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   North Kildonan United Church 
30th May 2021 ~Rev. Don Johnson 

 

“God in Three Persons, Blessed Trinity” 
 

Isaiah 6: 1-8    Romans 8: 12-17    John 3: 1-17                                                                         
 

Grant, O God, that in the written word and through the spoken word, we may 
behold the living Word, our Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Holy, holy, holy! Lord God almighty; 
Early in the morning our song shall rise to thee; 
Holy, holy, holy, merciful and mighty, 
God in three persons, blessed Trinity. 

This is the first year that I have not been able to begin the Trinity Sunday service 
with the singing of this hymn. Yes, we did hear Nicaea, the tune for this hymn as today’s 
prelude, but until it is safe to do so, we are unable to sing this hymn or indeed any other 
hymns in our services. 

It’s such a great hymn, perfect for this Sunday when we focus on God the Holy 
Trinity, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, three yet one, or as the hymn puts it, God in three 
persons, blessed Trinity. 

And it is not a hymn restricted to this day in the Church Calendar. Those of you 
who are slightly older than me may remember back to the time when the first verse of 
this hymn was the start of worship every Sunday. That practice may have been 
encouraged by the fact that the Blue Hymnary, the first hymnbook of the newly formed 
United Church of Canada, placed Holy, Holy, Holy, as the first hymn in the book. Our 
more liturgical United Churches sometimes referred to this introit, this opening verse, as 
the Sanctus, the Latin name for the response used in the Communion Prayer of Great 
Thanksgiving: “Holy, holy, holy, Lord God of hosts, heaven and earth are full of thy 
glory. Glory be to thee, O Lord most high. Blessed is he that cometh in the name of the 
Lord: Hosanna in the highest.” 

I’ve always loved this hymn, and it is one of the few tried and true hymns that I 
could turn to when at a loss for choosing a known, singable, opening hymn. 
Congregations still love it, I think, although I remember the comments I heard at another 
church I briefly served about that old thing we used to sing every Sunday, and look it’s 
back. I guess it wasn’t sophisticated enough for those progressive folks. 

Why do I love it?  Well, think for a moment about the tune. It was written by John 
Bacchus Dykes in 1861, a composer who also wrote, among other pieces, Melita, the 
tune for that great naval hymn Eternal Father, Strong to Save. Both are strong, easy to 
sing hymns. With Nicaea, the tune we heard as prelude, it starts with that marvellous 
ascending, as each of the three holies are sung on higher and higher notes, leading us 
up to a strong and confident singing of Lord God Almighty.  It almost feels like climbing 
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up steps to enter into a sanctuary, a holy place. Perhaps, for instance, the Temple in 
today’s first reading, in which the prophet Isaiah imagined the seraphs flying around 
through clouds of incense, praising God as they called out “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord 
of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory”.  

Dykes, the composer, wrote the tune 40 some years after Reginald Heber had 
written the words. His tune bears strong resemblance to the standard Communion sung 
setting of the Sanctus, the holy, holy, holy, of his day. Makes me wonder if he was trying 
to echo that part of the Communion service in his tune. 

If so, then every time this hymn is sung, the centrality of the Lord’s Supper in 
Christian worship is acknowledged and remembered.  Coincidence or not, the genius of 
this tune is that it has the ability to be both gentle and strong at the same time, stately 
with a hint of mystery. 

But above all, the tune is matched to superb words, and for me, the words of a 
hymn are always more important than the tune. This is because the words we sing shape 
the beliefs we hold, and if we are singing weak or bad theology we are misleading 
ourselves in our Christian worship, development and growth.  

There is nothing weak or bad in this text. A picture is painted in our minds of the 
saints at worship, the faithful of every time and place, joining with the angels of heaven 
in their adoration of the One truly worthy of our praise. Only thou art holy, there is none 
beside thee, perfect in power, in love, and purity. The focus of this hymn is God, the 
praise is directed towards God, and the text speaks of an important truth.  As the third 
verse reads: Though the darkness hide thee, though the eye made blind by sin thy glory 
may not see. 

