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Dear Friends,

Thank you for wanting
toread and study these
thoughts more
carefully. Please know
that | do not take full
credit for anything that
may be contained
within, because | may
haveread or heard
something at some point
during my pilgrimage
and do not remember
its sour ce and thus,
cannot give the rightful
author his’her credit. |
pray that you will find
inspiration and

encour agement.

Sarah Shelton

B
"\
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2117 University Boulevard
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205-328-0644
FAX 205-328-6060

Worship with us each Sunday
morning a 9 am. and
for Bible study at 10:30 am.

We recently re-organized our garage. | started apile
of coolers, ice chests, and those shiny keep cool bags.
Asthe collection grew, Dan asked why we had so
many. | explained that one was used for drinksto the
ball field, one for bringing groceries home in the hot
summer, and one was for when we bring shrimp back
from the beach. With all seriousness, he looked at me
and said, “I don’t understand why we go to such
trouble to keep the shrimp iced down. Don’t we just
bring them home and throw them into boiling water?’
| pondered his question as | thought about the eggs,
butter, and milk I try to keep cool on the way home
from the grocery store...only to mix them together a
few hourslater and cook them in ahot oven. These
things are a mystery to me.

When it got quiet down below, | met him at the
back door. He began an explanation that might as
well have been in aforeign language as far as| was
concerned. | finally stopped him and asked for a
lay person’s explanation. That was when it sarted.
As heloomed over me with that attitude of “you
stupid girl,” 1 snapped. | stamped my foot, drew
myself up to my fullest height and put my finger in
hisface. | said, “1 may not know one thing about
plumbing, but let metell you, | am smart about
somethings!” Stunned at my response, he stepped
back and said, “I’'m sureyou are” Hegot in his
pick-up truck, and to our astonishment, we never
saw him again!

Now | am confident that | could read a copy of
Plumbing for Dummies and be completely informed
and enlightened. But the truth of the matter is that
thisis knowledge that | neither want nor need. 1I'd
rather the plumbing at my house remain a mystery.
The same istrue regarding athermos. How does
the same material keep cold things cold and hot
thingshot? Or afax, how can the information that |
run through the machinein our office suddenly
appesar in its entirety in your office? I1t'samystery
for which | neither need nor desire an explanation.

Now mystery is quite...wdl, amystery. It seemsto
me that scientists with their well-intentioned
theories and explanations have spent life-times
peeling back the layers of mystery in order to find
out logical explanations for why things are the way
they are.
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home, we were out of it for an entire year. Then, after
finally moving in, we found that the various sub-
contractors were still with us. Thetransition was slow
in coming asto: wasthishouse ours or till theirs? |
did pretty well while we were out of the house. | was
determined not be one of “those women” who
interfered, griped and complained, constantly changed
work orders, or would dissolve into tears when things
didn’t quite go as expected. But once we were back
living in the house, | found that just the appearance of
these workersin my driveway could push every one of
my buttons.

On one particular day, the plumber was back, again, to
fix, again, an ongoing issue in the crawl space. He
had an uncanny knack for speaking down to me. Any
words out of his mouth carried the attitude of “you’re
a stupid girl,” even though he was the one returning to
make arepair for the third time!

accountsin Genesis, | found that | had room for
these scientific theories about the beginning of the
world. However, the professor presented the
information in such away that he allowed for a
primal mover in each proposal. By doing so, he | eft
creation open for mystery, wonder and awe; so that
| could gratefully join the Creator in pronouncing
“it isgood.”

| am just naive enough to be a proponent of
mystery. | like for the presentsto sit under the
Christmas tree so that they invoke wonder about
their contents and even who might have placed
them there.

| enjoy the sensation that comes from studying all
week, experiencing the panic of late Wednesday
night when | feel like | have nothing with which to
construct a sermon and then, by some mystery,
when | sit down to compose the sermon on
Thursday and Friday, words flow from the pen in



my hand.
When | dig, | know that those who practice medicine will want
to know my oxygen levels, the respiration rate and a host of
other pertinent facts. However, my hope is that my family will
not have to be concerned
about these things. Instead,
my desireis for them to

passing from one world to
the next as one of the
greatest mysteries of all. I

| prefer to watch the waves teaChI ng Of Jesus

at the beach and be lost in mystery rather than to consider
gravitational pull and the directions of winds and currents.

| would rather loose myself in the colors of a sunset...the
innocence of a newborn...the playfulness of a puppy...the glory
of magnificent music...the blooming of flowersin my yard...
and the expression of complete acceptance and forgiving grace
on aloved one' s face.

