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Have you seen the television ads for Morgan and Morgan, a law firm in the 
Southeast that advertises itself as the largest personal injury firm with over 
700 lawyers? Don’t even begin to visualize that. But, certainly, if you have 
been injured, you want the biggest.  

Now the technical legal term for the area of law that involves personal 
injury is the law of tort. And in my class in tort law 52 years ago, the first 
case was LeBlanc v. Louisiana Coca-Cola Bottling Company, in which Mrs. 
LeBlanc popped the top off her bottle of Coca-Cola, took a giant swig, and 
then discovered the carcass of a housefly at the bottom of the bottle. Then 
there was the case of the doctor who cut off the wrong leg. You get the 
idea. My tort class was taught by an erudite, eloquent professor with a 
flowing mane of white hair and a name to match: Ferdinand Fairfax Stone.  

Professor Stone typically was like Jesus dealing with Nicodemus: He 
answered questions with questions. “Ah, but, Mr. Popham, what if…” 
Words, I am happy to say, I never heard. Because when I did show up for 
class, I knew how to be invisible, sitting well outside the professor’s line of 
sight and posing an absolutely blank expression. By the way, Mrs. LeBlanc 
had sued for $750 in damages and was awarded $300.00. Where was 
Morgan and Morgan when she needed them? 

But Jesus and Professor Stone employed what we might think of as the 
Socratic method, which involves the use of questions to stimulate critical 
thinking. Jesus apparently used it often, and John included these 
discourses to show people who were challenged by Jesus thinking things 
out for themselves – and to encourage us to do the same. As Episcopalians, 
we have taken that to heart. 

We do not, for example, read Scripture literally, considering it the inerrant 
word of God, containing no theological, moral, historical, or scientific 
errors. Creationism – meaning God actually created the world in six days –, 
is a spawn of inerrancy Are such rigid approaches easier in some ways? Of 
course, they are. Look at the number of people attracted to churches that 
embrace simplistic approaches. 
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After all, we live in a world that is characterized by accelerating rates of 
change and upheaval and discord. Everything is provisional. Just a few 
weeks ago, even our scientific understanding of the universe was thrown 
into question by experiments showing that some known subatomic 
particles behave in ways that suggest the existence of as yet undiscovered 
forces in the universe. And now our government admits that UFOs are real. 
And some have appeared as near as Jacksonville. Except, of course, they 
are not UFOs; they are now Unidentified Aerial Phenomena. That’s 
comforting…I guess.  

Coming to church on Sunday then and being told what to think is 
reassuring and comfortable. It offers an illusion of stability that is a relief 
and a respite from the shifting cultural sands and evolving understandings 
of the cosmos. Don’t worry. Be happy. Keep it simple. Save your thinking 
for Monday morning. Such is always the case with easy answers, especially 
easy answers to easy questions. Or worse, easy answers to hard questions. 

Thinking is hard work. It takes intention and study and persistence. As 
clergy, we are obliged to provide the information and insights that will 
enable you to develop – and own…and articulate  – an informed 
understanding of God and God’s relation with creation and humanity. And 
that understanding will be informed authoritatively by Scripture, tradition, 
and reason. That’s why we have sermons and Bible studies. That’s why we 
recite the Nicene Creed during our celebration of the Holy Eucharist. Our 
job is to share our beliefs as an invitation to engagement with God, not to 
force feed you neatly packaged dogmas.  

The one thing that defines and identifies us as Episcopalians and members 
of the worldwide Anglican communion is not so much our specific beliefs, 
but our worship from the Book of Common Prayer. We do not maintain a 
massive body of doctrine and teaching that must be accepted without 
question. Not a lot of fine print. No need to subscribe to a covenant stating 
an array of theological propositions. No need to sign on the dotted line.  

And then speaking again of the creed, we might be considered a credal 
church. But still no boxes to check. No need to cross your fingers behind 
your back if something in the creed is troubling. We recite the creed as a 
community recognizing its historic faith, not as a litmus test of 
membership.  

Now I am not saying the creed is expendable and should be disregarded or 
discounted. But it is the doubts, the perplexing questions, the provocations 
of our God-given reason that hone and strengthen our faith. When we are 
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driven to attempt to refute our faith, then that often can become the 
avenue to a new understanding of our faith that begins to make some sense 
to us. 

Yet, there are some basics of belief we need to embrace to maintain our 
identity as Episcopalians. We once asked our theology professor just what 
they were. After pausing for a meaningful moment of musing, she replied, 
“Well, I guess, the Trinity.”  

You knew we would get there, right? It is Trinity Sunday.  

Now our understanding of God as Trinity is the product of over 300 years 
of study, debate, and discernment by the early church fathers and several 
fourth and fifth century councils of the church. It draws on Greek 
philosophical ideas that would seem foreign and strained and 
anachronistic in the 21st century. I mean, how much thought do you give to 
whether the Holy Spirit proceeded from the Father only or from the Father 
and the Son. And yet in the twelfth century, the orthodox churches of the 
East split from the Western church seated in Rome over just that point. But 
where does that leave us today? 

We assert a Trinity consisting of one God, a unity, but with three persons, a 
diversity: Father, Son, Holy Spirit. Think about that too much, and your 
brain will explode. But one view does, for me at least, say some very 
important things about God. 

It’s a bit basic and flirts with a heresy called modalism, but it offers one 
understanding of the Trinity that I, at least, find helpful: One God who 
created us.  

The very same God who took on human form to reveal Godself to us. Good 
to know since we are made in God’s image and called to be imitators of 
Christ.  

And the very same God who as Holy Spirit communicates with us in ways 
science has yet to divine, as it were. But very definitely insinuates into our 
minds and hearts the vision of the Kingdom of God and our part in it. 

And what that implies to me is a God who cares deeply about us, even 
loves us. A God who does not want to remain a mystery to us. And a God 
who wants to stay in constant touch with us.  

We never may have a complete understanding of God. But we do not need 
to. One thing we do believe is that Scripture tells us enough. And God gave 
us intellect and reason to understand enough. And, too, I believe, planted a 
sense of spiritual curiosity and yearning for the divine to draw into the 
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discussion. And it’s a discussion we can never really walk away from. 
And an invitation we ought never refuse. 

Ah, but Mr. Popham, what if…? 

 


