Matthew 28:16-20
Trinity Sunday – June 19, 2011

Martin Lohrmann – Christ Ascension, Philadelphia

In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

The Bible begins with a statement of faith.  “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.”  Or as we say in the creed: “I believe in God who created heaven and earth.”  It sounds obvious enough, but there are other options besides what our Bible and our Creed say.  Some might say, “In the beginning some cruel or random force started this cold and meaningless universe.”  Or we might say, “Maybe God created the world, but he hasn’t been seen ever since.”  Or we could say, “There was no beginning and no creator and everything is an empty illusion.”  Those are options and we regularly hear versions of them.  
The ancient Israelites who wrote Genesis 1 had options, too.  Genesis 1 was likely composed when Israel was being held captive by the Babylonian Empire.  For the Babylonians, creation was the result of a war between the parent gods and their children.  The children gods won.  They created the earth and sea from the body of their parents.  Then they created humans to be their slaves by mixing the blood of the gods with the dust of the earth.  That’s the story that surrounded the Israelites.  Instead of that violent and demeaning story, the Israelites held to this great poem about their uncreated creator, who created the world by speaking and blessed it to be abundant and good and who created humans – male and female – in God’s own great image.  
“I believe in God the Father Almighty who created heaven and earth.”  When we say that we are stating our own faith in God and a good creation.  God wants to be our loving parent, father and mother, to us.  We usually say Father because in Hebrew and Greek “God” is grammatically male and the Bible uses mostly male images to describe God.  But in Hebrew, the word for God is also kind of plural, so that when God says, “Let us create humankind in our image” it’s possible that God is speaking about God’s own richness and complexity, which clearly includes male and female.  This richness and complexity, God as uncreated creator, God as Word, God as Spirit, is what we mean by our Christian talk of the Holy Trinity.  It’s a neat starting point for our lives: to trust ourselves to this kind of loving creator, who speaks and acts and sends a Holy Spirit to care for creation.  

Like the ancient Israelites, we have other options.  As today’s Psalm reminds us, there are other gods.  Can we trust them?  There is Mammon, the god of wealth; Moloch, the god of human sacrifice; Mars, Venus, Zeus; Dionysus, the god of wine.  Nations and leaders can become gods.  All these gods still get worshiped.  Then there’s Narcissus, the character from Greek mythology who loved his own beauty so much that he spent his life staring at his own reflection in a pool; his story reminds us how easy it is to make ourselves into divine images.  Martin Luther put it this way: “Anything on which your heart relies and depends, I say, that is really your God.”  We have options about which gods we will serve.  As Christians, we trust in a loving Lord, who teaches us that real power, authority, dominion and lordship is about nurturing life, serving others, and blessing this world.  Power can be a tricky thing.  People use that divine blessing to “have dominion and subdue the earth” as a license to do what we want with creation.  But that’s not how God lords over creation.  God lords over creation by blessing and serving it.  This statement of faith makes a difference about who we are and what we use our powers for.
This is also the power of Jesus Christ, who said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.”  In most people, a statement like this is a sign of insanity or being power hungry.  But it’s different with Jesus.  All authority belongs to Jesus Christ.  This is good news.  Jesus is a righteous judge.  He calls out the pride and hypocrisy.  He restores peace and justice to those who suffer.  He calls each of us by name and leads us into his light, day after day.  He is an authority figure who laid down his own power for his flock.  Jesus Christ is a good Lord.  Because he is good, when he says “go and make disciples” it really is a great commission: because it’s not about us… it’s about him.  It’s is our invitation to point to the One who really is trustworthy.  Above all people, above all gods, we can trust Jesus.  
In the Gospel of Matthew, there’s this funny thing that before Jesus is born, the angel tells Joseph that the child will be named Immanuel, which means “God with us.”  This is funny to me because they actually name the baby Jesus and not Immanuel.  Was the angel wrong about the name?  At the very end of the gospel, Matthew teaches us that Immanuel really is a fitting name for Jesus, as he says, “Lo, I am with you always, even to the end of time.”  I am with you.  Jesus Immanuel is God with us all the time.
The promise of Jesus’ being present for us now and always is the promise of the Holy Spirit, God presence in the world.  We heard about this Spirit in the reading from Second Corinthians, which we use every week in worship: “The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with you all.”  The communion of the Holy Spirit!  The Spirit gives us communion, partnership, friendship.  We live together in the Spirit.  We share life with God and each other through the Spirit.  It’s the Spirit of Jesus Christ, the spirit of the Creator, at work to give us grace and life.
It’s true that in church we do these potentially stuffy things like confess our faith in the words of the ancient creeds.  We have these formulas for greeting each other: “The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you.  And also with you.”  We talk about seemingly abstract concepts like the Holy Trinity.  But we do these things and they exist most of all so that we remember which God we serve, which Lord we trust, which Spirit we pray will fill our lives.  We have a wonderful and good God, whose Spirit is with us still.  And in that God, we rejoice.  Amen