At those moments, | do not need or want an explanation. | want
to experience the mystery of it, or asthe choir sang about it, to
be overcome by the majesty and glory of God.

Now in theliturgical year, today is Trinity Sunday. Thisisthe
only day of the Chrigtian year that is set apart to ponder a
teaching of the church rather than ateaching of Jesus. The
scripture passages, read earlier are carefully chosen to reflect
this Three-in-One doctrine: God as Cresator, Christ as
Redeemer, and Holy Spirit as Sustainer.

Although this mystery of God revealed in three waysis acore
belief of Christianity, many struggle to explain it. Monotheistic
Christians do back flips explaining why such a belief does not
make us polytheists. Water has often been called forth asa
witness. This common earthly element existsasagas, aliquid,
and asolid. Three forms, one substance, get it? (Mary
Anderson, “So Explain It To Me,” www.religion-online.org/
showarticle.asp?itle=587)

Some have chosen a favorite member of the Trinity and have put
all of their theological eggsin this one basket. Some, concerned
that the Trinity expressed as “Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,”
portrays the Godhead as overly male, have worked to change the
language to something like God Unbegotten, God Incarnate, and
God Among Us. Some opt to ignore the Father-Son-Spirit
relationship completely and speak only of the functions of the
three:. Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer. Others are outraged
that we would so casually tinker with the ancient language of
faith and insigt that we continue with the traditional Father, Son
and Holy Spirit. (Anderson)

It isimportant, | think, to understand that these experimentsin
verbiage are the attempts of ordinary men and women, from the
experiences of their own lives, to make sense of and respond to
God' s activity in the world, the event of Jesus Christ, and the
presence of Holy Spirit. It isour way of talking about God and
the ways in which God is made known to us.

One of the greatest theologiansin all of history, St. Augustine,
came to the conclusion that human beings are not capable of
fully understanding the mystery of the Trinity. The story
surrounding his decision goes something likethis: after
spending many deepless nights trying to comprehend the
mystery of the Trinity, St. Augustine was walking along the sea
in an effort to clear hismind. He came upon a young boy
playing on the beach. The boy had dug a holein the sand, and
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was attempting, with a spoon, to fill the hole with water. After
watching the boy for afew minutes, St. Augustine asked,
“Young man, what isit you are trying to accomplish?’ The boy
looked up and responded, “I’'m going to fill thishole with
water.” St
Augustine
laughingly
said, “That is

an
impossible
task.” The
boy stopped,
looked the saint straight in the eye, and replied, “1 have afar
better chance of emptying the oceans of the world into thistiny
hole, than you have of completely understanding the mystery of
the Holy Trinity.” According to the legend, the boy then
vanished, leaving St. Augustine alone on the beach. This great
theologian believed that he had been visited by an angel, and
realized that he had reached the limits of his comprehension of
God. (Tracey Lind, “The Trinity of Love,” Interrupted by God:
Glimpses from the Edge)

Now | would consider signing a petition that says we will just
leave this Trinity stuff in the realm of mystery with no attempt to
giveit logical explanation. Thetruth is, however, that as
believers, a one time or another, we will be approached by
someone, and in a serendipitous moment, be asked, “I
understand that you are a Christian. Can you explain it to me?’
While we might shrug our shouldersand simply say, “It'sa
mystery tome!l” | would not adviseit. What | would encourage
usto do isto invite the seeker to enter into mystery with us.

There are a couple of waysto do this.

One option isto have a variety of scriptures that you can talk
about and explain to theindividual. Growing up a Southern
Baptist, | aways believed thiswas the best way to give a witness
to another person. My Bibles were marked and highlighted so
that | could seamlessly move a seeker from point A to point B
without so much as a stutter in my speech or methodol ogy.

Thiswas fine until 1 was paired with Mr. John Pittman in an
Evangelism Explosion class at Brookwood Baptist. Mr. Fittman
isagreat man of faith. Heisawell-known Christian
businessman in Birmingham, atrustee of Samford University,
and the man from whom we purchased our original building, if |
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Mr. Fittman was busy explaining to I
me why he held firmly to this belief, pl ain it.

| casually asked that if we have the

free will to choose to believe, do we

not also have the free will to dis-believe? He checked the index,
the concordance, and thetable of contents of our materials.
Without “evidence’ to put before me, hefinally said that he just
believed it. | was comfortable allowing him to live with that
mystery, but apparently he was uncomfortable living with mine.
| had a new partner the very next week!



