
 1 

Trinity Sunday—Year A 
Genesis 1:1-2:4a 
Psalm 108 
II Corinthians 13:11-13 
Matthew 28:16-20 
 
Oh, there’s so much swirling in our heads and hearts this week, and so much in these texts. I want 
to pull back a step and come at this from a different direction as we keep unpacking deeper layers. 
We’ve got to get to the roots if we are to understand this current moment, and we have to begin 
with unpacking our tradition and history. 
 
We start with the Genesis 1 passage today. It is such a beautiful accounting of the story of 
creation. I have always loved how it all begins with a formless void and the  ַרּוח (ruach) of God, 
the breath of God, hovering, softening, relaxing, with tender love, over the face of the deep 
and speaking that beautiful, ְיִהי, “Let there be…” And step by step, God speaks this wondrous 
creation into being, all with breath and the energy of allowing. Beautiful, exquisite diversity 
unfolds. Over and over, we hear “of every kind…” Plants of every kind, trees of every kind, 
every winged bird of every kind, living creatures of every kind: cattle and creeping things and 
wild animals of every kind. Beautiful, exquisite diversity of every kind.  
 
Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness…” So God 
created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he 
created them. Even in the creation of humankind, it’s an “our” endeavor, a communal 
endeavor. And there is an equality of male and female with both being made in God’s image 
according to God’s likeness. No hierarchy here of male over female. 
 
But in the very same breath, the text says this: God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be 
fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the 
sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth.”  
 
Rrrrp, goes the needle across the record.  
 
“Fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over every living thing that moves upon the 
earth…” THERE IT IS, subdue and have dominion. I looked up the Hebrew for subdue and 
have dominion because surely the root words could us in a different direction. Nope. The root 
for subdue is ָּכַבׁש (kabash) which means “to subject, subdue, force, keep under, bring into 
bondage.” And the root for have dominion is ָרָדה (radah) meaning “to rule, have dominion, 
dominate, tread down, subjugate.” Awesome. Great. PEOPLE OF FAITH, THIS IS A 
PROBLEM. We aren’t even out of the story of creation before we have people dominating every 
living thing. 
 
Fast forward to the gospel for today and the end of Matthew 28. The eleven disciples are in 
Galilee on the mountain to which Jesus had directed them. Jesus meets them there. When they 
saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted. And Jesus came and said to them, “All 
authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 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.”  
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There is beautiful stuff in this passage. Jesus claiming that all authority is his—and this 
authority, this ἐξουσία (exousia) is a power filled with choice and liberty. All of our authority 
is second, always, to his. Jesus issues a call to go out, and make disciples, to go out and help 
people learn how to walk in his way—we disciples are students helping other students, we are 
all learners, we are those with a beginner’s mind, as Richard Rohr calls it. And I have never 
felt more like a beginner than I have these last few weeks.  
 
Then, there’s Jesus’ call to baptize these disciples and imprint upon them the essence of the 
Trinity (I’ll come back to that), teaching them, not to “obey” as the English translates it, but “to 
attend to carefully, to take care of everything” that he has commanded his disciples. And, 
since this is Matthew’s gospel, his commands are anchored in chapters 5-8, The Sermon on 
the Mount—the beatitudes and loving your enemy and nonviolence and all that really hard 
ethic that Jesus commands us to live. And Jesus leaves us with words that are balm to our 
weary souls, “Remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” Beautiful stuff.  
 
And stuff that has gone so far awry. Remember, that domination bit from our beginning creation 
story. Well, when Constantine makes Christianity the religion of the empire, the call to go 
and help people learn Jesus’ way gets turned on its head becoming a call to conquer in the 
name of Christ, and you get things like the Crusades and killing in the name of Christ. How 
can an empire who conquers by force possibly hear Jesus’ message of radical love and 
nonviolence attested to in Matthew 5? 
 
Fast forward to May 4, 1493, the year after Columbus landed on the Caribbean Islands, and 
the Papal Bull of Pope Alexander VI which made a bold declaration that haunts us still. Stay 
with me for little detour into history, but this is really important for us to understand. In this 
Papal Bull, the Pope calls those would embark on these missions of “discovery” to “bring 
under your sway the said mainlands and islands with their residents and inhabitants and to 
bring them to the Catholic faith.”  
 
The Pope writes: And in order that you may enter upon so great an undertaking with greater 
readiness and heartiness endowed with benefit of our apostolic favor, we, of our own accord, not 
at your instance nor the request of anyone else in your regard, but out of our own sole largess 
and certain knowledge and out of the fullness of our apostolic power, by the authority of 
Almighty God conferred upon us in blessed Peter and of the vicarship of Jesus Christ, which we 
hold on earth, do by tenor of these presents, should any of said islands have been found by your 
envoys and captains, give, grant, and assign to you and your heirs and successors, kings of 
Castile and Leon, forever, together with all their dominions, cities, camps, places, and villages, 
and all rights, jurisdictions, and appurtenances, all islands and mainlands found and to be 
found, discovered and to be discovered towards the west and south, by drawing and establishing 
a line from the Arctic pole, namely the north, to the Antarctic pole, namely the south, no matter 
whether the said mainlands and islands are found and to be found in the direction of India or 
towards any other quarter, the said line to be distant one hundred leagues towards the west and 
south from any of the islands commonly known as the Azores and Cape Verde. That’s right about 
where tropical storms form coming off the African coast—and it’s about 2,400 miles off our east 
coast. 
 
