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When our Worship Task Group first got together to begin reading scriptures and planning worship for the month of May, we were excited to be together, excited by the possibilities of the scriptures we read, full of ideas about stories and prayers we could share—that is, until we got to Trinity Sunday.  We went around and read the scriptures assigned to this Sunday, and the energy in the room crashed.  There’s just not a whole lot of discussion of the Trinitarian nature of God in the Bible.  Okay, there’s not really any discussion of the Trinitarian nature of God, so the lectionary assigns to this Sunday the few short Bible passages that seem to make reference to God the Father, Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit in one sentence.  But these scriptures didn’t really tell a story or paint a picture that captured our imagination, and so we were left with an idea that seemed unrelated to any of the things that really mattered to us a people of faith.  It wasn’t that we had an argument against the Trinity, it was just that we didn’t really see the point of it.  We had a vague sense that people had argued about it thousands of years ago, but their arguments didn’t seem relevant today.


Do any of you feel this way?  Well, I used to feel that way too, that is, until I took a seminar course my last year in Divinity School on the Trinity.  I wouldn’t have even taken the course except that a brand new professor who had just arrived from Oxford was teaching it, and I was interested in studying with her before I graduated.  This professor, Sarah Coakley, was so passionately intrigued by the Trinity that by the end of the class, all of the students had caught a bit of her passion as well—even the Unitarians.  A big part of this is that Sarah Coakley knew, and could tell, the story of how the early church developed the doctrine of the Trinity—she gave the doctrine a plot line.  And what’s more, she connected that plot line with human experience.  In her view, the story of the Trinity is the story of the development of Christians’ understanding of their experience of God.  


The early Christians had an experience of God that seemed to go like this:  they knew that there was a long history of connection between their people, the Jewish people, and the Lord God.  That relationship was complex and varied, but the Jewish people were passionate in their insistence that they were always experiencing the same God, in captivity or in the wilderness or in the Promised Land.  At the heart of their worship (then and now) was the declaration “Hear O Israel, the Lord your God, the Lord is One.”  So the early Christians, Jewish followers of Jesus, were strongly monotheistic in their perspective.


When they met Jesus, they heard him describe his relationship with God as one of intense intimacy—he referred to God as “Father”, he told his disciples that God was in him just as he was in his disciples.  Then came a time when Jesus was no longer with him, but they remembered his promise that he would not abandon them, but would send him the Spirit who would continue to guide and teach them after Jesus was gone.  And then came their experience at Pentecost, when the power of the Holy Spirit was very dramatically with them, shaping their speech and propelling them into the world.  Each of these experiences were important and real to the early Christians, but how did their fit them into their monotheistic world view?


One early understanding was that God had revealed himself to them in a sequence of different forms.  First there was God the Father, then God the Son and then God the Holy Spirit.  But when they brought their questions and experiences to their study of scripture, they discovered a number of passages where that orderly sequence of revelation seemed to get messed up.  There were references in Genesis to the spirit that hovered over the waters at original creation, and references in John about the Word of God that was present in the beginning.  


Then they remembered and recorded sayings by Jesus where he explained his connection to God the Father:  “I am in him and he is in me…”  Slowly, an image started to emerge.  The Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit were not really modes of one God, revealed in sequence, on after the other.  What’s more, there wasn’t really a clear progression of Father to Son to Spirit.  They weren’t really ordered in a hierarchical chain of command.  The three ways they experienced God each had some relationship to the other—they were connected to each other, bound together in a loving, dynamic relationship.


Sarah Coakley, that compelling professor who first taught me about the Trinity, convinced me that the Trinity mattered to the early Christians because it was a way in which they answered the question, “Who is God” and the next question which follows quickly on that one, “How do I relate to God?”  But images don’t just explain experience, they also shape it.  For example, there’s an old hymn that describes God as “immortal, invisible God only wise, in light inaccessible hid from our eyes.”  If that’s our understanding of God of who God is, then we’ll answer the question “How do I relate to God?” in a particular way.  We will understand that it is we who need to extend ourselves to God.  God is already whole and complete.  God doesn’t need us.  But we are incomplete, we need God, and so we seek and reach and pray and search in order to establish relationship with God.


Now when we add Jesus and the Spirit to this image, it is easy to imagine that they somehow fall under this invisible, inaccessible God, forming, perhaps, a step-ladder that we can ascend as we seek to be in relationship with God.  We first can access the Spirit, which we then imagine to be the smallest, most feminine, most gentle expression of the divine.  Then, we can reach up to Jesus, and then, standing on his shoulders, we can begin to relate to God.


But what if we were to tell a different story, hold a different image of who God is, on that is rooted in the trinity?  According to that image, relationship is at the heart of God.  The creator, the Christ and the Holy Spirit are all in dynamic relationship with each other.  In other words, relationship isn’t something that I’m trying to convince God to do for me.  Relationship is who God is, and so relating to us, connecting with us, is just who God is, what God is about.


For me, that’s when this abstract, esoteric concept starts to get quite interesting.  Once we make the shift from thinking about Father-Son-and Spirit as a sequence to a on-going relationship, then our relationship with God looks a whole lot different.  There’s a dynamic that I can get caught up in, that I can participate in.  You might call that dynamic grace, or you might call it love, or you might even call it prayer.  But by far my favorite image our relationship with God is one that was developed by one of the early Christian theologians who wrote about the Trinity in the fourth century.  He described our relationship with a Trinitarian God as a dance.


Have you ever had this experience:  You’re in a room where there’s music playing and people dancing.  You have every intention of standing back and watching the show, but before you know it, you’re caught up in the dance too.  And I’m not talking about just tapping your foot along with the beat.  I’m talking about one of those conga lines that starts swinging through the room, and people in the line just grab on to the people they pass and pull them along.  I’m talking about a long line of people doing the Virginia Reel, and everyone is looking for a partner and before you know it you’re do-si-doing with someone you haven’t even met before.  What if we imagined God like that?  What if we imagine God as have the same dynamic, joyful, powerful, inclusive energy as a room of people dancing?  How would that change your sense of what you need to do, or say, or be in order to connect to God?


Friends, the Trinity is not an abstract mental game contrived by philosophers with too much time on their hands.  It is a description of one of the most relational, engaging images of God around.  It is an invitation to join the dance.
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