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A few weeks ago, I went to go see the movie Angels and Demons.  It was my day off and I was looking for something kind of mindless – and on that front it didn’t disappoint.  Much of the movie takes place in the Vatican, but since the Vatican doesn’t allow filming, those scenes were done with Computer Graphics – including a very beautiful shot panning across the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel.  The camera lingered over the image of God, a strong, white, human-looking male God, reaching out from a cloud offering the spark of life to humanity for the first time.  Many of us are probably familiar with this image.  In fact, I would bet that it is one of the most well known artistic representations of God’s image in Western Christianity – and I would also bet that that it is responsible for forming a kind of subconscious image of God in the minds of millions of Western Christians since the Renaissance.   

It is easy to imagine why Michelangelo chose this bearded, male figure to depict our God.  It was, at least in part, his way of expressing a theological doctrine central to Renaissance Christianity: a doctrine called the imago Dei, which is the claim that humanity was created in the image of God.  Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel ceiling represented that theology by depicting God as physically similar to a man, in particular a Father figure.  And while it’s a beautiful piece of art, and technically brilliant, that singular, male, paternal image is a very limiting depiction of the Divine -- and a very literal way of thinking about what it means to be made in God’s image.

Each year on Trinity Sunday, we explore another, very different image of God, not as a singular being that looks like our father or grandfather, but as a paradoxical combination of three persons sharing one being -- an image so mysterious and confusing, that invariable it is always the youngest clergy person at the church who ends up being assigned to preach on it.    

Part of the reason the doctrine of the Trinity is so mysterious is that it is not what we call in the church a “revealed doctrine.” There is no one Biblical story or commandment that reveals the threefold nature of God.  Rather, the doctrine of the Trinity is the church’s way of speaking about the nature of the God revealed in the Bible.  The Trinity is a kind of shorthand for some deeper theological claims about the nature of the God we know from the Bible.  The image of the Trinity is our way of synthesizing our collective human experiences of God through history to describe what God’s very nature is like.  

And of course, that’s a tall order.  But sometimes I think we take the Trinity for granted as just part of our faith, we cross ourselves in church or say “in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit” without really considering what it means to pray to One God in Three Persons.  It took over four hundred years for the Trinity to really become accepted as a normal way of talking about God – and it involved high costs.  Several groups and factions left the church or were expelled in the process of affirming a Trinitarian understanding of God – and it was, at the time, the central theological cause of the split between Eastern and Western Christianity.  But despite the costs and the difficulty, the church persisted in articulating this doctrine of God because folks believed that something very important was at stake in claiming that the image of God in which we were made was not singular but Trinitarian.
  
I don’t know the history well enough to speak about what was at stake for those fourth century bishops, but I can tell you what is at stake for me, today, in affirming the Trinity as my image of God.  First, the Trinity affirms that God’s nature is inherently relational.  Second, the Trinity affirms that God’s relationality is outwardly creative rather than inwardly consuming -- it produces something beyond itself.  Third, it affirms that God’s creative relationality is rooted in vulnerable self-giving.  Inherently relational. Outwardly creative. Vulnerably self-giving.  That is the Triune God.  

The Trinity imagines three persons, Father, Son, and Spirit, as being each incomplete without the other two – and thus defined by relationality, the first attribute of the Trinity.  The fullness of divinity can only be attained in their relationship to each other.  It’s why, despite the problems with using exclusively male images for God, Father/Son language has persisted to describe the Trinity: Because there can be no parent until there is a child, and no child until there is a parent.  They cannot exist without each other.  It’s similar to the Chinese concept of yin and yang, in which a small part of the other is needed to complete the whole – expanded into three dimensions. 

Affirming the second attribute of the Trinity, creativity, St. Augustine wrote that the Trinity consisted of the Father and the Son and the love that flowed between them that was the Spirit.  For Augustine, Trinity meant that the nature of God’s relationality isn’t self-contained, but is outwardly creative.  At the instant when a parent and child bring each other into being, suddenly there are not just two new beings, but a third that has also been generated. The parent, the child, and the love that now exists among them.  Augustine described this outwardly creative relationship among the three persons of the Trinity as a “Society of Love,” a kind of Trinitarian justification of our claim that God, indeed, is love.

The third attribute of the Trinity, vulnerability, is perhaps the most challenging, at least to me.  But it is also the most important.  If we imagine that God is three persons sharing one being, there is, within God’s own nature, a challenge to the notion of personhood as being entirely self-sufficient.  Rather than perpetuating the myth of God as being a supremely autonomous being, the Trinity reveals that within God’s life, fullest personhood comes through a state of interdependence.  Thus there is a kind of basic vulnerability within God’s own being; an inherent reliance on others in order to have a complete existence.  
 
For me, affirming my faith in the Trinity means proclaiming a God who doesn’t just choose to occasionally act relationally, creatively, and vulnerably, but is a God whose very essence is defined by those qualities.  Our experiences of God acting in these ways are so consistent, that we believe they must be inherent to God’s very  being – enabling us to anchor at least a basic understanding of God’s identity.  This is truly Good News for us because it means that God will never stop being relational, creative and vulnerable.  

And yet, it is Good News that can be hard to really internalize, amidst a world that rarely offers us images of God that highlight these particular characteristics.  Far more likely are we to imagine cultural images of the divine that showcase God’s strength, God’s power, God’s Lordship.  And as a result, truly integrating the nature of the Trinity into our personal experiences of God requires intentional effort.

One way that we can begin this journey into a deeper experience of the Trinity is to spend time with cultural images of God that DO highlight God’s relationality, creativity and vulnerability.  To that end, this summer I’m recommending a parish wide summer reading book that invites us all to linger over the consequences of experiencing God along these particular Trinitarian dimensions.  The book is “The Shack”, a novel by William Paul Young. There is information about it in your leaflet.  It follows the story of a man who, when faced with tragedy in his own life, encounters the Trinitarian God and finds God to be quite different than he had imagined.  His own spirituality is transformed by coming to know the Trinitarian qualities of God more fully.  My experience of reading the book and reflecting on it has been similar – and so I invite you to read it and then participate in the fall in a one night parish-wide potluck and discussion group in the fall. 

Of course, reading “The Shack” will not fully explain the mystery of the Trinity.  But the true test of a spiritual mystery’s value is not whether it can be fully understood, but whether it invites us to creatively engage our faith in how we live out our lives.

And as we broaden the images of God that have meaning for us, we are able to take on a broader understanding of what it means for us, as  human beings, to be created in the image of God.  If our discipleship as Christians is to grow as men and women into the image of God more fully, then what that image is matters quite a lot.  And the image of God as Trinity, relational, creative, and vulnerable is a much more vibrant, accessible, life-giving image than Michelangelo’s solitary male God peeking through the clouds. 

Being created in the image of Trinity is an affirmation of our own dynamic personhood, not rooted in a false sense of self-sufficiency, but in an ever-evolving mutual interdependence. We are created in the image of Trinity to be deeply relational, creative, and vulnerable beings – even in a world that so rarely values those qualities.  And each time we acknowledge God as Trinity, we proclaim these to be our most Godlike qualities – parts of ourselves we don’t have to be ashamed or afraid of, but can celebrate as the holiest parts of the unique creatures that each of us is made to become.   Amen.
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