Trinity 2008

I am not encouraging you in this direction but if anything were to incline you towards atheism then even a brief study of church history might do the trick. Never mind Richard Dawkins or recent troubling natural disasters, the whole Christian movement is called into question by its past and, yes, sometimes its present direction and behaviour. 

It’s not all bad, of course. There are times when the church has lived out to the full its calling to live out the gospel of Jesus Christ in the world. We can think of the contribution made by the church or church people to art, science, medicine, education, social care and reform as well as the simple day by day pastoral care and community life of the churches down the ages that is rather harder to quantify. And there is plenty of good news to tell today of how churches are living up to their gospel calling. 

But there is a dark side too, of which are all too aware, of violence, intolerance and hypocrisy. And if only we could safely consign all that to the terrible past but we know that even today the church doesn’t always acquit itself with glory. This year it is the Lambeth Conference of the Anglican Communion. It should a celebration of the richness of the worldwide church and I hope that it is. My dread is that it will be a focus for in-fighting and wrangling over sexuality and related issues and hold up to the world not a glorious example of a new community but just more of what it’s used to elsewhere.

And so we ask ourselves the question: how does this happen? And whatever picture we have of Jesus it surely can’t be one that leads us to think that violence, hatred, anger and dissention are what this movement, this faith, is all about and yet so often this is what confronts us both then and now. So there is a mismatch, always a gap, between what we hope to be and what we actually are. That new movement born in the Easter experience, empowered at Pentecost, sent forth into the world to invite all people to share in the life of God too often also seems to fail and fall.

“Keep it real”, is an expression that not be used by anyone over the age of twenty and possibly not by that age group either but “keeping it real” is a phrase that says something about the spirit of the time. How would you define it? “Keep it real” – be true to yourself, don’t get distracted by the hype, learn to distinguish the true from the fake, don’t let anyone tell you what to think, find it out for yourself, keep in touch with what’s really going on. Something like that.  Keep it real! It’s a good phrase for our times because we prize or claim to prize authenticity above all things. We have moved from authority to authenticity as the main criterion for judging whether something is valuable or true. We don’t accept something because we are told to but because we judge it to be “real” and this is judgement based not primarily on some intellectual assessment but on how it “feels”. When it comes to church or faith people are less likely to convinced about something is true because it says so in the Bible or the church teaches it to be so or the Vicar says it’s the case but because it strikes them in all sorts of subtle was to be “real”, to be authentic.

This very challenging to churches because for many centuries we have assumed that people will believe because the message quite obviously carries divine clout. So even if the church from time to time went off beam a little it was still invested with an authority that commanded people’s attention and even respect. It is no longer quite so, as you have probably noticed. We may claim to be the real deal but we will be judged, not on our claims but on whether there is a pretty close match between what we say and what we do. Crimes against authenticity are ruthlessly punished. So the mismatch that we ourselves perceive between what the church should be and what it is actually like is noticed too by those who would not count themselves as part of the church and it makes them wonder.

So on this Trinity Sunday, our challenge is to keep it real.

But I am not interested in going on a big guilt trip. It is inevitable that church will get it wrong and you and I will fail to meet up to our own and others’ high expectations. Not good but inevitable because we are fallible and sinful human beings. And actually, despite what others may say, the Christian faith has been over the centuries been pretty self critical and self correcting. Think of the Franciscans, the Reformation, Methodism. It’s complicated because sometimes this self-criticism has led to violence too because even in our self-criticism we are sinners but nonetheless we have not been totally unable to change and correct. And now we try the best we can most of the time and I am not sure that it is helpful to keep demanding more of this or less of that as though somehow our efforts are just not good enough and we are slacking. I notice from our reading this morning that as Jesus is commissioning his disciples for the great task ahead they are less than a perfect group too – there are only eleven of them for starters and whilst, we are told, “they worshipped him, .. some doubted”. Even after days of resurrection appearances still some doubt. But Jesus is content to give this great charge to this imperfect and wondering group of people and it has been the same ever since. We are charged by Jesus to live authentic Christian lives despite our very obvious failings and shortcomings.

So what might it mean to “keep it real” as the church in our day? You will know doubt have your own take on this but I want to briefly sketch out three areas where this authentic Christianity can bear effective witness in the world.

First of all: a deep spirituality. Today is Trinity Sunday, a Sunday that in many ways concludes a very full and exciting passage of the Christian year. At Christmas we think of Jesus coming, at Epiphany, his revealing to the world, in Lent we ponder his ministry and our call to holy living and then there is passion, death, resurrection, ascension and the gift of the Spirit. But Trinity Sunday seems somehow less dramatic – there’s no story attached but something like a rather tough conundrum –  three is one –  a kind of puzzling diagram or tricky theological sudoku. It is such a shame but is how we have tended to play it. Instead of celebrating the wonderful richness of a faith that draws us into the mysterious life of God through the person of Jesus and in the power of the Spirit we have turned the Trinity in to a brainteaser and that, to many people, is not “keeping it real”. An authentic spirituality will not begin with arguments about “neither confusing the Persons nor dividing the divine Being” but .with a sense of wonder and joy in the presence of so rich a mystery. There is a hunger in many for “spiritual” things and a nourishing spiritual life and there is this commission to us:

Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit

This is not first about enforcing a set of doctrines but an invitation into a way of living, authentic living.

Alongside an authentic spirituality will come authentic relationships. I think our age craves this above perhaps above all other things. The good news of the Trinitarian faith is that God draws us into a deep relationship with him through the mystery of Easter the power of the Spirit. But there is more to it. That first Pentecostal community drew the disciples into deeper relationships with one another, relationships that were not predatory, rivalrous or exploiting. Relationships that were as close as those you had in your family and yet took you beyond the boundaries of kin and tribe. People long for intimacy, long to be valued, long to be known not for what they can be made to give but for who they are. When churches are full of rivalries, in-fighting and bullying people feel there are plenty of places that can get that without coming to church to for it. But where relationships are based on gift, grace and generosity and we really do seem to offer something different then we will be keeping it real.

Authentic relationships rooted in authentic spirituality will give birth to authentic deeds of love. The first Christian communities were distinguished by healing, caring for the poor and the sharing of resources. Those first Christian groups were far from perfect too but from the outset they convinced a sceptical pagan world of the radical newness of their message by their commitment to acts of service and love. Such a commitment continues to convince. In an age when people are suspicious of fine words and big promises they will ask us, to use another modern catchphrase, “show us the money”. Keeping it real will mean that our actions speak as clearly as our words, both word and deed will come together. If the source is as good as we say it is then the water will taste sweet.

Now all the things I have just mentioned are not a call to be somehow “better”. It’s always good to be better, I suppose, but what churches don’t need is more programmes or initiatives to depress and demoralise us and, anyway, the sense that we must some how be constantly gearing ourselves up to one more final push makes it sounds as though somehow the whole thing depends on us and our energy levels. But being or becoming a more authentic church is not about our effort but is a work and gift of the Spirit. 

“Surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” says Jesus to his disciples as commissions them for the task. If God calls us to “keep it real” in our own generation it is part of a promise that he will be with us. Being an authentic Christian church is not so much about what we can do as what we are able and willing to allow God to do in us by his grace and through his Spirit.

