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Living God, may your word be proclaimed and may we claim it with joy for our lives today. 
Continue to speak to us through my words or in spite of them. Amen. 
 
 
John 3:1-17 
 
There was a Pharisee named Nicodemus, a Jewish leader. 2 He came to Jesus at night and said 
to him, “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God, for no one could do 
these miraculous signs that you do unless God is with him.” 
 
3 Jesus answered, “I assure you, unless someone is born anew,[a] it’s not possible to see God’s 
kingdom.” 
 
4 Nicodemus asked, “How is it possible for an adult to be born? It’s impossible to enter the 
mother’s womb for a second time and be born, isn’t it?” 
 
5 Jesus answered, “I assure you, unless someone is born of water and the Spirit, it’s not possible 
to enter God’s kingdom. 6 Whatever is born of the flesh is flesh, and whatever is born of the Spirit 
is spirit. 7 Don’t be surprised that I said to you, ‘You must be born anew.’ 8 God’s Spirit[b] blows 
wherever it wishes. You hear its sound, but you don’t know where it comes from or where it is 
going. It’s the same with everyone who is born of the Spirit.” 
 
9 Nicodemus said, “How are these things possible?” 
 
10 “Jesus answered, “You are a teacher of Israel and you don’t know these things? 11 I assure 
you that we speak about what we know and testify about what we have seen, but you don’t 
receive our testimony. 12 If I have told you about earthly things and you don’t believe, how will 
you believe if I tell you about heavenly things? 13 No one has gone up to heaven except the one 
who came down from heaven, the Human One.[c] 14 Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the 
wilderness, so must the Human One[d] be lifted up 15 so that everyone who believes in him will 
have eternal life. 16 God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who 
believes in him won’t perish but will have eternal life. 17 God didn’t send his Son into the world 
to judge the world, but that the world might be saved through him. 
 
 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=JOhn+3%3A1-17&version=CEB#fen-CEB-26113a
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I am absolutely terrible at memorization. It’s not that I can’t do it. Rather, it’s that I don’t want to 
do it. It bores me. There are far more interesting things to do than repeat something over and 
over again, with painstaking attention to detail, until I have it perfectly memorized. And so, 
throughout my life, I found handy workarounds and shortcuts to get by when I was told I had to 
memorize something — sorta memorizing but not really taking the time to do it right. That 
caught up with me when I was in grad school. Music degrees require “degree recitals” along the 
way, and most of the time, these programs are performed from memory. I was working on my 
first master’s degree recital and playing one of my pieces for my professor when she stopped me 
to point out I’d memorized something wrong. After her correction, I continued on only to have 
her stop me again. And again. And again. Finally, she took a deep breath of exasperation and 
informed me that my sole task between then and my recital date was to actually memorize this 
music. You see, I could play these pieces without music in front of me… sorta. Turns out, I 
actually was just playing something that sounded an awful lot like the piece but lacked some of 
the detail. I was good at analysis, so I had the melodies and the chord progression and overall 
form down pat, but I’d never bothered to do the tedious work of actually memorizing the notes 
on the page and was, as they say, “faking it.” To her credit, she was the first professor of mine to 
ever actually notice what I was doing and call me out on it. I buckled down from then on and 
started really memorizing my pieces. 
 
My disinterest in memorization extends to all areas of my life — including church. While I 
admire those who know scripture so well they can recite it perfectly from memory, that has never 
been me. I can tell you the gist of a story or passage and why it matters, but I can’t quote it. The 
only scripture I ever memorized as a child was the one all of us memorize, that infamous verse in 
our scripture passage this morning: 
“For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in 
him should not perish, but have everlasting life.”1 
 
That one I know. Yet, in all that time reciting this verse as a child, I’m not sure I ever learned the 
context in which those words crop up — this whole fascinating exchange with Nicodemus. And 
now that I do? Well, I’ve decided that’s the wrong verse to memorize. I mean, John 3:16 is nice 
and all, but the part I’m really interested in? It’s verse nine. “How can these things be?”2. That’s 
the interesting verse in this story.  
 
