
Well, I’m sure I’ve said a lot of stupid things in my time – and certain 

that my wife would agree with that – but last week I said possibly the 

most moronic thing that I – or anyone – has ever said…  

So, I was meeting with the Wye churchwardens in the vicarage 

garden – which, fortunately, is large enough to make social distancing 

very easy – and we were discussing how we’re going to manage 

things when we’re allowed back into the building – because the word 

on the street was that that churches might re-open for private prayer 

by mid-June with public worship possibly resuming some time in 

July. Well, the government confirmed the first bit last night and we 

should have more detail on that this week but it means we were ahead 

of the game. Rose has already started cleaning Wye church and the 

Wye wardens and I have started thinking about we can safely resume 

services whenever we’re allowed to which, as I say, might only be a 

few weeks away – although don’t panic: this virtual church will 

continue even when we do. We’ll be streaming services from the 

building. But obviously, the trickiest issue that we had to consider 

was how to keep people the required two metres apart. So I said 

‘Well, clearly we can only have two maybe three people per pew and 

we’ll also have to seat people in alternate pews and have an empty 

pew between each full one…’ 

At which point, David Ross, who has recently returned as 

churchwarden at Wye (which we’re all very pleased about) said, in 

his very gentle way, which has no doubt served him well in his career 



as a barrister ‘But, Ravi, if you remember, the new pews are 

movable… so we don’t need to leave any empty, we can just position 

them so that there’s 2 metres between them…’  

Well, I’d love to say that it was early in the morning and I hadn’t had 

my first cup of coffee but this was 2 o clock in the afternoon! I don’t 

know what I was thinking. You know, I’d joked, when the new pews 

first arrived, that since Anglicans never sit in the front row anyway, 

we might as well not have one!  

You get that right? The second row would then become the front row 

and people wouldn’t sit in that either! But that was a joke and, sadly, I 

was being completely serious about leaving some pews empty. And 

how David managed to be so gracious when helping me to see my 

error, I’ll never know…But then he did tell me that he sees his role as 

churchwarden as being to play Sergeant Wilson (John Le Mesurier’s 

character in Dad’s Army) to my Captain Mainwaring, and asking, 

whenever necessary ‘Do you think that’s wise, sir?’ Although 

obviously he doesn’t call me sir! 

But my not-thought-through comment reminded me of possibly my 

favourite joke of all time, from another classic British sitcom, Only 

Fools and Horses; the bit where Trigger the roadsweeper has just won 

an award for long service to the council. And he proudly explains that 

he’s been using the same broom for the whole of the 20 years he’s 

done the job. He says ‘This old broom has had 17 new heads and 14 

new handles in its time…’ ‘Well hang on [his mate says] how can it 



be the same broom then?!’ And Trigger says ‘Well here’s a picture of 

it, what more proof do you need?!’ 

A great joke. But in fact Trigger’s Broom is simply a modern re-

working of an ancient philosophical conundrum called the Ship of 

Theseus that goes all the way back to Heraclitus and Plato in the fifth 

century BCE. So, once you’ve replaced every part on a boat, is it still 

the same boat? Obviously not, you might say. But, if you kept all the 

parts that you’d replaced and then restored and reassembled them, 

which one would be the original boat?! You see, it is a conundrum – 

as is the doctrine of the Trinity which is, kind of, my topic for 

today… 

Because how can God be one but also three persons at the same time? 

That doesn’t really make sense and, to Jews and Moslems, it’s not just 

nonsense, it’s blasphemous nonsense; a clear violation of the 

fundamental idea of monotheism: that God is one.  

It’s true that what Jews call The Shema, the sacred statement in 

Deuteronomy chapter 6 verse 4 that ‘The Lord our God is one’ can 

equally be translated ‘The Lord our God is the only Lord’. So that’s 

entirely compatible with Christian trinitarianism: our God is the only 

one, He just happens to consist of three persons.  

But, as I said, Jews don’t see it like that and nor do Moslems who 

similarly think of themselves as worshippers of the same one God 

who revealed Himself to Moses in our first reading today. And when 

He did, He didn’t say ‘Oh, and by the way, there’s three of us!’  



