by synods, canons, and rubrics.
The Church organizationally has often preferred to control rather than attract, dominate rather than invite, compel rather than win over. Human beings don’t like the messiness of history, and in the name of efficiency they tidy up what resists rigid reorganizations. But Christianity is based on a lot of mystery about what can be known and controlled. All we have are pictures, and the mystery of wind and fire cannot be contained in them. This is nowhere more true than in our talking about God as Trinity. We are not dealing with definitions but with mysteries, and a dogma, properly understood, isn’t the last word on a subject but the first – a starting point that hopefully invites us into further relationship and encounter with the God who sol loved the world – the God who is three in one and one in three.
May you know more of that eternal life at the heart of reality – in the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit

Amen.

Encounter with God evokes wonder at God’s presence and ways. Wonder may stir questions about

the mystery of God. Wonder may lead to celebration and witness. Wise ones bring praise and

questions as they seek the Holy. 

revealed in the gift and sign of love as we enter the Season after Pentecost.

The text identifies Nicodemus as a Pharisee. The chief

Jewish parties at the time of Jesus were the Pharisees,

Sadducees, Essenes, Herodians, and Zealots.

The Pharisees taught strict observance of the written

and oral laws of Judaism. They also believed in

resurrection and awaited a coming Messiah. When

the temple was destroyed after the Zealot uprising

in 70 CE, Pharisaic Judaism became dominant. The

four gospels often portray Jesus in conflict with the

Pharisees. This likely reflects the experience of the

communities addressed by the gospels as much as Jesus’

own experience. The story of Nicodemus makes

clear that some Pharisees held Jesus in high regard.

John often uses language with multiple meanings.

This makes it important to keep in mind the

range of meanings, rather than settle for one interpretation.

For example, look at “born from above” in

verses 3 and 7. The Greek word paired with “born”

– anothen – can mean “from above.” But it can also

mean “again” or “anew.” To hear what Jesus teaches

about spiritual birth involves considering all of the

meanings. In a similar way, John structures the first

half of this gospel around the “signs” (verse 2) Jesus

performs. Signs are not merely the startling acts of

water into wine, feeding the multitudes, or healing.

Signs are actions by Jesus that are “transparent.” Like

words with multiple meanings, signs point beyond

themselves to the revealing of God. Their intention

is to lead to faith (20:30–31).

The nationalistic “kingdom” expectation of a

warrior Messiah who would overthrow the rule of

the Roman Empire and establish a free Jewish state

finds a very different expression in the four gospels.

Jesus speaks of the “kingdom of God” twice in John

3:1–17 – the only times this phrase occurs in John. In

contrast, in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, the proclamation

of God’s realm forms a major theme in Jesus’

teachings and parables. The choice of faith in John’s

gospel is not as much about the receiving of God’s

realm as it is about receptivity to Jesus.

John 3:16 is one of the Bible’s most familiar verses.

Those who have heard this verse as excluding or focusing

on a particular way of believing are invited

to listen to its assertion of radical love: God loves the

world. It is the basis of inclusive love: everyone who

believes. It is the affirmation of powerful and empowering

love: that the world might be saved. The mystery

of Trinity Sunday ties directly into the mystery

of God’s love that holds us and all creation.

In the other texts, we encounter a blending of the

themes of God’s presence with the way our experience

of holy presence invites our witness. The temple

vision of Isaiah 6:1–8 begins in worship and leads to

the prophet’s call and witness. Psalm 29 celebrates

God’s activity in creation. Its litany of praise bears

witness to God’s power. Paul’s experience of the Holy

Spirit in Romans 8:12–17 bears witness to the basis of

our identity and hope. We are children of God led by

the Spirit. Together with the passage from John, these

readings lift up the wonder of God’s presence and

ways for humankind. They witness to the mystery

Christians name as Trinity.

• • • • •

Prayer
God our Father,
we pray at this time, as the results of the European elections approach, for the many needs of the peoples of Europe.
We think of the pain and danger of resurgent anti-Semitism, anti-Islamic feeling, and related problems in many parts of Europe.
We think of the sufferings of refugees, asylum seekers, and other impoverished migrants, and the burdens placed by them on local communities.
We think of the thousands of car-workers in Germany, Belgium, and the UK hit hard by the collapse of GM in the United States, and the very many thousands more cast into gloom and uncertainty by the financial crisis.
Lord in your mercy,
hear our prayer.
God the Son, loving Saviour,
keep us sensitive also to the needs of our closer neighbours.
We pray for our communities wherever they are.
May they be orderly, caring, and just, supporting the vulnerable, the unfortunate and the fearful.
Lord in your mercy,
hear our prayer.
And we pray for our nation, at a moment of crisis.
May all carrying the burden and enjoying the privilege of government be granted strength and wisdom, courage and humility,
to take our people forward into whatever lies ahead with integrity and good purpose.
Lord in your mercy,
hear our prayer.
God the Spirit, blowing where you choose,
stir up a new generation of men and women of vision.
Breathe your holy life into the very fabric of our nation, that it may be reborn to the ideals of justice, truth and integrity.
Lord in your mercy,
hear our prayer.
Amen.
Call to worship

