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We’ve spent the last year in worship asking questions, good questions about Christian faith. We began last September by openly wondering, “Does God Exist?” Along the way this year we’ve used the interrogative voice to probe the contours of faith: “What’s the Purpose of Life?” “What’s so Holy about the Bible?” “Must We Always Forgive?” “Is Salvation Universal?”

I’ve found myself increasingly willing, and even longing, to follow the questions in my own faith. I feel as if we’ve stumbled onto what – in retrospect – seems a rather obvious homiletic imperative: a sermon should engage a serious question about faith and wrestle honestly with it, in light of scripture and the world around us. Church should be a place that values exploring the imponderables. 

Looking back over the year at all those questions I have the somewhat disheartening sensation that we’ve only just begun, that we’ve merely started an important work. The questions continue. It’s the work of the community of faith to provide a safe place to ask them.

I remember once seeing a storefront congregation called “Faith Bible Church, AKA Solution Center.”  If only it were so simple. It turns out that at church, if we’re doing our work well, we learn to live into the unknowables about life and faith. In fact, if we’re not asking questions, then we’ve latched onto certainty, and if we think ourselves certain about the deep, inscrutable issues, then we’ve become possessors of the truth. We have triumphed – and that is dangerous.

If we find ourselves in possession of the truth, theologian Doug Hall says, we will soon feel the “need to buttress any such system with the mechanics of authority, to shore up alleged truth with power, potentially with absolute power.”

“The only antidote to religious triumphalism,” Hall says, “is the readiness of communities of faith to permit doubt and self-criticism to play a vital role in the life of faith.” (The Cross in our Context [Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2003], pp. 17-18)

Absolutism happens not only in religion but in other arenas of life. The Internet Age has spawned an inordinate number of people who think they possess the sole truth and who can broadcast their take on it, making open, civil discourse and genuine dialogue nearly impossible. A theological or political system that has no room for questions or mistakes and has no capacity to learn or change soon becomes enamored of its own neatly closed version of reality. It brooks no dissent. One either adheres to it, or one is put out, less the system be contaminated. 

We’ve watched an unraveling of such political systems in the Arab world over the last few months. We’ve seen a growing paralysis in our own state and federal governments because of inflexible dogmatism. At the same time we’re also watching an ecclesiastical coming apart – albeit in slower motion – an unraveling of the church’s traditional sources of authority: unquestionable doctrine, clerical power, and influential institutions. 

Our year of living the questions mirrors the flux in the world around us and puts into words what many of us have been thinking. In 25 years of preaching I’ve never had so many comments about my efforts in the pulpit as in the past year – not all favorable feedback, mind you, but expressions of interest, nonetheless. People are wondering what their religion means, what faith holds to be true, and what impact all of this should have on their lives. 

We can no longer expect people to commit themselves to God or to Jesus Christ or to the church simply on the basis of the authority of the institution, its creeds, or its ancient texts. If you build it they will not necessarily come. We have to demonstrate by our very lives what faith means in this world. And we have to allow – even take the lead in asking – the questions on people’s minds and in their hearts. 

“The questions are never abandoned,” Doug Hall says, “because the world God loves must not be abandoned, and the questions are there in the world long after all the religious, philosophic, scientific, and other answers gave been given.” 
(op. cit. p. 32)

Yet the risk in such an approach to faith is that we never get past the stage of inquiry; we never get anywhere that matters. 

Years ago a cross-country road trip took our family through far western Nebraska. After a particularly long stretch without seeing any indication of human life for many, many miles, we pulled into a lonely little town to fill the tank. The hand-lettered sign over the door of the gas station caught my eye. You Are Nowhere, it said. I thought as much.

Sometimes it seems as if we should have that sign over the doors of our churches: you are nowhere. That’s what can happen to our faith when it only has questions, when our religion resists trusting anything. We lack a sense of identity. We lack a compelling purpose, a reason for being. Do those who enter the church on Sunday morning feel as if they’ve just walked into the middle of nowhere, or do they sense that something urgent is about to happen, something transforming is about to take place, something magnificent and wondrous and mysterious? The worship of God should be all that, and more. 

