Irishtown Rededication 18.02.2024 3pm 
Readings: Genesis 2.15-17; 3.1-7; Romans 5.12-19; St Luke 13.31-35

THE CONTEXT IN THE FIRST SUNDAY IN LENT 

The Season of Lent is a time when we are asked by God and the Church to think realistically about the present and the future. In this afternoon’s Reading from St Luke’s Gospel, we are faced fairly and squarely with the relationship that Jesus has with Jerusalem and with the Temple. It is a relationship of radical difference and careful pain. It will lead to Calvary and the excruciating death of The Son of God at the hands of the children of men and women. God Incarnate cannot be assimilated into either the organs of state (the city) or the organs of public religion (the temple). God does not ‘do limitation.’ God Incarnate goes it alone with an urgency and an integrity that leave the Pharisees for dead in their own lifetime. This is an important ‘take away’ now that Lent unfolds for us as spiritual individuals. This is the invitation that Holy Scripture offers to us as we settle un-comfortably into The Season of Lent on its first Sunday afternoon.

FORETHOUGHT, ENERGY AND GENEROSITY 

On this afternoon we gather in St Matthew’s Church Irishtown to dedicate, to reconsecrate and to give thanks for substantial and painstaking work of restoration and refurbishment carried out on this church building and its interior. For all of this work now completed I am intensely grateful, for the forethought of the rector, for the energy of the Select Vestry and for the generosity of the parishioners and the community of Irishtown, Ringsend and Sandymount. Forethought is essential in the life of the church because without it we lapse into retrospect and sentimentality, yesterday becomes good enough for today and then becomes good enough for tomorrow. This is not what Jesus Christ is telling us in today’s Gospel. Energy is similarly essential because, within our parochial systems, it translates ideas into events; expressed more simply, things are enabled to happen; and tomorrow can, in this way, become something of today. The transitional point from Christmas to Calvary is The Feast of The Presentation. That is where two people well known to us from the same St Luke who is responsible for today’s New Testament Reading – Simeon and Anna – embrace the future when they could so easily have clung to the past – and it all happened IN The Temple. 
They grasped that the infant Jesus was ushering in a new age and a new way of life. They are our guide in a church that all too easily can find its tyres stuck in its own mud. In today’s Church of Ireland, parishioners and community blend in ways that are truly exciting. The parish is a civic description of a geography, a territory, a space, that belongs to everyone who lives there and comes from there and comes into there. In this way, through collaborative effort, the generosity of parish and community have enabled today to happen and are now in a position to will this church well and together they can rightly ask questions and make demands of St Matthew’s as it opens its doors to an ever-changing and ever-developing community in the spirit of St John’s Gospel chapter 1.39: Come and see, Jesus replied. 
WHAT NEXT?

The opportunity afforded to us by the refurbishment of St Matthew’s Irishtown is every bit as much a celebration of tomorrow as it the completion of the work itself. I am sure that, like me, your current rector Canon Leonard Ruddock, would like to pay tribute to his predecessors, recent and more distant, for the work that they have done and the inspiration that they have given; along with our recognizing Leonard’s pivotal work and strategic inspiration for this project and all who have worked tirelessly with him. Irishtown has changed and Irishtown will continue to change. And change brings not only new needs but new perspectives and new people. The church building and the area in front of it and around it are now a versatile and attractive space in which parochial and community life can express themselves, in which the church can bring the Gospel itself in its lived entirety to share the love of God with any who care to cross this threshold and experience the worship and the welcome of this place. Ecumenical relations and community connections are well-established and confident in this area, to such an extent that this Church of Ireland community worshipped for much of the year 2023 in The Star of The Sea Church. And they did so in a way that was entirely natural and convivial, enjoying ecumenism with no walls inside a church building. I know that this would readily be reciprocated in St Matthew’s were there to be such a need. I should like to thank the parish priest and the parochial council for this generosity of place and of heart. To my mind it speaks of human ecumenism, divine ecumenism and living ecumenism. After such an experience for everyone concerned, the future cannot possibly be like the past! We really do have tomorrow to which to look forward – eagerly and together.
St MATTHEW

It is always useful for us to return to the saint of dedication of a church. In our case it is St Matthew and this is the Collect for St Matthew’s Day: 
O almighty God, why by thy blessed Son didst call Matthew from the receipt of custom to be an apostle and evangelist; Grant us grace to forsake all covetous desires, and inordinate love of riches, and to follow the same thy Son Jesus Christ, who liveth and reigneth with thee and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. 

While St Matthew’s Day falls annually on September 21st, the teaching of the church for that day lands well in the Season of Lent. The forsaking of all covetous desires and inordinate love of riches is a good reminder for all who not only need now to give up things but need now to go further and take up new things which are neither covetous nor inordinate. And there are positive encouragements too: to be an apostle and evangelist … and: to follow the same thy Son Jesus Christ. These are entirely at one with the journey, the pilgrimage, the adventure of living a Lenten life: being sent, commending the Gospel, following Jesus Christ. These are perennial, ever lasting, ever returning and ever living ways of being the church today and drawing together fruitfully yesterday and tomorrow. 
Hebrews 11.1: Faith gives substance to our hopes and convinces us of realties we do not see …
