Trinity Monday, The Chapel of Trinity College Dublin  
Monday April 20th 2026; preacher: Michael Jackson (Scholar 1976)
Readings: Genesis 28.16-22; Ephesians 2.13-18

Today we gather in one place for one purpose. It is to recognize and to honour The Foundation; and The Foundation is The Provost, The Fellows and The Scholars of Trinity College Dublin. Everyone else may rightly go about his or her business purposefully or relaxedly on this Trinity Monday. We gather in this College Chapel to praise Almighty God for our continuance in the endeavour of education, for our respect for those who at various points in the kaleidoscope of learning have reached significant attainments as Scholars and Fellows and to commend them to the future investment of their talents in the world to which we belong – for good for all. 

One of the fundamental roles of education is to engender engaged citizenship. This is an insight as old as the Greek philosophers. It also connects admirably with something St Augustine said much later and early in his gargantuan literary output: People want to be happy but most of us look for happiness in the wrong places. He was, of course, speaking on the blessed life (de beata vita) but the sentiment has a wider application in our own day where happiness eludes many and is actively denied to many others. The purpose of citizenship is to energize a generously functioning society. The germs of this are tended in large part in what we call the educational system. People who have been offered and who have taken educational opportunity and have had it tested at a high level of scrutiny are duty bound to invest that treasure in the society to which they belong. It is called public benefit. It is called the common good. Investment in clever people requires investment by those same people in the bettering of the lives and circumstances of others. We might call it the altruism of public policy and of public service. This requires vision and courage. This requires confidence and perspective. This requires knowledge laid at the feet of others. This is its vulnerability and this is its wastefulness. In a very particular and specialized way Election to Scholarship and Fellowship tests and expresses such skills in successive individuals as The Foundation replenishes itself organically year after year on Trinity Monday and as new stones are set carefully and confidently into the fabric of the College that, many years later, still holds our affection and our admiration.    

Excellence and community form the background and the foreground of university life. This is not an invitation to bigheadedness or to self-promotion. It is an invitation to accept who you are, what you can do and to do this with and for others. the contemporary university is rightly and appropriately secular; it is of this saeculum, this age in which and in whom we live. Excellence demands a generosity that goes beyond raw competitiveness. Community demands the inclusion of those who are not part of today’s events and celebrations every bit as much as those who are. They are no lesser persons. Their contributions are equally part of the honeycomb of collegiate life. The challenge for any who are entrusted with public discernment and public leadership is to connect original cynicism, indeed original apathy with original experiment and original initiative, to take the energy that is in all of these and to create something tangible and applicable to the needs of all, particularly of those of us denied such education. This is no easy task, but it is the life beyond The Front Gate and The Nassau Street Gate and every other gate which marks the liminal point of entry and exit to and from this university. Excellence is not solely about breaking new ground. It is also about reining in and drawing together those who are clever and bored and those who are hopeless and disenfranchised to create a community of care and response in the present for the future. 

We once thought that war was something that happened elsewhere and that stable democracy was our gift to the world. We once thought that we were an hospitable little country that retained the best of the old, while we moved effortlessly into the new. We once thought that by staying under the radar, we would be noticed positively and not negatively. We also came to think that we had become an international icon and yardstick of reconciliation. Then iconically once again flags in the twenty-six counties as well as in the six counties began to be weaponized. We have begun to look rather different. The idyllic picture may never have been real. It certainly is not real now. 

Positive changes in Irish life have been significant and irreversible. Many of them have become the envy of other nations worldwide. There is, however, the uncontrolled impact of social media which has brought home to us that we are as spiritually porous as any other nation. There is also the ongoing and hitherto unresolved grasp of the influence and impact of Artificial Intelligence: enhanced functionalism is not always our friend; but if you question it you are inviting honorary dinosaur status. There is the wider issue to which nobody has yet the answer, except to get in first in blaming others, and that is addressing the underbelly of knowledge. As things stand, this seems to the casual observer to be a Penalty Shoot Out between Gnosticism and Infotainment. We don’t quite know whether to be impressed or to be amused – or simply to be panicked. Hate speech and prejudice inhabit our platforms and our pavements. Their regulation falls foul of an incoherent interpretation of competing personal freedoms. 

GENESIS 28 and EPHESIANS 2 provide our chosen Scriptural Readings for today’s act of worship. The story of Jacob in Genesis introduces us to perennial concepts through a religious lens: exposure to danger, absence of protection, drama and melodrama, vision with no discernible horizon, belonging, sustenance and, something our world today craves and yet does not know it does, the ritual of gratitude. These all add up to a new definition of possibility. They dovetail neatly with a day on which we honour intellectual achievement and academic excellence. The argument in Ephesians directs our attention to overcoming deep-seated systemic barriers that create embedded enmity. Our eye is directed to the soreg, the physical barrier in the Jerusalem Temple separating, as it historically did, the court of the Gentiles from the inner courts. Our mind is directed by this image to do away with separations, without any hint of or entitlement to anti-Semitism, in our own communities, that is to open up new spaces of generous encounter, dialogue and belonging. The invitation is to create a new and newly functioning single humanity. We might today call it diversity and inclusion. It is as uncomfortable for all as it is liberating for everyone. Perpetually it remains a work in progress. You may, of course, reject the religiosity of all of this, and many will, but there is a universalism in the core content and in the basic argument. What are clever and privileged people to do about a sagging world when they have been endowed with a capacity to conceptualize such issues from the helicopter space?
If hate speech and prejudice are the underbelly of knowledge; if weapons of mass destruction are the underbelly of innovation and science; if alienation and harassment are the underbelly of privilege and opportunity, today is a day on which we can set our face against these distortions and encourage those whose achievements we honour to make a difference. Front Square is very much the place of our today. The Examination Hall and the College Chapel frame our dialogue of learning and believing. Whatever the impetus of our faith and of our values, we have moved from the one to the other. Our values and our achievements need to discourse together and in the words of a former College Chaplain at very least agree to disagree – agreeably, if we are to take forward our inheritance of wisdom as a gift and a good to others. 

Genesis 28.16: When Jacob woke form his sleep he said, Truly the Lord is in this place, and I did not know it.   
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