This is such loaded language with the full authority of God conferred on the Pope and the 
claim of apostolic power and the authority of Jesus himself proclaimed with such certainty! 
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And this is known as the DOCTRINE OF DISCOVERY, and in 1823, in a case before the U.S. 
Supreme Court, Chief Justice John Marshall, writing for the unanimous opinion of the Court, 
draws on this DOCTRINE OF DISCOVERY stating, “On the discovery of this immense 
continent, the great nations of Europe were eager to appropriate to themselves so much of it as 
they could respectively acquire. Its vast extent offered an ample field to the ambition and 
enterprise of all, and the character and religion of its inhabitants (that would be the indigenous 
peoples) afforded an apology (that is, a defense) for considering them as a people over whom 
the superior genius of Europe might claim an ascendency. The potentates (rulers) of the old 
world found no difficulty in convincing themselves that they made ample compensation to the 
inhabitants of the new by bestowing on them civilization and Christianity in exchange for 
unlimited independence.” Marshall goes on to argue that “a principle was necessary to settle 
who had the right of acquisition” amongst the European governments, and he notes that the 
principle they settled upon “gave to the nation making the discovery the sole right of acquiring 
the soil from the natives and establishing settlements upon it.” 
 
ALL OF THIS is why public theologian Brian McLaren challenged us on a call this past 
Tuesday night to remember that, in this present moment, we aren’t just dealing with white 
supremacy, but we are dealing with white Christian supremacy. 
 
So, what do we do with all of this? What are we to make of the fact that the roots of domination 
are all entwined and interwoven with the good and beautiful and powerful roots of our faith? 
 
I want to circle back to all the domination language in Genesis 1. When we hit something in 
scripture that doesn’t square with who we know Jesus to be, we’ve got to dig deeper. And I 
simply can’t square any notion of domination with anything that I have learned about Jesus’ 
life, his teaching, or his path, and I certainly can’t square any sense of domination with the 
Lord we see who “stretched out [his] arms of love on the hard wood of the cross that everyone 
might come within the reach of [his] saving embrace” as the Collect from Morning Prayer 
prays.   
 
So, I wondered, who wrote Genesis 1 and when? We’ve long known there are several authors at 
work in Genesis and throughout the first five books of the bible. The writer of Genesis 1 is 
thought to be a member of the Zadokite priestly class writing during or just after the 
Babylonian exile. This priestly class was the power priesthood and served in the Temple in 
Jerusalem. At the time of the exile, the priests of Zadok’s line were taken to Babylon while the 
poorer and more marginalized Levitical priesthood stayed behind, and when the Zadokite 
priesthood returned after exile, there was a great deal of conflict as they tried to reassert power 
and dominance over the Levitical priesthood. 
 
I don’t believe the dominance we find in Genesis 1 is what God had in mind for God’s 
wonderfully diverse creation;  it sounds a whole lot more like echoes of a priestly class who had 
lost power and dominance in exile and would seek to reassert it upon return. The scriptures 
are ALWAYS a mixture of divine inspiration and divinely inspired human wisdom and flat 
out human sin because God is always co-creating with us limited, fallible, beautiful, complex 
mixed-motive human beings. 
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The interpretative lens for those of Christian faith is ALWAYS the person of Jesus. If something 
doesn’t square with HIM and HIS LIFE, you can bet that it’s of human making and not of 
God. 
 
Why does all this matter? Because to DISMANTLE RACISM, we have to DISMANTLE ANY 
NOTION that we have a GODGIVEN RIGHT, or worse a GODGIVEN COMMAND, to 
dominate any other person, any other living creature, or creation herself, and we can’t 
DISMANTLE what we don’t know or understand. I know “white supremacy” is loaded 
language, and “white Christian supremacy” more loaded still, and YET, this is exactly where 
empire and power took our faith when they chose the way of domination and left our crucified, 
nonviolent, arms-outstretched Lord behind. 
 
We have to know our history, we have to confess it, and we have to repent of it, IN ORDER TO 
chart a new path forward, with God’s help. 
 
Today is Trinity Sunday, and, as a shorthand for the essential relational nature of God, the 
Trinity can re-root us in an entirely different place. The Trinity is the corrective we need in 
this moment because, at its best, the Trinity reminds us that God in God’s essence has nothing 
to do with domination but has everything to do with absolute mutuality, reciprocity, equality, a 
constant dance of yielding to the other, receiving fully what the other is offering and pouring 
it back out fully toward the other. In baptism, this is what we imprint upon our souls when we 
baptize in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit. We are proclaiming 
boldly, you are woven into a great web of relationship that flows eternally by the power of 
love. 
 
If we are to find our way out of this horrific place we find ourselves in as a nation, and as people 
of Christian faith, it will be in repenting of domination in all its forms from Genesis to 
Constantine to the Doctrine of Discovery to slavery to Jim Crow to the white Christian 
supremacy that is with us still. This is where the rubber meets the road with our baptismal vows—
in “persevering against [this] evil,” we acknowledge all the places where we have “fallen into 
sin;” we “repent,” and we “return to the Lord.”  
 
Today, follow Jesus to the cross and let his love draw you into the heart of the Trinity. 
Discover what it means to live your life from the relational heart of God, from the Divine Heart 
that only knows how to receive love fully and pour out love completely.  
 
Instead of subduing the earth and having dominion over others, may WE be instruments of 
peace and conduits of this love, carrying its power toward every living thing of every beautiful 
kind. Amen. 
 
 
The Rev. Cynthia K. R. Banks  
St. Luke’s Episcopal Church, Boone, NC via zoom 
June 7, 2020 
 


