Service of Thanksgiving, Nuns Cross Church, Diocese of Glendalough
SS Simon and Jude, October 28.2016
Readings: Isaiah 28.14-16; Ephesians 2.19-22; St John 15.17-27 
sermon preached by the archbishop
Isaiah 28.16: See, I am laying in Zion a foundation stone, a tested stone, a precious cornerstone, a sure foundation: One who trusts will not panic. 
CALLED TO BE; CALLED TO DO …
The relationship between who we are and what we do may seem to be an obvious one and one that does not need delaying over. Many of us are defined on a daily basis by our job and our work and often the first and most obvious question anyone asks anyone else is: And what do you do? I am not quite sure we have got this the right way around, as much as anything because God and Scripture tell us repeatedly that people are people and that they and we are made in God’s image and likeness. Who you are is more important than what you do. The uncomfortable thing for religious people is that, if we are to take any heed to the order in which the accounts of events in Holy Scripture are given to us, this sort of insight comes before any mention of Original Sin itself. And so we are given perhaps an important insight into a teaching with which some will rightly associate Martin Luther some five hundred years ago and it is relevant to us today in a church dedicated exactly two hundred years ago. Human beings are just and sinful at the same time (simul justus et peccator). As we are all in this position daily, we cannot trade with anything against other people; we are in need of the grace of God and we are in need of helping others to find this grace of God in God’s search for them as God’s children. We are called to be people of grace precisely because we are all of us, all together, just-and-sinful at the same time. Luther’s doctrine of justification by faith alone has freed humankind from morality and at the same time has freed humankind for morality. Both hold together as who we are and who God is yet to make us become. Freedom for morality, through justification by faith, gives us a freedom for action because of our being; we do because of who we are, as children of God with other children of God.   
As we celebrate two hundred years of this church, we do so in recognition of God’s calling us to be disciples in the world. God is our guide; Jesus Christ is our pattern; the Holy Spirit is our inspiration; all of humanity is our companion. What we are called to do is to make divisions secondary where they are primary; to make separation subject to community. To enable flourishing rather than frustration. And this holds whoever you are and whatever you do; this is for lay people and ordained people alike; this is the open space inhabited by God and offered to us to work out our salvation in love of God and neighbour and in care for creation. Theology and ecology combine as we join forces to give fresh sense and new movement to the whole idea of salvation as a life lived for others and for ourselves in and through God. Alienation and separation are the forces which stifle community and prevent friendship. As people together we need to combat the negatives that exclude the positives in life today. This is always best done locally. This is always best done in a community that recognizes its limitations as it harnesses and gathers its strengths for solidarity, for generosity and for the future. And it is the future that has called us together this evening to this very lovely House of God. 

