Bicentenary Service for Sandford Parish, diocese of Dublin   
The Fourth Sunday after Trinity, June 28th 2026
Readings: Genesis 28.16-22; Ephesians 2.13-18; St Matthew 10.40-42
the archbishop

Genesis 28.17: … Jacob was awestruck and said, How awesome is this place! This is none other than the house of God; it is the gateway to heaven. 

Two hundred years on from 1826, the city of Dublin and its suburbs have developed and expanded beyond recognition. Nonetheless, it remains the hope of each of us that in our own locale, in our own neighbourhood, we might somehow know more rather than fewer of the people with whom we share it. And in a charming and vibrant village such as Ranelagh, this has to be a reasonable expectation and one that we hope to fulfil even in the undying busyness of today. This idea of knowing people and being known by them is an universal aspiration of Irish people at home and abroad. We say quietly to ourselves: I hope there will be someone there that I know, or I hope there are people I will soon get to know. While it becomes ever harder to do this, in an atomized society, it is still possible and worthwhile to try. I suggest that the parish and the parish church are key elements in our making this effort and in making a success of it. It is where church and civic space overlap; and this is what we celebrate here and now for SANDFORD 200 as the Parish of ’26 and as the School of ’26 as both keep pace with one another and are an exactly parallel foundation. 

PLACE, RECONCILIATION and BELONGING 

It is for this reason that we have the Scriptural Readings that we have today. Genesis 28 claims place as a priority. Ephesians 2 claims reconciliation as a priority. St Matthew 10 claims belonging as a priority because belonging is the dividend of tradition and of continuity. This gathers us here today. In this suburb of Ranelagh, place, reconciliation and belonging are key drivers in our work in 2026. I speak of place because the church itself and where it is are your key asset, your finest resource - unquestionably. Please do not be ashamed of its religiosity; in the words of Jacob, this is Beth-El, the House of God. Everybody knows Sandford Church. From its energy over two centuries flow your impact, your identity and your investment. Sandford Parish Church is synonymous with this part of Dublin. It gives you, its parishioners, an unique impact. Sandford Parish Church is synonymous with this area of Sandford Close which includes the Church, the Terrace, the School and the Rectory – and of course the Rector! Sandford Church is also your crowning glory because it speaks for itself and commends itself by being on the street (and churches which are on the street have a head start over churches off the street) and also by its loveliness. 

You may not so readily associate Sandford Parish Church with reconciliation. While we often think of reconciliation in specific political and societal terms, reconciliation need not be framed only by big ticket international events. It is equally a local activity. Reconciliation means community engagement, ecumenical friendship, environmental action, Inter Faith understanding, social relationships that people build and develop and sustain – and into which they welcome others. All of these are the local and the specific and the detailed application of the big international discussions and decisions. They come to new life in the local. It is in ways like this that place and reconciliation and belonging give voice to that memorable phrase of Pope Francis describing the church as a field hospital. They together give shape to living identity, as voiced in St Matthew’s Gospel. The passing on of tradition is the passing on of belonging. An ethic of fairness is an ethic of generosity in the smallest and in the un-noticed things. The church is in the right place doing the work of reconciliation – bringing people together and offering them local community based on the community that is God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit through the community on earth – that is our parish – living a life of response to God and neighbour – without prejudice, without favouritism, with invitation, with embrace – and that is reconciliation because the whole community belongs with us and we belong with the whole community. As well as Sandford National School being a place of teaching and learning – and in this way of expanding and enhancing the student voice, Sandford Church does something very similar through the recognition of place, reconciliation and belonging to and through Jesus Christ and in this way expands and enhances the parishioner voice.  

Sandford Parish Church began its life at a time when the Church of Ireland was keen to expand into the suburbs of Dublin. An Evangelical tinge and emphasis appealed to those with money and influence, so Sandford began its life as Sandford Chapel, a Trustee Church, a status that, now as then, gives a degree of independence from the rest of the church structures. Sandford subsequently became a Parish but in its early days it had the distinct advantage of consolidating its position through the long ministry of the Great Henry Irwin, whose son Alexander also served as his curate-assistant, for over thirty years and whose direct descendant Patrick is here today. People do not become legendary for nothing. They become legendary because they last and their legacy lasts. 

The exciting and admirable History of Sandford Church and its life tells this story in vivid detail, combining not only exemplary illustration of aspects of the parish but threading through this the context of each of the three centuries of world history in which the church has made its mark. The battle lines between Evangelical and Liberal definitions of the church have not gone away in the times in which we live. Today they centre on human identity, human sexuality and human relationships; and always Biblical understanding and Biblical interpretation are part of the frame. I say this because it is from Holy Scripture that each and all of us derive our life of prayer and prayer of life. Those of us who live through them day by day weary of them and realize that this type of identity trench warfare can and does take us nowhere wholesome and that constantly we need open minds and open hearts. Life is what people live and the calling of the church is to live alongside them, to love them and to introduce them to God and God to them. Because so many aspects of the Agenda of The Liberals have been addressed by the decisions in law of the vibrant democracy in which we live, the antagonism is now in a different register; and an uneasy church – uneasy that is with itself – is faced with the dilemma of holding in tension what is lawful among citizens and contested among church folk who, of course, also live as citizens. We too have a responsibility of contested space, mature reconciliation, mutual belonging. There are so many ways of plucking this chicken that soon there may be no meat left. 

