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In 1925, Ted Healy hired two brothers and a violinist-comedian to serve as foils for his raucous vaudeville show.  He would try to sing; they would interrupt; he would verbally and physically abuse them.  While the premise may not sound appealing today, his show launched The Three Stooges--one of the funniest comedic teams ever assembled.  While various members would come and go—including Shemp, Curly and Curly-Joe—The Three Stooges entertained America for half a century.


But what would have happened if Larry, Curly and Moe had decided to go solo?  What if, by decision or fate, they had been severed from one another?  Each was funny, but three solo acts would never have been the same.  They were The Three Stooges—the modifier “three” being just as important as the noun.


Now I hope you will forgive me for the comparison.  I don’t intend to be flippant.  But what if what we could only imagine happening with The Three Stooges has happened with the Holy Trinity—the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  What if they have gone their separate ways?  Now, I am not suggesting that they have decided to go solo, but that our culture has, over time, attempted to sever them from one another.


Take our culture’s approach to God.


Last week I was watching the series finale of “Lost.”  Toward the end, Jack Shepherd and his dead father are in a room at the church where his father’s funeral was to be conducted.  While they are talking, the camera caught a stained-glass window over the shoulder of the older man.  It featured panels with symbols of the world’s major religions—Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism and so on.  Even though the building was clearly identified as a church, the God supposedly worshipped there was not to be specifically tied to Jesus Christ.

What the window represented was the cultural assumption that God is more-or-less generic, an amorphous being closer to The Force in “Star Wars” than the Father of our faith.  It is the same assumption that leads some school boards, city councils and other public entities to tell Christian preachers doing invocations that their prayers should avoid references to Jesus.  It is the assumption that God and Christ are to be severed from one another—two largely if not completely unrelated beings.


Of course, this same approach shows up coming from the other direction.  


In his book What Have They Done with Jesus? Ben Witherington outlines how virtually every New Testament book offers a High Christology, that is, they affirm the uniqueness of Jesus as the divine one of God.  And yet today there is a multi-million dollar industry aimed at severing Jesus from God.  Authors like Dan Brown and scholars like James Tabor gain recognition and wealth by taking small bits of truth, long-discredited documents, preposterous assumptions and fanciful speculations to declare that everything we have ever known about Jesus is wrong.  They declare the incarnation and resurrection as myths unworthy of modern minds.  They dismiss much of what Jesus said as the early church’s power mongering. They re-present Jesus as—at best—a prophetic teacher and—at worst—a first-century charlatan.


Such efforts have led many—even some in the church—to sever Jesus from God.  The one Hebrews calls “the exact image of the invisible God” and John’s Gospel identifies as the “Word made flesh” is reduced to a mere mortal with interesting ideas about God and ethics.

            And then there is the Holy Spirit.

David Mills reports on a conversation between Lady Gaga, the pornographic songstress, and a reporter from a British newspaper.  Lady Gaga was proclaiming the newest dimension of her life, what she called a “new spirituality.”  Then she took the reporter out for the night to a Berlin sex club.  The contrast between her claim of a new spirituality and her embrace of debauchery prompted the reporter to ask what god it was that Lady Gaga had in mind when she spoke.  Was it, the reporter wondered, the God of her Catholic background or “a different, perhaps more spiritual sense of God?”  Needless to say, Lady Gaga cited the latter.  She was affirming her place among those who declare, “I’m not religious, just spiritual.”  


But have you ever thought where the term “spiritual” emerged.  It can be traced to the 12th century, where it meant “of breathing” or “of the spirit.”  The context was Christian. It evoked images of God breathing his spirit into the first humans and of the resurrected Jesus breathing the spirit upon his disciples.


However, as you have heard, the term has morphed today to include anything and everything incorporeal or supernatural—from the feeling one has standing on a mountaintop to the benefits of yoga to the worship of Gaia.  It has become a free-floating moniker Rev. Moon can use to justify his proclamations and celebrities like Lady Gaga can cite as the source of their latest profundity. 

In short, many not longer understand the Spirit as a gift that “proceeds from the Father and the Son.” It has been separated from them.

