Sermon for Trinity Sunday—Year B

June 7, 2009 

Texts:  Isaiah 6:1-8; Psalm 29; Romans 8:12-17; John 3:1-17 

Have you ever had the experience of a worship service

That just seems to take you to a different place,

One where you feel as if you getting a glimpse of God?

The festival worship service at Synod Assembly last week took me there.

We were worshipping in the large Trinity Lutheran Church in downtown Worcester.

The church was packed with Assembly participants.

The red festival paraments were in use.

The huge candelabras graced the altar.
There was a procession of clergy, all in their red vestments,
And the music was beyond comparison.

The festival atmosphere,

Combined with the magnificent pipe organ accompanied by 500-600 voices.
Transported me to a psychological space where I felt open to the presence of God.

I have had similar experiences in worship in much less formal settings, as well.

For instances, in the outdoor chapel at Calumet,

Where the musical accompaniment is often guitar and keyboard,

And the atmosphere is charged with the giggles and laughter of children,

I have felt the presence of God With Us.

I have also encountered God on a weekday afternoon

In the silence of this sanctuary in a moment of prayer,

Or on Sunday morning, standing behind the altar here,

Celebrating Holy Communion.  

Many of us come to church on Sunday mornings,

Craving that encounter with God,

Something that will take us out of the ordinariness

Of our day-to-day lives,

And give us an experience of the Divine.

These experiences don’t happen every week

And you can never be sure what will trigger them.

It may be the Word proclaimed that reaches your heart,

Or the taste of Holy Communion one morning,

Or a memorable song that swells your soul,
Or the sight of the flowers in the chancel on a special day.

Or even the smell of the beeswax candles in the Easter season,

Two of the characters in our Bible texts this morning

Had those experiences of an encounter with God.

Each had a very different experience,

But each received a glimpse of the living God.
The prophet Isaiah was in a place where one might expect to have such an experience.

He was in the temple in Jerusalem,

The place, where for the Israelites,

God resided.

Isaiah was able to recorded the time when this happened.

It happened in a time of political turmoil,

When the respected King Uzziah died,
And all Judah was left wondering what would come next.
God often shows up

When life is uncertain,

And things seem like they are at their worst. 

Isaiah had the experience of seeing God sitting on a throne.
The presence was so overwhelming
That it seemed as if just the hem of God’s robe

Filled the entire magnificent Jerusalem temple.

Isaiah’s experience of the God

Who makes God’s people holy, was multi-sensory.

He saw the hem of God’s robe,

He heard the calling of the heavenly court,

He smelled the smoke.

He felt the building shake

And he even tasted the hot coal purifying him.

This multi-dimensional experience

Left Isaiah no doubt that he was in the presence of God.

It was in this setting
That Isaiah may have had more of an experience than he wanted,
As it was here that he received the call to be God’s prophet.

Being a prophet is never easy

And in this role Isaiah would find himself at odds,

With several of the leaders of Judah

At a time when there were threats from several neighboring countries.

Yet this glimpse of God

And God’s touch and call to him

Sustained Isaiah through all of the difficult work of prophecy.

Even though Isaiah’s experience with God was multi-dimensional,
It did not even begin to scratch the surface 
Of who God is.

Another one of our Biblical characters this morning,

Has a very different experience of the Divine.

Nicodemus, whom I like to nickname

“Nic at night”,

Comes creeping around to see Jesus in the dark.  

By all accounts,

Nic was someone whom you would consider to be a religious person,

Perhaps even holy.

He was scholar,

A Pharisee,

A respected person in the Jewish community.

He must have had a 6th sense that in Jesus he would get a glimpse of God.

He had seen the signs and heard the words of Jesus

And somehow knew that they were beyond human.

Yet he can only slink in to see Jesus at night,

A time when evil is using lurking, 

Perhaps he didn’t want anyone to see him in the presence of Jesus,

Whom, many in the religious community considered to be scandalous. 

Yet despite his official role and his fears,
Something drew Nic into Jesus’ presence.

