Short Reflection at Service of Commemoration of John Sullivan OP SJ
Saturday 22nd February The Sunday Next before Lent 

Michael Jackson OP 1967-1975

Collect: O God, our teacher and our judge, enrich our hearts with the goodness of your wisdom and renew us from within: that all our actions, all our thoughts and all our words may bear the fruit of your transforming grace; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
It is once again my pleasure to offer a short reflection from within the Church of Ireland tradition on this day of commemoration and thanksgiving for the life of Father John Sullivan and for the many ways in which he inspires countless people here in Ireland and across the world. John Sullivan is revered as someone who grew up in one Irish tradition and moved into another Irish tradition with a sense of fulfilment in the present and without a sense of rejection of the past. This is a precious gift. It is a gift that is given by God and yet there are many who cannot receive it. But for those who can receive it, it is transformative of life and learning. It is free from personal bitterness or lessening of others. 

TRADITIONS WITH NEW LIFE

Right across Ireland today we are very conscious of traditions. They matter to us because it is through our traditions that we give voice to our identities. Traditions and identities are to be shared and explained and offered openly to others as part of a cultural tapestry in today’s Ireland. They are not to be weaponized. Right across Ireland, opportunities of difference are opening up for self-understanding through the understanding of others. The churches need to take a role of compassionate leadership and attentive service over the next critical years. It is one thing to accept and to articulate that we are part of the problem; it is quite another thing to swallow our pride and open up the wounds for healing. When Archbishop Justin Welby came to commemorate with us the 150th anniversary of the Disestablishment of The Church of Ireland, without hesitation he gave us this most arresting statement: ‘The church must always live in such a way that makes no sense if God does not exist.’ This can only bring us into high mountains, deep deserts, dank bogs and dark alleyways in our time and in our place.  
CHURCHES AND POLITICS NEED TO SHIFT 

One hundred years of our modern history have been both separated and shared. Different sides, different factions cry: abandonment, betrayal, shame and victory. These years of uneasy truce and fractured identity have been brought into sharp relief by the inevitability of Brexit with its instant implications and delayed impact for both parts of Ireland. For those who have sought exclusivity and superiority time and again as an expression of their identity, they have found that the future comes to meet them in the form of change. Then they inevitably find themselves making accommodations with others to enable and ensure survival. And such accommodations inevitably are a climb-down from their earlier positions of entitlement. This has been a cycle of political maturing. It has brought with it the end of one-party monopolies in both parts of Ireland, whether we call it power sharing or coalition or whatever else. The difficulty with both is a cynical stalemate bred of self-interest; the excitement with both is shared values leading to the renewal of the common good. Both the church and politics are called to be midwives of shift – shift in values, shift in responsibilities, shift in futures.

JOHN SULLIVAN AND TWO TRADITIONS

John Sullivan’s life straddled what are now the two parts of Ireland, the two traditions and the two denominational affiliations. He very much fulfilled another thing that Archbishop Welby said about the Church of Ireland. It applies to all the church traditions in Ireland and in so many ways it is the newest churches that have the coolest nerve and the strongest energy. It is the vocation to be a church of no borders. In the openhearted generosity of his personal and pastoral ministry, in the compassion of his prayer and his commitment to people as people, John Sullivan fulfilled this. In his tireless care and concern for the sick and the dying, he did the same. And he did this by living in the midst of young life in Clongowes Wood College among young people and Jesuits and the people of the parish. This openness to shifting culture and shifting prejudice lives out a third thing that Archbishop Welby said: ‘God looks for us all to be so full of His grace that it overflows abundantly in service to others.’ 
THE COLLECT FOR THE SUNDAY BEFORE LENT 

The Collect for the Sunday immediately before Lent impresses upon us that transformation begins from within; that the ways in which we ‘carry’ ourselves give the clues to the grace of such transformation because of our actions, our thought and our words – all of them; that it is God as both teacher and judge who enriches our hearts with the goodness of his wisdom. In all of this John Sullivan was entirely Anglican and totally Roman Catholic and thoroughly Jesuit. In an era pulsating with social and religious wastage, John Sullivan today as a Holy Ecumenist can take us forward into the space we must all inhabit, as people whose identity is that we are made in the image and likeness of God, where no one party, no one tradition, no one church must again own the narrative of Irish identity. We do nonetheless have to play our part energetically day by day.
O God, our teacher and our judge: enrich our hearts with the goodness of your wisdom and renew us from within: that all our actions, all our thoughts and all our words may bear the fruit of your transforming grace; through Jesus Christ our Lord.      
