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Well, the first question that popped into my head was, “Why couldn't the disciples bear to hear 
all the truth?” And as I thought more about that, I remembered just how much of the Gospels 
are about the disciples' confusion. Each of the four Gospel writers approaches it a little 
differently, but it's always there. You know, in Mark, the disciples are portrayed as just 
“dense.” They never get it right. And, here in John's Gospel it's an equally present theme. In the 
chapters immediately leading up to today's reading, the disciples ask questions that show that 
they just can't get it right. Peter asks “where are you going?” And Jesus says, “where I'm going 
you can't follow me now.” And Peter asks, “Lord, why can't I follow you now?” Thomas says, 
“Lord, we do not know where you're going. How can we know the way?” 
 
Jesus says things throughout these chapters that indicate that he knows the disciples have a hard 
time getting it right. He says of the Spirit coming, “he will prove the world wrong about sin, 
and righteousness and judgment.” So, I think the disciples can't bear to hear all the things Jesus 
needs to say to them because they're still confused and they just wouldn't get it. They were part 
of the world's confusion about sin and righteousness and judgment. And indeed, John's own 
community some 50-60 years later was still getting it wrong. It's an on-going problem. 
 
What John is describing in his gospel, and what is always at the center of the Christian 
proclamation, is as Paul said: Christ crucified. Which means what's at the center of our 
proclamation is Jesus' own condemnation as a sinner. That's the central place where they and 
we keep getting it wrong. That's what John is saying, the cross of Christ has redefined what our 
sin really is and therefore it's redefined what righteousness and judgment are. 
 
In John's Gospel, sin is the refusal to trust in God's Word, seen in the life and death of Jesus... 
that is, refusing to believe in a God of endless compassion. Righteousness then consists in 
accepting the challenge to love as Jesus loved. Judgment comes not on a list of moral dos and 
don'ts but on us when we refuse to let that revelation in Jesus of who God really is penetrate 
our minds and hearts. And let's be honest, this is not a watering down of the Gospel and moral 
demands. Let's be honest all our lists of moral dos and don'ts, rights and wrongs are a lot easier 
to do than to love as Jesus loved. That's why we can't bear the full truth sometimes, why we 
don't want to hear all the things Jesus would say to us. Because life is just so messy, and the 
thick of it can feel like such a threatening swamp! And it would be so much easier if we felt 
like we had all the answers spelled out for us in nice clear-cut commandments, because then we 
could just sort of float above the mire and make pronouncements about all “those” people. 
 
But, think about your life. You get word that a friend or a loved one has inoperable cancer, and 
of course, you join in with a whole community of family and friends in praying for healing, but 
the prognosis isn't good. You wonder why has God allowed such a horrible disease to come to 
this person? Or, you're out walking your dog and you run into a friend you haven't seen in 
years. He tells you that he is finally leaving his wife of thirty years, that his teenager is smoking 
pot, and that a mutual friend had left her invalid husband of twenty-five years. You know, 
when we aren't trying to live in our heads, that's where we really live, with people whose lives 
and hearts, like ours, can sometimes be a mess. 
 
 
Well, on this Trinity Sunday, the only Sunday in the church year when preachers are in a sense 
asked to preach on a teaching of the Church rather than a teaching of Jesus, I'm here to tell you 
that enabling us to live in the mess of life, rather than trying to float above it, and make moral 
pronouncements is what the doctrine of the Trinity is trying to do. That probably seems like a 
stretch. We're so used to all those mathematical puzzles and diagrams used to “explain” how 



God can be three and one, that we learned in confirmation class. We think that's what it's about, 
and most likely have more or less dismissed it because of that. I mean, what does the fact that a 
clover has three leaves really have to do with my life, or the fact that water can exist in three 
different forms? 
 
But listen to what John has Jesus saying here. “When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide 
you into all the truth; for he will not speak on his own, but will speak whatever he hears, he will 
take what is mine and declare it to you. All that the Father has is mine.” That is, John is saying 
that the Spirit will guide us into the full truth of Christ which is who God is. You see, this 
doctrine is all about beginning with Jesus. And that means it's all about learning to let go of all 
of our prior appeals to lists of dos and don'ts and rights and wrongs. You see, we tend to want 
to start there, and then try to fit Jesus in somewhere in the system. But, what the church came to 
recognize was that that system of dos and don'ts and rights and wrongs, laws and moral codes, 
crucifies Christ. And so, any system like that has it all wrong about what sin is, about what 
really separates us from God, because it has it all wrong about who God really is. 
 
That's why Paul said that Jesus was the end of the law. Jesus is the end to our appeals to 
“fairness” or “justice” because they always end up producing victims. They always end up 
being ways to let us carry on, as it were, above the mire, rather than accepting the challenge to 
love as Jesus loves. Instead of crystalline clarity or spiritual platitudes about complex problems, 
the doctrine of the Trinity is actually meant to invite us into this counter-intuitive, up to your 
knees in the swamp way of understanding and living life, living it the way Jesus did. 
 
In her new memoir, Take this Bread, Sara Miles calls this counter-intuitive wisdom a 
“backward” and “upside-down” way of reading reality. As a “very unlikely convert,” she 
should know. Miles describes herself as a blue-state, secular intellectual, a lesbian with a child 
from a previous boyfriend, and a left-wing journalist with habits of deep skepticism. Her 
grandparents on both sides were missionaries, but in reaction to that upbringing her parents 
were actively hostile to religion. At the age of 46, Miles had never heard a Gospel reading, 
never said the Lord's Prayer, and knew only one person who went to church, but she walked 
into St. Gregory's Episcopal Church in San Francisco, partook of the Eucharist, and 
experienced a radical conversion. 
 
Today she's on the staff at St. Gregory's. Building upon her life experiences as a chef, her 
conversion through the Eucharist, a passion for the poor, and St. Gregory's vision to welcome 
all people without exceptions or conditions, in the year 2000, she started a food pantry at her 
church that gave away free bags of groceries with no questions asked and no forms to fill out. 
Every Friday, food for about 400 families is placed around the Communion table. The miracle 
of the loaves multiplied and Miles went on to jump start nine more food pantries around the 
city. Mundane food for the body became not only a sign of God's Kingdom but an actual 
experience of it. Those who received wanted to give. Care for broken spirits accompanied 
bread for hungry bodies. And since more street people came for food than Christians came for 
worship, comfortable church-goers were forced to consider the Gospel imperative to “welcome 
the stranger.” 
 
Through all this, writes Miles, “I could sometimes grasp the backward, upside-down reality I'd 
sensed at Christianity's core: the frightening promise that, as the prayer said, echoing Mary's 
words, 'Things which were cast down are being raised up, and things which have grown old are 
being made new.' This is where I found my faith: a faith expressed in the wild conceit that a 
helpless, low-caste baby could be God. That my own neediness and misfitting, not my 
goodness or piety, were what God intended to use.” That's a Trinitarian understanding of God 
and it has everything to do with where you and I really live, because it begins its definition of 
God and of life in God, with Jesus, the One cast down. 
 



And, it knows that that reality is attested to by a spirit that captures the heart in the most 
common events, like a shared meal. Come. Take this bread. Take this life and let it lead you to 
love as Jesus loved. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


