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Well, I got married last weekend. And it feels pretty good, though I’m still getting used to the word husband. Josh 
and I had a small ceremony in my parents’ picturesque backyard surrounded by my family and my favorite plants — 
bleeding heart, forget-me-nots, roses, with some poet’s laurel in my hair. Josh and I were quiet about it all and there 
were but five people there to witness what was a private, emotional moment. It feels true to me what the poet 
Wendell Berry says… that marriage is a “choice [that] does not present itself  in any way that we may safely take less 
than seriously.” And while I do feel delirious joy and relief  and supremely good luck, I also feel a real gravity, if  not 
a solemnity. These vows are the most serious and the most profound I have ever made.  

A lot of  my women friends have a hard time believing that I truly never wanted a wedding; even as a little girl 
nothing about such an event appealed to me. And as I told Josh, it’s the marriage I’m interested in, not the wedding. 
The life, not the day. After all, a vow is a vow is a vow— wherever we are, whoever is watching, with or without a 
lot of  fanfare.  

So it was with neither pomp nor circumstance that we said I do and while nothing feels all that different, I know our 
surface identities have changed. Leading up to the ceremony and in the days since, I have been thinking a lot about 
what it means to say I have a husband. Or that I am a wife. What does this mean about who I am? What’s different 
and what’s unchanged? I don’t feel any more committed than I did a week ago, or a month ago, or even a year ago. I 
think I felt married to him even before I was married to him, in all the best ways. I know that what I have formally 
committed to is as much about what I already know— a life we are already making— as it is a commitment to all 
that I do yet know. He is the same man I have long loved just as I am the same me, with the same questions, and the 
same anxieties. The different name we call one another—husband, wife—does not change who we actually are, does 
not change the essence of  him, or of  me, any more than being named Allison or Josh has anything to do with the 
nature of  the soul. 

Coincidentally, or not, in thinking about this, I realized that Trinity Sunday—today, the day we more officially 
recognize the three-fold Godness of  God as father, son, and holy spirit—Trinity Sunday is for me all wrapped up in 
these same questions about identity and naming, recognition, private relationship, how to call God God. We have 
created a way—this Trinitarian doctrine—that tries to contain what is actually too vast to be contained, that 
attempts to formalize what is finally formless. 

The Trinity — Father, Son, Holy Spirit— is a way of  naming God. We say that God exists as three persons/ three 
elements/ but as one single, divine nature. And that no one of  the three is more powerful or more active or more 
correct than the other and each is understood to have the identical essence, the identical nature of  God. Which is to 
say that whether we pray privately to God the Father or to God the Son or to God the Holy Spirit, we are always, in 
essence, praying to God, by whatever name. What I have come to understand is that though Trinity means three, 
today is really about the oneness of  God. It’s as much Trinity as it is Unity Sunday. To somehow formalize the 
mystery of  God into doctrine is of  course an incomplete and ultimately self-defeating exercise.  

For me, it is Shakespeare who explains it best. In Romeo and Juliet, it is Juliet who says, “What’s in a name? That 
which we call a rose / by any other name would smell as sweet” to argue her case that it does not matter that 
Romeo is of  the rival name Montague. What matters, of  course, is what something is, not what something is called. 

You see, in many ways, it is how I feel about commitment and marriage. I like the feel of  being married — but the 
true heart of  me is no more committed this week than it was last week, six weeks ago, many months ago when we 
first decided to marry in the first place. It is about essence more than it is about language, about feeling more than it 
is naming. Josh and I have formalized a commitment already in the making, made public and official something 
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quite private — and now we know it by a different name. Ultimately I am back to the beginning of  what I suppose 
is my life’s work in words, which is accepting that language—for all its nuance and precision and beauty and 
usefulness and utility and for all the ways we will try and try again to get it right, language fails us. For our most 
profound experiences in life, there are no words to do them justice.  

My experience of  God, not unlike my experience of  love, is often unspeakable and yet I feel—as many do, I’m sure
— compelled to say something. We all use language even when talking about things that are beyond the limits of 
language. Finding the right words, naming things, using our vocabulary, is all a kind of  romance, an art, of  endless 
interest and of  tremendous value, but it is not of  essence. There are, simply put, times we cannot say what we mean 
and in the words of  one of  my first poetry teachers, “the pen hand will never know the soul.” 