A SENSE OF HISTORY 

Keeping our eye on the future is the most effective way to honour the past. I say this because the past was once the present and tradition was once innovation. Two hundred years ago, people decided to honour this community and to build in hope. They also decided to build and to craft in the very best of what was possible in their day. The special character of this church is clear for all to see. Today we have among us people who are direct descendants of those who made these decisions and who carried out this work. Half an acre of land was made available by Charles Tottenham for the construction of this church and the cost of construction was met by Francis Synge together with a loan from The Board of First Fruits. 1817 clearly was a time of expansion in the Church of Ireland – we need to remember this today when decline is a word that far too readily comes to our lips - and the people of this community took their faith in their hands and seized their opportunity as a gift of God. The work was not only carefully planned but also beautifully executed and it is a delight not only to have Teran Synge among us and also Charles Tottenham, both descendants of those who originally inspired this church but also members of the de Wispelaere family from Belgium whose ancestor was responsible for the wood-carving which is such a special feature, among many others, of this church. Our good friend, The Reverend Ken Rue has given painstaking thought and meticulous attention to detail in drawing together people with a deep and loving association with this place here this afternoon. They are able to make their own thanksgiving; and we are able to make our own thanksgiving with them. In all of this we are truly blessed by their presence and by the sense of continuity they carry with them.
Building and beauty draw us in to the saving work of God in Christ Jesus. We need only turn our attention once more to Isaiah 28. It is the prophet Isaiah who takes on the prophets of negativity, those who are referred to as the scoffers, those who have turned towards the negative as a guiding light of what reality is like on the ground and who say: when the overwhelming scourge passes through, it will not come to us; for we have made lies our refuge, and in falsehood we have taken shelter. It is interesting for us to see the ways in which God is depicted as responding: God builds, God lays a precious cornerstone, a sure foundation. In response to the worst, God responds with the best. In a very specific way, we see this ethic worked through in something I know this parish has taken to heart through the tireless work of Ken and that is the Diocesan Link with The Diocese of Jerusalem and The Middle East. Its members constantly seek to reply to the worst with the best; they constantly seek to reciprocate good for evil; and as those who will accompany Ken on the forthcoming Diocesan Pilgrimage will find, they build a new community of love where there seems to be nothing other than rubble.  
FOR ALL THE SAINTS …
The role and the life of saints is another part of who we are and is important in what we might do as children of God. The saints expand our individual horizon and our church horizon. The saints witness in life and in death and in memory and in story to who we have already been as the body of Christ in past history and who we are today as the body of Christ in living history. As Martin Luther argued: we are righteous and sinner at the same time. This double definition is inescapable and unavoidable. It is within this framework that we work out our sainthood as countless people have done so before us and will do so after us. Churches are places to which people come to explore their inner sainthood. We come and I trust feel welcome whether we feel we are good or bad. We often do not think of church like this; those of us who do this regularly just think of it as going to church. That is not of itself a problem but I do not want us to forget the precious moment when we cross the threshold of a church building, when we enter a space that is specifically God’s space and our space at the same time. And because it is the space of both, it is the space where new community is constantly being formed. This is God’s invitation to us and this is God’s calling of us. We are to be saints; we are to be a sanctifying presence and a sanctifying action in the lives of community and individual together. Saints are already known to God and are already in our midst.  

The Collect of Thomas Cranmer for All Saints’ Day rings true across generations of continuity and of change: you have knit together your elect in one communion and fellowship in the mystical body of your Son Christ our Lord … There is an earthly and a human dimension to such communion in the person of Jesus Christ; there is a heavenly dimension also in the wonderfully suggestive and evocative phrase: the mystical body. It is our life’s work to hold together in elasticity of tension and of energy these two ways of seeing the world both here and now and in time and eternity. And this church was dedicated on the feast of St Simon and St Jude, who together preached the Gospel in Persia and lived and died in and for the Gospel.     

TODAY’S SCRIPTURAL READINGS
Isaiah alerts us to the encouragement that God gives to us when things are bad and negative. Into this world of scoffing and of bogus self-sufficiency God gives the best: a foundation stone, a tested stone, a precious cornerstone, a sure foundation. Ephesians takes us the next stage on this journey of change. The invitation continues to be offered to us to be brought in from the outside and from the cold, to be citizens – a very important and powerful security in the ancient and in the modern world, and one that we tend to take for granted because of the rise of political cynicism – and we are invited also to be members of the saintly household of God. There is no sense that this is delayed into the future. It is something we are invited to engage here and now in order to build within ourselves the beautiful building of a holy temple in the Lord. St John seems to strike a different note. His Gospel catapults us into a real world of persecution, into its motivations and its bitter outcomes. And there is great realism but little comfort in the chilling phrase: It was to fulfil the word that was written in their law, They hated me without a cause. Daily we find ourselves face to face with the inexplicable work of evil in the faces of fellow human beings – hatred without a cause. This is inescapable. This is horrifying. This is contemporary history. The Kingdom of God is built on courage as well as on love. It is built on the testimony of The Holy Spirit, the Advocate, who comes as The Spirit of Truth. 
Once again, I wish to thank and to congratulate all of you on this day. It is the day two hundred years to the day when in faith, hope and love combined to create this church. We, the generation of today, gather to celebrate beauty and building here in Killiskey Church. All who have made preparations, all who have carried them through, all who have been and continue to be spiriutally hospitable deserve the thanks of us all. As we journey on we remember Jacob at Bethel; we remember the people of Israel carrying and protecting the Ark of the Covenant; we remember this church in the past, in the here and now and in the future; we remember ourselves and all others who are Living Stones worldwide and pray for them in the communion of prayer which is the song of the communion of saints.
St John 1.1: In the beginning the Word already was. The Word was in God’s presence, and what God was, the Word was.