Such tensions of the soul make it all the more pressing that we ask what does suburban religion look like? What does it offer? Slightly later this morning, we will walk out of Sandford Church into a thriving suburb with all the signs associated with suburban living now – people walking with take-away coffee; people strolling and engaging in family life in a relaxed and informal way; people cycling purposefully to relax and rewind by doing something entirely different from the day job; people with their music in their ears, people bumping into you as they laugh into their ‘phones when all you are trying to do is to walk your little dogs on the pavement rather than being forced into the road with them? However long it takes us to formulate the longer questions about church and religion, the last and only question about religion was once formulated for me by an extremely devout, extremely pragmatic Church Army Captain in two words: Why bother? So … Why bother? I suggest that it is because of the presence of Christ in the life of the world and because of our joy and delight as individual and community Christians in discovering it for ourselves and together and in sharing it with others. 

WHAT MAKES SUBURBAN RELIGION DISTINCTIVE?

What makes it distinctive, and therefore precious, is the specific concentration of capacities that people in suburban parishes can have and frequently do have and are willing to share. When this happens, people can and do bring expertise from their daily work directly into their church commitment and service. This is exciting and energizing because it helps people to connect their work and their discipleship with one another, so they make sense as an integrated whole.  

WHAT MAKES SUBURBAN RELIGION DIFFICULT?

Ever since Mrs Thatcher told us so categorically that there is no such thing as society, there is only the individual, religion has been struggling even more than usual. Somehow, we all believed her even though she was nothing to us! Ironically, religion and science, cosmology and environmentalism along with spirituality and the perspective of the transcendent have come to a working accommodation. It is the softer sides of religious practice and religious togetherness that have suffered significant tissue damage, educational patronage being one of them, for example. Religion is now understood to be for those who cannot cope, religion is a fantastical way of life for losers, and, in an evidence-based world, Christianity is understood to have no tangible evidence to show for itself. 

Another difficulty is density of residency and the enclosure of the gated community. It is a long time since we were told that one day 50%+ of people will live in cities. They already do by whatever means they can. The Gated Community offers a particular type of privacy and of security. All too easily, it can alienate people rather than engaging them. And this is a crying shame, really. The gated community is, of course, a lot more limiting than we in Ireland have ever been accustomed to. Those who live in them need a messier companionship than the requirement to keep a limited space tidy can ever offer them. No pets! leads to a lonely, silent existence.   

WHAT MAKES SUBURBAN RELIGION DELIGHTFUL?

One of the great things about suburban life is that so many things are taken care of for you. You are instinctively free to live in a way that you are supported by amenities for which rural people, like myself, could only dream. While all of us are busy, this has to mean that we have more time to find God. I know this is an extraordinary thing to hear. I do not consider it an extraordinary thing to say on a day like today where we mark 200 years of continuing presence of Sandford Church on Sandford Road. 

This opportunity enables us to make the sort of connections outside of the parish that we can bring back to enrich the life of the parish. Over the years, this is what Sandford (and St Philip’s) Parishioners do; The Sandford History makes this clear. These easy connections bring their responsibilities as well as their opportunities. If perchance you go a five-to-ten-minute walk along the road from here, you will find the Irish Mother House of the Jesuit Order as our neighbours. These are people with wonderful stories to tell of lives of service, of mission, of learning and of teaching. They are our constant friends. In their grounds, you will find a wonderful bronze monument capturing the integrity of the ministry of Archbishop Oscar Romero; and some of the residents will tell you how Pope Francis lived there when a Jesuit and when he came to Ireland from South America to learn English. There are other connections that we can and should make: with Agencies, with bodies that are synonymous with issues of justice and compassion, with people to whom we can readily commend the church and the parish by our being involved and engaged. 

The Sandford History is a good example of what can be done and of what is being done. People are fascinated by something they have seen and by something they want to explore. But, time after time, they are fascinated most by the people who make the community tick. They move from a fascination by a past history to own it as their history because it is their history too. It also happens to be called The Church of Ireland. The great thing about a parish is that it is not solely a religious space; it is also a civic space. People still want to explore and own the place where they live and make it theirs. This is the outreach that literally awaits you outside the front door of this church. Go and enjoy it … Go and tell it … Go and share it … 

St Matthew 10.40: Jesus said, To receive you is to receive me, and to receive me is to receive the One who sent me.
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