Most of  you might have heard of  the artist Frida Kahlo— the famous Mexican painter who died young, only 47 
years old— in 1954. Her marriage to Diego Rivera, her mentor and a man whose work she had long admired, 
became one of  the art world’s most tumultuous relationships. Passionate but explosive. There are records of  their 
love letters— they rival some of  the most intense and most beautiful you will ever read. And in thinking about this 
Sunday, giddy and newly-wedded and asked to speak about the Trinity, about speaking the ineffable and explaining 
what cannot be fully understood, I was reminded of  these letters.  

In one she writes to Diego, the beloved— “I’d like to paint you, but there are no colors” And then, she says, “You 
are all the combinations of  numbers.” 

“You are here,” she says, “intangible and you are all the universe…”  

“…the thirst of  many years restrained [like] chained words which we could not say except on the lips of  dreams.” 

I used to talk about her letters with my literature students as an illustration of  the possibility of  language and also 
of  its inevitable failure—though Frida Kahlo feels love, she cannot explain love. (What I couldn’t have realized at the 
time was by teaching language I was unknowingly preparing a layman’s sermon on the Trinity.)  

My students and I used to talk about how many love songs there were, how many heart break songs, how many 
prayers, how many poems, I would ask them, did they think were either about love or about the loss of  love. Too 
many, they probably said (not) under their breaths. But my point was that if  we had found a way to talk about love, 
or to talk about God for that matter, if  we had found a way to say it right, or say it precisely, or formalize it in a way 
that felt complete and true, then we could stop. There would be no need for new music any longer, or for more 
poetry, or for prayer, or question-asking, or for desire. We’d be satisfied because what we felt would be exactly what 
we said. But this is not the nature of  human beings and it is the exercise, the attempt over and over, that keeps us 
both cheerful and persistent in our work. 

One of  my favorite passages from Frida Kahlo’s letters goes like this: “Is it possible to invent verbs? I want to tell 
you one: I sky you. My enormous wings extend wide to love you without limits. …Within your extraordinary world 
all I can offer is this truth…”  
“You rain on me,” she says, and “I sky you.” 

I learned from a brilliant poet and teacher of  mine that when we address the lower-case beloved, the human 
beloved, we cannot help but invoke the upper-case Beloved, the divine Beloved. To speak of  love at all, she says, is 
to speak of  God. And when those verses from the first chapter of  John were read last Saturday at our little 
backyard ceremony, “Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love” I felt exactly a union 
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between the beloved and the Beloved. In one breath there was only one love. And still the word love is not enough. 
Sky might get closer, but even that, even Frida and Diego, fall short. 
  
Maybe this all feels far away from the Trinitarian doctrine, far from the Gospel reading appointed for today—the 
Great Commission that we go out and baptize the whole world in the name of  God. But the real lesson for me in 
all of  this, the real gift is that it leads me to a study in essence, not in language.   A student who cannot distinguish 
the Petrarchan from the Elizabethan sonnet, or the sestina from the villanelle from the limerick, can still experience 
pleasure in poetry, just as a person who cannot name the flowers in the garden, can still know the beauty of  its 
blooms. A person who cannot identify birds at the feeder still delight in being visited by them. And a person who 
cannot read music or play an instrument or understand the words being sung, still knows when they are listening to 
something transcendent. A vow is a vow is a vow. And love is love is love. To gain fruitful vocabulary and precision 
of  knowledge are interesting and enriching tasks for us but they are not essential to feeling. The Trinitarian doctrine, 
for me, is interesting, but not essential. To know about God is not the same as knowing God, and anyway God is not 
a place to fight language, but a place to rest. 

Whether I pray to God the father or God the son or God the holy spirit, I am praying to God — sometimes my 
prayer is for better words or more words to say what I wish to say. Especially now, newly married, a little fearful, very 
grateful, I trust that God loves me as God loves each person universally—whatever their vocabularies—and by 
whatever name they call God. God loves us now as intensely as he did when we were in the womb and in our 
speechless infancy. 

God is a God of  gifts—unexpected gifts, sky, love, gifts beyond words, or by whatever name we call them. 
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