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Here we are!  We’re at a huge turning point in the life of St. John’s.  And you might add, “Again.”  
But there are several things happening at this crossroads.  The biggest and most obvious is that 
Mark Nelson, Music Director, is retiring as of today, after serving the church for 21 years.  This is 
HUGE.  He has been such a constant presence, a creative force, and a relationship-builder for St. 
John’s.  In the celebration following the service, we’ll get to hear from others about the many ways 
he has touched lives and spread faith in his time here.   
 
I am sure I am not alone in having mixed emotions about your retirement, Mark.  On the one hand 
I feel, “Of course you’re ready, and you deserve to rest and reenergize in retirement, especially 
after the great effort you exerted to keep the church going and to support worship and music 
during the pandemic and after Bret left.” And I am full of gratitude for all the ways you have 
served and been there for me over the last 9½ months.  But I also have all these other emotions, 
like feeling sad and disappointed and having my inner child jump up and down in a tantrum, 
saying, “I want you to stay and You can’t leave me!!”  But you can.  And we’ll be OK.  We’ll cope.  
But you will be leaving a very large Mark-shaped hole behind that no one can fill.  Nor should they.   
 
 That’s the biggest transition we’re facing.  But there are others.  We recently put together a 
“visioning task force,” to do some dreaming and thinking outside the box about how St. John’s 
could be different in the future.  And we applied for and were accepted into a program through 
the BTS Center in Maine called “Fostering Imagination: Building the Resilient Church.”  It starts this 
week on Tuesday, and consists of twice-monthly Zoom meetings with 5 other churches, some 
dreaming in the church, and some experiments in the community.  I’m sure we have no idea what 
we’ve gotten ourselves into, but I expect it will be interesting, challenging, and, I hope, FUN!  It’s a 
new adventure that will run alongside the Search Committee’s work to prepare and post a profile 
and start interviewing rector candidates.  So the movement in the search committee combined 
with starting the Imagination program is another big shift. 
 
The third transition point has to do with me.  It’s not a big thing, but I hope it will affect all of us 
positively.  Several weeks ago, I claimed ten days of COVID respite time, because I was aware of 
how drained I had become in energy and spiritual vitality.  Now, my exhaustion was not just 
because of St. John’s; I have some large transitions going on in my family too.  But my work here 
during rector transition and music minister transition and pandemic, etc etc etc has taken a toll on 
me, as it has on many.  So in my respite time, I had 4 days of family stuff and then I came down 
with COVID, and ended up taking a full two weeks off.  And while I was flat on my back in bed for 
days, I did some praying and soul-searching and reading.  And I realized, I need to work differently.  
WE need to work differently.  We need to BE different. Because while COVID may ease up or just 
become background noise, like the annual flu, life is never going to stop being full of upheaval.  All 
the time.  Climate disasters and political animosity and gun violence and fear and calls for racial 
justice and gender equity and LGBTQ rights and backlash are going to be with us for a long time.  
So how can we BE and WORK in this climate of upheaval so that we don’t burn out or despair or go 
off the deep end?  How can we live sustainably?  I intend to explore this and invite you into the 
exploration as well. 



 
Turning points: Mark’s retirement, the new Imagination program as the search process gains 
momentum, and the question of how I and we can work and be in relationship in a sustainable and 
supportive way. 
 
What we want and crave is stability and easy answers, maybe a path forward in black and white.  
What we get is a community, and constant change, and a whole lot of uncertainty and grey areas. 
 
So God, help us out here!  Today is Trinity Sunday, the only church holiday dedicated to a 
theological concept.  God the three in One and One in three, an idea that makes our heads hurt.  
But this year, I see the Trinity differently from the classic “Father, Son and Holy Spirit.”  I see that 
God is a community; they are non-binary, and they are all about movement and change.  This may 
not be the comforting message we hoped for, but I think it can speak to us.   
 
