Holmpatrick Parish Church, Skerries, diocese of Dublin

September 2 2018 Service of Thanksgiving for 150 years of the current church
Readings: Deuteronomy 4.1-2, 6-9; St James 1.17-27; St Mark 7.1-8, 14-15, 21-23
St James 1.17: Every generous act of giving, with every perfect gift, is from above.   
sermon preached by the archbishop of Dublin, The Most Reverend Dr Michael Jackson
ENTERING INTO AN INHERITANCE

To Archbishop Richard Chenevix Trench and his generation of fellow-disciples of Jesus Christ fell the work of building up the Church of Ireland after Disestablishment in 1870. To us in our time falls the work of doing something similar after the 150th Anniversary of Disestablishment which will soon be upon us. The church in which we worship today was planned in 1866 and consecrated by Archbishop Trench on 2 September 1868, just ahead of that same Disestablishment. We belong to and face into a differently troubled Ireland in which we as church people are becoming all too instinctively sorry for ourselves because of diminishing numbers. Discipleship was never about big numbers; discipleship is about faith and action. The building, first and foremost, is what we celebrate today on its anniversary. Perhaps too often we give too little attention to buildings in the contemporary understanding of the church. They are appreciated in the community and they are magnets of presence. We are here today to celebrate and to enjoy this church building as a place of beauty. The parish is much older and is part of centuries of sustained and diverse Christian worship in this extremely important part of North Dublin that looks across to the North of England and to Scotland and beyond to Scandinavia. It has coped with change as indeed we in our generation must also cope.
This church was designed by James Edward Rogers, in the Gothic Revival style. It has the benefit of the fact that James Rogers was both an architect and an artist. The church sits close to its predecessor. Family histories before and after Disestablishment are woven into its fabric and its lived faith. It has a three-storey tower with spire to the left hand side. Its interior proportions have always struck me as combining the majestic and the domestic. On entering in, you feel you are in the presence of God as you find your way in faith. I suggest that this sense of finding your way has something to do with the fact that, rather than walking straight it and sitting down, you have to stop to think before you turn, you have to decide where you want to go in order to participate in worship because of the positioning of the door which is the one that is generally open. This is a useful pause.
Disestablishment was significantly unattractive to the vast majority of Church of Ireland people in its day. It was, however, a valiant attempt to address The Irish Question, which was never going to solve itself, on the part of Mr Gladstone who, as a practising Anglican himself, said: My mission is to pacify Ireland. The hand of history continues to make us work hard to pacify Ireland. Ireland is now a place of two jurisdictions and two significantly different social and political systems. It is, however, in 2018 unbelievably the place of one functioning democracy rather than two. The trigger-happy rhetoric of both the Irish and the British Governments before the end of 2017 has given way to a deeper pessimism about the consequences of a No Deal Brexit and the fact that nobody can convince us that this outcome, as we speak, looks increasingly likely. Movement of people, movement of goods and services, the sharing of culture and capacity will all come under intense threat as 2018 gives way to 2019. The change ahead of us is as seismic as any we have known in our time. The loss of our nearest neighbours to North and to East as fellow-members of The European Union is something of which nobody, I imagine, had thought when the Good Friday-Belfast Agreement was signed - just up the M1 from here, as a further attempt in Mr Gladstone’s words: to pacify Ireland. It was an Agreement which presupposed and which was deeply dependent on shared European belonging between Ireland and The UK to the benefit of peace and stability in Northern Ireland in particular after decades of living Troubles.
THE SCRIPTURES

