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New Jerusalem Lutheran Church Cindy Baskin
Trinity Sunday May 27, 2018
Texts: Texts: Isaiah 6:1-8; Psalm 29; Romans 8:12-17; John 3:1-17
Focus Theme: To experience God is to experience the Trinity

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

Today is a special day on two counts. First, this Sunday falls on Memorial Day weekend. I’m
reminded of a story in which a little boy stood staring at a plaque mounted in his church’s foyer
one Sunday morning. The pastor approached the boy and asked him what he was staring at. The
boy asked the pastor: “What are all those names listed there.” The pastor answered: “Those are
the names of all the people who died in the service.” The boy then asked, “Which service? The
9:00 or the 11:00 am service?”

The plaque, of course, was honoring all the members of that church who had died in the military
in service to their country. But one can wonder whether or not a few of you will feel like “dying”
as we celebrate the Festival of the Holy Trinity today, the second focus of this particular
Sunday.

The Feast of the Holy Trinity is an unusual church festival in that it celebrates a theological
doctrine, rather than commemorating an event in the life of Jesus or a person as do all the other
major festival celebrations of our church year. On this Sunday, we re-affirm our belief that “. . .
the Father is God, the Son is God and the Holy Spirit is God, and yet there are not three gods, but
one God” (Athanasian Creed, LBW, page 54). In other words, on Trinity Sunday we celebrate the
very mystery of God’s own being – a God whom we Christians proclaim as one God, yet three
persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

The doctrine of the Trinity is a belief proclaimed, but not easily explained. There is a story told
about St. Augustine (354-430 CE). Although it’s probably a legend, it is reported that St.
Augustine was pacing the beach one day, trying to comprehend the mystery of the Trinity. (Was
this before, during, or after which he wrote 15 volumes on this topic?) As he paced he noticed a
young child who had dug a hole in the sand, going to and fro between the sea and the hole in the
sand, scooping up some water in a small container and then pouring it into the hole in the sand.
Intrigued, St. Augustine asked the child what he was doing. The child replied that he was going
to put the ocean into the hole on the beach, a cupful at a time. Smiling to himself at the child’s
naivete, St. Augustine informed the young boy that he would never be able to drain the ocean that
way. The child responded that he certainly would be able to the drain the ocean long before
Augustine would ever be able to understand the Trinity.

The child was right – this doctrine is not easily understood nor explained.  Is it any wonder that
some folks throw up their arms in disgust as the incomprehensibility of this doctrine?

Several years ago in England a 10-week program called ALPHA was developed, designed to
introduce the basics of the Christian Faith to people – kind of a “Basic Christianity 101" course.
After a few of these courses had been held, the developers noticed that the same seven questions
kept arising over and over again from participants. I suspect many of us could predict what some
of those questions might be, given the questions we ourselves often ask; questions like . . . Why
Does God Allow Suffering? What about other religions? Is there a conflict between science and
Christianity?  But I was surprised that one of the most-asked questions concerned the TRINITY:
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“Is the Trinity Unbiblical, Unbelievable, and Irrelevant?” That’s a tough question so let’s look
at it this morning: “Is the Trinity unbiblical, unbelievable, and irrelevant?”

First, Is This Doctrine Biblical? It’s true that the word “Trinity” is never used in the Bible,
which has suggested to some that this doctrine is unbiblical in addition to being
incomprehensible. However, though the word “Trinity” is never used in the bible, the idea of the
Trinity is sprinkled throughout the bible. Some scholars suggest that the doctrine shows up as far
back as Genesis 1 where we read that “In the beginning . . . the ‘ruach’ of God swept over the
face of the waters (vs 1-2). The Hebrew word “ruach”, can be translated as breath, wind, or
spirit. This ruach is definitely of God – the Spirit of God – which created the earth.

The concept of the Trinity also permeates the pages of the New Testament. Today’s text from
John’s gospel is a prime example. The learned Nicodemus, a Pharisee and leader of the Jews,
approaches Jesus, by night – he’s a seeker and wants to know more about this Jesus whom he
acknowledges has come from God. In the conversation that follows, Nicodemus makes three
short speeches to which Jesus gives three replies. Jesus introduces each of his replies with the
phrase, “Very truly I tell you. . .” The Greek word used for “very truly” is actually the same
Greek word from which we get the word, “Amen”, and Jesus uses the Amen word twice at the
beginning of each reply, thus indicating that what he’s about to say is of supreme importance.

