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It Is All in the Perspective  
 

Sermon by Pastor Paul Olson 
Festival of the Holy Trinity 

June 15-16, 2019 
Psalm 8 

John 16:12-15 
 
In her book Circle of Quiet, Madeleine L’Engle repeats Dorothy Sayers’ story of a 
Japanese man who’s politely listening to a Christian trying to explain the concept of the 
Trinity. The Japanese man is very puzzled. “Honorable Father, very good. Honorable 
Son, very good. Honorable Bird, I do not understand at all.” 
 
L’Engle observes:  
 

Very few of us understand Honorable Bird, except to acknowledge that 
without his power and grace nothing would be written, painted, or 
composed at all. To say anything beyond this about the creative process 
is like pulling all the petals off a flower in order to analyze it, and ending up 
having destroyed the flower. [1] 

 
So writes Madeline L’Engle.  
 
This weekend in our liturgical calendar, we celebrate the Festival of the Holy Trinity. 
This is one of those times when the preacher has to be careful not to pull all the petals 
off the flower while attempting to analyze it. Some things are easier said than done. 
 
After all, this is the only festival day that deals with a doctrine. It’s the only festival day 
that doesn’t celebrate a person—such as St. Matthew or St. Mark—or an event—such 
as Christmas, Easter, or Pentecost—in the whole church year. No wonder preachers so 
often get lost in the weeds on this unique day. This is one of those times that reminds 
us that “some things just have to be believed to be seen.”  
 
But the reality is that the big difference between this Festival and the rest of the year is 
that on this day we focus on God’s being rather than on God’s doing. We focus on who 
God is rather than on what God has done.  
 
So what difference does this teaching make to people who wake up each morning, go to 
work, try to balance their checkbooks and their lives, and take care of home and family? 
A little history may help, for this is no new issue. It has been the source of bitter name 
calling through the ages. It has been said that the devil is in the details, but the fact is 
that truth is frequently found or lost in the details. Everything from baking a cake to 
launching a space shuttle is dependent upon the details.  
 



Even a simple comma can change meanings. You may have heard the story of the 
woman some years ago who came across a masterpiece painting listed for thousands 
of dollars. She immediately sent a telegram (which, if some of you don’t know what that 
is, was a way of sending quick messages prior to email, instant messaging, Facebook, 
Twitter, and all the rest) to her husband, who was on a business trip. She said she loved 
the painting, and it would be a perfect birthday present for her. He wrote out his reply: 
“No, price is too high.”  
 
The clerk at Western Union, however, made one little error. The woman received the 
reply: “No price is too high.” The meaning was reversed for lack of a comma.  
 
Something like that was going on way back 1,694 years ago. Emperor Constantine 
called 317 bishops to settle a question about the divinity of Christ. Was Christ simply 
another good person? Or was Christ co-equal with God? The long and short of the 
Council of Nicaea is that the debate centered on including or leaving out one simple 
letter: the Greek letter iota. One bishop came off as an obnoxious stickler. His name 
was Athanasius, and he said that Christ was of “one substance” with the Father. 
Another group led by a bishop named Arius said that Christ was of “like substance” with 
the Father. Same substance … like substance … who cares?  
 
Athanasius was considered a troublemaker by Constantine and was banished from 
Alexandria—not once, but five times. So did it matter? Well, our ELCA holds to three 
creeds as statements of what we believe: the Apostle’s Creed, the Nicene Creed, and 
the Athanasian Creed. Does it matter?  
 
Actually it does, if it matters to you whether God is a Commander-in-Chief who sits “up 
there” and orders around the troops on earth. It matters if you think of God as a Head 
Coach who, if you don’t play by God’s rules, will bench you. It matters if you think of 
God as a Computer Programmer who boots up the system, types in “run,” and then 
moves on, forgetting about you. It matters if you think of God as a Chief Judge waiting 
to hand out your sentence.  
 
And it matters even more if you think of God as a God of grace and forgiveness and 
compassion and care and faithful presence in your life and in your world. It matters 
depending on what kind of God it is in whom you believe. It matters and makes all the 
difference in the world because it helps to answer the question, “Who is this God we 
have come together to worship?” It is a matter of perspective.  
 
When those foremothers and forefathers in faith gathered now these 59 years ago to 
begin St. Mark’s Lutheran Church, they had to believe in a God who was personal. God 
was not some “First Cause” or some strange cosmic power who cannot be fathomed. 
God is not some empty canvas on which we can paint whatever we want or think God 
may be. As next year in 2020 this congregation celebrates 60 years of mission and 
ministry, we need to consider how St. Mark’s can eloquently and affirmatively proclaim a 
God of grace and goodness.  
 



