
Relating to the Trinity, June 16, 2019, St. Timothy, Burnaby 

Prov 8:1-4, 22-31; Ps 8; Rom 5:1-5; John 16:12-15 

Prayer 

Nobody likes saying “goodbye”. Especially when it’s for good. So often we think that someone moving 

away or working at a different place will not affect things since we have telephones and internet and it is 

easier to stay in touch than ever before. But when someone leaves, even though we have all of those 

ways of staying in touch, things rarely stay the same. 

I personally have gotten very good at saying goodbye in the last few years. As I have changed 

workplaces and careers and changed cities and provinces I have had to say goodbye a lot over the past 8 

or 9 years. And every time it’s hard—I always seem to build some kind of connection even when I know I 

won’t be staying for long.  

But Jesus’ disciples didn’t know he wasn’t going to be staying long. I’m sure Jesus knew, somewhere and 

somehow, that it would be a very short time with them. But when he tells them in today’s gospel 

reading that he will be leaving them, it seems to take them by surprise—even though he has told them 

before, in the same gospel, multiple times. Jesus seems quite concerned about how they take the news 

and tries to reassure them, letting them know that the paraclete, the Holy Spirit, will come to them 

when he leaves. This will allow them to maintain their relationship, to some degree. 

But they don’t seem to be buying it. Somehow this scene seems very sad—Jesus is saying goodbye and 

then having to console the disciples who are grieving his loss. 

Perhaps those same disciples would have benefitted from hearing Paul’s letter to the Romans—

especially the passage we heard today. Paul tells the Romans that suffering produces endurance and 

endurance produces character and character produces hope—and hope doesn’t disappoint “because 

God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us.” 

The disciples haven’t heard this yet. They haven’t gotten the notice. They need to embrace their 

suffering. No crying. It’s time for them to “man up”! 

And who better to teach them than Jesus? He wasn’t afraid of anybody. We would walk right into fights 

with the authorities. He marched through the temple with a whip, chasing out the money-changers. He 

stood up to the rulers without batting an eye. He was so tough he wasn’t even afraid of death. He just 

let them go ahead and kill him and didn’t fight back, not even a little bit. 

Wait—that doesn’t sound so tough anymore. He didn’t fight back? Not even a little bit? 

When we hear language praising God, it is usually exuberant. Excessive even. God “set up a fortress 

against [God’s] enemies,” we heard in the psalm today, “to silence the foe and the avenger.” We hear 

battle imagery frequently and start to imagine the character of God: a warrior, mighty in battle. Fearless. 

Powerful. Awesome.  

It’s not surprising that we start to think of God’s military victories as being especially emblematic of 

God’s nature—God the father’s nature. If God is the father and a mighty warrior, then perhaps that’s 

what fathers should be like too, right? 



And our society does have a very specific understanding of what it means to be a father. We’ve seen the 

ads as we celebrate Father’s Day today. Canadian Tire has all kinds of things “on sale” for father’s day: 

power tools, barbecues. And elsewhere we see other things fathers surely desire: electronics. Ties. This 

is a sharp contrast to Mother’s Day just a month ago. What do mothers need? Pretty clearly, mothers 

are looking for flowers and brunch.  

So it’s not surprising that we’ve come to associate behaviours with people: Fathers are good at 

protecting children (they’re the ones that are more likely to have weapons after all) whereas mothers 

are better at comforting children. Mothers are huggers and fathers are fighters. (This is, of course, not 

true.) We may have experienced something like this in our own upbringing—or we may not have. It’s a 

stereotype based more on marketing than on reality. 

But that doesn’t mean these stereotypes don’t interfere with how we think of God. 

Jesus frequently refers to God “the father”. Well, the advertisements tell us about fathers. God the 

father must have a really big barbecue. And have anger issues. (Perhaps this is where “hell” comes 

from.) 

But in reality, we know (from scripture, if not from our own experience) that those characteristics that 

are typically referred to as more “motherly” are also exemplified by God. God is the comforter. God 

heals the broken-hearted. God is close to the down-trodden, and God will wipe away every tear.  

So, if God can act like both a mother and a father, which one is it? Which is God? A mother or a father?  

Or, where we usually go with this discussion, “is God male or female?” 

And this can become a stumbling block for many people. 