However, He did say ‘I am what I am’, implying that He can only 

ever be experienced and never understood. So that’s certainly 

compatible with the doctrine of the Trinity and some people suggest 

that the exclusively Christian understanding of God as three in one 

and one in three helps us remember that God is intrinsically beyond 

our understanding where a more singular god might be easier to get 

our heads round – and thus no god at all… 

I don’t know. Perhaps that’s a cop-out and there is also rationality 

behind the idea of the Trinity. The earliest Christians – who were all 

devout Jews, let’s remember – found that they could no longer speak 

of God without mentioning Jesus in the same breath. Take what Saint 

Paul says in first Corinthians chapter 8 verse 6: ‘For us there is one 

God, The Father, from whom are all things and for whom we exist; 

and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things and through 

whom we exist. That’s quite an extraordinary statement. Especially 

when you remember that in the Book of Isaiah (chapter 42 verse 8) 

God says ‘I am the Lord, my glory I give to no other’ and yet Paul, an 

incredibly devout Jew, now seems to think that He does! 

Even more extraordinary to me is that in his letter to the Philippians, 

Paul quotes a poem which scholars think was written just ten to 

fifteen years after the resurrection (so when the Church was still 

entirely Jewish) and which unambiguously inserts Jesus into the holy 

of holies which was previously zealously reserved for God and God 

alone.  



So, in Isaiah 45 verse 22, God repeats that there is no other God but 

Him and then, in verse 23, says ‘To me every knee will bow, every 

tongue shall swear’. Pretty unequivocal. So what are we to make of 

the fact that in Philippians 2, Paul says (or indeed quotes) ‘Therefore 

God… highly exalted him [Jesus] and gave him the name that is 

above every name so that at the name of Jesus every knee should 

bend… and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to 

the glory of God the Father’. That literally puts Jesus on the same 

level as God or, as I said, right there in the Holy of Holies with God. 

So, thinking of our first reading again, it’s as if there was suddenly a 

human being standing in the middle of the burning bush addressing 

Moses and of course the Christian faith can be pretty much summed 

up in something else Saint Paul says in second Corinthians chapter 4 

verse 6: ‘God has shone in our hearts to give the light of the 

knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ’. Or as the 

Eucharistic prayer we use at Christmas puts it, ‘In him we see our 

God made visible and so are caught up in the love of the God we 

cannot see’.  

I love that. Because obviously that’s what really matters: being caught 

up into the mystery of God’s love. And just as Moses couldn’t 

comprehend Him, pin Him down, nor can we; we can only experience 

Him. But it also shows, quite simply, why we need the language of 

Trinity: because, for us, God and Jesus are inseparable and so we 



have to find a vocabulary that does justice to both the oneness of God 

and His multiplicity. 

Now, I’m aware that I haven’t talked about the Holy Spirit yet – 

although I did last week, pointing out that some theologians see the 

Holy Spirit as the feminine aspect of the Godhead. Which I think is 

important. Because as I was explaining to my virtual confirmation 

group last week – all five of whom were women – for me, it’s 

somewhat problematic that we believe that God revealed ‘Himself’ as 

a man. Why not a woman? Or, in this day and age, an entirely gender-

fluid person? Isn’t it a bit of a coincidence that God happened to 

reveal Himself as male in a strongly patriarchal society?  

Well, unlike many of the rhetorical questions that I put to you, I don’t 

have an answer to that one! It’s something I’ve wrestled with on and 

off for many years and will no doubt continue to do so. But this 

Trinity Sunday there are, coincidentally, three things that help me to 

live with that unresolved question: 

One, like the early Jewish Christians, I find that I just can’t separate 

God and Jesus, however problematic that may be for me and so I have 

no choice but to trust in God’s revelation. 

Two, it helps to think of the Holy Spirit as the feminine aspect of God 

and we know from the opening chapter of Genesis that even the 

profoundly-patriarchal Jews of the sixth century BCE were clear that 

all human beings were equally made in God’s image and therefore 



God can’t be gendered any more than She can be white, black or 

brown!  

And three, returning to the burning bush, I don’t have to understand 

God. If Moses couldn’t, why should Ravi Holy?! The genius of the 

story of the Burning Bush is that God revealed Himself as 

unknowable! And the Trinity similarly explains God while raising 

more questions than it answers. And maybe that’s OK? Maybe that’s 

precisely the way that God wants it? And I’m gonna give the last 

word to C.S. Lewis and this is again something I shared with my 

confirmation group the week before. But Lewis said that whenever we 

approach God, we should address Him or Her with the words: ‘Not as 

I think thou art but as thou knowest thyself to be’. [I’ll say that again 

because it’s so profound: we pray to God ‘Not as I think thou art but 

as thou knowest thyself to be’. So let’s do that now…] 

 

 

 


