Kolkata Cathedral, Cathedral Friendship Centre Sunday August 16th 2026
Readings: 2 Chronicles 7.12-17; psalm 147; James 5.13-16; St John.4.1-26

St John 4.7: Meanwhile, a Samaritan woman came to draw water, and Jesus said to her, Given me a drink …

A sermon preached by the Most Reverend Dr Michael Jackson, archbishop of Dublin and bishop of Glendalough and Chairperson of the Dublin University Mission to Chota Nagpur 

PRIVILEGE TO BE IN KOLKATA CATHEDRAL 

It is a great privilege for me and my friends from Dublin University Mission to Chota Nagpur and from the Church of Ireland to worship with you all today in this beautiful and majestic cathedral church. All our cathedrals are seats of the bishop. Being with you on this auspicious day, I greatly appreciate two things: the first is the reciprocal invitation to me as a fellow-bishop by your own bishop to be here; the second is to witness first-hand the work that flows from this place directly from the ministry of your bishop through his hands and through the hands of others. This too is worship in action. An increasingly well-structured and, rather more concerningly, over-corporatized church sees less and scope for the bishop as anything more than as a systems-manager. It is wonderful and refreshing to see the work of God as a collaborative act of bishop, clergy and people in this place.

There is a further good reason for us to be here. It clusters around the name of Kenneth Kennedy. He was a son of the dean of my home diocese of Clogher in the Church of Ireland. He qualified both as a medical doctor and as a Church of Ireland clergyman in the late nineteenth century. He devoted his energy and service to the lives of the people of this whole region – so much so that the Diocese of Chota Nagpur was carved out from this diocese and he was appointed its first bishop. In Ireland, he is remembered as someone who combined the two works on earth of Jesus Christ – teaching and healing. 

It is in Chota Nagpur that he made his life’s work in both ministry and medicine – very much in the same spirit of the same Jesus Christ – and it is there that his name is revered to this day along with a wide range of other servants of Christ who came from Ireland to work in Ranchi and in Hazaribagh and elsewhere through the generations and through The Dublin University Mission to Chota Nagpur. Many of these institutions flourish to this day and we intend to visit them on this trip. Leadership is one thing. Followership is another thing. We who seek to offer leadership in God’s church need always to do so in the spirit of service of the Jesus Christ who is spoken of in St Mark 10.45 as saying to his followers, his disciples: The Son of Man came not to be served but to serve and to give his life a ransom for many. 

THE SIMPLICITY OF FRIENDSHIP

We are here also to celebrate friendship on this Sunday especially associated with The Cathedral Friendship Centre and on this Festal and Anniversary Day. This is not only a happy event. It is also an unique event for us who have come to be with you to witness the work of this Cathedral Centre first hand. You have created and developed a ministry of outreach and invitation to those with needs that fall within the love of God and the mission of Christ without anyone being held back by creed, class or caste. This is an international example of the altruism that is the true Christian response to the person who in any way is Other to us. You have our heart-felt congratulations. 

Today’s Gospel is an outstanding example of the simplicity of friendship. Jesus remains at the well while his disciples go into the city of Sychar to buy food. Remaining behind, a fascinating and significant conversation of self-revelation opens up between Jesus and someone who for evermore will be called: The Samaritan Woman. It happens over a cup of water. Drinking water makes and leaves you vulnerable because in the act of drinking you have only arm free to protect yourself. 

And there is something else. It is the basic necessities which connect the peoples of the world; from water and food flow health and survival, dignity and independence and all in the service of building community. It is no surprise that Pope Francis spoke of the church as a field hospital. This image challenges to the core any misuse of the gift of church and of The Kingdom of God by us today. The church is for sharing first and last. We are the vehicles of God’s grace; we are the recipients of God’s grace; we are in this hospital business together. There is an urgency of response to an urgency of need in this arresting image of Francis. Immediacy, care, compassion, practicality, delivery, outcome – doing your best with the best for those who are the best and yet can so readily and so easily be left behind – in this case like Jesus in the unforgiving glare of the noon-day sun. The conversations that result from these interchanges of friendship – as you will have found in your Cathedral Friendship Centre - are life-giving because they are spontaneous in their trustfulness and in their response. The conversation between Jesus and The Samaritan Woman also set the tone for so many engagements the world over for the years that have followed.  

