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“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.  

There’s something about Betty’s funeral that started me thinking about us here and what has happened 
along the way. It has also played out at Scots and in many suburbs and towns throughout New Zealand. 
Betty came here with her family well over fifty years ago and settled down the road from the church here. 
The image that caught my eye was the photo of her with the two boys outside her new home on a pristine 
section, no trees or gardens, just lawn. But it was what it pointed to that has set me thinking. At about the 
same time she and her husband were doing that, my father was minister in a new suburb in Auckland with 
the same dynamic. Looking back at that time, it was one of vigour and energy most certainly, and one of 
the driving forces for the couples and their young families was to make a springboard for their children to 
launch into the world.  
When you think about it, there was never any sense of expectation that the children would come back and 
settle in Melville, Te Atatu, or Titahi Bay for they had to find their own destiny as it were. And so our 
communities grew up, our children released to the world, and here we are. There was no real thought of the 
children inheriting the family home, for if they have done well, they could be anywhere in towns and cities 
around the world, and a home here in Melville, while there may be sentimental attachments, those are not 
really enough to bring them back. 
I widened my thinking to our suburban churches in particular, and how they were carriers of a particular 
kind of community. They supported family life, but in those days they weren’t thought of as “family” 
churches. They supported activities in the community, children and youth work done on a volunteer basis, 
women’s guilds and fellowships, women supporting each other in community, and men, well men generally 
found working bees at the church, the school, the local hall, to get alongside each other. Now, I’m not 
wanting to put on rose-tinted glasses about all of this, but I want to acknowledge how some of those ways 
and attitudes were part and parcel of our church life. Was there any expectation that the next generation 
would inherit a set of buildings to carry on life as we knew it? Here I have to admit that sense of 
anachronism about my own journey. I’m one of those children, but I haven’t followed the path of many of 
my contemporaries. I’ve stayed in and with the church even through all the changes in both church and 
society. There is something about community that the gospel carries for me that continues to shape my 
understanding of my ministry. A community needs a base, a hub, yes – but the maintenance of the hub can 
never be the sole purpose of the community, for that becomes an inward looking spiral. 
Now today is Trinity Sunday and instead of the usual puzzle of how God can be three in one, or one in 
three, I have found an icon from the Russian Orthodox tradition that portrays the Trinity by Alexander 
Rublev. It is a picture of the angels at the oaks of Mamre being fed by Abraham. This story has long 
symbolised the way the Trinity is understood in the Orthodox tradition which rather than wondering about 
the philosophical contortions of how we might accurately describe it all, instead focusses on the way the 
Trinity works, through communion and hospitality. This is how we might approach our faith in God. 
As people of faith our first word is the big word God. In all of our understanding the central affirmation is 
that we have this bigger picture of a God who can be apprehended in many different ways. The Christian 
idea of the Trinity is saying that there is a personal relationship with this God who created the heavens and 
the earth, the universe, and that this God is revealed to us in personal terms. It means that we, you and I 
are in relationship with the whole of creation as well as with God the Creator and with each other. 
By naming God in this way we are also given an understanding that in the three-personed One – Father, 
Son and Holy Spirit – we understand God as inherently relational, that God exists in community within 
Godself. Rublev portrays that in the interplay of each of the three, in their looking, positioning and their 
partaking of Abraham’s hospitality together. God is never experienced impersonally as a force or an 
influence, never abstractly as an idea or truth or principle. 



How do we know this? By the simple claim we make that God is love. Is love a principle, an abstract 
concept? Love, we claim, exists only in personal relationships. In those relationships exist the most 
important things about us, the things that make us who we are as people – love, faith, hope, sin and 
forgiveness and grace, obedience, loyalty and prayer – these are the things that develop within us and help 
us grow to our full person-hood. They are all qualities that exist within relationships. the only way to know 
one another is in personal relationship, and that involves at least minimal levels of trust and risk. Trust and 
risk are at the very heart of love. 
When we talk about God and love, the story handed down to us over the generations of men and women 
of faith is that God as Father/Creator, Son/Redeemer, Spirit/Sustainer live out the relationships within 
Godself. God is totally personal, interpersonal, relational, giving and receiving, loving and directing. There 
is nothing that can be learned about God without entering the divine communion, entering the company 
of the Trinity. When we enter into the community of faith our lives become relational in a more 
thoroughgoing and deeper way, not only with God but also with the membership of the community of 
faith. That is why we are unable to remain as spectators.  
I use the word community and not family, because family no matter how it is defined is in the end 
exclusive. It draws boundaries around who is in and who is out whether nuclear or extended, one 
generational in a home or multigenerational. Abraham extended his hospitality to the stranger and found 
his life changed as a result. 
The Trinity is also a model of participation, and we are invited to participate in the communal life of the 
three-personed One. Our spiritual lives are a participation in the very being and work of God, a 
participation that is ongoing as we seek to follow Jesus faithfully, and which is supported and energised by 
the dimension of the Spirit. Our models of participation in modern consumer society are stunted. We 
depend on experts to do the things that they do. We hesitate to move beyond what we know we 
individually can do. We depend on technology to do those mindless chores and activities because that is so 
much more convenient and time-saving. Yet each time we do, our engagement with reality, with people and 
with things, lessens, and there is less of us, less life. 
When we bring those ideas into our dealings with God, God becomes an idol alongside others that we try 
to manipulate to our own ends, so that religion is about how to use God for our own benefit. But the 
Trinity means we can only participate in who God is, as God is. God is not there to implement our 
fantasies or demands, nor is God some undefined energy or impersonal force waiting for the correct 
password or right technique to swing God into action. God is already beyond any of that, already 
incessantly active, creating and saving, healing and blessing, forgiving and judging. This was God’s character 
throughout the history of the people of God, and carries on until today and beyond, constantly calling each 
and everyone of us into the dance of relationship, the perichoresis of the Trinity. 
Our Greek theologian ancestors used this word perichoresis to describe how they saw the Trinitarian God. 
It literally means “circle dance.” In these dances the dancers intertwine and move in unison, they swing and 
twirl, they embrace and release, and when the moment is right they let go their hands to let more dancers 
into the circle. There is no confusion, every movement is co-ordinated and there is room for more and more 
dancers. It is the dance of community. 
This is the mystery of the Trinity, that God would include us in the divine dance. It is a dance that reveals 
the immense world of God creating, saving and blessing. A dance of this nature can never be an individual 
thing. There is always a hand beckoning us to join, pulling us into the Trinity’s actions of holy creation, 
holy salvation and holy community. If we are going to know the mystery that is God then we have to 
participate in the relationship that is God. In the dance we discover ourselves as unique participants, each 
of us one-of-a-kind, wondrously made, in the life of God. There is no pre-determined programme; rather 
the spirit, the wind, the breath of God blows where it will release us into freedom, the freedom brought by 
the Spirit. All who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God.  
The winds of the Spirit are moving within our community here. Change is upon us. As we gather to 
worship God, as we seek to follow Jesus, it is the Spirit who draws us out and on from being simply 
caretakers of a set of buildings to continue to be Christ-Ones, who are about creating the new community 
of the kingdom which offers hospitality to the stranger, which binds the wounded, finds the lost, and 
rejoices in love and life in all its fullness. 
The Word of Jesus is among us.  Hear that Word.