Now | believe that in every circumstance of life, you can learn
something: either how to do it or how not to. That night in
Evangelism Explosion class, | learned that to force an agenda or a
set formula or a procedure above the person seeking answers
about faith just smply does not work. To talk about who God is
and how you have personally experienced the love of Christ and
the times that the Spirit has encouraged you, should be as unique
asyou are. To speak of these things cannot be done in cookie
cutter fashion, but rather, to speak of the things of faith, we must
allow for thefluid nature of relationshipsthat allow for the
individual expressions of personality and experience.

Thisisafter al the essence of the Trinity. God-Christ-Spirit all
in fluid motion...in relationship with one another and desiring
relationship with each of us.

We read the first chapters of Genesis and thereis Spirit blowing
acrossthe waters. Thereis Creator God speaking oceans and
continents and creatures of the sea and land into being with only
aword. The Word that John’sgospel later tells us was made
flesh in Jesus Chrigt. The pinnacle of God’ s activity comes with
the creation of humans. The breath of God fills uswith Spirit
making usin the image of the Divine, for what purpose? ...to be
inrelationship. It isone of Scripture’ s dearest revelations that we
have been created in theimage of God. And this whole idea of
the Trinity vastly deepens our
concept of what it meansto
bear thisimage. For if God is
seen as a zestful, loving, fluid
community, it opens up whole
new vistas asto what being like
God may entail. (Scott Hoezee, \wjith each of us.
“Trinity Sunday, Year A,” pg.

3, The Lectionary Commentary:

Old Testament and Acts, Van Harn, ed.)

| can honestly say that | have never been a part of a community
of faith who understood and lived this concept of Trinity as
relationship until | cameto Baptist Church of the Covenant.
Granted, we may not know some things, but about this we are
realy, realy smart! Fearing that you may have heard me say it
too often, today, with permission, | offer you the words of one of
our own members. Struggling to make faith their own, this
member wrote this week to express appreciation for the ways this
congregation has lived the Trinity to them asrelationship. The
letter, in part, reads:

Dear Pastor Sarah:

...After coming to Birmingham, | devel oped anger towards God,
Christians, the Church, and most of all, the Baptists. Thisanger
melded into apathy and, ultimately, atheism. ... am sureyou
noticed, | stopped attending on a regular basis. | always felt
guilty about that...because | knew that | was willingly walking
away fromtrue kindness.

It has, however, become more and more obviousto me that the
members of BCOC truly care about me. Although I have not
been to church in about a year and a half, | still receive notes of
encouragement, invitations to events, and even hospital visits. |
often feel like | am at the receiving end of a one-way friendship.
For that | am sorry. But | know, at the same time, that you expect
no apology. You and the members of the church you lead have
shown me truly unselfish love and kindness, never expecting a

thing in return. For that | am grateful.

...When | am not there, | miss the uncanny knack that the choir
has for making the hairs on my armstand on end, | missthe
warmness of the people who always remember my name, and |
miss the comforting poetics and insightful ness of your words.
...the kindness does make a difference.

...Through discussion with my friends and the actions of the
people at BCOC, | have gained a greater understanding of
what Christianity truly lookslike. ...while my perception of
“Christians’ might not ever completely heal, my thoughts on
Christianity might. ...Although | know it will take sometime, |
have started to try again.

So thank you. Thank you for showing me what can be done.
Thank you for helping me understand that Christianity is not
just a mystical playground for the weak minded. If itistrue
that God islove...Thank you for showing me the purest form of
God | have ever seen.

Hands and feet, heart and mind, body and spirit...

The celebration of another asachild of God's...

The dance of grace, forgiveness and acceptance...

No explanations! No scientific theory! No dogmatic formulal
Just an invitation to join usin mystery...arelationship that
when God seesiit, gives us a blessing by pronouncing: “And it
isgood. Itisvery, very good.” Amen.

Thisisafter all the essence of the Trinity. God-
Christ-Spirit all in fluid motion...in relation-
ship with one another and desiring relationship