The Readings from Holy Scripture that we have just heard point us in the direction of the relationship between excessive attention to externals and generous interpretation of regulations. The situation which Jesus finds himself confronting is one of minutiae in which the tradition is used to wrong-foot and exclude those who live life as most of us live it: with dignity, with concern for others and for the rules and most of all with common sense - but as functioning amateurs not obsessive professionals. The all–important element to avoid is that of hypocrisy and dominance. In no sense can Jesus accept a reading of regulation that keeps people from God. He says it clearly, quoting Isaiah: This people honours me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me; in vain do they worship me, teaching human precepts as doctrines. The opposite needs to be the case consistently and coherently if God is to give out the grace that is God’s to give to those to whom God wants to give it out. And elsewhere in the Gospels we find out who those people are: … to announce good news to the poor, to proclaim release for prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind; to let the broken victims go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour. (St Luke 4.18, 19 quoting Isaiah) 
This is very important for us to grasp with confidence and with vigour in our application of the teachings of Holy Scripture as we live life from day to day and from week to week. We must not play off the presence of God against the word of God. Scripture is part of the total self-revelation of God and cannot be used to reduce the openness of God to all of God’s creation. God reveals grace and goodness, compassion and connexion: we call it communion. God does what God says. God is what God speaks. You cannot separate the two and you ought not to try. This is our calling as disciples of God. This is what we are to say and this is what we are to do. 
It is into this framework that we inject The Letter of James. Again, we are discouraged from hearing the word of God without doing the word of God. James argues that intentional doing, getting out there and doing the work of God in the community, in the family, in the school and in the workplace, is where we can all look into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and see the face of God. God and God’s children are more about giving and receiving than they are about withholding and preventing. It is through generous acts of giving that we are connected with our neighbours and with God who is the source of light and grace. Otherwise we will simply be a faded image in the mirror of our own forgetfulness.
DISESTABLISHMENT 150 AND BEYOND    

We gather, as I have said, as the generation to whom is entrusted the expression and the voice of the life of the Church of Ireland in its churches and in its communities and in its civic life in the years beyond DISESTABLISHMENT 150. Today’s celebration draws out for us the need and the invitation to celebrate one hundred and fifty years of continuity and change. Most of us like continuity; many of us are not so keen on change; none of us can have the one without the other any more; the world simply moves too fast under our feet. 
From today we can learn a number of things, many more things than I can think of, many more interesting things of which you yourselves have thought. I want to share just a few. 

Our future must be a future of prayer. Prayer harvests memory; prayer keeps alive the human faces of others; prayer feeds hope; prayer chisels out the future; prayer discloses the blossom of tomorrow for those with the faith to accept it. Things happen; things always happen; God asks of us that we have the will to see and to make the good happen. This is why the most basic of requests posed by the disciples of Jesus remains central to our life of faith: John has given his disciples a prayer. Lord, teach us to pray please.
Our future must be a future of community. It has long been our expectation that we can go it alone in the Church of Ireland. This may well surprize you but I see plenty of evidence that we think we are just fine as we are. I suggest that this stubborn independence will serve us less than well in the future. I say this because networking is already the way of working for people of today and we have no option but to make it become the way of working of the church. We need to learn and to accept that we simply do not have the capacity in any coherent or constructive way to be apostolic and missional and on the ground countrywide without working willingly and appreciatively with those who already want to work with us. I remember in my early days in these United Dioceses I was lampooned and excoriated for saying rather innocently the following, quoting Rowan Williams, then archbishop of Canterbury: Don’t ask: Is it Anglican? Make it Anglican! I now realize, of course, eight years on that the people who were lampooning me simply did not know what being Anglican means.    
Our future must be a future of imagination. In so many ways, the Scriptures of today show us the way, as indeed the Scriptures always do. We are told that what we read is what we must do. We are told that wisdom and discernment do not consist in the small detail of an unforgiving memory, that we use to diminish other people, but in the open-mindedness that honours other people with our hearts and not only with our lips. But imagination needs to go far beyond the survival of institutions as we have made them to be and of predictabilities as we have created them in our own image and likeness. We have a long way to go and today is the day to begin.    
How else are we to run with the invitation embedded in what those of the era of Disestablishment actually said: Now we are free to shape our own future?
Galatians 5.22: The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace. If we live in the Spirit, let us walk in the Spirit.   