Consider the first amen statement that Jesus makes: “Amen, amen, I tell you, no one can see the
kingdom of God without being born from above” (vs. 3). Jesus begins by speaking of the
“kingdom of God” and being “born from above.” But Nicodemus totally misunderstands Jesus’
meaning. The Greek word anôthen is translated in our English text as “from above,” but in
Greek the word can mean either “again” or “from above.” It’s a pun – a play on words. Jesus
probably intends “born from above” but Nicodemus hears “born again.” So his confusion is
easy to understand when he asks, “How can someone re-enter his mother’s womb and be born
again.”

Jesus responds to this question with his 2  “Amen” statement, which talks about the Spirit:nd

“Amen, amen , I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water
and Spirit.  Jesus then explains that the mystery of life in the Spirit is a reality beyond human
understanding: it cannot be comprehended, only experienced. This is a spiritual rebirth, a
transformation from the inside out – like the caterpillar into a butterfly. “The wind blows where
it chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it
goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.” 

Nicodemus is still confused and asks, “How can these things be?” And Jesus responds with the
3  “Amen” statement: “Amen, amen, I tell you . . .”  redirecting the conversation back tord

himself – the Son. “No one has ascended into heaven except the one who descended from
heaven, the Son of Man” (vs. 13). And then Jesus adds that most favorite of all bible verses:
“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him
may not perish but have eternal life (3:16).

Trinitarian language runs throughout this dialogue with Nicodemus, with Jesus’ first “amen”
statement about God,  his second telling about the Spirit, and the 3  talking about himself. Thererd

are many, many other New Testament references that reflect Trinitarian thinking, including
today’s epistle reading from Romans 8. Though the biblical writers never used the word
“Trinity,” the doctrine is certainly implied.
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Second, Is the Doctrine of the Trinity Believable? Though the biblical writers did not
articulate a clear doctrine of the Trinity they certainly believed it, probably because it reflected
their religious experiences. The early Christians experienced two events that changed their
understanding of God forever. First, they experienced the revelatory events of Jesus’ life, death
and resurrection. Because of these experiences, they found themselves worshiping Jesus as God
(for example, see Thomas in John 20:28 when he cries out, “My Lord and my God!” after seeing
the resurrected Jesus). Yet they were totally monotheistic and rejected any polytheistic
explanations of the Roman and Greek world. Somehow these early disciples knew that Jesus was
God, yet not identical to God the Father, the one to whom Jesus himself had  prayed.

Second, they experienced the power of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost – a power that came upon
them and transformed them from fearful peasants into bold evangelists of the Gospel. They
experienced the power of the Holy Spirit in their lives, and they knew that the Spirit was
identified with God and with Jesus, yet was not identical to either. As a result of their experience
with Jesus and with the Holy Spirit, these early Christians came to believe that the Father was
God; that Jesus Christ the Son was God; and that the Holy Spirit was God. Yet, they still
believed there was only ONE God.

When I was a senior in college, I attended a Christian conference at the University of Illinois held
over winter break, between Christmas and New Year’s Day – a conference sponsored by Inter-
Varsity Christian Fellowship. Early on I had wanted to attend this conference, along with the
10,000 other college students expected. But as it approached I began get more and more irritable
about the long drive from Minneapolis to Illinois just to attend as well as losing out on a relaxing
time at home before my final 2  semester in college. Had the registration fee not already beennd

paid and arrangements for my transportation with friends been made, I would have said “forget
it” and stayed home. But those arrangements had been made so off I went.

