Service in Hazaribagh: St Columba’s Hospital
August 20th to 22nd 2024
sermon preached by The Most Reverend Dr Michael Jackson, archbishop of Dublin 
Suggested Readings: those for St Columba’s Day: Micah 4.1-5; Romans 15.1-6; St John 12.20-26

St John 12.26: Whoever serves me must follow me, and where I am, there will my servant be also. Whoever serves me, the Father will honour. 

Three saints are marked and celebrated every year in Irish life, on February 1st, March 17th, June 9th. They are St Brigid, St Patrick and St Columba. It is, therefore, little wonder that the name of St Columba was one that our early Irish friends of Chota Nagpur Diocese and of Hazaribagh brought with them and gave to both this hospital and a school close by. One of the reasons may have been that St Columba was, among other things, a traveller, a voyager who left his native land. They may have felt that they needed the patronage of a travelling saint to watch over their work here and to share their own native heritage in Hazaribagh. 
Celebration and thanksgiving, gratitude and hope bring The Reverend Steven Brunn and me here today to participate with you in joy and gladness on this regular day in hospital life; but a day very special to us. We are joyful because we have connected once again with one another from two parts of the world that are far away. We are glad because you are rightly celebrating a renewal of your life as a hospital; and to everyone here and further afield this is a true delight. You have built one another up; you have come back to active life; you have a programme of renewal in place; you have allowed God to build you up. Rightly you celebrate your achievements and outcomes as people of hope, people of work, people of care; you celebrate the total return of today’s hours and of many previous decades of hard work and you offer it to the total community. To be in Hazaribagh is a very precious and special thing for anyone associated with Trinity College Dublin. We are honoured to be accepted and to be received as friends in the work of faith. May I say, on behalf of everyone associated with The Dublin University Mission to Chota Nagpur: Congratulations!
Maybe, in the quiet beauty of this chapel, at the heartbeat of this hospital, you can ask: Why were we in India ever called after Irish Saints and: What does it give us today? What is there in a name? I think it is because those who were your founders and our predecessors wanted to share something of their faith and culture with you as a gift and as a reference point for your own life and work. They were planting in hope. They wanted to give of their very best. And, of course, they were always and rightly conscious that you would outgrow their influences and develop their planting in your own unique way and offer us something for sharing and celebrating both in India and in Ireland. Today both countries are significantly connected with one another by the movement of peoples, by the skills in information technology and in healthcare in particular, by a friendliness that is instinctive, open-hearted and colourful in every way. We are connected also by the mutual influences of Thomas McSweeney and Mahatma Ghandi. Our religious witness in Ireland is enhanced by the presence of so many Christians from right across India. With them we share wonderful relations both within The Anglican Communion and ecumenically. And for this too we say: Congratulations and Thank you!
St Columba you may be surprised to know had a complicated and an angry life. We do not often think of people like this as holy. It takes all sorts to make God’s world. He was, as we might say today, very ‘driven,’ and driven people often achieve great things in ways that are difficult for them and for others. For all of us, it is good to know and to hold on to the realization that God loves difficult and complicated people too. Unlike the majority of people in the sixth century, COLUMBA lived to a very good age: 75 years. He will always have struggled, I suggest, to grapple with his name. The word: COLM means dove. The longer word: COLMCILLE means dove of the church. For a very particular reason, St Columba (the English version of his Irish name) will have fought hard to live up to this name (because conventionally the dove speaks of peace) as his life progressed. He had to find ways of channelling his red-haired energy and commitment to contribute in positive ways. And God guided him. 
In an age of digitization, of iPhones and iPads for the wealthy and the privileged, it may seem strange to us that St Columba is the patron saint of bookbinders. It may seem strange that there are any bookbinders left. Columba copied a manuscript illegally and was held to account; the famous judgement was handed down by St Finnian of Moville: to every cow its calf, to every book its copy. This was the official beginning of what today we call copyright. Columba refused to accept this judgement, went to war over it and caused mayhem and bloodshed. His missionary future opened up for him as his penance for wrongdoing. His great work was the conversion to Christianity of Scotland, the part of Britain closest to Ireland. For this he is ever remembered positively.
There is also a more modern reason why – and our founders could not possibly have known this because it came well after them – the name of Columba is entirely suitable to who we are and what we do in today’s Hazaribagh. It has to do with building community. The monastery which he and his monks founded on the Island of Iona, between Scotland and Ireland, fell into disrepair and ruin for many centuries and remained untouched. In 1938 a religious community of lay people and ordained people founded a community of ecumenical relations. Their worship material goes under the name of Wild Goose (perhaps just as good a name for Columba as The Dove of the Church). It is used worldwide. It draws out and shares with everyone the spiritual emphasis and energy of the Celtic Christian way of worshipping and living – right to this day. 
Early Christians and Late Christians both benefit from presence and resilience. You in St Columba’s Hospital do the same. Presence is important because it is about being there. Being there means standing your ground and holding your ground; it requires knowing your own centre of gravity in order to comprehend your surroundings and the dangers as well as the opportunities that they present. Presence is a sense of self-understanding that you bring with you wherever you go. But primarily presence is about being here right now and in this very moment: being present. And this is where you are; and this is why we honour you in who you are and in what you do. Resilience is about bouncing back; bouncing back the way a ball bounces on the ground, on the basketball pitch, when it comes towards you on the cricket field or as you catch and control it on the football pitch. It could go anywhere but you take it and take charge of it. It has to do with not taking someone else’s: No! as the answer that you will accept as your answer. It has something of the spirit of St Columba in it, something of his fiery determination to succeed. It has to do with looking the impossible in the eye and turning it into the possible. It has to do with ensuring that yesterday does not dictate the pace for tomorrow. Resilience has to do with being free to shape your own future and grasping that freedom with one hand and then wrapping your other hand firmly around it, making it yours by right and throwing it in the correct direction for others to catch. Both presence and resilience together enable hope and courage, adventure and fearlessness to flourish. Obstacles become less frightening. Small steps create bigger journeys. Mission and fulfilment connect. You find that by sticking it out, God comes to meet you, and you come to meet the future possibility. 
God has, once again, brought us together across the continents, across the time zones and across the cultures. We are able to be together here and now with one another and with God. Let us celebrate and give thanks together! The Gospels speak directly to us of Christ the Healer and Christ the Teacher. Whatever our Faith, whatever fuels our belief system and our motivation system, this combination of care and learning is a good one and is shared across the world’s religions in the word: wisdom. 
The words of the prophet Micah guide us and everyone else forward into a time of peace and into a time of respectful acceptance of one another: 

For all the peoples walk, each in the name of its god, but we will walk in the name of the Lord our God for ever and ever. Micah 4.5