In our arrogance, we make pronouncements about the nature and intention and 
purpose of God, as though we are good buddies with the divine. But God is mystery, 
and in this life we do not see God face to face, or truly know the mind and will of God 
other than from what we glean from scripture. In Jesus Christ the face of God was seen, 
though few recognized him as such. In the faces of the faithful we catch glimpses of the 
love of God lived out in a human being, but it is not the face of God. 

God is mystery, but God reveals God’s love for the world in the creation we enjoy, 
the wonderful intricacy of plant and animal, of birds in the air and fish in the waters, of 
all that lives and moves and has its being, and of all that stands still, as silent testimony 
to God’s handiwork. God’s presence in the world is through the Holy Spirit, the Spirit 
that hovered over the formless void at Creation, the Spirit that descended at Pentecost, 
the Spirit that guides us to life and faith and truth, that moves in and among us, 
continuing God’s care for creation and encouraging God’s people to play our part in 
caring for creation. 

God is mystery, and our understanding of the Holy Trinity is ultimately mystery as 
well. Theologians have spent lifetimes working out and pondering the relationship 



3 
 

between the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, between the Creator, the Redeemer 
and the Sustainer, or however the three persons yet one God are named. 

Often our most succinct theological statements are made in the context of prayer.  
This prayer from the United Reformed Church is a wonderful example of prayer as 
theology:  

You are holy, God the Creator, giving us richly all things to enjoy. 
You are holy, Christ the Saviour of the world, made flesh to set us free. 
You are holy, Spirit of truth and love, willing to dwell in us. 
You are holy and blessed, O God, eternal Trinity, 
and we worship you.  

The concept of the Trinity is often best illustrated through music and art. I 
remember seeing a round stained glass window, with three interconnecting circles within 
that larger circle. One circle depicted a hand held up in blessing, with YHWH, or Yahweh, 
the Lord God, and the word Abba, or Father. This was God the Creator or God the Father. 
The next circle was a classic presentation of Jesus as the Lamb of God. The third circle 
contained the descending Holy Spirit in the form of a dove, with seven flames just below 
the bird, the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit. Around the three circles was the word Holy, 
presented three times, and as I said, the circles all connected together in the centre. 
How did the hymn writer put it? God in three persons, blessed Trinity. 

As God refused to be limited to a special name when Moses asked for the divine 
name, I AM WHO I AM God declared, so too does all of our language ultimately falter as 
we attempt to define in human terms what is a mystery beyond our conception. So we 
trust in God’s grace, we affirm that God was in Christ, reconciling the world to God’s 
self, and we rely on the Holy Spirit to guide us. 

And because our language is limited, we are wise to expand and open up our 
words of prayer and praise.  For much of Christian tradition, the language of the church 
has been masculine and triumphal, language that often alienated many faithful people. 
How typical was it to hear most prayers begin with something like “Almighty God and 
Father”? 

Through the advent of inclusive language and growing understandings of theology, 
we are encouraged to broaden our images of God, to be careful and inclusive and 
expansive as we address God in prayer, to include all people without necessarily 
destroying the traditions of the church. Yes, we can use Father, Son and Holy Spirit in 
blessing, as I will this day, because it reflects the formula of baptism, but we can also 
expand and explore that baptismal language so that it becomes richer and more 
welcoming. For instance, Brian Wren, a great contemporary hymn writer, offers this:  

Glory and praise to the Trinity,  
who was, and is, and will always be 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit,  
One God, Mother of us all. 
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Janet Morley is another contemporary theologian who offers us many ways of 
delving into the wonder and mystery of prayer. Today’s opening prayer comes from her. 
Let us hear it again as we conclude. Let us pray: 

O God our mystery, you bring us to life, call us to freedom,  
and move between us with love. 
May we so participate in the dance of your trinity,  
that our lives may resonate with you, now and for ever. Amen. 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 