In Jesus’ company,
Glimpses of God’s multi-dimensional nature

Were revealed to Nic,

But much of this revelation

Was most likely beyond his comprehension.  

Nic heard of the Creating God,

Who makes us his children through re-birth in baptism.

He heard of the God the Spirit

In whom we are born anew.

And Nic also learned of God the Son,

The one who was sent in love

To save all of us.

Jesus knew that much of what he was saying would go past Nic.

And Jesus even says somewhat mockingly to him:
“Are you a teacher of Israel and yet you do not understand.”

Yet the Nicodemus who was craving the experience of God

Must have been influenced by some scraps of what Jesus said.

John’s Gospel tells us later,

Of how this same “Nic at night”

Defends Jesus against the Jewish tribunal.

And also shows up after Jesus’ crucifixion with spices

To make sure that Jesus had a proper burial. 
Nic may not have fully understood what Jesus said,

But, like Isaiah,
Nic’s encounter with the Holy

Changed the mission of his life.
Other than showing up in the sanctuary,

We have no evidence that Isaiah went out of his way to seek God.

On the other hand, Nicodemus, 

Took deliberate, somewhat risky action to glimpse the Divine.

On this Trinity Sunday,

All of us in this sanctuary are here deliberately.

We made the decision to come here to worship,

Rather than go kayaking, or golfing, or to a museum.

We may have come for the peace,

For the interactions with the community,

For a time of reflection,

Out of a feeling of necessity
Or even out of habit,

Yet something pulled us here.
Granted, we don’t have to be here to encounter God 
As God can reach us anyplace and anytime God chooses to.

Yet when we are in worship,

We are somehow more open and permeable 

To the experience of God

And much less likely to ignore the encounter. 

There are different ways in which we can experience God,

And on a Trinity Sunday,

Somehow, it seems appropriate 

To talk about our relationship with the God the three-in-one.

God the Father,

God the Son

And God the Holy Spirit.

Or as some people like to express it,
God as Creator, 

God as Redeemer,

And God as The One Who Makes Us Holy.

Or even as St. Augustine called it

The Lover, the Beloved and the Love.  

Yet, if I were to spend much time this morning,

Trying to explain the experience of the Trinity,

I would probably look out to a sea of glazed eyes.

Rather than using this time to discuss the doctrine of the Trinity,

I would really like you to reflect on your experience  

Of the One God who uses a three dimensional approach to reach us,

Because of the ways in which God loves us. 

The God who is mostly hidden from us,

Whose robe hem overwhelmed Isaiah,

Is the same God who sent his Son as a way for us to know him better.
Nicodemus, who had learned about God in study of the Scriptures,

But who could not see the Divine,
Could still encounter a slice of God 
When he crept up to Jesus at night.

Although Jesus is no longer with us physically,

We can experience Him through the Word and Sacraments,

And Jesus sent the Holy Spirit to us,

Who moves in and around us in ways that we cannot predict.

Our description of the Spirit comes from the words

That Jesus spoke to Nicodemus,

“The wind/spirit blows where she chooses 

And you hear the sound of it,

But you do not know where it comes from,

Or where it goes.”  

The Good News for you is that you have many ways to experience God.
You may see God’s creation,

Without seeing God the Creator.

You may hear Jesus the Word.

Proclaimed in text, sermon and song.

And you may feel the presence of the Spirit,

Without being able to describe who or what the Holy Spirit is.

Like Isaiah and Nicodemus,

We are mere mortals.

The best we can hope for is a limited sensation of some aspect of God.

The music may move you.

The creation may wow you

Or the Word may enlighten you.

But God, in the fullness of God, 

Exceeds human comprehension.

You can have an encounter with God,

Without having to explain God.

If the doctrine of the Trinity seems obtuse to you

That’s a good thing.

After all, would you want a human scale God

That you could explain,

And package into a box.
A God who is beyond your description,

Is also a God who can meet you 

In more ways than you can imagine,

And help you in dimensions beyond your comprehension.

Amen
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