Trinity Sunday sermon, May 30 2010

Oscar Wilde used to say that the only feast of the Church that he kept at all diligently was Septuagesima. You might feel the urge to get ironic, too, if I tell you that today is marked in the Church’s calendar as Trinity Sunday. Trinity Sunday: what does that mean? And why should anyone be excited about it? 

I can answer that, I think. Let’s start with the word “inspiration”. People talk a lot about inspiration nowadays, maybe too much. We tend to use the word as if it just meant having a good idea. But once upon a time “inspiration” meant a very particular and very special way of having a good idea. You got your good idea by inspiration if God breathed it into you—as in the Latin in-spirare, to breathe into, and indeed the Latin spiritus, a breathing, a spirit—like the Holy Spirit.

Christians believe in inspiration in this sense: we believe that, at different times and in different ways, God breathes something of himself into people. One of these times is baptism: that’s why we say, in the baptism ceremony that we’re about to do for Cally, “receive the Holy Spirit”.  Another time is the red letter day in the Church’s calendar that we celebrated last week: Pentecost or Whit Sunday. The first Pentecost was the day in about 34 AD when God breathed his presence into Jesus’ frightened and confused little band of followers—and so transformed them that within a decade they were a church that was bringing God’s love to challenge injustice, cruelty, and lies across the world. That’s still the Church’s job today—and it’s pretty clear that we still need to pray “Breathe on me, breath of God” to have any chance of doing it.

So Trinity Sunday is about the completion of our picture of God, and about the completion of the movement of God’s action in the world. When we speak of God the Father, we see God beyond the world: its loving creator, but utterly different from it. When we speak of Jesus, God the son, we see God in the world: God coming to us by becoming a human being like we are, by living a human life like we live, only perfect in love and justice. And when we speak of God the Holy Spirit, we speak of God breathed into us: God not just with us as Jesus, but in us as our inspiration, our strength and our joy and the source of our creativity. This is God’s plan, this is what he’s doing in the world: a movement that starts at a point infinitely distant from us, and ends with a God who is inside us, in our hearts, even closer to us than we are to ourselves. If you like, the message of Trinity Sunday is that you can’t escape from God’s love: it’s beyond the world in the Father, it’s in the world in the Son, and it’s even inside us as the Holy Spirit. Since God’s love is the best thing that can possibly happen to us, this certainly sounds like something to get excited about to me.
Or put it this way. People sometimes say that “Jesus is the answer”. And other people sometimes retort “If Jesus is the answer, what can the question be?” Well, try asking this question: “If God became a human being, what would that human being be like? What would his character be? What would he do?” Jesus is the answer to this question. And his contemporaries were very surprised by it: they seem to have expected a sort of Hebrew Alexander the Great who would seize power from the Romans and make himself king of Israel, and instead they got—him. 

There’s another question we can ask. “If God breathed his Spirit into a person’s life, what would that be like? How would it change the person? What would s/he become?” We are asking this question by baptising Cally. We are asking God to breathe his Spirit into Cally’s life. What will the Spirit do in Cally? We have no idea, except that it will be good. It’s like lighting the blue touchpaper and standing well back with an unknown brand of firework. Exciting? I should say so.

This is a question you can ask yourself: “If God breathed his Spirit into my life, what would that be like? How would it change me? What would I become?” Don’t worry if you have no idea what the answer is. No one else has much idea either. We can be sure that it will be good. And we can be sure that the Holy Spirit will make you more like Jesus. But there are lots of ways of being like Jesus, and God never repeats himself. We can also be sure that God will make you more like yourself, and there’s never been another you in all history—so as with Cally here, we can only wait and see what each of us will become. And this waiting is exciting too. 

So if this is what God is doing in the world, if this is God’s movement—then how do we join in with that movement? How do we become people who share in this intimate way in the life of God? 

The first step, I think, is to recognise what we already have. God is already in us. Every loving thought and every creative impulse, big or small, we have already comes from him. All our wisdom comes from him too—in fact wisdom, Sophia, is another name for the Holy Spirit. (And wisdom means not just our answers, but our questions as well: God is just as much the God of our doubt as of our faith. If you like, it’s not just that “wisdom” is another name for the Holy Spirit; it’s also that “the Holy Spirit” is another name for wisdom.) 
God’s breath is already breathing through us, and his voice is already speaking to us. The first step we need to take is to put aside the deep-seated injuries that stop us from accepting love, the distractions that stop us from hearing him, and the doubt that says that all this is impossible anyway—and just learn to be still and listen for his voice. He is speaking already for those who have ears to hear.

And the second step, no matter where we are already, is always to ask God for more, because God always loves us more than we can possibly understand, and is always longing to give us more happiness—that is to say, more of himself—than we currently have. All we have to do is hold out our hands and receive. That’s Trinity Sunday. Isn’t it exciting?
