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I preach in the name of the Triune God: the creator, the redeemer, and the sustainer. 
Amen. 

When I was in seminary I spent one of my summers interning in Grand Rapids. I 
was a street chaplain, serving with an organization that helped homeless people who 
had mental health diagnoses and addictions find stable and supportive housing. I have 
to tell you, it’s the most transformative experience I have ever had.  

In my first week at Street Reach, I met a man named John who asked me to walk 
with him to McDonald’s one day. It was a long walk and it was about 95 degrees outside. 
As we were walking, he was telling me little parts of his story and along the way he 
would point out landmarks that punctuated his experiences in the community – two 
different rehab places he had spent time in at different times in his life, a dumpster 
where he once found $30 in cash, an abandoned building where he sometimes slept.  

He would talk a bit and then there would be long periods of silence as we walked 
and after one such long silence, he suddenly blurted out a question:  

He said, “Chaplain, are there black people in the Bible?” 

I have to admit I was caught off guard. I wasn’t yet very confident in my abilities 
to be a pastor; I was till in seminary. I was still kind of figuring out what I was doing. So, 
I struggled for a second and then realized, I know the answer to that question. Of course, 
there are absolutely black people in the bible. 

So, I told John this. I told him that the places where the stories in the bible took 
place were primarily in Africa and what we know today as the Middle East. I told him 
about Hagar, the mother of Ishmael, and the Ethiopian eunuch, and Simon of Cyrene.  

I told him that all of these people, and pretty much everyone in the Bible had skin 
that looked much more like his than mine. He was surprised by and skeptical of this. He 
really didn’t believe me.   

I told him that I would bring my bible that had maps of the places mentioned in 
the bible so he could see for himself where much of the action took place – across north 
Africa and what we know today as the Middle East. We could look at it together and he 
could see for himself. 

And, while I think I already knew the answer, I asked him the question anyway: 
Why do you think there aren’t black people in the bible? His answer didn’t surprise me: 
all the images he’d ever seen depicting stories from the Bible, in books and art, had 
white people in them. God was an old white guy in a robe with a long white beard; Mary 
and Joseph were a young white couple, Moses was another old white guy, all the 
disciples were white. And, of course, Jesus was very fair-skinned, blond-haired, and 
blue-eyed. So, of course John didn’t see himself in any part of the story of God’s people.  
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As I got to know John throughout that summer, we talked a lot about God and 
about the church. He had been raised going as a kid but his experience of the church as 
adult had nothing to do with love or welcome or seeing himself in the story.   

He said the churches in the neighborhood where a lot of homeless folks hung out 
didn’t like them coming inside, particularly on Sunday mornings.  

They were often told they were too dirty, or too loud, or they smelled bad, or they 
really just didn’t belong. The churches downtown were filled with white people, while a 
great number of the people I encountered who were homeless or struggling or battling 
addictions were mostly black and brown. 

I knew already from my little bit of experience in the community that what most 
folks told the homeless people was just, go to the mission a few blocks away. As it turns 
out, the mission was the biggest homeless shelter in the neighborhood and was run by a 
Christian charity.  

So, you could go and get a bed and a meal as long as you attended a bible study 
and went to worship services. That was the cost of admission. The messages folks 
received there often just reinforced what they were already hearing from the churches: 
you’re sinners, and are not yet worthy of unconditional love, or a meal or a bed, or 
mercy or compassion. Those things would be available when you get your lives together, 
when you get saved. That was the message they got. 

John and his friends were not seen – even by the church – as distinct human 
beings, each reflecting an image of God, the image of God each was created in. They 
were just homeless people. They were told they needed to conform to a certain, 
particular set of norms in order to be welcomed and recognized as fully human.  

So, John couldn’t see himself in communion with a God who created him in 
God’s perfect image because he had not seen an image that looked like him nor did the 
church treat him like he was made in the image of a loving God.  

So, what does this have to do with the Trinity, you might wonder? It is Trinity 
Sunday, after all.  

This story about John came to mind for me this past week as I was thinking about 
how to talk about the Trinity; what does the Trinity mean? How do we unwind these 
messages, last week’s gospel on the day of Pentecost and today’s where Jesus is trying to 
explain the interrelationship of these three parts of the Trinity? 

