The Contours of Mystery
Genesis 1:26–31; Matthew 28:16–20
Christian interpreters thought they had found a Trinitarian reference in Genesis when God used the plural, “Let us create humankind in our image.” Just who in the world (or out of the world) was God talking to? 
Monotheism was the fundamental principle of Judaism. As it is written in Deuteronomy, “Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God is one.” But we have this creation hymn in Genesis centuries depicting the Creator in conversation with others: “Let us create…” 
The rabbis evoked other Old Testament scriptures, like Isaiah, describe heavenly creatures in God’s throne room like seraphim. Maybe God was addressing angels or even lesser gods. Maybe God was talking to the divine feminine. 
In the Old Testament book of Proverbs, God’s infinite wisdom is personified as a woman. She sings how she was made first before all the rest of creation (Proverbs 8:22 ff). Not only does she exist before all else, Proverbs describes this divine feminine wisdom as more precious than rubies, silver, and gold. And she is fun! She has “delight day after day, rejoicing always in God’s presence.” (Proverbs 8:31–32). In the divine wisdom’s words about “always rejoicing in God’s presence,” I hear a foreshadowing of Paul’s letter to the Philippians, “Rejoice in the Lord always.”
Of course, life is not all fun and games. Joy is not the same thing as a positive attitude or happiness. There’s plenty in life that we don’t like. There’s also tragedy. We don’t all suffer the same, yet we will all suffer, for to live is to experience loss.
The Greek Orthodox Church has a word at funerals that is often translated as “bright sadness.” I mentioned this “bright sadness” yesterday at Jim Harshaw’s service. There were many tears for Jim, and his loved ones will continue to miss him. There was also a certain “brightness” of gratitude for his life. Laughter mixes with tears.
Jim’s favorite dessert was lemon meringue pie, and he would tell his wise wife, Rachel, that the grandchildren had requested that treat instead of a birthday cake! She never fell for it, of course.
But Rachel would often make a pie along with a cake. It turns out that you can have your cake and eat your pie, too! I suppose Three in One is kind of the same.
The Trinity means that God is in relationship with God’s self, and having been created in God’s image, we are created for relationships. Relationships are NOT always easy or fun, but we were created by divine wisdom with the capacity to love. And love never ends. There is joy shining around the edges of grief—bright sadness.
I think of bright sadness most often when I consider the impact of climate change. I realize that is a jump in this sermon, but I can’t hear that passage from Genesis without addressing the so-called “dominion theory,” which claims that humankind has the divinely-sanctioned right to exploit creation for our purposes. This theology is horrible. Created in God’s image, we are to act as gracious stewards of God’s gifts, not ungrateful and self-centered. Quantum scientists have discovered the idea of entanglement, but long before this discovery, wisdom teaches that what impacts one, impacts us all.
But far too often, humans have acted as if we were separate from creation instead of being in relationships with every living creature and nonliving thing. The church has fed this foolishness by emphasizing that faith is only a private relationship to God and salvation is exclusively about the afterlife. Reclaiming the relational nature of the Trinity as God not merely “up there” in heaven but all around us and within us would refocus our effort to care for the world and for one another.
At the end of the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus sends us out into the world in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. We are to act on his teachings to love God and love one another as he loves us.
Yet, in this Great Commission, note that, as the Risen Jesus spoke to them, the disciples worshipped and doubted. Both emotions and reactions were present, together at the same time, kind of like a “bright sadness.” Personally, I find it reassuring that even the apostles doubted. In other words, they didn’t have it figured out. They still had questions, concerns, and worries. Jesus did not reject them as faithless but rather put his faith in them, promising, “I am with you always.”
Accepting Christ’s call while acknowledging our doubts is risky, for if we don’t have all the answers, it means we must try new things. It might mean that we must change the hard thing of all—ourselves.
What I appreciate most about the doctrine of the Trinity is that the church’s understanding evolved over time. It did not suddenly drop from heaven on a stone tablet. The earliest Christians started with monotheism, then wrestled with the sense that Jesus was divine, and then with their connection to the Holy Spirit. It took centuries of debate, and we are still wrestling with it today. Indeed, I think we cannot stop rethinking and reforming our ideas.
In the Trinity, the church has not given us an “answer,” at least not in the way that a math equation works, but rather language that describes the contours of a mystery. As such, we do not “solve” the Trinity but live into it. We rethink and revise. We worship and doubt. It can be hard, yet it can also surprise us with joy.
In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and in the delight of divine feminine wisdom, may we have our cake and eat our pie, too.
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