
Trinity Sunday – Year B 2021 

So, I have two sermons…and I didn’t want to attempt to connect them, and I did think about 
only delivering one, but….I couldn’t give one up!  So, get comfortable! 

Have you ever tried to explain the Trinity? Or even to understand it? God is one and yet we've 
got these three, what? Persons? Beings? Things? So what is God? A triangle, a Celtic triskele, or 
perhaps a prism, but with three sides? Maybe God is like the Greek God Janus, the one with two 
faces, except that the Christian God has three faces. Or maybe God is a shape-shifter, one minute 
holy parent, another holy child, another holy spirit. And this is one week where the theology of 
our hymnody does not help! 

I love words. I love the way they can convey meaning, and connect people. I love the impact they 
have when coupled with a tone and a facial expression. Words, for me, are never “just” words. 
When John says, “I love you” these are not “just” words. They convey an intimacy that touches 
the deepest part of me. And when someone speaks words of threat or inhumanity to someone I 
value, the strongest reactions get stirred up in me. Words are deeply powerful, dynamic, living 
things. 

But, words are also dangerous. Words are symbols, containers, metaphors that always point 
beyond themselves to a reality that they can only describe and suggest. As such, to take words 
as an end in themselves is always a mistake – and it’s an all too common one. And nowhere is 
this more true than when it comes to the words we use for God. Wars have been fought, lives 
have been lost and nations have crumbled under the weight of the language we use for Divine 
reality. But, this can only happen when 1. we forget that the words are not the point, and 2.  
when we lose the necessary humility that should always accompany any talk of God. 

This Sunday is one where we should be more cautious than normal about the words we use in 
our worship. It is the only time in the Christian Year where we focus on a doctrine, and, if we are 
careless with our words, it is a very difficult one indeed. Lets remember, Jesus didn't talk about 
the Trinity; neither did Paul, not really. It wasn't until the fourth century “ 300 years after Jesus“ 
that Christian leaders formalized the idea of the Trinity. They did it at the Council of Nicaea in 
325. The result? The Nicene Creed. Then some more Christian leaders in the fifth century wrote 
another creed trying once again to clarify the Trinity for folks, particularly the Jesus part. That 
Council resulted in the Apostles' Creed. 

Now, 2000 years later, we find ourselves still delving into the depths of the Divine nature, using 
human words, and very limited human intellect. But, if we allow the mystery behind the words 
to capture us, if we are willing give up our delusion that God can be contained in our words, this 
Sunday can be an exciting and transforming.  Perhaps, today we are given the gift of mystery and 
lack of understanding. The gift of belief in a doctrine that cannot be explained. 

The words we use for God – Father, Son, Holy Spirit, Trinity – are not intended as ends in 
themselves. They are signs, and symbols that seek to lead us beyond themselves into the 



inexpressible mystery of God, and of our amazing God-given capacity to know, to experience, 
intimate relationship with God. Heaven forbid we should ever use these words to exclude, or to 
arrogantly claim that we have God “nailed down”. Unless we let go of what we think we know, 
and allow ourselves to be overwhelmed by the beautiful mystery these words point to, God will 
never be anything more than words to us. 

Which leads me to our Gospel reading from John.   

In addition to containing the world’s most famous Bible verse (not to mention the following 
verse which, again in my humble opinion, is just as important!), the story of Nicodemus offers a 
picture of a man who is curious about Jesus, who maybe even wants to believe, but struggles. 
At least, he struggles once he actually gets to talk with Jesus. Notice that he comes with a clear 
affirmation of Jesus’ connection to God. In response, Jesus immediately jumps to a huge 
assertion about being born again/anew/from above. And that’s when Nicodemus curiosity 
turns to struggle. This is a fairly common technique in John, as the confusion or 
misunderstanding of Jesus’ dialogue partner gives Jesus a chance to elaborate. Hence, after 
Nicodemus’ initial confusion stemming from taking Jesus’ words literally, the only other thing 
Nicodemus says is, “how can this be?” Which gives Jesus a good excuse to talk some more. 

But what strikes me this week is that Nicodemus is one of the few side characters – that is, not 
one of the disciples – that appears at several points in John’s Gospel. Here, in his main 
appearance. Again near the end of chapter 7, when Nicodemus, if not exactly standing up for 
Jesus let alone proclaiming his faith in him, nevertheless reminds his colleagues that, according 
to the law, they should not judge Jesus before giving him a trial. And for offering that reminder 
he is rebuked. Then he makes a third appearance, this time after Jesus’ crucifixion, when 
Nicodemus accompanies Joseph of Arimathea to collect, anoint, and bury the body of Jesus. 
Again, perhaps not quite the same as standing up in the assembly and declaring his faith, yet 
nevertheless another significant step forward, as by his actions Nicodemus declares this 
allegiance to one who had just been executed for a capitol offense. 

And that’s what I think makes Nicodemus such an interesting character. He is the only side 
character, as far as I can tell, who shows up at multiple points in John’s Gospel and grows in his 
faith. At first he brings questions and is confused. He later invites others to slow in their 
judgment. He finally risks publically honoring the one just executed. Faith, at least in 
Nicodemus’ case, takes time. Indeed, his journey with Jesus continues across most of the 
Gospel of John and, we might assume, beyond. 

And I think we need to hear that this week. For some of us, perhaps coming to faith was easy 
and fast and strong and you’ve rarely doubted. But for others – maybe most others – faith 
comes more in fits and starts, two steps forward and another back. Or perhaps at times things 
seems clear and at others just plain confusing. Or maybe faith feels a lot more like an endless 
series of questions rather than easy and forthright affirmations. And for those of us like that, 
hearing Nicodemus’ story can be quite meaningful and poignant. 



A theologian I like to read, David Lose, wrote that “Nicodemus is the patron saint of curiosity.” I 
love that. I think I’d also claim him as the patron saint of all those of us with an uneasy or 
restless faith. Those who aren’t satisfied with easy answers, those who keep questioning, those 
who want to believe and also understand, but at least to believe even when we don’t 
understand! 

Even more though, I think this story says a lot not simply about Nicodemus about also about 
God. God is patient. God doesn’t give up. If God keeps working in and on and through 
Nicodemus across three years and sixteen chapters in John’s Gospel, God will keep working in 
and on and through us. No matter how long it takes.  It is our choice to stay connected to God.  
Amen. 

 

 

 