At first I listened to all the presentations and enjoyed the company of all the other young people.
But the more I listened, the more I could feel something at work in me. I felt like I was hearing
the name “Jesus Christ” over and over and over again – ad nauseam – until I felt like I was about
to explode. On the last night, I attended the regularly scheduled small group evening devotional
with those who resided on the same floor in the dormitory in which I was staying. And during
that time I announced that I had come to the realization that I had been a “Deist” for most of my
Christian life – I certainly believed in God, but Jesus wasn’t much of a reality to me. That’s all I
said as we closed the devotional that night, but oh how I wanted to talk with our devotional
leader, who happened to be a missionary to China, home on furlough.

After the devotional ended, I planted myself in a lounge that was just outside that missionary’s
dorm room, and must have sat there for an hour. After a while, my own roommate for the
conference found me in the lounge and told me there was someone who wanted to see my in our
dorm room. I got up, fully thinking that someone else in that devotional group had had a similar
experience to my own and just wanted to talk. So I was completely surprised when I walked into
my dorm room and there sat the missionary from China. Over the next two hours I poured out
every doubt and question I had about religion and my future after graduation from college. And
then she suggested we pray. She asked me if I had ever invited Jesus into my life; I responded
that I had – on several occasions. Nonetheless, I prayed again.

I’m still not exactly sure what happened that night, but Jesus certainly took on new meaning for
me. In fact, when I got back home I went around telling everyone that I had been converted – that
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only lasted about two weeks, however. I hadn’t been converted – I knew that God had become a
reality in my life when I was baptized as an infant in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit. But I certainly had just taken a giant step in understanding and in my spiritual journey.
I’ve never had a dramatic spiritual experience like St. Paul had on the road to Damascus, but I
realized this past week, as I contemplated this sermon on the Trinity, that my experience at that
conference was probably quite akin to what Nicodemus experienced when he came to Jesus at
night. He was a seeker – longing for spiritual truth, longing to experience more of God. That was
also the case for me when I attended that conference. I walked into a deeper relationship with the
second person of the Trinity – prior, it had been pretty exclusive to the first person.

It wasn’t until many years later that I actually articulated my experience at that conference in
Trinitarian terms. Likewise, the writers of the New Testament had no need to articulate a formal
doctrine of the Trinity because they had experienced its reality in their own lives. It was only
much later when heretical views began circulating that the church needed to lay out a coherent
and systematic doctrine of the Trinity. Or, as St. Augustine has said . . . Christians used the
concept and the word Trinity because it was a little better than saying nothing, when one had to
say something. 

So is the doctrine of the Trinity believable? It certainly is once you’ve experienced it! We don’t
know much more about Nicodemus after his night time conversation with Jesus, but we do know
that he was present at Jesus’ trial before the Sanhedrin, seeking to make it a more fair trial; and
we know he helped Joseph of Arithmathea bury the crucified body of Jesus – so something
happened to him through that encounter – perhaps the kind of transformation that a butterfly has
when it comes out of its cocoon and experiences new birth.

Third, Is the Doctrine of the Trinity Relevant? This doctrine is most relevant because it tells
us something about the nature of God’s own being and thus something about ourselves. The
doctrine of the Trinity tells us that God’s own eternal nature is best understood as a community:
a self-giving, loving community of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. God is perfect relationship and
God’s own being is relational. This doctrine tells us that even as God’s nature is communion so
our own deepest nature, created in the image of God, is most fully revealed and experienced as
we live and worship in  community with one another. This doctrine reminds us that as we are
drawn into a fuller relationship with God, that relationship will not be uni-directional because
God is not unidirectional.

Last Sunday evening I asked our youth confirmands why we gather to worship? I was expecting
them to say something about singing praise to God or getting to know God better. Instead, Eric
said we worship to be with the community. As I thought about Eric’s response in light of
Trinitarian doctrine this past week, I realized he was absolutely right  – when we gather in
worship we join with a community and live into relationships with one another, and that emulates
the Trinity. When we worship with one another we enter into that mode of loving relationship
that defines God’s very being. This is something Eric understands intuitively.

So is the doctrine of the Trinity unbiblical, unbelievable, and irrelevant? The answer to that is a
resounding “No!” By divine grace we are called to enter into the same mode of loving
relationship that defines God’s very being and experience the fulness of our God who is perfect
relationship. Thus, when we gather in worship, we participate in the very life that is God and we
too can sing, “Praise Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen! Amen!”


