Trinity Sunday, 19th June 2011. Canongate Kirk. 

Sound Advice

Spending a few days with friends up in Easter Ross last week my eye was caught by a fridge magnet in their kitchen. “My husband always gives sound advice”, it declared, “99% sound, 1% advice”. Whilst in their case the balance is perhaps a little unkind, it might be more equal still if applied to a particular and very distinctive corner of our parish. I’m thinking of the One o’clock Gun, which recently celebrated its 150th anniversary. Since 1861, apart from the war years and never on a Sunday, Good Friday or Christmas Day, the One o’clock Gun has offered sound advice from the ramparts of Edinburgh Castle, a perfect balance of sound and advice telling everyone within range of hearing it exactly what the time is. Sound advice in every possible sense. 

There is of course another option for those who find themselves beyond hearing range, and that is the time ball at the very top of the Nelson Monument on Calton Hill. At the precise moment the one o clock gun is fired the time ball drops from the top of its mast to the foot sending a signal to ships at sea that it is now one o clock in the afternoon, or 1300 hours as I suppose they would insist on calling it. The Monument itself predates the one o clock gun, having been built in 1815 as a memorial to Admiral Lord Nelson, but taking the shape of an upturned telescope and easily visible from the Firth of Forth it was an obvious place to set such a time ball. But I only recently discovered that even the time ball predates the one o clock gun, having been set in position a few years earlier for the benefit of ships both within and beyond Leith Harbour. Except on a foggy day it was found to be of no use whatsoever and in 1861 it was decided that a cannon should be fired from Edinburgh Castle as a simultaneous audible signal. Sound advice. 

These days they’re both more of a tourist attraction than anything else, as indicated by the frequently asked question “What time does the one o clock gun go off?” If on a tourist map you were to draw a line from Edinburgh Castle to Calton Hill, down to Canongate Kirk and back up again from here to the Castle you would have a perfect triangle. Which is a slightly convoluted way of bringing us back to the church and Trinity Sunday when the Church celebrates the Holy Trinity, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, a perfect triangle. And, if you’ll bear with the metaphor just a little longer, if the one o clock gun and the time ball are simply different ways of conveying exactly the same thing, then perhaps the same could be said of the Holy Trinity where Father, Son and Holy Spirit are simply different ways of appealing to different senses but which convey in the end exactly the same thing. God in three persons, blessed Trinity. 

Our readings each in their own way offer us a clue as to how we might identify those different ways, those different senses that point us ultimately to the same thing, to God in three persons, blessed Trinity. Our first, from the very beginning of the Book of Genesis, suggests that God could be heard. God said “let there be light”. God said “let there be a vault between the waters”. God said “Let the water under the heavens be gathered into place, so that dry land may appear. God said “let the earth produce growing things” and so on and so forth until everything that God said, everything that had been heard, was accomplished, “until on the seventh day, having finished all his work, God blessed the day and made it holy, because it was the day he finished all his work of creation”. This “story of the heavens and the earth” is a story told by the voice of God, and a story heard at every stage by his faithful people. And it continued, this story, all the way through the Old Testament from beginning to end where from time to time God speaks through his prophets and his voice is heard once again until that was no longer enough and God finally manifested himself in a way that could be seen, a different way of conveying the same thing, and the Word became flesh. What had been heard could now be seen, what had been audible if you like was now also visible in the form of Jesus of Nazareth, born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate and at every stage in between visible and tangible and recognisably human. Whether or not he was heard, he could be seen. At the end of St Matthew’s Gospel it was when they saw him that they knelt in worship. They had done as he had told them and made their way to Galilee to the mountain. And when they saw him they knelt in worship, for there before them was the Word made flesh. Just like the wise men at the manger so many years before so soon after his birth, now so soon after his death they could see him still and kneel in worship before him once more. 

Our reading from the very last verses of St Matthew’s Gospel was preceded by the very last verses of St Paul’s letters to the Corinthians. In the course of his missionary journeys he too had visited them in person and helped them to establish the Church in Corinth. But he would not be able to do that again and at the end of his second letter he takes his leave of them knowing that he will not see them again nor they him. And in acknowledging this he commends them in closing to the guidance and protection of the Holy Trinity: “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit, be with you all”. The fellowship of the Holy Spirit, the final side of the triangle, binding it all, to use St Patrick’s word, binding them all together, these three different ways, these three different senses. Sound and sight and touch. Just as the Holy Spirit had touched the first followers at Pentecost so now it would touch their successive generations with a new sense of fellowship, binding together this God in three persons, blessed Trinity. 

I bind unto myself today

The strong name of the Trinity;

By invocation of the same,

The Three in One, and One in Three.

Different ways, different senses bound together to convey in the end the same thing. To keep us if not on time then at least on track. So this Trinity Sunday may “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit, be with us all”. Amen.

