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Liturgical Day: The Festival of the Holy Trinity
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Sermon Title: Who Is God?

Grace to you and Peace, from God our Father, and the Lord and Savior Jesus
Christ. Amen.

Nicodemus was a man who lived in the first century A.D., when Jesus was making
his way from village to village with his followers. Nicodemus was well known and
respected by the other religious leaders of his day, and he held a high position in Jewish
religious society. But he had heard about Jesus, and was curious about him. Nicodemus
was no fool — he knew there were many of his colleagues who were dead set against
Jesus, and already working to do away with him, so he was very careful in approaching
Jesus. He didn't approach him in the Temple where he was day after day, and where his
colleagues might see him. But instead, he came by at night — when he could have a
private audience with Jesus, without letting anyone else know. Nicodemus asked Jesus
what it was that stood at the center of life.

Jesus told Nicodemus that God was one who desired a radical change in his life.
God wanted to be a part of his story in a way that made him a new man. Like a
wayward breeze that kicked life back into the dying embers of a fire — God wished to
blow into the life of Nicodemus with such intensity that it seemed as powerful as the day
he was first born.

Jesus said to Nicodemus, this practical, educated, world-wise person, "God wishes
to create a new Nicodemus, one born of the spirit; one dedicated to a life of love and
hope; one who believes in the gracious promises that God has to offer." Jesus said,
"Listen. That is why I came. Not to judge you or the world, but that you might be saved
through me." This story had a good ending. Nicodemus did believe, and eventually was
able to come around in broad daylight to see his Lord. When the world had turned
against Jesus, Nicodemus was there, faithfully seeking to do for Jesus when he was
dead what he couldn't do for him when he was alive. And there is no doubt that when
he heard word that Jesus had been raised, it was the best news he had ever heard.

Athanasius was a man who lived in the fourth century A.D., when the Christian
church was becoming a world-wide institution — the official religion of the Holy Roman
Empire. In those days, people asked, "Who is God?" Athanasius was one of those who
tried to help them discover an answer that would make a difference in their lives. There
were people in those days who claimed that God was many. They believed that one God
created the world and all that exists; that this God was an evil God, who created a world
of pain and trouble. But then another God came along, God the father of Jesus Christ;
and it was this God — the good God — who brings life and love and hope.

Athanasius saw very clearly that this teaching was dangerous. Not only was it
false, but it led people away from the true God, and so Athanasius spoke up. With great
courage, and in spite of considerable personal risk, he told the story of God. That God

was the one who created the world, and all that is in it. That the same God called Noah to faithfulness, and
because of his faith, saved his family from death. The same God called Abraham and Sarah to leave their
home, and become God's chosen people Israel. The same God traveled with Joseph to Egypt, and again with
Moses out of Egypt. The same God was with King David, and the Prophet Isaiah, as they sought to guide
God's people. This same God was the Father of Jesus, the Christ, the Risen Lord. This same God is present in
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to those who would embrace the faith. Athanasius told the story of God with great power and confidence —
and helped the people to understand that through knowing God one can experience salvation. He taught them
that believing this story, and letting it infect their lives, was a matter of life and death. And that if they want to
enter life eternal, they could do so by embracing this catholic, all inclusive understanding of God. His teaching
was so compelling, and his witness was so bold, that they named one of the great church creeds after him.

Peter was a young man I met a few years ago. He is in his mid to late 30’s, is married, and has two
children. His family is similar to many of our families. They lived the typically busy, over-scheduled suburban
life. There were many positive influences in their lives — among those influences was Peter’s church, and the
other families who were part of that congregation. It was a full life, and they were thankful for much that they
were able to experience.

But three years ago, life took some unfortunate turns for Peter and his family, and it captured his
attention. After a long battle with cancer, his father passed away. A down-turn in business left him in a very
uncertain position at work — a reality that he had never experienced before. There were a couple of
particularly challenging years with his 13 year-old daughter. Peter was struggling, and came to realize that he
couldn’t do it on his own.

