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HOLY, HOLY, HOLY


Reginald Heber was an early nineteenth century Anglican priest who served most of his pastorate in a small parish in western England.  He was educated at Oxford University where within two years he had won first prize for his original poetry and verse.  As a priest, Heber was gravely concerned with the poor state of congregational singing.  At the time of his vicarage, most Anglican congregations sang only the Psalms.  Although after the days of John and Charles Wesley and Isaac Watts, the singing of hymns had not yet become widespread throughout the Church of England.  With his natural talent for poetry and prose writing, and a yearning for improved congregational singing, Heber set out to publish a hymnal.  Sadly, the Bishop of London blocked his efforts, and with the exception of a few hymns published during his lifetime, the majority of his work was published posthumously.  In 1823 Heber was sent to India as Bishop of Calcutta.  After only three years as Bishop, Heber suffered a stroke following one of his most powerful sermons and died at the age of 43 in the village of Trichinopoly.  


In 1827, one year after his death, Heber’s widow found a collection of his hymns and published fifty-seven of them in a new hymnal.  Among them was Heber’s best-known work, Holy, Holy, Holy.  This hymn was written for Trinity Sunday, the eighth Sunday after Easter and the first Sunday after Pentecost.  The text of the hymn focuses on the Triune God, that is God existing as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  Although the word “trinity” does not appear at all in the Scriptures, the theology of the trinity is well described throughout the Bible and is central to the Christian’s understanding of God.  It was formally proclaimed as dogma in the Church at the Council of Nicaea in 325 AD.  


A literary and musical celebration of the trinity is found throughout the hymn, from the title to the opening melody, to the final line, “God in Three Persons, Blessed Trinity.”  Once the establishment of the trinity has been made, Heber draws from the passage in Revelation 4 to describe and define the nature of the God we worship.  The text refers to the Trinity as Almighty, merciful, perfect, blessed, glorious, loving, and pure.  It evokes images of the nations throwing their crowns down before the Throne of the Living God while the angels and hosts of heaven sing in ceaseless praise and adoration.


Even the music is tightly woven to reflect the majesty of the Trinity.  Written by the great English church musician John B. Dykes, the music has been described as “fit to be sung by vast multitudes in grand cathedrals, while the organ rolls its thrilling thunders through ‘long-drawn aisle and fretted vault’”.  The opening melody on the words, “Holy, holy, holy” are three different notes ascending in pitch as if to make a musical statement of the Triune theology.  Even the name of the tune, NICAEA, was given in reference to that important Council that established the official doctrine of the trinity.


Few hymns in the English language can rival the majesty and theologically ripe character of Heber’s canticle of praise.  As we celebrate the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, completing the presence of the Triune God on earth, may we sing as with the vast multitudes of the angels and saints, and proclaim the glory of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, both now and forever.  Amen