Most of us are familiar with the scripture that tells us that human beings were made in the image of 

God. Since there is a diversity of peoples and each one bears that image of God, it would be fair to say 

that no one person completely captures all of what it means to be God. And, at the same time, each 

different person with all their uniqueness and individuality reflects some aspect of the image of God. No 

matter the gender. No matter the appearance. No matter any of the many ways in which we divide and 

separate human beings. Each captures some essence of who God is. 

God is not male—and males are not God, no matter how the world has been operating for the last few 

thousand years.  

But when we look at this question of gender and God it is not so simple as it originally seems. We’ve 

spoken about the first person of the Trinity, but we haven’t yet spoken specifically about the Holy Spirit. 

When Jesus talks about the Holy Spirit in today’s gospel reading it is with persistently male pronouns. 

“he will guide you into all the truth […] he will not speak on his own […] he will declare to you the things 

that are to come.” I know that many people substitute the pronoun “she” when speaking about the Holy 

Spirit, especially in things like the Nicene Creed (which we will say together shortly). If any of the three 

persons of the trinity are associated with a feminine pronoun, it is almost always the Holy Spirit. But, as I 

have been trying to demonstrate, God has no gender. Yes, nouns have gender, especially in many other 

languages—and this can confuse matters in translation. It usually means that the gender of persons in 

English takes on much more significance, for better and for worse. The languages that the Bible is 

translated from usually allow for more ambiguity when it comes to gendered language—and I know that 



“ambiguity” can sound like a threatening concept as it suggests “uncertainty”. But an ambiguity around 

the gender that is used with a noun only means that there is some choice involved—that there is a 

multiplicity of possible interpretations. And that makes perfect sense when we remember that the 

whole diversity of humanity reflects the image of God—how is that possible when any characteristic of 

God is restrictively defined? 

But for a further example, let’s go back to the first person of the trinity for a moment. Jesus frequently 

calls this person “father”. What remains true today about the term “father” is that it is a relational term. 

Jesus and “the father” are in a relationship—they are kin. They are family. Jesus was descendant from 

the father. And “father” is a relationship that we human beings can understand—no matter our own 

relationships with our own earthy fathers—even if it doesn’t completely capture the essence of the 

relationship between Jesus and the first person of the Trinity. But more that that, “father’ used to mean 

something far more significant in Jesus’ time. Patriarchy, which still dominates today, was even more 

pervasive in Jesus’ time. A father’s acknowledgement of his children (in the days before paternity tests) 

meant a guarantee of the inheritance of a name, a reputation, usually a trade, and often, property (at 

least for the wealthy). But even beyond that, in the limited understanding of biology of Jesus’ time, a 

father was someone who passed on all of the genetic information of a child—the father was the 

“source” of their being, and not merely a contributor of half of the genes as we understand today. So, 

for Jesus to describe God as “father” captured a relationship, an inheritance, and an identity, many of 

which have been diluted or erased in our modern understanding of the term “father”.  

But just in case we’re not confused enough already, I read this week that there is speculation about the 

resurrected body of Jesus—about the possibility that the new body Jesus was raised with was 

genderless—and that this contributed to the confusion of those who encountered the risen Lord. People 

who spent time with Jesus couldn’t figure out who he was—perhaps this was because the resurrected 

Christ’s gender was more ambiguous that was that of the Christ who was crucified. 

But what is the importance of all of this on a Trinity Sunday?  

No matter who you are; no matter your gender, your gender identity, your orientation, your ethnicity, 

your language; God is a relational God who identifies with each of us since each of us was made to 

reflect God. None of us completely reflects God and there is not one of us for whom this reflection of 

God is entirely absent. Just as Jesus described a relationship with the other persons of the Trinity, so we 

too are called to live into relationship with God. With Jesus. With the Holy Spirit.  

The three persons of our triune God are in a perpetual relationship with each other. Each of us, made in 

the image of God (no matter how we were made), are made with the same desire for relationship with 

God—and it is when we see love and compassion in others that we most closely see the person of God 

in them. In his compassion, Jesus recognized the disciples’ fear and grief at his departure. And in his love 

God sent the Holy Spirit to dwell with us all, that we might experience this perpetual relationship that 

we are called to be in with God. 

“Oh Lord our Lord. How majestic is your name in all the earth. When I consider your heavens, the works 

of your fingers […] what are mere mortals that you should be mindful of them? […] Yet you have made 

them little less than divine; with glory and honour you crown them […] Oh Lord our Lord, How majestic 

is your name in all the earth.” 