But our post-modern faith wonders how reliable the claims of Christianity are. Can we stake our lives on them? Can we choose to reorient our relationships because of them? In this complex world, in this troubled church, in this polarized culture, where do we find life and light, where do we discover meaning, where do we find hope?

Christian faith is as authentic and life-giving and sustaining as we allow it to be. God’s love for us is always there to be received. God’s grace never withdraws from us. The problem with religion is ours, not God’s. God is steadfast; through all the doubts and ambiguity, God is there. And when we turn to Jesus Christ and trust in God, as people have for 2,000 years, we take hold of hope. 

All our questions may, in fact, be the manner in which we – you and I – are making our way toward God, inching our way through the misgivings and uncertainties that surround us as we slowly approach the divine. Our questions do not need to put distance between us and God. They   might actually be a gift from God to us, a kind of bridge from here to there. They might be God’s way of giving us a path toward the great mystery that lies beyond our reach. 

We arrive for this final installment of the sermon series and find ourselves on Trinity Sunday. Few theological affirmations of our faith elicit more questions and cause more confusion than the idea of God being both three and one. Most of us have little idea what we mean as we sing, “God in three Persons, blessed Trinity.” 

So we end the year with more questions, this time about a foundational claim of the Christian faith: What exactly is the Trinity? Why is it so important? How does it give us hope?

The notion of the Holy Trinity is not something dreamt up by the writers of scripture long ago. We do catch glimpses of it in Paul’s letters, as we saw in the text this morning when he concludes his second letter to the church in Corinth with what has become the well-known Trinitarian benediction. We do get a glance of it at some points in the gospels, such as in the Great Commission to go out and baptize in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. But the Trinity is basically a theological concept we inflicted on ourselves. 

The Trinity is an understanding of God that slowly emerged over the first centuries of the Church’s life. It was wrestled with and fought about and died over for many years before the great councils of the church determined that Christians claim that God is One – that is, God is the first and last, the beginning and end, now and forever, to be worshipped and served as the only God of heaven and earth – and, at the same time, God is Three. 

The oneness of God is the easy part; it comes to us from our Hebrew heritage. If not for the Trinity we might as well be Jewish. Shema Israel. “Hear, O Israel: The LORD is our God, the LORD alone. You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might.” (Deuteronomy 6:4-5)

The problem those early believers faced is what comes next. If God is one and God alone is to be worshipped and served, then who is Jesus? And while we’re at it, who or what exactly is this Holy Spirit we keep hearing about, the one who gives the Church a flaming start on Pentecost and continues to inspire us? 

Now we see the problem. Jesus and the Holy Spirit introduce confusion about the oneness of God. How can we be followers of Jesus, whom we believe is Lord, and recipients of the power of the Holy Spirit, whom we believe is at work among us, and still be worshippers of the One God? Because, the early Church reasoned, God is Three and One, at the same time. That is, we experience God in three ways, as the Being who creates, redeems and sustains us, as the mystery that is beyond us, beside us, and within us, as Love, Beloved, and Lover.

The Trinity resolves the theological quandary about the nature of God in which the Church finds itself. Trinitarian language about God introduces us to a God who is a community of one. A community of one. God’s own nature – three and yet one – offers us a glimpse into the divine intention for humankind, and that is where we find hope. 

The very God we worship and serve exists not in lonely, almighty isolation, but in community. That’s the way God works; it’s the way love works; it’s the way human life is meant to work. To see God as one and three is to discover that God’s own self is the perfect experience and expression of love; God’s own self is the model for all human life.  The Trinity is a theological rendering of the very down-to-earth call to love God and to love neighbor as ourselves. 

Therein lies our hope: we were created by God to live in loving community, even as God lives in community. 

The community of faith may not be perfect, it may be full of questions about God, it may disagree on what it means to follow Jesus, it may not understand how the Holy Spirit works, but the church is our best attempt to bring the divine Trinity into our life together: one, yet, many – and all of it, a sign of love.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.

Charge: Go forth into the world in peace; Be of good courage; Hold fast to that which is good; Render to no person evil for evil. Strengthen the faint-hearted;

Support the weak; Heal the afflicted. Honor all people, Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.

“Where Do We Find Hope?”   


Psalm 29; Matthew 28:16-20; II Corinthians 13:11-13
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