He turned to a close friend at church. Peter shared with his friend what he was struggling with, and his
friend listened. After a time, his friend prayed for him, and offered him a couple of Bible passages that had
been helpful to him in difficult times. He invited Peter to join him for a regular men’s gathering that took place
at his church, and Peter was just desperate enough to attend.

That was a significant turning point in Peter’s life. He came to realize that his attempt to involve so many
different influences in his life was causing him to pay far less attention than he should to his relationship with
God. From that point on, his faith became the central motivating reality of his life. He spent much more time
studying the scriptures and praying, was more faithful at worship, grew in the amount of time and money he
gave to his congregation — and through all of this, God changed his life. He continued to be involved in some
of the other activities that used to occupy his time and energies, but they began to play a lesser role in his
priorities. As his faith became more central, he found himself much stronger, and more capable of handling
challenging times.

I've told you these three stories to introduce you to three faithful people. We often tell stories about
ourselves when we are getting to know each other. When we come to know what each other has experienced
— the joys and the sorrows that have graced our lives, and how we have responded to them — we begin to
know, in @ much more intimate way, who each other is.

We do that in formal settings. I often have those who attend our New Member classes share their life's
story with the group. Many times, at the start of a retreat or a workshop, we will be asked to share a bit about
ourselves. Job applications often include questions about our history that intend to let the interviewer know us
better.

We do that informally as well. Two mothers sit in a park and talk about the experiences they had giving
birth to their children. Two formerly married people share with one another the pain of separation and
divorce. Two Pastors describe to one another the joys and sorrows that are a part of the churches they serve.
Two friends, struggling to cope with addictions, find support in knowing that the other has been there too.

Who are you? You are the sum of the stories that make up your life. And as you share those stories, we
come to know you better, and a deeper relationship between us is given birth.

As you and I come to understand the power in the shared story, we begin to understand why the people
of God have always told stories to describe the One in whom they believe.

Today is the day that our church calls "The Holy Trinity." It is a day in which we do some thinking about
what the stories we've heard about God have taught us. It is a day when we grapple with the concept that the
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one God whom we worship is Father, and is Son, and is Spirit — without being three separate individuals.

It is a tempting day for us preachers. We are tempted to take this word, "Trinity," this word that was
created long after the last pages of our Bible were written; we are tempted to take this word and turn it over,
inspect it, describe it to you, and ask you to believe in it. And I'd be lying if I tried to claim that the sermons
I've preached on this day haven't done that a time or two.

But today I am convinced that the best way to share God with each other is not to discuss theological
constructs, but instead, to tell stories. Stories of how our Triune God has entered into our lives, transformed
our living, and worked through us to transform the world. Each of us has a story to tell. And each of those
stories is witness to the way that God, whom we know as Creator, Savior and Spirit, has blessed us and
strengthened us. I look forward to hearing more about your stories in years to come — and to what we can
learn, together, about the God who calls us to faithfulness.

Amen.
David J. Risendal, Pastor (June 7, 2009)

Gospel Lesson; English Text: '

Now there was a Pharisee named Nicodemus, a leader of the Jews. He came to Jesus by night and
said to him, “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God; for no one can do these
signs that you do apart from the presence of God.” Jesus answered him, “Very truly, I tell you, no one
can see the kingdom of God without being born from above.” Nicodemus said to him, “"How can anyone
be born after having grown old? Can one enter a second time into the mother’'s womb and be born?”
Jesus answered, “Very truly, I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of
water and Spirit. What is born of the flesh is flesh, and what is born of the Spirit is spirit. Do not be
astonished that I said to you, ‘You must be born from above.” 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 said to him, “*How can these things be?” Jesus answered him, “Are
you a teacher of Israel, and yet you do not understand these things?

