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Romans 8:12-17 

    So then, brothers and sisters, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live according to the flesh-- for if you live according to the flesh, you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live. For all who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God. For you did not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received a spirit of adoption. When we cry, "Abba! Father!" it is that very Spirit bearing witness with our spirit that we are children of God, and if children, then heirs, heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ--if, in fact, we suffer with him so that we may also be glorified with him. 

John 3:1-17 

    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.   The Gospel of our Lord.
I would guess that, by now, many of you have either seen the movie, The Da Vinci Code, read the book on which it is based, or are at least are familiar with its central claim, that Jesus was not divine but human, and that he married Mary Magdalene and fathered a child, the descendants of whom are still alive today.  While I have not read the book, my wife and I went to see the movie when it first came out a few weeks ago, and, while Lynn did not find it nearly as interesting or enjoyable as the book, I thought it was a good story and a decent movie.  We need to remember, however, that, whatever you think of The DaVinci Code, it’s a work of fiction, and its explanation of the theology of the church and the history of that theology is simply incorrect in a number of key areas.  

I don’t have the time in a Sunday morning sermon to review these claims in great detail, but there is one aspect of the DaVinci Code phenomenon for which I am grateful, and that is that it has made an exploration of the nature of God interesting.  It has added passion, intrigue, and drama to what otherwise is a dry, analytical, and mostly academic exercise.  


This is relevant today because this is Holy Trinity Sunday, the only Sunday of the church year given to the celebration of an article of church doctrine.  To be honest, this is not a highlight of the preaching year.  That is, when Pastor Aune hands out the preaching schedule, we don’t arm-wrestle over who gets to preach on Holy Trinity Sunday.  It lacks the drama, the tension, the passion of the stories that fill the gospel accounts of Christmas or Holy Week, or even the so-called minor stories of healing, faith, and discipleship.  Even though there are over 750 congregations in the ELCA that are named Trinity or Holy Trinity, this is a doctrine that I would guess most of us are not familiar with, we don’t understand very well, and we probably don’t even care to spend much time thinking about.  All in all, that’s too bad, because I have come to believe that a healthy understanding of the Trinity can lead us to a deeper understanding of who we are as God’s children and what we are to be about in the world.

 For too long, we in the church have been guilty of hanging on to a hierarchical understanding of the trinity. That is, when most of us think of God, we mean the big G god, Father God, the boss of it all.  The second in command is his son, Jesus, the one sent to fulfill the mission clearly established by God the Father.  And then, in third position, is the Holy Spirit, the one who does all the little tasks and gets things done behind the scenes, but who doesn’t get the upfront exposure or credit.  In business terms, God the Father is the founder and president of the corporation, Jesus is the Vice President for development and marketing, and the Holy Spirit is the Administrative Secretary of the team.  While this may be how many of us think of the Trinity, we need to realize that such a top-down understanding is neither biblically accurate nor theologically helpful.

Scripture teaches us that the three persons of the Trinity, Father, Son, and Spirit, are all equally God, and that, while they may perform different tasks at different times, there is no hierarchy among them.  Perhaps nowhere is this better expressed than in the familiar greeting which Paul uses to end his second letter to the Corinthians, and with which we begin many of our worship services here at Augustana.  “The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with you all.”  Each person of the Trinity works in their own way—Christ accepts us in grace, God loves us without reserve, and the Spirit gives us new life in community—but they work together in unified movement to free us from sin and unite us to God.  The trinity, then, is not a hierarchy, with orders being passed down from top to bottom, it is a family, in the best sense of the word, it is a dynamic relationship of equals.

If, then, as Paul writes to the Romans, we are adopted into this family, we become partners in the mission and ministry of the trinity, which is no less and no more than the salvation, liberation, and redemption of all creation.  We are not simply servants, fulfilling orders sent down from on high, we are full and active participants in the divine community of grace and love, we are full members of the family.  


This understanding of the trinity as dynamic community also has direct implications for how we live out our lives in mission.  Our job as Christians, as the church, is not simply to bring a message to the world, it is to embody that message in everything we do.  We are called to create open and inviting communities, in which everyone is welcomed, honored, respected, and loved.  Just as we have been welcomed into God’s family by grace, so, too, are we to welcome others by grace, inviting everyone to participate actively and fully, discovering and sharing their gifts.  This is what it means to be Trinitarian Christians; this is what it means to be the body of Christ in the world today.

In the final analysis, I am not that concerned about the DaVinci Code’s spurious claim that there is a secret family of the biological descendants of Jesus of Nazareth.  I am much more concerned about the spiritual descendants of Jesus the Christ, and I pray that our identity is no secret to anyone.  I pray that, as children created in the image and likeness of a dynamic, creative, and inter-relating God, we can continue the work of the family business, inviting everyone to know and live in the love of our gracious God.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.