It’s a complicated doctrine, honestly. It’s hard to understand, as least when we 
think about it strictly from a theological perspective. How do we fully understand this 
notion that God is three and one: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit? Or, the language I 
prefer, Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer? How do we understand what it means to be 
made in the image of God when God is one and three? Where am I in that?  

So, I went to a theologian that I love, that changed my whole understanding of a 
whole of things when I was in seminary. His name is Leonardo Boff, a Brazilian 
Liberation Theologian.  



3 
 

Boff explained the Trinity for me in a way that I think we can apply the idea of the 
Trinity in our world. Boff said that “the communion of the Trinity is the perfect example 
for a human community.” In his book, Holy Trinity, Perfect Community, Boff 
emphasizes the triune aspects of the Trinity, rather than its oneness, noting the unity in 
the distinctiveness of each of the three parts of the trinity.  

He writes that, “If God as Trinity is understood as a perfect communion, perfect 
interrelationship, then it is imperative for us to imitate the communion of God the 
Trinity in the world around us.” 

So, when we think of the Trinity in this way, here’s what’s really cool about it: 
each part is absolutely co-equal with the others; there is no hierarchy; none is valued 
more or less than another; none are excluded; none are absorbed into another; there is 
no de-valuing of any one of them; there’s just perfect unity in three distinctive aspects, 
or three distinctive persons. 

Now that’s beautiful! That’s what community should look like!  

So, if we think of that model, of that understanding of what it means to be trinity, 
to be a Triune God, and apply it to our human community, here’s what this could look 
like:  

• Men are not valued more than women or boys more than girls; 

• Straight people are not valued more than people who identify as LGBTQ; 

• White Americans are not valued more than people of any other race or any other 
ethnicity; 

• Young people are not valued more than older people; 

• Christians are not valued more than Muslims or Jews or Hindus or Buddhists 

• Wealthy people are not held up higher than poor people. 

All are of absolute equal standing in the eyes of God, in divine communion with one 
another, each maintaining their distinctiveness. You don’t have to get here, to “my way,” 
before I can love and welcome you.   

To paraphrase Richard Rohr, “God is revealing God’s self through every single 
creature and we are all in divine relationship with one another.” He calls this ‘radical 
unity.’ 

Close your eyes and imagine that world for just a minute. Imagine radical unity.  

A world where instead of seeking to make everybody conform to our ways, we 
actually welcome each person’s distinctiveness and diversity. 

Instead of a melting pot, where we’re all supposed to get in and blend into one same 
thing, what about a mosaic? What if we think of our families and our communities, our 
nation and our world as a mosaic, each of us distinctly different and absolutely 
necessary, exactly as we are to complete the picture of God’s creative work on earth.  

If we look at our churches, communities and our nation and emphasize the unity 
in our distinctiveness – like in a mosaic – instead of using those things to divide us, 
telling others you can become one of my tribe, my group, when you become like us; 
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instead you engage others exactly as they are and they engage you exactly as you are. 
That’s kind of mind-blowing.  

God creating everything from the divine communion and inviting each one of us 
to have communion with God and with others, exactly as we are.  

Thinking of the trinity this way: placing our emphasis not on the Oneness of God 
but, rather, on the unity inherent in the Threeness of God, in that perfect unity, I believe 
we begin to see the possibilities for healing in our world.   

I spent a lot of time that summer in Grand Rapids with John and many others 
like him, who had never seen themselves in God’s ongoing story of creation, because 
they never measured up to what somebody else was asking them to be or to do. 

 They had never been told that they bore the image of God in them exactly as they 
were at that moment in their life, that they were beloved children of God. Thankfully, 
the caseworkers at the organization I worked with offered them this vision of God and of 
themselves, treating each of them with the dignity and respect and honor they deserved, 
recognizing their unique and distinctive experiences. And it was beautiful and it 
changed me.  

If we were to understand and live in this way of radical unity, recognizing and 
welcoming in each other our God-given distinctiveness, we would see then that there is 
no possibility for oppression, there’s no possibility for de-humanizing of another, no 
valuing of one person over any other, because that is contrary to God, to God’s own 
being and to who God made us to be.  

Imagine if we leave here today and go into the world, in the name of the triune 
God, carrying God’s image with us, as we create, as we redeem, and as we sustain God’s 
work in this world. Imagine.  Amen. 


