Trinity Sunday, 30th May 2010. Canongate Kirk.
Romans 5: ..we know that suffering is a source of endurance, endurance of approval, and approval of hope. 

Winston Churchill called it a “miracle of deliverance”. He was referring not to the end of the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland but to the evacuation of 340,000 or so British and French troops from the beaches of Dunkirk in May 1940, the 70th anniversary of which has been marked so vividly and so poignantly these last couple of days. A miracle of deliverance. It had seemed as if the whole British Expeditionary Force might be doomed, as the enemy advance left the Allied troops increasingly stranded and vulnerable. But day by day, at the end of May and into the beginning of June, a steady stream of ships and boats of all sizes and purposes, bravely made their way backwards and forwards across the Channel to make the miracle of deliverance a remarkable reality. Alongside 40 Royal Navy frigates and destroyers, some 700 “little ships” as they were famously called – fishing boats, lifeboats, pleasure cruisers – made their own invaluable contribution to Operation Dynamo. In military terms it was hardly a triumph, but at least it meant that a total disaster was averted. And it must have seemed to the troops on the ground as if disaster was staring them in the face. They had after all been forced to withdraw after fighting for several months and suffering heavy losses. Many of the survivors would be injured, and all would be exhausted and frustrated. And as they reached the coast of Dunkirk their frustration would be compounded by the realisation that there was nowhere else to go, that they were hopelessly trapped without any obvious means of escape, that death or capture were now the only apparent options left to them. But then came the “miracle of deliverance”. ..we know that suffering is a source of endurance, endurance of approval, and approval of hope. 

St Paul was writing to the church in Rome, a Christian force facing overwhelming odds at the heart of a hostile Empire. Death and capture were so often their only options too, as time after time they suffered persecution and prosecution. But St Paul encouraged them to persevere. ..we know that suffering is a source of endurance, endurance of approval, and approval of hope. And his words ring out across the centuries to speak not only to the Christian community today which in so many places and in so many ways still represents a tiny minority facing overwhelming odds, but to individuals who can so often feel trapped and despairing with no obvious means of escape. Seventy years ago the cross channel evacuation gave rise to the evocative phrase “the Dunkirk spirit”. On Trinity Sunday St Paul reminds us of another Spirit at work. ..we know that suffering is a source of endurance, endurance of approval, and approval of hope. “Such hope is no fantasy”, he continues, “through the Holy Spirit he has given us, God’s love has flooded our hearts”. 

O loving wisdom of our God!
when all was sin and shame,

A second Adam to the fight

And to the rescue came.

A miracle of deliverance. Thanks be to God. And now may God bless to us this reflection on his most holy word, and to God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be all praise and glory now and forever. Amen. 