The Gospel writer gives us this story about Nicodemus, and it’s so relatable. Here we have a 
faithful, studious, super-religious guy approaching Jesus in the dark — perhaps both literally and 
figuratively — because he has questions. First, it took a lot of courage for him to do that. 
Nicodemus was supposed to be the religious teacher and leader who had it all figured out, but he 
was admitting here that he was struggling to understand. So he seeks Jesus out and asks some 

 
1 John 3:16 (King James Version) 
2 John 3:9b 



pretty good questions! It quickly becomes clear, though, that these two are not speaking the same 
language. Jesus is patiently responding to Nicodemus, but it’s not clicking, which leads us to that 
memorization-worthy quote: “How can these things be?” It’s such an honest response from 
Nicodemus. I love it. Even better, the Gospel writer tells us in the later chapters that Nicodemus 
stuck around, despite his cluelessness, defending Jesus when he got in trouble with the law3 and 
later bringing all of the spices needed to prepare his body for burial.4 Even after this perplexing, 
probably unsatisfying exchange with Jesus, Nicodemus saw something worth paying attention to 
and wanted to stick around. I imagine him just continuing to watch Jesus in the days and weeks 
that follow, perhaps on the outskirts of the crowds, asking himself that same question over and 
over: “How can these things be?”  
 
We could all stand to channel a little bit of Nicodemus, I think, and admit that we just don’t get 
it. The twentieth century Swiss theologian Karl Barth, despite being considered an incredibly 
influential and significant theologian, seemed to have enough Nicodemean5 humility to admit 
we’re all in a little over our head when we try to make sense of God. Toward the end of his life, 
he remarked that he thought the angels were probably giggling at him and looked forward to the 
day when he could dump his multi-volume Church Dogmatics — the culmination of his life’s 
work — “on some heavenly floor as a pile of waste paper.”6 If Nicodemus and Barth didn’t take 
themselves too seriously, we probably shouldn’t either. 
 
That brings us to today: Trinity Sunday, this day in our Christian calendar devoted not to any 
particular event in Jesus’ life but solely to the most confusing of all theological concepts — the 
Trinity, God as three persons in one, one and yet three. I had a seminary professor who once 
remarked that Trinity Sunday is the day when more heresy is preached from the pulpit than any 
other day of the year. That’s because we just don’t get it, yet we attempt to fake our way through 
it with convenient threefold metaphors — each and every one that, in the end, is inaccurate and, 
according to historic theological standards, heretical. His point wasn’t that we should give up on 
trying to understand. (In fact, he literally wrote the book on the Trinity, so we were forced to 
wade through it with him in that class.) Rather, he was pointing us to the idea that God is so 
much bigger than we can comprehend and suggesting we should stop trying to put God into a 
neat little box that we can explain in a five-minute Sunday School lesson with a three-leaf clover. 
Instead, we’d be better served to just sit with and ponder that oh-so-real question: “How can 
these things be?" 
 
OK, so if we set aside the intellectual acrobatics and just accept that the Trinity is more about the 
expansive mystery of God than it is about something we’ve got all figured out, then why have 
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this Sunday? What difference does the Trinity make? Does it really matter for our daily lives? 
Turns out, it makes all the difference in the world. Wrestling with the Trinity, despite its 
frustrating complexity, has changed everything about how I understand God and the world God 
created. 
 
You see, when we take the Trinity seriously, it tells us something important about who God is — 
not in terms of names or descriptions or functions of these three divine persons in one, but rather 
something much simpler and easier to understand. The Trinity tells us that God is, at God’s core, 
deeply relational. God is not God without this loving mutuality between, as we historically 
describe the Trinity, Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. Relationship is who God is and what God 
does.  
 
Catherine Mowry LaCugna, the twentieth-century theologian perhaps best known for her work 
unpacking the Trinity, explained it like this: “The point of trinitarian theology is to convey that it 
is the essence of the heart of God to be in relationship to other persons [within the Godhead and 
between God and the world]; that there is no room for division or inequality or hierarchy in God; 
that the personal reality of God is the highest possible expression of love and freedom; that the 
mystery of the divine life is characterized by self-giving and self-receiving…”7 
 
Or, to put it more plainly, as the Rev. Nadia Bolz Weber describes it: “This is not a ‘me’ God, 
but a ‘we’ God. God from the beginning is, not God as bad math, but God as community.”8  
 
We know that God is love9, but that love doesn’t just sit there statically trapped in some singular, 
heavenly vessel on high. That love is active and shared, making God, at God’s core, a 
communion of love. For God, the existential question of “to be” is always “to be in loving 
relationship.” That’s who God is. Yes, God is a mystery, but God’s not an untouchable mystery 
on high, detached from the world. Instead, we know this mystery has to do with a dynamic 
communion of love flowing through Godself and spilling out into the world. There will never be 
a time when God isn’t seeking out relationship with the world. God will never tire of you and me 
and the Nicodemuses of the world coming with our questions, our doubts, and our uncertainties 
because that’s who God is. God, by God’s very nature, is relational. God wants to be in 
relationship with all of us. 
 