THE VULNERABILITY OF FRIENDSHIP

If we dig deeper into this story of meeting and of friendship, it becomes clear that the friendship itself is built on the solid foundation of vulnerability. Rarely do we speak of vulnerability as solid or as a foundation. To us it is so often the same word as weakness or incapacity or, simply, being in need of the level of support that prevents independent action. As today we celebrate the centrality of friendship in the life of this cathedral church, it is important that we refocus our gaze on who Jesus Christ is, what Jesus Christ is doing and how other people relate to him. The story is long, but it really is worth your reading it in its fulness for yourselves. The woman is vulnerable because she is a woman – we see this in societies right cross the world and the Mothers’ Union in the Anglican Communion has done groundbreaking work in addressing gender-based violence in this cause. The woman is vulnerable for another reason – she is an outcast from her Samaritan community of belonging because of her multiplicity of husbands – the last of whom is not her husband. The Messiah – Jesus Christ Incarnate – is vulnerable because he is meeting in plain sight with a woman of another religious and ethnic tradition; he is more immediately vulnerable because he is dehydrated and has no way to access the water in the well. The disciples, on their return, do not in any way seem to be vulnerable but I suggest that they are vulnerable. They are vulnerable to their own ignorance of what is happening before their eyes and between Jesus and The Woman – like any and all of us, they need the assistance of Christ the teacher to illuminate their gaze and to inform their mind.    



THE RELATIONSHIP OF FRIENDSHIP

As so often when we let a story in Scripture enfold us, we find that the connections enable us to create a new tapestry of relationship. The disciples already have a relationship with Jesus. It always needs building and repair. Like us, they have a tendency to get things spectacularly wrong; and yet it is for them that Jesus will give his all, again and again, and eventually his life. The Samaritan Woman has a fractured relationship with her people and with her townspeople. This is why she is out in the heat of the day drawing water unsupported by any other women of her community and potential friendship group. In relation to friendship, shame brings its own exclusion in plain sight, and it is very hard to bear this indignity. Through the totally unlikely friendship that Jesus and the woman in question strike up, the disciples are drawn into a mission of service and salvation with the Samaritans AND the woman becomes a vehicle of grace of the God of the Jews back to the Samaritans in her village. This is despite the fact that the Jews and the Samaritans hate one another. Friendship is not solely a transaction hammered out by a group of Jewish men in the Samaritan shops of Sychar. Friendship is a relationship of new relationships formed in the kaleidoscope of life. Life comes to meet us and your Cathedral Centre for friendship comes out of the church into the community to meet all comers in this uniquely Christ-like way. This is a Christly act, this is a Christly place, this is a Christly gift to all who engage and participate.   

THE GOD OF FRIENDSHIP 

I take you from St John chapter 4 to St Matthew chapter 25. It is the vision of what it may possibly be like when The Son of Man comes in his glory. There again we have the yardstick of friendship and the icon of the cup of water: For when I was hungry, you gave me food; when thirsty, you gave me drink; when I was a stranger, you took me into your home; when naked, you clothed me; when I was ill, you came to my help; when in prison, you visited me. (St Matthew 25.35, 36) This gives us the clue as to how and why we – that is you – do the things we – that is you – do. It is because it is a Christly thing. It is because it is a thing of judgement, it is a thing of justice, it is a thing of mercy. This is our opportunity to serve the good who are in need, the good who are in pain, the good who suffer silently and invisibly from one of the greatest and most invisible scourges of our time: aloneness. Aloneness is deeper than loneliness because it becomes a settled state; it creates its own norm and expectation that somehow it is the best we can do and we’d better make the best of it even though it is the worst definition of earthly living today. 

Your Friendship Centre stands in direct opposition to this. It stands for togetherness.  And I salute you in the name of the Lord for your initiative, for your constancy and for your friendship. 

2 Chronicles 7.16: I have chosen and consecrated this house, so that my name may be there for all time and my eyes and my heart may be fixed on it for ever.  
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