I want to show you something.   This carving is from Cameroon, in West Africa.  Friends went there and brought it back for me.  It is carved from one piece of wood, but as you can see it now looks like three apparently separate figures.  The three are linked; they can’t be separated.  You can move one around a bit, but you can’t detach it from the others.
Now, they make these figures in different numbers, but I think this one is best.  Three is a mystical number in Christian tradition.  Three is the distinctive number of Christianity.  Today, Trinity Sunday, we pause to consider the meaning of the Trinity.  
I have to let you in on a secret.  Most clergy hate to preach on Trinity Sunday.  Senior clergy pass off Trinity Sunday to seminarians or junior priests if they can.  The doctrine of the Trinity seems so abstract and remote from our lives.  But really it’s not.  
It’s true that the idea of the Trinity grew out of theological debates in the first four centuries of the Church.  Jesus did not talk about the Trinity.  Paul did not make belief in the Trinity a cornerstone of membership in his churches.  But something was there from the beginning.  We know from the Gospels that the earliest disciples went out and baptized in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  They didn’t have a full-blown theological treatise to nail to the church door – well, they didn’t even have a church door yet – but they had an intuition about how Jesus related to the Hebrew God, and how the two of them related to the Church in the world.  That intuition is central to what we as Christians say and do now.

Look at the carving.  Three faces.  Each moves a bit, as though it’s separate, but it’s really limited by the others.  In order to move any distance, it has to take the others with it.  In fact, it isn’t separate at all.  It’s separate like your face is separate from your arm.  We call them different names, they have distinct systems within them, but really they are part of a larger whole.
The Trinity is like this.  Three faces.  Three ways of acting in the world.  But these three are in fact aspects of one greater reality.  You can not have the Holy Spirit without the Creator.  You cannot have the Son without the Father.  But more: you can’t have the Creator without the Spirit.  There’s no such thing as a source without an emission of something.  Otherwise, it wouldn’t be a source.  Every source is a source of something.  God the Creator is the source of all.  There’s no Son without Parent.  The three faces need each other to be what they are.

This is important for us.  It’s not important just for academics.  It’s important for us.  The relationships within the Trinity show us about the truth of our lives.  For we too are faces of one God.  We too are connected, as surely as these three carved figures are connected.  The doctrine of the Trinity is the Church’s answer to the rampant individualism of our culture.
Think about what would happen if we cut one of those figures out of the block.  It would look like itself.  Its ends would be blunt, but it would look intact.  But the whole block would fall apart now.  You could cut off another figure.  You could slice each one so that each one lies there on its own.  But when you do, you end the mystery and the delight of that threefold movement.

The three figures together balance.  They can stand together, and they can hold a dish.  In fact they do.  But when the connection is broken, they are just three figures.  None of them can stand alone.

This is our situation as well.  We hear about self-made people, about the virtues of self-reliance and pulling yourself up by your bootstraps.  Usually, those self-made people have forgotten all the people who opened doors for them, who shared something, who mentored them.  They remember their own hard work, but they lose track of who sacrificed for them.  They may forget that they had educational advantages or other privileges that others lack.  Few of us are as self-made as we think.  We learn how to live in the world from other people.  

But there’s more to our interdependence than learning.   We are born through the life of another.  We owe our existence to others.  We were fed and clothed by others.  We were educated long before we could pay our way.  Other people made down payments on our lives.

The myth of individualism tells us that we will be stronger and happier if we remain separate and “look out for number one.”  But experience, and now social science research, tells us that is not true.  Left alone, we’re like those figures when they’re cut.  We look intact, but we can’t do much.  That’s one reason people come to church.  Somehow we know we need one another in order to be truly human, to be what God calls us to be.  We need others to encourage us and cheer us, but we also need others to tell us the truth in love, to “admonish us in all wisdom,” as Paul put it.  We need to be vulnerable enough to learn.

In South Africa, there is a word that expresses this truth of the Trinity and of our nature.  That word is “ubuntu.”  It means roughly, “I am because we are.”  I am here because others supported me and guided me.  
I am an Episcopalian because of the family I was raised in and the lessons I learned.  
I am an American because my grandparents snuck over the border from Canada on their way from Latvia, and because my distant ancestors floated across with Peter Stuyvesant.  
I am from an alcoholic family, and that has shaped me in ways I might not have chosen but that are indelible parts of my personal fabric.  I am because they were.   Ubuntu.

I am now because others are with me.  I am a priest because a bishop, and a diocese, believed in me.  I got there with a community that let me take time to go to seminary.  I’m living my priesthood with you.  Ubuntu.
Who has made you who you are?  Who makes you who you are now?  Even the people who drive you crazy are part of your ubuntu truth.  Our networks of obligation and care are not just jobs or functions or chores.  They make us who we are.  Without them, we are not free; we are weak.  We fall down.  
When we really recognize that our common life depends on one another, when we really know that our common life is inseparable from our individual existence, then we really must rejoice in others.  Even the annoying ones are God’s beloved.  

This means that mutual responsibility and stewardship for creation are not optional.  It means that paying our taxes, hard as it is, is not to be escaped.  It means that ensuring that our neighbors have enough food is not just nice.  It means that decent housing and education for other people’s children are essential for our own flourishing.  It means that the environment is not just that, an environment around us, but moves through us and in us as well.  We eat and drink the results of our actions.  It means that we cannot just blame BP for the oil spill when we continue to drive alone and demand instant access to everything.  Ubuntu.  Every choice I make has implications for others.  Every choice you make affects me, in infinitesimal ways.  Ubuntu.
In the end, we remember the Trinity best not by reading treatises.  Reading and saying prayers may help, but we best honor the Trinity by living as the Three in One live – enjoying one another, delighting in one another, but continually moving out into the world and returning for renewal.  Our lives are to be lived in that cycle of mission and return.  We are sent out in the strength of the Spirit, blessed by the Son and made by the Creator.  We share our spirit, and then we return to be renewed.   God created us.  Jesus redeemed us.  The Spirit renews us.  These happen over and over.  We are not alone.  We don’t have to do everything.  We just have to do our part, and let God do God’s part.  Enjoy the dance.
Give thanks for the abundant blessing of the Trinity.  Amen.
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