Sermon to mark the 150th Anniversary of The High School, Dublin

Readings: 1 Kings 3.5-15; 1 Thessalonians 5.5-24

1 Kings 3.7: …though I am a mere child, unskilled in leadership. Here I am in the midst of your people, the people of your choice …
the archbishop of Dublin 
We are faithful to our trust … This is the motto and, therefore, the invitation to belong given to all who become a Member of The High School Dublin. It sets everyone, individually and together, irrespective of race or religion, creed or culture, in a tradition, a handing on, of everything that has happened in years past. It also commits everyone to a tradition, a handing on, of everything that will happen in the future. The point of connection is all the pupils and all the staff of today, the pivot on which our history swivels. It is an honour to be invited to preach at this Service from St Patrick’s Cathedral Dublin on the historic occasion of the one hundred and fiftieth anniversary of the School.  
Everything that Solomon heard and said happened while he was dreaming. We have a very low opinion of dreams. We tend to dismiss them as unreal and of no particular consequence. But, ask any young person: What are your hopes? What are your dreams? and you will hear something that will lift your flagging spirits and something that will shed new light on your own tired ideas. It might be something about which you yourself had dreamed when you were of similar age. It might be something of which you yourself were and remain incapable - and you are delighted that someone else has the courage and the confidence to go for it. It might be something of which you yourself have never dreamed at all, never even imagined and you are blown away by it – the sheer audacity of it! The unconscious, the dreamlike state, which we often push to the back of our active and rational and engaged selves, can open up new landscapes, even if the horizons cannot be changed, when we dream and when we let ourselves let ourselves dream. 

The Lord had a problem. Solomon was next in line in the hereditary monarchy following King David his father. He is now on the point of taking over. There is very little that is hereditary in today’s world. Everyone has to make the world work for himself, for herself and for everyone else – otherwise the world quickly begins not to function properly. We call it justice and ecology; its opposites are anarchy and pollution. We all have our part to play, our contribution to make. Each generation, and each person, has the choice. Until The Lord heard the unconscious, unscripted hopes and dreams of Solomon and also heard what were Solomon’s deepest desires, he could not be sure that Solomon would be worth the risk. He hears first that Solomon wants to listen; next that he does want to govern; and equally important that he wants to do this with justice. Before COVID-19 we had very little time to listen – we need to keep going with this listening now. During the early months of COVID-19 we endured a lot of being governed by Guidelines and Regulations – we need to keep going with our compliance in such governing and regulating of our behaviour through personal responsibility which, ironically, is so much more difficult than being told what to do.     

The conversation between The Lord and Solomon could happen in its own way in any generation and in any place. What is interesting for us, as today we mark and celebrate a particular landmark of one hundred and fifty years in the life of the ever-evolving High School Dublin, a dynamic place of education and learning, of expectation and of justice, within The Erasmus Smith Foundation, is what Solomon asks for: Grant your servant, therefore, a heart with skill to listen so that he may govern your people justly and distinguish good from evil. (verse 9) His work requires raw intellect, a taught and learned understanding of what is just and also emotional intelligence. 

Leadership is about citizenship. Leadership is about valuing yourself sufficiently that you put worth above wealth and about extending this generosity to others. Leadership, therefore, is about service. In this way, you can value other people without feeling that you must be in competition with them. Competing about the wrong things with good people is fatal. It was this very value-system of listening, of justice and of goodness that The Lord needed to explore in the young Solomon, if he was to have confidence in him and give him all the other things he needed to be a civic and a military leader. And so, after he gets the answer he needs to hear, he goes on to say: What is more, I give you those things for which you did not ask, such wealth and glory as no king of your time can match. (verse 13)   
Today is today. Yesterday was yesterday. But tomorrow will still be tomorrow. So, why bother with the young King Solomon? First, I’d suggest he was in and around the age of many of today’s pupils of The High School. King Solomon ascended the throne aged fifteen. Think of that for a Transition Year project! Today, as we look out on the world, there is no escaping the reality that maturity is forced on the young at an earlier and earlier age. Secondly, the interaction of high ideals, instinctive justice and emotional intelligence is pivotal to education today as it was in the days of King Solomon. And thirdly, priorities of thinking of our neighbour before we grab again and again for ourselves are essential to making the world go round fairly and justly and to prevent it from staggering to an environmental halt.
When St Paul writes to the Christian community in Thessalonica, he is not concerned so much with dreaming as he is with keeping people awake: But you, friends, are not in the dark; the day will not come upon you like a thief. You are all children of light, children of day. (verses 4, 5) Keeping awake is also important. To this end he gives pieces of general advice which may sound blindingly obvious. However little we might think that we don’t need advice, and even better don’t need to take advice, some of this is rather helpful:

Live at peace among yourselves …

Always be joyful …

Do not stifle inspiration …

Part of the reason these phrases are helpful is that positivity is hard to keep going, not least in the strange circumstances in which we now live. Even our celebration is set in a very specific context of heightened public anxiety and international disease.
The High School has endured strains and tensions, hardships and complexities in its long history. But it has also enjoyed successes and glories, achievements and the breaking of new ground – repeatedly. Its pupils, present and past, are its lifeblood and its energy. Solomon may not stalk the corridors in Harcourt Street or in Danum, but the wisdom of Solomon defined as listening and learning in order to equip him to lead and to serve justly is worth reflecting on as today we celebrate one hundred and fifty years of being faithful to our trust …     