Yet the cost of severing the Father from the Son and from the Holy Spirit is high.  It costs us the truth to which they all together point—that God has been revealed once and for all in Jesus Christ.

Our reading from the Gospel John helps us to see that reality.  


It comes as part of Jesus’ words to the disciples in the Upper Room shortly before his betrayal and arrest.  Obviously it is a difficult time for everyone.  Jesus is facing his own death; the disciples are struggling to grasp what is happening.  But amid this uncertainty, Jesus gives them a promise:  “If you love me, you will keep my commandments. And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Helper, to be with you forever, the Spirit of truth.”  In our reading, it is this Spirit that Jesus says will guide the disciples “into all truth.”

Now in John’s Gospel, Jesus is “the truth.”  Not his teachings, not his deeds, but Jesus himself.  “I am the way, and the truth, and the life,” he told his disciples. That means that when he declares that the Spirit will guide them into all truth, he does not mean the Spirit will lead them to some abstract concept about God or grant to them some warm and fuzzy experience of the divine.  Jesus means that it will lead them to fully understand him, to grasp the significance of what he has done, to comprehend the implications of his life, death, resurrection and reign.  And at the heart of the experience will be “nothing less than the revelation of the Father” because as Jesus said earlier, “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” and said here, “all that belongs to the Father is mine.”  The Spirit will guide the disciples into the truth about who Jesus is—the Christ, the Son of the Father.  Or, as the Catholic Catechism explains it:  “It is above all the divine missions of the Son’s Incarnation and the gift of the Holy Spirit that show forth the properties of the divine persons,” that is, that reveal the nature of God the Three in One. 

All of this is to say that we cannot sever Father, Son and Spirit from each another and truly understand them or our faith.  They are inexorably intertwined.  They always point to and support each other.  Together they reveal the divine nature.  Together they testify to the fact that God has been revealed once and for all in Jesus Christ.

I realize that what I have said so far might be rather abstract.  In dealing with the Trinity, that is inevitable.  But it has concrete implications for the life of faith.  Like the disciples, our grasp of what God is doing is always limited.  There is only so much that we can bear, only so much that we can understand.  
· Sometimes that is a function of age.  A 12-year-old may be able to confess that Jesus is the Christ and be baptized, but she cannot at such a tender age understand how that confession might one day lead her to a lifestyle that separates her from her peers.
· Sometimes circumstances limit our understanding.  You and I live in the United States, we are educated, we possess wealth most in the world cannot imagine.  Try as we might we cannot truly grasp what it means to be the poor, the oppressed, the least of these of which Jesus spoke.
· Then there are individual gifts and graces that hinder us.  The introvert may find Jesus’ commands to “go and make disciples” a challenge.  The extrovert may struggle to, as Jesus said, “choose the better portion,” that is, spend time in prayer and study.  
· And, of course, there are particular situations that can thwart our ability to comprehend, like times of grief, depression, confusion, fear despair, and pain.

Yet the fact that God sends the Holy Spirit to guide us into the truth that is Jesus means we can grow in faith and understanding.  By continuing to illuminate for us what Jesus did and said, the Spirit teaches us how he endured being despised and rejected, how he who was rich could became poor for our sakes, how he could both party with sinners and pray in isolation, how he could endure the death of Lazarus, the blindness of humanity, the uncertainty of the future, the threats of the authorities, the anguish of abandonment, the pain of the cross.  It is the Spirit that continues to speak to us of Jesus so that we might better know God and how to live as his people.  It is the Spirit that helps us to understand that God has been, once and for all, revealed in Jesus.

Some years ago, the United Church of Christ developed a media campaign around the slogan, “God is Still Speaking.”  And it is true.  God is, through the Spirit, continuing to reveal himself to us in Jesus Christ.  And the more we immerse ourselves in the Scriptures, the more we open our hearts and minds to God, the more we listen for the Spirit to speak, the closer we will come to understanding the truth, the truth that is Jesus Christ.  In fact, we will draw ever closer to fully knowing the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
