Kilternan Parish Church: New Hall, diocese of Dublin

September 23 2018 Service of Dedication of New Hall
Readings: Jeremiah 11.18-20; St James 3.13-4.3, 7-8a; St Mark 9.30-37
St James 3.13: Who is wise and understanding among you? Show by your good life that your works are done with gentleness born of wisdom.   
sermon preached by the archbishop of Dublin, The Most Reverend Dr Michael Jackson
SCRIPTURE FIRST

It may seem to be a strange thing to begin the work, the very pleasant work, of dedicating a new Parish Centre in Kilternan by exploring some words in The Letter of James. St James has the reputation for being cantankerous - a combative and truculent adversary of St Paul and someone who repeatedly makes the case for works - doing things – over against grace – getting things. The two of these ideas work well together, however, for us as latter-day Christians, spoiled for choice and largely devoid of gratitude. They help us to bring realism and kindness to our discipleship; and the church ought to recognize and realize that each without the other is going nowhere; but it has taken us a long time to work this out. During these September weeks of reluctant return there is perhaps a positive irony in being asked by God to consider the quality and the integrity of spiritual work through the lens of Scripture when the only thing that seems to be facing us is more and more work – whether it is our own homework or our children’s homework and when it begins to look as if it might just be a long old winter of more and more homework.
St James, like many people today, talks in extremes. He grinds his way forward like a well-disciplined scrum. But at the heart of his argument he is talking about the human obsession of wanting the things you cannot actually have and the lengths to which you will go to get there and to get them. He traces a pathway that many have opened up for themselves and that many have found others all too keen to open before them. It produces a harvest of disunion. The message of St James may well seem to be hard-handed but it is nonetheless coherent and consistent: If you begin to maximize your self-interest, then you will find yourself in an increasingly dark and cold place. You will find yourself conflicted. And you upset the life-giving relationship between asking and receiving: You do not have, because you do not ask. You ask and do not receive, because you ask wrongly, in order to spend what you get on your pleasures. Indeed St James emphasizes what we do – our works – but he asks of us that our works be done with gentleness born of wisdom. A self-righteous church, whatever form that self-righteousness takes, simply cannot do this. 
Jesus in St Mark is also calling us to the way of simplicity. He had just given the disciples the news that he was to be betrayed into human hands, killed and would rise again. He finds that they too are in disagreement about this and they are arguing about something. It sounds like an argument around who might succeed Jesus: … who is the greatest …It would be quite wrong to say that in setting a child among them and in inviting them to take and to understand the child as an example he is lowering their expectations. He is actually heightening their expectations because he cuts through their sullen and greedy ambition by using the word: welcome four times in one sentence in stark contrast to their behaviour. But he also draws a direct line between the child and God and everything that God is and does: the welcome of the child in the name of Jesus Christ is the welcoming of the one who sent Jesus in the first place. Therefore the child is a perpetual stimulus to trace the goodness of God and the openness to God that there was in Jesus himself and in God. This is but only one reason why abuse of children in any context and in any institution and in any tradition is so scandalous and so wrong.    
THE HALL

For a church to build a new facility jointly designed for parish and for community is a wonderful thing to do. It recognizes that a parish is part of a community and a community gives energy to the life of a parish. The parish is that which lies alongside the house, the House of God. The parish has a great connection with the activity and the worship of the church and so the work and the life of God, through God’s people, flows into the life and work of the community. It is the duty of the people of the parish to know what they are talking about, what they are doing and why they are doing it in God’s name. The community cannot be expected to have ready-made the same values and purposes as the parish. But you now have a most attractive place where both can meet and each can meet. 

I should like to congratulate the rector, the Select Vestry and the parishioners for having this vision and this endurance. Both are needed as there is a difference between starting and finishing; and someone does need to hold both together. I should like also to congratulate and to thank all those who have given and donated money and skill and expertise along with those responsible for the design and the building of this hall. 

It is to be a place of meeting and of gathering; it is to be a place of friendship and conversation; most of all it is to be a place of safety and relationships. It is to be a place of enquiry and education. The issues considered may perhaps not be as harsh-sounding as The Letter of James or as ultimate as The Gospel of Mark – but they are all very important as stepping-stones and as building-blocks to everyone who asks a question or gives an answer, to anyone who engages in an issue for the first time and who dares to put their opinion ‘out there’ not least if they are shy. Our culture has become a very interruptive culture; you hear it on the radio, you see it on the television, you may ever ‘get it in the neck’ if you decide to offer your opinion at home! If we take little else away from the Scriptures of today, perhaps we might take away that phrase from The Letter of James: Show by your good life that your works are done with gentleness born of wisdom. 

And may this be the spirit that blows through the new hall of which this parish and its people ought rightly to be proud. 

St Mark 9.37: Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.   