“Very truly, I tell you, we speak of what we know and testify to what we have seen; yet you do not
receive our testimony. If I have told you about earthly things and you do not believe, how can you
believe if I tell you about heavenly things? No one has ascended into heaven except the one who
descended from heaven, the Son of Man. And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so
must the Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life. “For God so loved
the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have
eternal life. “Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that
the world might be saved through him. "

Gospel Lesson; Greek Text:

Hv de avepwﬂog €K 'row QJapLOava NLKOSmLog ovopa aldT®, dpxov Tov Tovdalwv-olTos n)\eev TPOS
alTov va‘rog Kal eley avT: paBBL OL6(1|L€V OTL amod Beod e)\n)\veag SLBGGKQ)\OS‘ OUBELg yap BUV(JLTGL
TaUTa 'ra oMpeta ‘ITOLELV a OU TOLETS, €av PN f O eeog peT” avTod. OL‘ITEKpLeT] Inoods kal elmev avTd"
apny apny Myo oot, €av pf TS yervndi drwbev, ov StvaTtal i8etv v Baciielar Tob Beob.Aéyel Tpos
avTov [0] NLKéSnpog' TOS dlvaTal dvBpwos yevvndfvat yépov ov un StvaTat eis TN kKot\lav Ths
UNTPOS avTOD SEOTepOV eloe\dely KO(\L yewneﬁvaldﬂEKpien ’Inoof)g' apnv dufw Ay oot, €av pn TLS
yewnen e& U8aTog KaL ﬂvevpaTog ov 8v1/aTaL ewe)\eew €LS‘ ™Y BaOL)\eLav TOU eeov TO yeyewnpevov
€K TS 0apKOS Gap‘g' €0TLY, KAl TO yeyewnuevov €k ToD Trvevuon'og ﬂvevua €oTLV. un eavuaong OTL
EL‘ITOV ooL" €t vpag yewnenvaL avweev TO m/evpa owov Gd\a TVel Kal 'rnv (bwvnv av'rov akoveLs, aAN’
oUk oidas méhev EpXETOLL kal oD UTdyeL: oUTwS €0Tiv TaAS O yeyewnuevog €k ToD ﬂvevua'rog omerLGn
Nikédnpos kal eimer avtd: mds dvvaTal TadTa yevéobaildmekplOn "Inoods kal eilmer adTd oU €l O

' A list of Bible lessons for the coming weeks is available at http://www.elca.org/Growing-In-Faith/Worship/Lectionary.aspx.
" St. John 3:1-17, New Revised Standard Version Bible (© 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the
Churches of Christ in the United States of America).
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8L8a0Ka>\og TOU Iopan)\ Kal ‘rav'ra ov ywwOKeLgaunv apnv Méyo goL OTL 0 0L8apev )\a)\ovpev KaL 0
ewpamuev apTUpODpLEY, kal TT]V uap‘rvptav MOV 0 MuBaVE're el Ta émiyela etrmov vuw Kal ov
TLOTEVETE, THS éav elmo Uuw Ta ewovpama TLoTeVoETEKAL OVSELS avaBeBnKev els TOV ovpavov el i 0
&k Tod oUpavod kataBds, O vios Tod avbpdmov.Kal kabos Motofis Tbwoer Tov 6dLv év TH €pfpw, oUToS
Uwbfivat 8el Tov viov Tob avbpdmov,iva Tas O moTelwr év alTd éxn Conv aldriov.

oUTwS yap Nydmnoev 6 8eds TOV kKGooV, GoTE TOV VIOV TOV povoyer Eédwker, (va Tas 6 mLoTelwy
€ls avTov PN amonTal aAN’ €xn Loy atdrior.ov yap améoTeller O Be0s TOV viov els TOV kéopov (va
kplvn TOV Kéopov, AN’ (va cwdf) 6 kdéopos U avTod. "

i St. John 3:1-17, The Greek New Testament, Aland, Kurt, Black, Matthew, Martini, Carlo M., Metzger, Bruce M., and Wikgren,
Allen, (© 1983, Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft Stuttgart).