So the Trinity tells us something about who God is, but what does it mean for us? Well, if we 
take the first chapter of Genesis seriously (and I do), we claim that we are made in the very 
image of God, so it would follow that we too are created not simply “to be” but “to be in loving 
relationship.” It doesn’t have God saying, “Let me make humankind in my image.” No, it says, 

 
7 Catherine Mowry LaCugna, “God in Communion with Us,” in Freeing Theology: The Essentials of Theology in Feminist 
Perspective, ed. Catherine Mowry LaCugna (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1993), 106. 
8 https://www.patheos.com/blogs/nadiabolzweber/2012/06/some-thoughts-on-the-holy-trinity/ 
9 1 John 4:16 
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“Let us make [humankind] in our image.”10 We are created by a community of love to be a 
community of love. 
 
I missed being with you all the past two Sundays because I was on vacation, hiking on the 
Appalachian Trail. I went with a couple of clergy friends — Jeremiah Gibbs, chaplain at UIndy 
and spouse of your former pastor Jen Gibbs, and Kevin Davis, one of the pastors at St. Luke’s 
who’s also serving at Broad Ripple UMC. Early on in our time together, Kevin joked that we 
clergy-types tend to travel in packs. There’s some truth to that, but I realized as the week went on 
that we all do that, regardless of our vocation. You see, nearly all of the hikers we met on the 
trail last week were thru-hiking — hiking the entire 2,000+ miles of the Appalachian Trail over 
the course of about six months — and they were doing it on their own. Rarely would we 
encounter hikers who set out to do this with a buddy or two. It’s a very personal, individual 
journey for these folks. And yet. None of them really wanted to do it alone. Every day, when I’d 
pause my hiking to eat some lunch, I found myself at one of the designated shelters, sitting 
around a table with other hikers, chatting and laughing together while refueling. We could 
literally eat lunch anywhere out there — everything we needed was on our backs, so any shady 
rock and flowing stream would do — but folks gravitated to these spots for mealtime. In the 
evening, we’d set up camp at shelter sites or designated campsites and again found ourselves 
gathered around a campfire sharing stories with strangers-turned-friends on the trail. We all had 
our own sleeping setup and whatever gear we needed for the night. We didn’t need to be together 
for this. And yet, we did. At our core, we’re made for community, and this is when it showed up. 
 
In her writings on the Trinity I referenced earlier, Catherine LaCugna went on to say: “The truth 
about both God and ourselves is that we were meant to exist as persons in communion… living 
as persons from and for others, not persons in isolation with withdrawal or self-centeredness.”11 
 
The Trinity matters because it tells us not only who God is but also who we are. We live in a 
hyper-individualistic society that tells us to look out for ourselves first and foremost, but that’s 
not God’s vision. That’s not who God created us to be. If we are a Trinitarian people, then our 
relationships matter most of all — that’s what our faith looks like lived out in the world.  
Sometimes we think our faith is about me and God, but don’t you see? With God, it’s always 
about we, and our lives must become shaped by that — prioritizing loving relationship and 
community above all else, so that shared power, equality, mutuality, and loving fellowship show 
up in every aspect of our lives, the social, the economic, the political, and even and especially in 
the church. 
 
John Wesley, one of the founders of Methodism, didn’t talk a whole lot, explicitly, about the 
Trinity. I think he assumed it was assumed in our faith understandings. But he had this 
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wonderful, delightful phrase that crops up in some of his writings — Wesley described our lives 
as “transcripts of the Trinity.”12 Transcripts of the Trinity. Transcripts bring you into what 
happened without you ever having to see it yourself. They’re the record we can turn to. I wonder, 
when people look at us, do they see a transcript of the Trinity (even if they don’t have a clue 
what the Trinity is, since none of us really do)? Is it so obvious that loving relationship is at the 
core of our being? Is it clear that community matters more than anything else to us? And if it’s 
not, what can we do to get there? 
 
My suggestion? Look at your schedule this week. How we spend our time reveals what we think 
is important. Have you made room for relationships? I’m not just talking about family and close 
friends we already have relationship with…. Who else do you need to take time to be with this 
week? Set aside an afternoon and just spend time with that person. Go on a walk, get a coffee, 
whatever works for you. Set your agenda aside and just be with that person because, friends, this 
is who we were created to be. 
 
Today, on this Trinity Sunday, we find ourselves asking: God is We? How can these things be? 
And the answer is simple: because love. Maybe my childhood Sunday School teachers knew 
what they were doing after all when they had me memorize those words, “For God so loved the 
world…” That’s what it’s all about. This Trinity of Love is Good News indeed. 

 
12 John Wesley, Bicentennial Works 7:88. 