In any given congregation, as we well know, there are basically three circles of those 
who consider that place to be their church home: an Outer Circle, a Middle Circle, and 
an Inner Circle.  
 
In the Outer Circle are those for whom their faith expression is little more than routine 
actions. It is more of a burden than a blessing. They attend occasionally and drop a few 
dollars in the offering plate. For them, the church is a social club and they pay their 
membership dues. The church is good for socially appropriate events. “Hatch, match, 
and dispatch” is what they think of the church. Their faith life gets left at the door and 
doesn’t go out `to the parking lot. 
 
The Middle Circle includes those who have some kind of religious experience along the 
line. They attend fairly regularly; they are essentially good people. But their faith has 
little joy or power to it. They go through the motions. They sing the hymns and share in 
the worship life but with a rote dryness and repetition. There is something missing. 
They, however, don’t know what it is or where to get it.  
 
The Inner Circle—and this congregation is blessed with many of them—are those for 
whom their faith is a reality and not a ritual. They know what it means to have a 
personal relationship with Christ. They know what it means to respond with joy and 
thanksgiving. This is not an elite group; they are not a bunch of snobs. Rather, they 
know their life has been touched by grace, and they want to share that grace because 
of what God in Christ has done for them. They anticipate worship, not dread it. Sharing 
what God has first given is a no-brainer since God has been so good to them. They 
respond with joy and thanksgiving. Willing hearts and hands define them. They live out 
in their daily and corporate lives what it means to be good stewards of all that God has 
given to them.  
 
These folks also realize that their commitment to their Lord and to their church is not 
based upon a pastor. They realize that, even though a beloved pastor has now retired, 
the mission and ministry of the congregation continues. They know that in the midst of 
the changes of life is the unchangeable love of God that faithfully holds and supports 
and provides and cares for them through all the experiences of their lives. And so they 
carry on, sharing that Great Commission as Jesus has reminded all of us:  
 

Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name 
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to 
obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am with 
you always, to the end of the age. (Matthew 28:19-20) 

 
While God counts and names the trillions of stars, as Psalm 8 reminds us, God goes so 
much farther with each of us. God knows what makes us tick, hears our prayers when 
we cry out, and cares about each one of us.  
 

When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, 
    the moon and the stars that you have established; 



what are human beings that you are mindful of them, 
    mortals that you care for them? 
Yet you have made them a little lower than God,  
    and crowned them with glory and honor. (Psalm 8:3-5) 

 
God knows me better than the IRS and all the telemarketers who have my phone 
number. God knows me more intimately than does my wife, Evelyn. God knows my 
location quicker than the GPS locater on my cell phone. God knows me better than I 
know myself. That promise given by a loving God is given to Eliza Rae and Beatrice 
Bernice, whom we baptize this weekend, as it was given to each of us as well.  
 
For Christians, the heart of the matter is God’s love, which we experience in the miracle 
of human life and fundamentally in Jesus Christ. And it begins not with a rational 
explanation or a theological argument. It begins in silent reverence, in wonder at the 
mystery of the world and our lives in it, in the creative power beyond our ability to 
understand it intellectually and which will not be reduced to creeds or theological 
propositions.  
 
Through the eyes of the world, Jesus’ death was another brutal murder. Through the 
eyes of faith, it was God so loving the world that he gave his only Son.  
 
Through the eyes of the world, Jesus was another religious fanatic. Through the eyes of 
faith, Saul of Tarsus would become the greatest missionary the church has ever known.  
 
Through the eyes of the world, the poor and hungry and sick and imprisoned and 
hurting are nuisances. Through the eyes of faith, they are an opportunity to meet Christ.  
 
Through the eyes of the world, we are too small and powerless to make a difference. 
Through the eyes of faith, we know that when we walk out of here, we do not walk 
alone. We go with each other, and our God goes with us—and that is power.  
 
Through the eyes of the world, you and I are unbelievably insignificant, just one of 7.7 
billion plus. Through the eyes of faith, we are so incredibly important that even the hairs 
on our heads are numbered (Luke 12:7) … a figure that changes by the hour for some 
of us! 
 
With what eyes will you leave this place today?  
 
But before you leave, come to the Table. That will make a difference.  
 
Remember: It is all in the perspective.  
 
__________ 
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Reflection Questions: 
 
 How do you understand God as a Father/Creator, Son/Savior, Spirit/Energizer? 

 Which circle —Outer, Middle or Inner—are you in? 

 What is your perspective of how God is active in your life?  

  
 