One: Before the mystery that is God,

Two: and in the sacred presence of one another;

we gather in faith and celebrate

the embrace of God’s love.

One: Known and called as Christ’s friends,

Two: and drawn to the vision of a new way for the

world;

we gather in faith and celebrate

the embrace of God’s love.

One: Filled with the Spirit of peace,

Two: and reborn to share the joy of life;

we gather in faith and celebrate

the embrace of God’s love.

Opening prayer

Holy, loving God,

we come with empty, yet expectant hands.

We stumble in our unknowing of you

but you lift us up by your tender knowledge of us.

Guide and bless us in this time of worship

so that we leave this place

inspired, affirmed, and renewed.

Prayer of confession

Mention that one of today’s readings is from the sixth chapter of Isaiah where the prophet stands before God and the heavenly hosts, recognizing helives among an unclean people and that his own lips are not worthy to speak for God. In the spirit of Isaiah’s confession, invite people to cover their lips with their fingers during the spoken prayer. Then cup their hands as the response is

sung and as the words of assurance are offered.

On this Trinity Sunday when Christian churches

across the globe celebrate the mystery of God, we

pause to reflect how quick we are to make faith a

certainty, and how ready we are to create God in our

own particular image. Let us be still in mind and

spirit.

Cup hands

Heal us, O God, of the need to have all the answers

and free us from a religious pride that blinds us to

wonderment and new possibility. Teach us to look

anew, to listen afresh, and to question with a childlike

honesty. Encourage us to approach the mysteries

of life and faith with a lightness of touch and a reverence

of purpose.

Words of assurance

Friends in Christ,

embraced by a love that has no boundaries

and set free to be its bearers in the world,

be assured of God’s love and mercy.

And so in hope and peace we pray the prayer Jesus taught us:

Affirmation of faith

We affirm and celebrate the mystery God.

Creator of vast galaxies,

yet still creating with passion in our midst;

Source of all life and goodness.

We confess Jesus the Christ,

as the Wisdom of God,

and embodiment of love.

Our compassionate healer

and peace within our restlessness.

And we open ourselves to the Spirit.

One who joyfully wings before us

to lead us on life’s journey;

God’s generous gift of comfort and truth.

We are people of the living, saving God,

pilgrims in our quest for wholeness and joy.

Entrusted with good news and filled with faith

and love,

we will create communities of welcome and care,

we will seek to be lights

of justice, peace, and hope.

Prayers of the people

Use a sung response such as “Teach Me Wisdom” p. 10 in

the Music Section at the conclusion of each stanza. Each

voice is to be located within the body of the congregation.

One: Author of life, through your ongoing creativity

we marvel at the invitation to go and be likewise;

to gently lay hold of the gifts we have been

given and to share them open-handedly. For we

yearn for a greater creativity in our world with

the common good in mind. We long for minds

and hearts devoted to peace and good will, not

more technologies of war and disunity. 
Two: Companion on the journey, as you continually

gave of yourself for others and their well-being,

may we also give freely. May we stand beside

those most in need, offering encouragement

and healing. For we yearn for greater compassion

in ourselves and in our world. We long for

minds and hearts devoted to a common human

destiny, not one nation, one religion, or

one economy. 
Three: Guide on our way, as you demonstrate the unrehearsed

nature of love in its desire to bring

renewed life, may we follow with expectation

and joy. May we be courageous, even outrageous,

because of your call to include and value unconditionally.

For we yearn for a vision that we can

trust. We long for a life beyond mere patriotism

or survival of the strong. 
Prayer of dedication

God of loving kindness,

we bring these gifts as we offer ourselves

in the very real hope

that we may contribute to the peace

and well-being of your world.
The hands of God uphold you.

The hands of the Saviour enfold you.

The hands of the Spirit surround you.

And the blessing of God;

Trinity of love, peace, and justice,

uphold you for evermore.