First of all, God is a community.  God is not a pair, which is kind of closed and stable and has been 
our White western ideal relationship model; rather God is a trio.  Three persons is a more open, 
dynamic system. —it’s a circle, not a line.  When we speak of God, the preferred pronouns should 
be “they and them.” 
 
Secondly, God is non-binary.  White culture has invested heavily in binary thinking:  good/bad, 
male/female, black/white, straight/gay, either/or, etc. etc.  Or really, male/bad, white/bad, 
straight/bad and so on.  But life is not binary: Civil Rights, women’s rights, disability and LGBTQ 
rights activists have been trying to break down these binary thinking barriers to allow for the full 
inclusion of all people in all our glorious non-binary diversity.  Men can be nurses and care-givers; 
women can fly planes and create video games; we’re all somewhat abled and somewhat not; 
sexuality and gender exist along a spectrum, and in fact indigenous cultures recognize and 
celebrate “Two-spirit people” as having special powers. Race is not black and white; the reality is 
that we can’t actually tell who is “black,” “white,” “Hispanic,” “Asian” by looking at them.  
 
And God is not binary.  Church talk genders God as male/Father, male/Son, and often male/Holy 
Spirit.  But think of all the images of God in the Bible:  Creator, fire, smoke, thunder, a smoking 
pot, an angel, a group of people, a still small voice.  Most of those are not gendered.  And 
“Creator”?  Which gender is most often associated with the most powerful creative act known to 
humans?  Is it not women, who gestate, nurture and give birth to children?  
 
The second person of the Trinity is described as Word, as Christ (anointed one) and as Jesus.  Jesus 
presented as male, but spent his ministry breaking cultural barriers; he didn’t marry and he loved, 
*shock* men AND women!  Yes!  He healed rich people and poor people, men and women, the 
outcast and powerful, the short and the tall.  He never adhered to binary thinking. 
 
And the Spirit?  Images of dove, fire, wind—not usually a person, but in many languages referred 
to with the feminine article.  And yes, I love the current setting of the Creed with “Holy Spirit, she.” 
 
All of these aspects of God, in addition to being non-binary, also embody change and fluidity.  
We’ve been brainwashed into thinking of God as some massive stationary being who never 
changes, but is that really true?  I think the ESSENCE of God—love, justice, life—that core is 
constant.   



But the way we experience God?  It’s all about change.  The Creator or Procreator—the God who 
creates, gives life, who is the parent of Jesus Christ—that God creates change.  Life is change and 
growth, constantly.  Look at plants, trees, animals, stars.  Stagnation and stasis are death.  Jesus 
was all about changing lives—healing, teaching, forgiving, challenging; and his own life 
demonstrated change through dying, death, resurrection and ascension.  Finally the very nature of 
the Spirit is fluidity—wind, fire, birds, speech, new understanding, empowerment, becoming 
community.  Getting us to move, heal, speak up, have faith. 
 
So if we claim that God is community—a group in constant dynamic relationship; that God 
encompasses all ranges of being, gender, sexuality, ability; that God nurtures and supports change 
and life—what does that say to us?  What message does that give to us, a community in the midst 
of upheaval and change in the midst of a society and world in the midst of upheaval and change? 
 
I think we are given an invitation to become more like God.  That means we emphasize community 
over individual.  We learn to seek and value all the gifts that different people bring.  We don’t look 
for the rector or priest to solve it all, or this or that person to carry the church.  We seek the 
wisdom of the body, and trust that over time, truth and purpose will be revealed.  We leave 
behind either/or thinking, and keep attuned to seeing “a new third way.”   We embrace not-
knowing, a lack of certainly, fluidity and creativity—holding onto the core of God, love and life and 
compassion—while being open to whatever comes next 
 
Turning points and transitions are difficult.  They are also exciting, scary, full of possibility.  They 
are exactly where God dwells.  So Mark, thank you and go in peace.  May the God of community 
and wholeness and movement be with you and bless you in your new life, and may they be with 
and bless us as well.  Let us pray.  Amen.  
 


